


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































 

THE WESTBARD SECTOR PLAN 

Testimony of Danuta Wilson 

September 24, 2015 

Dear Chairman Anderson and Commissioners: 

Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the Westbard Sector Plan. My name is 
Danuta Wilson and I live in Bethesda. Although there are many aspects of the Westbard Plan that 
require further discussion,  I am going to focus on the one factor that has not been addressed at all, i.e. 
the lack of a detailed action plan showing that Montgomery County is well prepared to accommodate 
the increase in the number of students resulting from re-development of Westbard. 

When I began following the discussions of the changes coming to the Westbard area almost a 
year ago it was immediately clear to me that the school issue was going to be the most challenging one 
to address. However, at the same time it was encouraging to hear assurances from Councilmember 
Roger Berliner that he would not approve the project if the County planners and MCPS could not come 
up with a viable action plan for expanding school capacity. I communicated with our County Planning 
Department and elected officials regarding this issue numerous times and was told that I should expect 
to have a clearer picture of what can be done in terms of schools as the project takes shape, or at least 
by the time the Plan is submitted to the Planning Board. The Plan has already been submitted but I am 
no closer to seeing any specific solutions addressing school capacity.  

The lack of a detailed plan and the constant ambiguity surrounding the so called “solutions” also 
make it very difficult for any member of the public to provide meaningful input today. The only 
information about schools presented in the 94 page long Public Hearing Draft of Westbard Sector Plan is 
a list of the following options: 

1. Re-open closed school sites 

2. Build additions to schools capable of expansion 

3. Potential redistricting 

4. Locate a new school site 

5.  Provide additional infrastructure to support MCPS recreation 

Until recently I had been under the impression that the list was somehow specific to Westbard 
until I learned that the same list (1 – 4) was presented at a community meeting about development at 
White Flint last week.  It is clear that the solutions proposed lack any true analysis and therefore lack 
meaning and quality. 

 



After receiving no satisfactory feedback to my inquiries asking for more specifics, I tried to gain a 
better understanding of the background behind this decision making by looking deeper into the planning 
process. I asked for, and then examined publicly available documents that consisted primarily of 
communications between the County Planning Department and MCPS with regards to Westbard. What I 
saw was a deficient and haphazard process, one in which our County has not been willing to address in 
any of the development projects that are currently underway. Communication between MCPS and the 
County Planning Department staff revealed ambivalence on the part of the MCPS to plan ahead and 
commit to any particular school option, while the goal for the planners appeared to be to move the 
Westbard project along unimpeded and as quickly as possible.  

On April 21, 2015,  John Marcolin, Project Manager for the Westbard Sector Plan at the Planning 
Department asked Bruce Crispell, Director of Long Range Planning for the school system the following 
question via e-mail: “Will MCPS be doing anything differently with this plan to get ahead of the curve on 
anticipating student generation rates? I have to ask this question because IT IS ONE THAT THE 
COMMUNITY HAS ASKED”. The answer from Bruce Crispell at MCPS  was “We can’t do anything 
different….There are lots of master planned housing units around the county, but none of them are in 
the enrollment forecast until the property owner has taken the step of going to preliminary plan and 
getting it approved”. Consequently, what we are seeing in the Westbard Sector Plan is a product of this 
approach.  

At public meetings and in correspondence, the Planning Department staff responded to 
questions from the community about school capacity in a rather vague manner, as per MCPS 
recommendations. Some of the information and slides prepared by the planners were never shown to 
the public because they were deemed by MCPS too controversial or not generic enough. The option of 
redistricting from the Whitman school cluster to B-CC cluster was added on the eve of a community 
meeting at Whitman High School last April. As this was the first and the most prominent option 
presented, my impression was that it was intended to lower the anxiety level about schools that was 
evident at the meeting with the Whitman community.  

I am glad that the Planning Board acknowledges that the discussions surrounding school 
capacity need to be broader, but those discussions should have happened before this hearing to enable 
the public to come to today’s meeting fully prepared to discuss schools. Residents are being kept out of 
the loop regarding what is, or is not planned in terms of addressing overcrowding resulting from 
excessive development. The Cross Agency Workgroup on Alternative School Designs that has been 
meeting since April 2015 to discuss non-traditional school facilities has refused to allow community 
members to observe its sessions.  

There is a legitimate concern that the County is rushing into projects, one after another, 
believing in infinite growth possibilities, while ignoring its biggest stakeholder group. Clearly, the staff at 
the Planning Department acknowledged that they are aware of community concerns. Yet, no steps have 
been taken to improve the process and make sure that residents can see a clear plan for adequate 
school facilities before any projects are submitted for approval.  



Hence, what we have in the Westbard Sector Plan right now is a mix of school options that are 
designed to give the appearance that the County has many solutions to choose from, when in fact this is 
not the case. None of the options mentioned during community meetings over the last few months are 
viewed as viable or desirable. The Little Falls Library and the Waldorf School are just some of the 
examples of that.  

The Little Falls library that has been proposed as an elementary school site currently serves as 
one of our most prized community assets. It is a safe place for students from the two neighboring 
schools to go to after 3 pm. The residents already spoke out against any plans to re-purpose/move the 
library. Moreover, the specific topography of that site would make a building project very difficult and 
very costly. Even Mr. Bruce Crispell, Director of MCPS Division of Long Range Planning agreed with that 
when we spoke, although he added that it was not impossible to build there. The size of the library 
grounds (4 acres) is half of the recommended site for an elementary school which would result in a 
substandard facility. The library and the two neighboring schools are located at a very busy and 
dangerous intersection. I cannot imagine that anybody would want to add more congestion to that area 
with hundreds of students spilling onto narrow sidewalks and crossing busy roads on the way from 
school.  

Also, the County planners suggested that the Waldorf School be turned into a MCPS school, 
possibly middle school. The size of the property (5.6 acres) is too small even for an elementary school.  
The Waldorf School has a long term lease with MCPS that can be terminated early under certain 
conditions, but undoubtedly trying to re-claim the property right now would not happen without costly 
legal maneuvers considering the investment that the current school has made to its site. Many students 
from our area who attend the Waldorf School would be displaced, possibly moving to the public school 
system, if faced with a long commute.  

Although finding sufficiently large property to accommodate an elementary school would be 
difficult, there is no mention whatsoever in the Sector Plan how the County intends to address the influx 
of new students at the middle and high school levels. B-CC High School sits in the middle of Downtown 
Bethesda with no ability to build out further. Students are encouraged to eat lunch outside because the 
cafeteria cannot accommodate all of them. Schools in the Whitman cluster are already large and 
overcrowded. In fact, this is perhaps the weakest link in the entire Westbard Sector Plan.  

There is absolutely nothing wrong with our desire to be involved as taxpayers and community 
members in the process of making decisions about the type of school facilities that we would like to 
have in our area. Schools are our biggest community assets. Building additions to the already large 
schools is not a desirable option. There is a lot of research, including a recent study conducted by the 
State of Maryland that shows that students perform poorer at very large schools, have fewer 
extracurricular opportunities, and face greater stress. So far residents’ concerns about this have not 
received serious consideration. 

In sum, MCPS claims that it cannot factor Westbard development in its projections until the 
preliminary plan approval, but once development gets underway it can react quickly. Based on the 



information that has so far been presented and the reality of the situation in our County it is unlikely 
that this can happen quickly through a process that is transparent and inclusive of community 
involvement. MCPS needs to plan for Westbard impact now. Please do not approve the Westbard Sector 
Plan until the County Planning Department and MCPS have presented a solid and realistic plan showing 
how they intend to accommodate the additional student growth from Westbard, and until the 
community has had an opportunity to comment on it.   

Thank you for your consideration. 
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