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Clarksburg
Aim at Odds
With Reality

Planning Procedures
Under Investigation

By Tim Cralc
Washington Post Smj}' Writer

Clarksburg was Montgomery Coun-
ty’s model of the 21st-century suburb,

“The final frontier” is how the coun-
ty’s 1994 master plan described it: a se-
ries of quaint subdivisions built around
a pedestrian-friendly town center with
specialty shops, cafes, trails and a gro-
cery store.

People bought in. Home buyers,
drawn by low interest rates available to
buyers at the time and relatively moder-
ate prices, flocked to the tiny northern
Montgomery community, where horses
and livestock outnumbered residents as
recently as 10 years ago.

“We were buying into a lifestyle and
an ideal,” said Lynn Fantle, who in 2002
purchased a $400,000 house in Clarks-
burg Town Center.

But the road to the reinvented sub-
urb has gotten bumpy. There are nu-
merous signs that Montgomery officials
were ill-prepared to oversee the pace
and scope of change in Clarksburg,
where the population has nearly tripled
to 5,500 in the past five years. In 20
years, it is expected to reach more than
40,000.

Last week, the county acknowledged
that hundreds of homes in the new
Clarksburg Town Center were built in
apparent violation of height and set-
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Clarksburg Problems Prompt Investigation

CLARKSBURG, From C1
»Elrd( requirements. There is also

" | “evidence that a planning staff mem-
improperly altered a site plan to
g- show that-developers were com-
4 plying with the regulations.
Officials announced that an out-
alde investigator will be hired to re-
.» wiew thé county’s procedures for
roving subdivision plans. A
g;mmgdeparmtrepm-tmcam-
Hi ugends the and builders
-; -be fined SI..‘ZmiHinn Resi-
+ ‘dénts want a much stiffer penalty.
“vs'There are dther problems. Roads
: baye crowded, and some of the
- planmed walkwzys have Dbees
. (turmed into streets. Officials said
iv-te developer has aflowed new
T 'ewiers to move in without occu-
‘permits from the comty.
oy ﬂdunmsprimdforhw
‘{gdopers réquired m:lliﬁil
||'| m m
*-h'avabeen-.concemtedinonem
which would violate county reg-
quﬂaﬂom.

+Montgomery’s Fire & Rescue

madl?s £ ¢ happen 1o
g 53 is waiting to in
* ‘Wiarkshurg becanse the fire station
v, gerving the town is too far away.
“t Last week, it took firefighters
'+ tigarly 14 minutes, twice the accept-
- i ghle standard, to resposid to a fami-
Iy that had suffered carbon monox-
v tide poisoning, according to County
- »Bbuncil member Michael Kuapp
- - Upcounty).
. ofl Residents said they are waiting

for the amenitips they were prom-
1sed the redail, the cafes, the up-
grocexy  shopping.  They
cha.rged that the developer, New-
land Communities of San Diego, is
"~ trying to build a conventional sub-
urban strip mall with a Giant su-
permarket.

“It says in the master plan these
shops should be places of distinc-
tiod where people cih corgregate,”
said Carol Smith, who bought a
towmhounse in 2002, “Who wants to
go get groceries in the Giant and
thens:tontheudem&mdmﬂtto
neighbors?™

‘The past president of the Clarks-
busg Civic Association, Steve Ho-
w;e,said.'hamtmtythatmﬂes:t-

think you are seeing that.”
Newiand,whtchevenhﬂny:sex-

"Wearepmudotﬁnsmmm:ty
and believe it will be a model for
Moatgomery County,” said spokes-
man Charles Maier.

Critics said that the of at-
tentioh and resources lavished on
sputhern Montgomery by County
Executive Douglas M. Duncas (D)

and the council — which produced,
among other things, the redevel-
opment of downtown Silver Spring
and the $100 million Music Center
at Strathmore — has left the largely
rural north to grow without ade-
quate oversight or planning and has
handed builders such as Newland
too much power.

“Clarksburg is proof Montgom
ery County is developer-driven,”
said Hillary Kirchman, a five-year
resident.

The issue has left Duncan and
the council in a defensive crouch,
pointing fingers and demanding in-
vestigations.
~ “Who is in charge?” Council
President Tom Perez (D-Silver
Spring) asked last week, after learn-
ing of the building violations. “We
need to ask who is accountable.
Who is calling the shots?”

Knapp, who represents the area
that includes Clarksburg, puts part
of the blame on Duncan.

“T think there was an assumption
that to do redevelopment was more
difficult, and I don't think people
were paying attention to the chal-
lenges of a new community,” Knapp
said. “There was an assumption
this is all new [in Clarksburg], so
how hard can it be?”

Duncan, whose 2002 reelection
on the “End Gridlock” slate was fi-
nanced heavily by developers, said
much of what has gone wrong in
Clarksburg is a matter for the coun-
ty Planning Board, which is over-
seen by the council. He has, nev-

ertheless, designated an assistant
county administrator, Scott W.
Reilly, to troubleshoot the town’s
development.

He noted that it took years for
the infrastructure in Germantown,
another fast-growing northern
Montgomery municipality, to catch
up with its building boom in the
1980s and 1990s. He said Clarks-
burg residents need to be patient.

“When you are talking about
building a town of 30,000, it's not
going to be full of amenities on the
day the first person moves in,” said
Duncan, who is widely expected to
seek the 2006 Democratic guberna-
torial nomination. “It’s not like you
are moving into Silver Spring or Be-
aﬂ:jesda that’s been around for” dec-

les.

The apparent code violations,
uncovered by a group of Clarksburg
residents, exposed confusion over
which county agency is responsible
for enforcing building standards in
subdivisions under construction.

Part of the confusion might be at-
tributable to Clarksburg’s status
under county regulations as a
“floating zone,” a designation that
gives developers greater latitude to
be creative.

In these zones, created primarily
in areas earmarked for a combina-
tion of commercial and residential
uses, the county Department of
Park and Planning is responsible
for enforcing height and setback re-
quirements, The planning depart-
ment, an offshoot of the county
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New residences rise next to an old church in the Chapel Point section of the
northern Montgomery County community of Clarksburg, which was piagped
to include a series of subdivisions surrounding a pedestrian-friendly.town

center.

planning board, reports to the
County Council.

But in the case of Clarksburg
Town Center, officials in the plan-
ning department said they thought
the Department of Permitting Ser-
vices, overseen by Duncan, was re-
sponsible.

Rose Krasnow, chief of the plan-
ning department’s Development
Review Division, said her office
probably wouldn’t have caught the
builders’ mistakes even if she had
known it was her responsibility.

“I have three inspectors for the
entire county, so we are basically a
complaint-driven process,” Kras-
now said.

Officials said there are ample

e
signs of progress. A middle school
opened in the area last year, and a
high school is under construgtion.
Roads are being expanded, ang a li-
brary is planned. Duncan and coun-
cil members said another, fire sta-
tion will be built soon. .

Still, some officials sal:{ they
wonder whether the difficylties in
Clarksburg are an aberration gr the
consequences of a larger pattern of
official neglect.

“Is this something that ls,slnwiy
happening in Montgomery County
and more corners are bemg eut?”
asked Del. Jean B, Cryor (R-Mont-
gomery), who plans to look ifi#p the
matter. “I never thought Lﬁould
see this.” ¢ "'
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