ITEM #16: CORRESPONDENCE OF INTEREST
Attached is a letter dated February 13, 2020 from the Southern Environmental Law Center
regarding the draft candidate projects for the 2045 Long-Range Transportation Plan and
HRTPO Staff response.
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February 13, 2020
Ms. Theresa Brooks
Transportation Engineer III
Hampton Roads Transportation Planning Organization

BY EMAIL

Re: Draft Candidate Projects for the 2045 Long-Range Transportation Plan
Dear Ms. Brooks:
The Southern Environmental Law Center (SELC) would like to provide the flowing
comments on the Hampton Roads Transportation Planning Organization’s (HRTPO) draft list of
candidate projects for the region’s 2045 Long-Range Transportation Plan (LRTP). SELC is a
non-partisan, non-profit organization that works throughout Virginia to promote transportation
and land use decisions that strengthen our communities, protect our environment, and improve
our quality of life.
We appreciate the opportunity to provide input at this early stage of HRTPO’s long-range
planning process. Thoughtful transportation and land use planning will be especially important in
the coming years given the many challenges facing the Hampton Roads region. Among other
things, the recent VTrans Mid-term Needs Assessment indicates a growing need to expand and
provide more equitable access to public transit and non-motorized transportation options
throughout the region, particularly in its urban cores.1
Hampton Roads also faces some of the most serious climate change-related threats from
flooding and sea level rise in the country. As a result, it is essential that the long-range planning
process include careful consideration of these risks to the region’s transportation infrastructure,
and that projects are sited and designed to prevent further loss of natural resiliency features such
as wetlands and floodplains that help slow and store flood water and provide communities with
valuable storm protection. The threats faced by Hampton Roads also underscore the need to
make significant progress in this LRTP toward reducing the region’s greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions from the transportation sector—the largest source of GHG emissions in Virginia.
We strongly support the inclusion in the draft candidate list of many projects focused on
expanding residents’ travel options as well as advancing cleaner transportation modes, including
several key projects to expand the region’s public transit and passenger rail networks and a host
of active transportation improvements. However, in viewing this draft candidate list as a whole
and in light of the challenges and threats noted above, we are concerned to see its overwhelming
focus on highway expansion. Indeed, highway projects comprise 183 out of 309 total projects on
the list (not including interchange and bridge improvements), and the vast majority of these
1

Office of Intermodal Planning and Investment, Executive Summary and 2019 Mid-Term Transportation Needs,
Hampton Roads Construction District at 23 et seq. (Jan. 2020), available at
http://www.vtrans.org/resources/VTrans_Midterm_Report_HamptonRoads.pdf.
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projects involve adding new asphalt. Below we identify several examples from the draft
candidate project list that raise serious concerns because of their substantial adverse effects on
the region’s communities and environment. These proposed projects should be removed from
further consideration in the LRTP process.


New Route 460 (Suffolk to Zuni): Previous plans for a new highway parallel to Route
460 were extremely expensive relative to their limited benefits, and ran into serious
permitting issues due to their severe impacts on wetlands and other resources. After
scoring poorly in SMART SCALE, the Virginia Department of Transportation’s (VDOT)
most recent plans to build a new highway along this stretch were wisely scrapped in favor
of a focus on targeted upgrades to existing Route 460.



Route 460/58/13 Connector: VDOT also recently pulled the plug on a study of
improvements—and potential widening—for this stretch of highway after finding that its
existing capacity should be able to handle expected travel demand through 2040.2 VDOT
further found that each of the options under review would have enormous impacts on
wetlands in the corridor,3 which runs alongside the Great Dismal Swamp National
Wildlife Refuge containing some of Virginia’s most important habitat.



Southeastern Parkway and Greenbelt: Similarly, in 2010 the Federal Highway
Administration terminated the environmental review process for this project after decades
of study in which federal agencies raised serious and repeated concerns with its impacts
on wetlands and other resources—essentially finding this project unpermittable.4 These
issues were significant in 2010, but are even greater today in light of the immediate
threats posed by climate change and the need to protect wetlands as a resiliency resource
for local communities.



Nimmo Parkway Phase VII-B: This proposal to build a raised parkway across part of
the Back Bay National Wildlife Refuge and through the largest contiguous forest in the
Back Bay watershed raises serious concerns regarding impacts on wildlife populations
and habitat. Further, it threatens to exacerbate local flooding both to the north and the
south of the proposed parkway by restricting the normal bi-directional flow of water in
response to winds, tides, and rainstorms, and by isolating wetlands that help absorb
floodwaters. Improving the existing Sandbridge Road corridor is a far less damaging
alternative that should be pursued instead.
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See Angel Deem, Presentation to HRTPO, “Route 460/58/13 Connector Environmental Assessment (EA) Status
Update (Nov. 15, 2018), available at https://www.hrtpo.org/uploads/docs/111518%20P13%20%20Route%20460%2058%2013%20TPO%20Meeting%2011-15-18_Rev.pdf.
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VDOT reported that the wetlands impacts of the four alternatives under review ranged from 76.7 acres for the sixlane option to improve access at the eastern end of the corridor to 98.9 acres for the eight-lane option to improve
access at both the eastern and western ends. Id.
4
“Termination of Environmental Review Process Cities of Chesapeake and Virginia Beach, VA,” 75 Fed. Reg.
70351 (Nov. 17, 2010) (noting that the proposal would result in the net loss of over 170 acres of wetlands and
quoting the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s comments that “even the best mitigation may not be able to
adequately compensate for the environmental harm expected” from the project).
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Finally, we also recommend close scrutiny of any proposals for the Bowers Hill
Interchange. While we recognize the importance of this interchange to the region’s transportation
network, it is located in a sensitive area containing several environmental justice communities,
substantial wetlands, streams, and floodplains, and in close proximity to the Great Dismal
Swamp National Wildlife Refuge. Expansion of this vast interchange could also have significant
effects in increasing vehicle miles traveled and related GHG emissions. These communities and
potential impacts must be carefully considered in relation to any potential improvements to this
facility.
Thank you for your consideration, and we look forward to continuing to participate as
this long-range planning process moves forward.
Sincerely,

Morgan Butler
Senior Attorney

Travis Pietila
Staff Attorney
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