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Harpers Ferry office park plan draws concern 

Preservationists, officials, planners oppose proposal
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By Karen Gardner 

A developer is poised to build a massive office park and convention center next to Harpers Ferry National Historical Park. 

Preservationists say the plan threatens the historical landscape of the park.

It could also mean more traffic on U.S. 340 west in Maryland, which condenses from four lanes to two as it crosses from Frederick into Washington County, just three miles from the proposed office park.

The developer wants to build 2 million square feet of office space and a 200-250-room hotel with 20,000-30,000 square feet of convention space on 400 acres.

Developer Herb Jonkers of Old Standard, LLC said his company is asking the      Jefferson County Commission to rezone the land, just off Millville Road along the Shenandoah River. Once the site of a quarry, today it is rural and undeveloped.

The County Commission will consider the rezoning today at a meeting in Charles Town.

"The park doesn't do anything for Jefferson County," Jonkers said. "They don't create jobs that support families." The office park and hotel would take up about 25 percent of the land, with the rest left natural, he said.

"It would have a devastating effect on the park if it were to be built," said Donald Campbell, superintendent of the national park. The park surrounds the proposed office park on three sides. 

Two million square feet of building space and parking for 6,300 cars will detract from the historical nature of the park, Campbell said. Troops moved across that land to get in position for battle. "It is still forested and looks very much as Gen. Jackson observed it in 1862," he said.

The Jefferson County Planning Commission has already rejected the proposed office park. The county's long range planner, Tony Redman, said the planning commission's eight members unanimously rejected the project because it goes too far. Of the 400 acres the developer wants rezoned, the county's comprehensive plan calls for 320 to stay rural, Redman said.

Although the company has said 75 percent of the property will remain rural, the request is to zone all 400 acres for commercial development. 

Traffic is another problem local officials need to consider, Redman said. "The site's location requires all traffic to be limited to (U.S.) 340. Three miles east, it is a single-lane road each way."

Jonkers said much of the office traffic will be moving opposite to commuters, but Redman said the area is unable to handle a large volume of incoming traffic. No area in Jefferson County could handle a large volume of new traffic, Redman said. Widening of some major roads in the county is planned, but roads in neighboring Virginia will remain two-lane for the foreseeable future, he said. "It's kind of like, know your constraints and act accordingly," he said.

The Jefferson County Economic Development Authority welcomes the project, according to its director, Jane Peters. "We see a need for a first-class office park here," she said. "It's something we don't have. In addition, we see the types of jobs for some of our work force which are now commuting."

Preservation groups oppose the move.

"Two million square feet of commercial space is inappropriate," said Erin St. John, Mid-Atlantic field representative for the National Parks Conservation Association, an independent, non-profit group with a mission of protecting national parks.

The Civil War Preservation Trust named Harpers Ferry as one of its 10 most endangered battlefields in 2007 because of the proposed project. 

Harpers Ferry National Historical Park has 3,645 acres, with 70 miles of boundary lines. The office park would be south of the village of Harpers Ferry, on land near a large flea market. A massive number of soldiers moved across what is known as Schoolhouse Ridge during the battle for Harpers Ferry in 1862. There were 25,000 Confederate soldiers planning an invasion of the north, and 14,000 Union soldiers trying to quell that invasion. The Union surrendered.

Harpers Ferry became a national park 65 years ago, and since then development around the park has been restrained, Campbell said. "This park has never seen anything like his," he said. Local residents take preservation seriously, he said. "There's a sense that (local residents) understand this is a great national treasure that happens to be in their county," Campbell said. He has been park superintendent at Harpers Ferry for 28 years.

"When people think of Harpers Ferry today, they think of the historic town," he said. But in the future, Harpers Ferry will look more like Antietam or Manassas. We won't have the cannons, but we will have the terrain preserved." 

Please send comments to webmaster or contact us at 301-662-1177.
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