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Date: 3 February 2022. 

Mr. Steven Archer 

MDOT-SHA Cultural Resources Team Leader 

Dear Mt. Archer, 

Please see consider the included Washington Biologists’ Field Club (WBFC) comments on MLS-106_Att-

7_Jan-2022_495_270_MLS_PROGRAMMATIC AGREEMENT Draft 2. And include this report in the 

Administrative Record. 
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General WBFC comments on PA letter and Draft Agreement. 

 

The Washington Biologists’ Field Club (WBFC) declines to concur with this Programmatic Agreement.* 

(*with the one exception of the nomination of WBFC on Plummers Island to the National Register of 

Historic Places). 

 

The Washington Biologists’ Field Club (WBFC) guiding mission is the study of long-term trends in 

biodiversity and community ecology on Plummers Island.  We began this research in 1901 and continue 

it to this day.  MDOT’s plan for expanding the American Legion Bridge onto Plummers Island and 

channel waters seriously compromises our research goals of studying the Island as a whole system. 

Long-term studies such as those of WBFC are very important in this era of rapid change in climate, 

introduction of increasing numbers of invasive species and diseases, etc.  We can only conserve our 

natural resources if we understand "normal" ecosystem responses, and these require long-term 

monitoring of target sites.  The scientific community has responded to this need by creating new sites 

for long-term research, but it takes decades to build up a record long enough to understand many of the 

processes, and there are few sites that have been established long enough to give meaningful 

information.  Plummer's Island is one such site, and its preservation deserves high priority. 

It must be emphasized that environmental damage cannot be "fixed" by any form of mitigation.  

Plummer's Island is a research site conducting a multigenerational study of long-term ecological 

processes.  Destruction of the habitat, or serious damage to it, stops the ecological processes whose 

progress WBFC has been studying for over a century, and ends the long-term study.  Replanting will not 

continue these processes, it just makes a new beginning, returning the Island to where the WBFC study 

began in 1901. 

Plummers Island is unjustly being treated as a sacrifice area.  The biodiversity on the Island is richly 

documented by 120 years of inventory by WBFC research.  This is a unique natural research area within 

close proximity to a heavily populated urban area. There are many rare species known here, including 

plants from within the LOD (Appendix F; Smithsonian National Museum of Natural History collections; 

and T & E survey done for NPS in 2020) (See also WBFC’s DEIS, SDEIS and Section 106 comments of 2021 

-- available at https://WBFC.science). Plants can’t move out of the way, and natural habitat is being lost 

throughout the region. The rocky headland of the Island preserves a bit of the Potomac Gorge Riverside 

Outcrop Barren plant community (globally and state rare: G2, S1) -- possibly the eastern most extent of 

this vegetation unit in the Gorge (USNVC: CEGL006491) (Appendix C, map B). Not only is this area partly 

under the expanded ALB, but the extended shadow will shade it out.  This spit of land should be included 

as part of the Island, but Section 106 has incorrectly ruled it out of the historic property.  Ruling this 

piece of land out allows MDOT to say they are taking less of the Island than they actually are (see 

WBFC’s virtual and written SDEIS comments, 2021). Additional rare communities within the APE and 

bordering on the LOD include; the Potomac River Bedrock Terrace Hardpan Forest (GEGL006209; 

G1G2/S1); Floodplain Terrace Forest (with wetland bedrock pools; and the Central Appalachian / 

Piedmont Basic Mesic Forest (USNVC: CEGL0084; G4G5/S4) with many sensitive species that are 

restricted to this habitat on the Island, several that are rare there. 
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The extent of the shadow cast by the nearly 100-yard-wide ALB will further shade out rare and sensitive 

plant and animal species and starve out native vegetation for some uncertain distance beyond the ALB 

but within the APE (this area is still unquantified by MDOT and its consultants - testament to the shoddy 

work and treatment given the Island by proponents of the project). Documenting the impacts of this 

shadow within the APE on plants and animals needs to be done for future transportation projects, but 

also for understanding perturbations to the long-term trends that are WBFC’s guiding mission to 

document on the Island. WBFC calls for funding and conducting this research in Appendix B as partial 

mitigation for Alternative 9 (Appendix B). 

The enlarged canopy of the nearly 100-yard-wide Alternative 9 ALB will predictably attract more 

homeless people.  The proximity of a homeless encampment presents significant additional problems 

for protecting Plummers Island and its historic cabin from vandalism.  There is abundant evidence of 

camping under the current ALB; leveled spots, campfire remains, trash, tree-cutting, and graffiti. Since 

the ALB was first constructed, the cabin, which up to then was in original condition, has deteriorated 

substantially due to vandalism, and sometimes has squatters living in it for months. Cutting down of 

trees for firewood has further disturbed the cabin grounds.  Section 106 documentation has utterly 

failed to take all of this into consideration. 

Importantly, taking any part of Plummers Island violates the formal legally binding 1959 Agreement 

between WBFC and the National Park Service (Appendix A). Under this agreement WBFC gave the Island 

to the Federal Government in exchange for our continued maintenance and research of the Island as a 

wild natural area, so long as WBFC existed and complied with certain obligations.  WBFC has honored its 

part of the agreement for the ensuing 72 years.  WBFC has studied the Island for 121 years, making it a 

rare and precious part of the cultural and scientific natural heritage of the National Park system. The 

Section 106 process determined the WBFC and Plummers Island to be eligible for the Maryland 

Historical Trust and National Register of Historical Places, and this requires protecting the entire Island 

as a whole property. 

With these points in mind, WBFC does not accept the MDOT’s Alternative 9 plan. We consider it 

contrary to the above agreement, and the intent of NHPA laws protecting eligible Historical properties 

as whole units. We support the No Build Option (as stated in our DEIS, SDEIS, and Section 106 

comments).  WBFC has fought to protect Plummers Island before, and here we are again. In addition to 

7 years of legal battles to settle the patent dispute and purchase the Island in 1908, Club members held 

a 6-year vigil up to 1959 over the condemnation of the Island for the GW Parkway (resulting in the 

Appendix A agreement), and then spent 6 months more of wrangling in 1960 before the construction 

contract was let.  (see Washington Star articles in Appendix A) 

Moreover, MDOT has failed to adequately and objectively justify the Least Environmentally Damaging 

Practicable Alternative (LEDPA) in the selection of Alternative 9. 

WBFC commented on the DEIS, and was recognized as a consulting party in early 2021. The SDEIS is 

unacceptable, full of problems, and must be rewritten (WBFC separate, and co-signed Sierra Club 

comments submitted November 30, 2021). WBFC Section 106 comments were submitted in October 

2021, and again with SDEIS comments.  Comments on the final Section 106 programmatic agreement 

are here by submitted by February 3, 2022.  
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One avoidance or minimization would be to redeck the ALB and not expand it. Alternative 5, adding only 

two lanes to the ALB, would be much less damaging to Plummers Island and adjacent waterways. 

Double decker or suspension bridges could significantly reduce damages to Plummers Island and 

adjacent waterways. However, the highway expansion plans do nothing to reduce the CO2 emissions 

driving global Climate Change.   As MDOT Secretary Greg Slater stated in 2021, the ALB is structurally 

sound and only needed redecking within 10-20 years. WBFC supports this No Build Option. 

If Alternative 9 goes forward as MDOT & P3 companies propose, WBFC proposes the following 

avoidance, minimization and partial mitigations be adopted and coordinated through NPS, in 

consultation with WBFC in-so-far as they affect Plummers Island and its waterways: 

With these points in mind, WBFC attaches Appendix B: Avoidance, Minimization and Partial 

Mitigations under Sections 106, NHPA, NEPA, and 4(f), 10, and 404:  There we outline specific 

avoidances, minimizations, and partial-mitigations in a framework of proposed research to evaluate the 

impacts of the ALB expansion on the biota of Plummers Island.  (see also 

https://wbfc.science/plummers-island-threatened/) 

Appendix C includes maps of Plummers Island: Map A shows the ALB footprint and position of the LOD 

as best as can be determined from the MDOT images, in which the LOD is positioned on images that 

obscure the boundaries and features of Plummers Island (pink lines outline current ALB features, blue 

lines are Alternative 9 ALB outlines). Map B shows the LOD cutting through four vegetation zones, two 

research plots, and the rock buttresses along the channel, and the original head of the channel. Map B 

shows the positions of long-term vegetation plots. Map C is an image from MD iMAP, a Lidar map of 

ground level prominences, including the rock buttresses along the channel, and the current head of the 

channel. Map D is from a 1950s topographic survey with 1.5 ft contours, showing the rock buttresses, 

and the original head of the channel. Image E gives the source of Map D. 

Appendix D. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Baltimore District MDOT's proposed Alternative 9 - Phase 1 

South (Administrative Record letter sent January 19, 2022).  This letter requests careful attention to 

potential threats to Plummers Island, its channel and riparian wetlands, from hydrological impacts of the 

ALB Alternative 9 footprint and construction activities.  Changes to the flooding regime affect the land 

and thus affect the historical biological research and cultural aspects of the terrestrial property 

addressed in Section 106. 

Appendix E. WBFC replies to responses on Comments on MLS 106 PA Comments Table 1 (MLS-106_Att-

8_Jan-2022_PA_Draft_1_Comment Table.pdf). These are presented in table form with WBFC replies 

following each MLS-106 response. 

Appendix F. Rare Flora and Natural Communities of Plummers Island, Montgomery County, Maryland, 

documents rare plants and plant communities on the Island. 

 

Some WBFC specific comments on MLS-106_Att-7_Jan-2022_495_270_MLS_PROGRAMMATIC 

AGREEMENT Draft 2.* 

*For more specific comments on the MLS Comments Table, see Appendix E. 
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“WHEREAS, the U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration (FHWA) 

plans to approve the I-495 and I-270 Managed Lanes Study (MLS), a proposed Public-Private 

Partnership (P3) administered by the Maryland Department of Transportation State Highway 

Administration (MDOT SHA); and” 

 

WBFC comment 1:  This assumes FHWA will approve the MLS. We don’t think they should. 

“WHEREAS, the MLS Preferred Alternative, “Alternative 9 Phase I South” (Project) consists of 

construction of Priced Managed Lanes along Interstates 495 and 270, beginning in Fairfax County, 

Virginia, and extending north to approximately Interstate 370, and east along the separated 

portions of I-495 (“spurs”) to approximately Maryland Route 187, as described in detail via 

documentation linked in Attachment 4; and” 

 

WBFC comment 2:  The P3 toll lane revenue objectives are the driving force in selection of Alternative 9.  

There is reasonable expectation that a simple tolling for all vehicles crossing the bridge would generate 

revenues to the States and pay for the project directly with State and Federal funds. This would avoid P3 

partners controlling (to maximize profits) the beltway by blocking mass-transportation incorporation into 

the beltway.  Projections of future traffic were made without consideration of shifts to telecommuting, 

and potential reductions in traffic from adding effective mass-transit options. Moreover, the beltway 

expansion comes at the expense of accepting increased CO2 emissions into the future faced by climate 

change driven by CO2 emissions. The LEDPA for Alternative 9 is not justifiable nor even objectively 

evaluated for the alternatives proposed in the DEIS.  As for WBFC on Plummers Island, the PA simply 

accepts the damages to the Island, and states that damages are minimized.  WBFC believes that 

Plummers Island is being treated as a sacrifice area. This PA draft goes documents at great lengths 

avoiding and minimizing impacts to cemeteries and the ACHP site, but mentions Plummers Island only 4 

times (briefly) in the cover document.  By placement of most of the ALB expansion over Plummers Island, 

rather than on the upstream side of the bridge, the Section 106 PA shows a callous disregard for the 

historical nature of our 120 years of scientific studies, and the impacts to the continuity of the long-term 

research. Significantly, the PA does not address the Legal Agreement between the NPS and WBFC set 

forth in 1959, which protects the Island as a Natural Wild Area (Appendix A).  

“WHEREAS, the MDOT SHA, with the approval of FHWA, intends to deliver the Project as a P3 

using the services of a private sector developer or multiple developers who will advance the Project 

and be responsible for design, construction, operation and maintenance, subject to approvals by 

MDOT SHA and/or FHWA; and” 

 

“WHEREAS, FHWA has determined that the Project will have an adverse effect on National 

Register of Historic Places (NRHP)-listed or eligible properties (“historic properties”) including 

the George Washington Memorial Parkway (Clara Barton Parkway), the Chesapeake and Ohio 

Canal National Historical Park, the Washington Biologists’ Field Club on Plummers Island, 

Gibson Grove African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, archaeological sites 44FX3922 (Dead 

Run Ridges Archaeological District), 44FX0374, 44FX0379, 44FX0389, 18MO749 and 

18MO751; that additional effects may not be completely known; and that FHWA intends to use 

this PA to comply with 36 C.F.R. Part 800, 54 U.S.C. § 100902, 36 C.F.R. Part 14 and to govern 

the implementation of the Project and the resolution of adverse effects; and” 
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“V. . Property-Specific Commitments 

F. Washington Biologists’ Field Club on Plummers Island 

1. MDOT SHA will prepare a NRHP Nomination for the Washington 

Biologists’ Field Club on Plummers Island. MDOT SHA will provide a copy of 

the nomination to NPS staff for review prior to submittal and address any 

comments prior to formal submission of the nomination. Should the nomination 

be unsuccessful, MDOT SHA will not be required to resubmit the nomination or 

otherwise complete additional studies or research after addressing comments by 

NPS staff.” 

 

WBFC comment 3: We agree that WBFC on Plummers Island should be included in NRHP, and that 

Plummers Island should be protected as a whole. MDOT is requested to fully fund and fulfill the 

nomination process for NPS. NPS and WBFC should be involved and consulted in the preparation of the 

nomination of Plummers Island. 

Again, The Washington Biologists’ Field Club (WBFC) declines to concur with this Programmatic 

Agreement.*  

(*with the one exception of the nomination of WBFC on Plummers Island to the NRHP). 

 

Respectfully submitted, 3 February 2022, 

 

Robert J. Soreng PhD., WBFC President 

Carla Dove PhD, WBFC Vice President 

Lowell W. Adams, WBFC Secretary 

 

cc: Matt Manning (Consultant) <MManning.consultant@mdot.maryland.gov>, Alan T Whittemore 

<atwhittemore@gmail.com>, Lowell Adams <lwadams4@gmail.com>, Carla <DOVEC@si.edu>, 

Landsman, Andrew P <Andrew_Landsman@nps.gov>, Pamela Goddard <pgoddard@npca.org>, Kyle 

Hart <khart@npca.org>, Stidham, Tammy <Tammy_Stidham@nps.gov>; Elizabeth Hughes, Maryland 

Historical Trust <elizabeth.hughes@maryland.gov>. 

Supporting information about WBFC 

https://wbfc.science/ 

https://wbfc.science/about/ 

https://wbfc.science/plummers-island-threatened/ 

https://wbfc.science/research/ 

 

Appendices A through F follow. 

https://wbfc.science/
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APPENDIX A:  Agreement with National Park Service, 1959 

1) AGREEMENT WITH NATIONAL PARK SERVICE 

AGREEMENT AND STIPULATIONS BETWEEN THE WASHINGTON BIOLOGISTS’ FIELD CLUB, INC. AND THE 

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

This agreement made this 5th day of March, 1959, by and between the Washington Biologists’ Field 

Club, Inc. and the United States of America. 

WITNESSETH: 

WHEREAS, The United States Government has by condemnation proceedings, in the United States 

District Court for the District of Maryland in Civil No. 10676 and by order of Court made the 24th day of 

June, taken possession of the defendant’s Washington Biologists’ Field Club, property designated in said 

proceedings as parcels “A” and “B” in tract no. 7, and 

WHEREAS, This property was acquired by the Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. and has been used 

by the said Club as a natural wild area for scientific research for over 50 years and a great many scientific 

papers have been written in reference to biological and natural history discoveries made on said land 

and, more particularly, on that part of said land known as parcel “B” and more familiarly known as 

Plummers Island containing some 12.238 acres more or less, and 

WHEREAS, The said Plummers Island has become among systematic biologists one of the world’s most 

famous collecting spots and type localities, and 

WHEREAS, The discoveries have indicated the probability of new knowledge in the field of biology and 

natural history, and 

WHEREAS, The fame of this island is world-wide and many scientific organizations are interested in its 

preservation as a source of discovery, and 

WHEREAS, The Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. and the United States Government desire to 

preserve this natural wild area as a sanctuary and scientific research preserve. 

Therefore, The United States Government’s petitioner in the United States District Court for the District 

of Maryland in Civil No. 10676 and the Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc., defendant, and the owner 

of said parcel of land known as parcel “B” containing some 12.238 acres more or less which said land is 

an island in the Potomac River and is more familiarly known as Plummers Island, do hereby stipulate and 

agree that the said parcel “B” be withdrawn from these proceedings and that the said Washington 

Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. does hereby agree to deed the said island to the United States Government 

without monetary consideration reserving in said deed to the Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc., the 

right to continue to maintain the island as a natural wild area and use it for scientific research and for 

meetings of the Club and to pursue its studies in the field of biology and natural history on the said 

island so long as the Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. exists and desires to continue to use the 

island for scientific research and so long as the further provisions and stipulations contained herein are 

complied with which are as follows: 
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1. The Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. agrees to supply the National Park Service with copies 

of scientific papers resulting from research conducted on said island when available. 

2. The Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. will supply the National Park Service with an annual 

report and will include the names and addresses of the officers, list of the members, and a 

summarization of the scientific investigations carried on. 

3. The Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. will indemnify the United States against any loss or 

damage or injury due to the Club’s negligence or any of its members or guests in the use and occupancy 

permitted under this agreement. 

4. The Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. shall maintain its building and facilities on the island 

or replace the same in orderly and safe condition without expense to the United States. 

5. No additional buildings, structures, or other physical facilities shall be constructed on the island 

by the Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. without first obtaining written approval of the National 

Park Service. 

6. It is further stipulated and agreed between the United States Government and the Washington 

Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. that the membership of the Club as constituted on I August 1958, 

Honorary Members: 

Bartsch, Paul 

Mann, William M. 

Ricker, P. L. 

Active Members: 

Aldrich, John W. 

Appel, William D. 

Benedict, J. E. 

Blake, S. F. 

Brown, Edgar 

Clarke, J. F. G. 

Compton, Lawrence V. 

Davis, Malcolm 

Duvall, Allen J. 

Erickson, Ray C. 

Erlanson, C. 0. 

Fredine, C. Gordon 

Fuller, Henry S 

Gabrielson, Ira N. 

Gardner, Marshall C. 

Graham, Edward H. 

Griffith, Richard E. 

Handley, C. 0., Jr. 

Hotchkiss, Neil 

Jackson, Hartley H. T.

 Johnson , David H. 

Kelson, Keith R. 

Killip. E. P. 

Krombein, Karl V. 

Leonard, Emery C. 

Lincoln, Frederick C. 

Linduska, Joseph P. 

Meehean, 0. Lloyd 

Morrison, J. P. E. 

Nelson, A. L. 

Oehser, Paul H. 

Parker, Kenneth W. 

Presnall, Clifford C. 

Reed, Theodore H. 

Russell, Paul G. 

Setzer, Henry W. 

Smith, Albert C. 

Smith, Lyman B. 

Sohns, Ernest R. 

Stevenson, James 0. 

Stewart, Robert E. 

Stickel, William H 

Swift, Ernest F. 
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Uhler, F. M. Vogt, George 

B. 

Walker, Ernest P. 

Wetmore, Alexander 

Zahniser, 

HowardNonresident 

Members: 

Allan, Philip F. 

Allen, Durward L. 

Archino, Samuel 

Bartlett, H. H. 

Bryant, Harold C. 

Cahalane, Victor H. 

Cottam, Clarence 

Couch, Leo K. 

Dargan, Lucas M. 

Eklund, Carl R. 

Fowler, James A. 

Hamlet, John 

Holt, Ernest 0. 

McAtee, W. L. 

Myers, G. S. 

Peterson, Roger T. 

Wallis, William W. 

Wherry, Edgar T. 

shall have the privilege of having their ashes placed on said island and a small bronze plaque in their 

memory placed on the stones of said island and that this privilege shall apply only to the membership as 

named above as it shall exist as of 1 August 1958. 

7. It is further stipulated and agreed that the United States Government will allow the membership 

of the Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. to have access by foot over the land owned by the United 

States Government to the island at all times and whenever desired. 

8. The Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. will be permitted to maintain and operate passenger-

carrying ferry boats from and to the island which is to be for the exclusive use of the Club and its 

members and guests for access to the island. 

9. The Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. will be permitted to erect and maintain a fence and 

gate at a suitable location to exclude the general public from the island, but the National Park Service is 

to be furnished keys to the lock or the National Park Service may provide its own lock if keys are 

delivered to the Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc., and will also be permitted to clear the channel 

between the island and the Maryland shore to maintain a free flow of water therein. 

10. It is further stipulated and agreed that authorized agents and personnel of the National Park 

Service shall have access to the island and the right to take scientists to the island, but, in that event, the 

Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. shall not be responsible for any injuries or damages resulting to 

said persons due to conditions upon said island provided said injuries or damages are not caused by 

negligence of the Club or by a failure on the part of said Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. to comply 

with the requirements of this stipulation. 

11. It is further stipulated and agreed that all rights accruing to the Washington Biologists’ Field 

Club, Inc, or to any member thereof by reason of the provisions of this stipulation or any amendment 

thereto may be terminated if said Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. no longer exists or in the event 

after due written notice that the provisions of this stipulation and/or deed which will be executed 

following signing of this stipulation have been violated and continue to be violated by said Washington 

Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. or its members, guests, employees, or servants for a period of time in excess 

of six months after receipt of said notice, and further in the event the island shall be no longer used for 

scientific research by the Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. for more than two years then this 
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stipulation and any like provisions of the deed to be executed conveying the property to the United 

States shall terminate. 

12. It is further stipulated and agreed that the United States may construct or permit the 

construction of needed nonrecreational public improvements upon the island or a portion thereof, 

which said improvements shall not be inconsistent with the uses to which the island has been dedicated 

by the Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. 

13. It is further stipulated and agreed that this stipulation shall become effective after the filing and 

acceptance by the United States of a deed of conveyance containing the provisions outlined herein. 

The United States of America 

By: WILLIAM E. FINLEY 

                                                                                     Director of the National 

Capital Planning Commission 

                                                                                 Condemning Authority 

  

The     Washington Biologists’ Field Club, Inc. 

By: LLOYD W. SWIFT 

President 

1, Albert C. Smith, certify that I am the Secretary of the corporation named as party herein; that Lloyd 

W. Swift, who signed this contract on behalf of the party, was then President of said corporation; that 

said contract was duly signed for and in behalf of said corporation by authority of its governing body, 

and is within the scope of its corporate powers. 

ALBERT C. SMITH, Secretary 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two Washingon Star articles from 1960 follow: 
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 2) Washington Star 23 July 1960  
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3) Washington Star July 5, 1960 
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APPENDIX B.  Avoidance, Minimization and Partial Mitigations 

 
For the Administrative Record 
 
Washington Biologists’ Field Club’s MDOT Avoidance, Minimization and Partial Mitigations Proposal  
 
Date: February 3, 2022 
 

Mr. Jeff Folden, I-495 & I-270  

P3 Program Deputy Director I-495 & I-270 P3 Office 

707 North Calvert Street,  

Mail Stop P-60 Baltimore, Maryland, 21202 

 MLS-NEPA-P3@mdot.maryland.gov  

 

Mr. Jitesh Parikh  

Federal Highway Administration 

George H. Fallon Building 

31 Hopkins Plaza,  

Suite 1520 Baltimore, Maryland 21201 

jitesh.parikh@dot.gov 

 

Elizabeth Hughes 

Director/State Historic Preservation Officer 

Maryland Historical Trust 

100 Community Place, 3rd Floor 

Crownsville, MD 21032-2023 

 

The Washington Biologists’ Field Club (WBFC) guiding mission is the study of long-term trends in 

biodiversity and community ecology on Plummers Island.  We began this research in 1901 and continue 

it to this day.  MDOT’s plan for expanding the American Legion Bridge onto Plummers Island and 

channel waters seriously compromises our research goals of studying the Island as a whole system. 

Long-term studies such as those of WBFC are very important in this era of rapid change in climate, 

introduction of increasing numbers of invasive species and diseases, etc.  We can only conserve our 

natural resources if we understand "normal" ecosystem responses, and these require long-term 

monitoring of target sites.  The scientific community has responded to this need by creating new sites 

for long-term research, but it takes decades to build up a record long enough to understand many of the 

processes, and there are few sites that have been established long enough to give meaningful 

information.  Plummer's Island is one such site, and its preservation deserves high priority. 

It must be emphasized that environmental damage cannot be "fixed" by any form of mitigation.  

Plummer's Island is a research site conducting a multigenerational study of long-term ecological 

processes.  Destruction of the habitat, or serious damage to it, stops the ecological processes whose 

progress WBFC has been studying for over a century, and ends the long-term study.  Replanting will not 

mailto:jitesh.parikh@dot.gov
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continue these processes, it just makes a new beginning, returning the Island to where the WBFC study 

began in 1901. 

Importantly, taking any part of Plummers Island violates the formal legally binding 1959 Agreement 

between WBFC and the National Park Service. Under this agreement WBFC gave the Island to the 

Federal Government in exchange for our continued maintenance and research of the Island as a wild 

natural area, so long as WBFC existed and complied with certain obligations.  WBFC has honored its part 

of the agreement for the ensuing 72 years.  WBFC has studied the Island for 121 years, making it a rare 

and precious part of the cultural and scientific natural heritage of the National Park system. The Section 

106 process determined the WBFC and Plummers Island to be eligible for the Maryland Historical Trust 

and National Register of Historical Places, and this requires protecting the entire Island as a whole 

property. 

With these points in mind, WBFC does not accept the MDOT’s Alternative 9 plan. We consider it 

contrary to the above agreement, and the intent of NHPA laws protecting eligible Historical properties 

as whole units. We support the No Build Option (as stated in our DEIS, SDEIS, and Section 106 

comments). 

Moreover, MDOT has failed to adequately and objectively justify the Least Environmentally Damaging 

Practicable Alternative (LEDPA) in the selection of Alternative 9. 

WBFC commented on the DEIS, and was recognized as a consulting party in early 2021. The SDEIS is 

unacceptable, full of problems, and must be rewritten (WBFC separate, and co-signed Sierra Club 

comments submitted November 30, 2021). WBFC Section 106 comments were submitted in October 

2021, and again with SDEIS comments.  Comments on the final Section 106 programmatic agreement 

will be or will have been submitted by February 3, 2022. 

One avoidance or minimization would be to redeck the ALB and not expand it. Alternative 5, adding only 

two lanes to the ALB, would be much less damaging to Plummers Island and adjacent waterways. 

Double decker or suspension bridges could significantly reduce damages to Plummers Island and 

adjacent waterways. However, the highway expansion plans do nothing to reduce the CO2 emissions 

driving global Climate Change.   As MDOT Secretary Greg Slater stated in 2021, the ALB is structurally 

sound and only needed redecking within 10-20 years. We support this No Build Option. 

If Alternative 9 goes forward as MDOT & P3 companies propose, WBFC proposes the following 

avoidance, minimization and partial mitigations be adopted and coordinated through NPS, in 

consultation with WBFC in-so-far as they affect Plummers Island and its waterways: 

Avoidance, Minimization and Partial Mitigations under Sections 106, NHPA, NEPA, and 4(f), 10, and 

404 etc.: 

01 -- Nomination of WBFC on Plummers Island to the National Register of Historical Places:  A) MDOT 

fully funds and fulfills the nomination process for NPS. WBFC and NPS should be involved and consulted 

in the preparation of the nomination of Plummers Island. 

02 -- Bike & Pedestrian lane emplacement:  This lane could be placed under the bridge or on the 

upstream side (avoidance and minimization), rather on the Island side of the bridge (as currently 

proposed in the SDEIS and Section 106 documents). A) Please revise the MDOT plan accordingly. This 
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minimization would reduce shading of the Island, and possibly the need for caissons on the Island, and 

potentially reduce the LOD. B) Furthermore, we note that archaeological sites are not particularly 

endangered by shadows or cave effects, and the archaeological site on the west side of the ALB may 

even be further protected by ALB overhanging lanes.  We see no justification or advantage to placing 

overhanging lanes over the long-term ecological study site of Plummers Island rather than overhanging 

the already buried archaeological site. 

03 -- Flooding potential: Flood frequency has now increased enough that 500-year events are now 100-

year events, and former 100-year floods are now 10 to 20-year events.  Moreover, flood stages are 7 ft 

higher at the head of Plummers Island than at NOAA’s Little Falls Gauging Station 3 miles downstream in 

a wide section of the Potomac River. MDOT’s planned destruction of the top of the rock ridge at the 

head of the island lining the west end of the channel, within the LOD, will further increase flooding 

impacts to the Island. A) We request that MDOT and US-ACE take extreme precautions in evaluation and 

preparation for potential 500-year flooding events occurring within the construction and immediately 

following periods.  B) Protect the rock ridge from any damage. C) If there is flooding damage to the 

Island resulting from MDOT’s project we expect major financial penalty to MDOT as compensation to 

WBFC for damages to the Island and its and waters, and full cleanup efforts from MDOT. 

04 -- Pier and Caisson emplacements: Where are the engineers planning to put the east bound ALB lane 

Piers?  It was suggested by MDOT in meeting with WBFC in early 2021, that they could avoid placing 

piers on the Island. However, the SDEIS indicated support structures will be on the Island and in the 

channel. Newer MDOT plans (diagram shown to WBFC, November 29, 2021, in a joint MDOT Section 106 

meeting), show three caissons on the island, and three more opposite those in and on the west side of 

the channel, this set of caissons placed about 75 ft north from the head of the channel.  (In the same 

meeting WBFC was told that these would be reduced to two caissons on either side of the channel.)  

These caissons will trap logs and jam up the waters within the channel causing flood waters to cross the 

low gap between the rock ridge along the west end of the channel and headwall of the lsland.  

Furthermore, MDOT’s diagram shows an elongated pier would be placed under the bridge at the dogleg 

in the channel where it bends eastward. The diagram shows that pier to be footed in the channel, a 

placement that will deflect flood waters onto the island. A) MDOT needs a new plan to avoid increased 

flooding of the Island. We reject the whole idea of placing ALB supports on the Island and its channel. 

05 -- ALB construction platforms: Trestles are proposed for construction platforms covering the western 

portion of channel separating Plummers Island from the mainland and bridge foundation, and 

presumably the west end of the Island up to the LOD.  What is the plan for installing those trestles? And 

how will the trestles be decked (timbers?). What is to prevent those timbers and trestles from blowing 

out in a massive flood? A) Ensure that platform decking is secure in the events of minor to major 

flooding. B) keep them off the Island. 

06 -- Channel impacts from construction and vegetation removal: Embankments within the LOD on 

both sides of Plummers Island’s channel are expected to collapse after the soil is disturbed by 

construction activities, and vegetation is removed and the remaining vegetation is shaded out. The 

destabilized embankment soil will naturally be deposited further downstream in the channel. A) We 

expect MDOT to make every effort to avoid and minimize embankment collapse and further 

sedimentation of the channel. 
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07 -- Historical Hydrology:  The channel head has shifted downstream and lost flow due to past ALB pier 

emplacements, and also caused avulsion of the head of the Island. The loss of land and adverse 

hydrological effects are sections 4(f), 10, 404, NEPA, and NHPA, issues to address.  A) MDOT is requested 

to restore the channel to original position and flow, pre-ALB, or at least improve the channel to flow 

regularly even at low waters at their expense. 

08 -- Channel impacts in the event of restoration of channel flow: WBFC members and other 

researchers need routine access to the Island. We send out a member each week with duty to check the 

cabin and surrounds for damage and debris from public visitors.  Researchers need access to their study 

sites on the island.  A) In the event that channel flow is increased such as limits our access, we request 

some enhanced access, which could be a locked bridge or caged boat dock (as permitted under the 1959 

WBFC agreement with the National Park Service).  B) We request that MDOT fund the access 

construction that best suits WBFC needs and NPS guidelines. (Estimated cost to MDOT for NPS design 

and installation: $200,000). 

09 -- Researching disturbance:  A) We request MDOT funding of a “record in time” photographic survey 

before, during and after ALB construction, along with long-term follow-up, up to the APE boundary. B) 

MDOT Funding for development of ArcGIS maps to catalogue current and historical study locations and 

key resources to visualized changes over time. C) MDOT funds are requested to purchase for WBFC a 

highly accurate GPS unit for recording plot points, plant locations (including mapping of tree species), 

and collection sites. (Estimated cost to MDOT for WBFC equipment purchases: $20,000). D) MDOT 

funding and coordination with NPS and WBFC of research on the effects of the expanded ALB shadow on 

vegetation, arthropods, and amphibians. Baseline vegetation plots are to be established before 

construction, followed by resampling at 5-year intervals for 20 years, using NPS circular plots from the 

LOD out to the APE.  This will also serve to track invasive species spread. NPS, in coordination with 

WBFC, will analyze the data and publish this research using MDOT funding. (Estimated cost to MDOT for 

Research, see Item 17). 

10 -- Invasive species:  WBFC has been studying invasive species with our vegetation plots and 120 years 

of collection records. The most invasive are: Amur-honeysuckle, Japanese-honeysuckle, oriental-

bittersweet, tree-of-heaven, gill-over-the-ground, Japanese-stiltgrass, garlic-mustard, and various 

knotweeds.  In 2017 WBFC asked Invasive Plant Control (IPC) Inc. for a bid to remove the invasive trees 

and shrubs.  Their bid was $75,000 (unaffordable to us).   Now fig-buttercup has come onto the island (3 

plants first noted in 2017 at the head of the Island) and is expanding exponentially (250 plants seen in 

the spring of 2021, all across the Island): This weed is projected to extensively cover the lower flood 

plains of the Island in the near future.  Japanese-stiltgrass is expanding exponentially also.  The spread of 

these invasive species will be exacerbated by clearing of vegetation and soil disturbance associated with 

the ALB construction.  Cost is a major impediment to control. C&O Canal NHPS has minimal funds for 

invasive plant control, and their efforts were curtailed by the Park’s Head Ranger in about 2016.  This is 

a long-term problem and requires long-term mitigation and research on effectiveness of methods of 

control. A) MDOT funding to NPS for invasive plant control and research is requested for the long term. 

(Estimated cost to MDOT for NPS expenses $5 million for invasive species control. For the Research 

budget see Item 17). 

11 – Abatement of Toxic Runoff: The lowest point on the ALB drains through scuppers and culverts onto 

NPS land, cutting an erosional gully and then draining into our channel. The high point (75 m elevation) 
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along Maryland’s I-495, ca. 1 mile NE from the ALB, drains down to the ALB the low point (36 m), just 

opposite the NW corner of Plummers Island.  Road salts, antifreeze, and oils release toxic metals into 

the soil and water.  Any accidental spill on the bridge or highway draining to the bridge currently dumps 

on to NPS land and then into our channel. A) MDOT must send this runoff elsewhere for treatment.  B) 

MDOT Funding is requested for long-term research on toxic runoff from the ALB. C) Dust and debris 

from demolition and construction must be minimized to the maximal practicable extent. D) Effects of 

dust and sedimentation on the Island and in the channel must be studied as a long-term research 

project. (Estimated cost to MDOT for Research, see Item 17). 

12 – Abatement of Noise Pollution:  ALB traffic noise on the island disrupts animal communications and 

affects the quality of experience of the island for visitors. Having more lanes and traffic closer will amply 

the noise.  Cutting of trees will also increase penetration of sound onto the island. A) Sound barriers, 

and special sound deadening tarmac surfacing must be added to MDOT plans for the ALB to minimize 

this impact.  B) MDOT funding is requested for researching impacts of noise from the ALB and study of 

impacts on animal communications.  C) Outdoor camera and microphone and monitoring equipment are 

requested for WBFC future research. (Estimated cost to MDOT for WBFC equipment purchases: 

$20,000). (Estimated cost to MDOT for Research, see Item 17). 

13 -- Vistas: Clearing trees on the island and mainland adjacent to the Island adjacent to and under the 

newly expanded ALB will impact the quality of experience of the Island, and impact the remaining 

vegetation under the removed tree canopy and into the adjacent forest.  The bridge itself will overhang 

the island up to the LOD, creating a cave, and an extended shadow that will limit afternoon sunlight to 

vegetation further inland.  A) MDOT must limit tree cutting as much as possible. B) MDOT funding is 

requested to replant and reseed disturbed off-Island areas with hardy local strains of native trees, 

shrubs and herbaceous species as soon as possible, health of these plantings to be monitored by NPS. 

14 -- Expanded Online content:  A) MDOT Funding is requested for further digitization and cataloging of 

Smithsonian collections within the C&O NHP and Plummers Island. This would include funding for 

contractors and IT support. B) MDOT Funding is requested for digitization of WBFC archives of letters, 

photos and other documents at the Smithsonian. This would include contractors and IT support.  NPS is 

also interested in this archive of materials for their historical records involving the 120-yearold WBFC 

cabin. C) MDOT Funding for WBFC website development to further share our mission and knowledge. 

This would include hiring of a professional website developer for WBFC. D) MDOT Funding is requested 

for diversity and inclusion of underrepresented peoples in our outreach and education initiatives. 

(Estimated cost to MDOT for the above items: $200,000). 

15 – Financial support for inventories of understudied groups on the island:  WBFC maintains 

documented inventories of organisms on the Island, but not able to ensure that inventories for all 

groups of organisms are up to date at any one time; provide funding to hire experts to update and 

document inventories for groups that need it. 

16 -- Access During Construction: We also request that access to Plummers Island not be curtailed 

during construction.  If the Clara Barton parkway is closed during construction of the ALB and ramps, we 

request a temporary parkway crossing from the westbound lane to Lock 10 parking on the eastbound 

lane be established.  Researchers will need access to research plots up to the LOD. 
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17 --Long-term research: Including items listed above, long-term research on the impact of bridge 

expansion on Plummers Island is needed. This will inform future construction projects by expanding our 

knowledge base of the impacts on biodiversity and community ecology. This will also assist WBFC in 

understanding perturbations to long-term trends of the Island’s ecosystem caused by the MDOT project. 

Neither WBFC nor NPS have the funds or staff to carry out the required new research projects.  Baseline 

plot data gathering must be completed prior to beginning ALB construction. We request external 

contracting and funding by MDOT-SHA for research, to be conducted by consulting companies, research 

universities and institutions, in coordination with WBFC and NPS. (Estimated cost to MDOT over a 20-

year time period is $20 million.) 

 

Respectfully, 

Robert Soreng PhD, WBFC President 

Carla Dove PhD, WBFC Vice President 

Lowell Adams PhD, WBFC Secretary 

Warren Wagner PhD, WBFC Treasurer 

On behalf of the hundreds of past and present WBFC members. 

 

Cc:  
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APPENDIX C: Maps of Plummers Island and Alternative 9 ALB emplacement 
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* For map images cited in APPENDIX D, see APPENDIX C., maps A (ALB Alternative 9 with ALB), 
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APPENDIX F: Rare Flora and Natural Communities of Plummers Island, Montgomery County, Maryland 
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