
Everything You Should Know About The 42nd St. Mini-Circles – Installment No. 1 

As one of the four residents immediately adjacent to the planned mini-circle at the south 

intersection of 42nd and Warren Sts. NW nearest to Van Ness, I have followed the issue of these 

for close to two years.  Much of what I understand to be the case goes well beyond what we have 

heard from the “official” sources (ANC3E, DDOT TCNA), and differs from this.  The following 

message is the first installment of a series intended to share this information with the community.   

 

CLAIMS OF “NEIGHBORS’ SUPPORT” FOR THE MINI-CIRCLES DO NOT STAND 

UP UNDER SCRUTINY 
  

The ANC and DDOT have cited neighbors’ support as justification for making the mini-circles 

permanent.  These claims of neighbors’ support are not convincing and are even misleading 

when the underlying situation is made more clear.  

  

The recent flurry of complaints by neighborhood residents on the Tenley Group Listserv and 

Tenleytown blog regarding issues as to the safety and effectiveness of the mini-circles, attests to 

concerns on the part of many people.  Residents also wonder why they were not more informed 

and involved in planning and decisions concerning these.   

  

One answer is that most neighborhood outreach and involvement took place in the past, prior to 

the circles being installed on a temporary basis where people could actually see what was 

intended and how it performed.  Another is that such outreach and involvement by the decision-

makers could have been more complete. 

  

The ANC –  

In the past year, since the test roundabouts were installed in October of 2013, the ANC has held 

only a single meeting on the subject – with the intention of passing the resolution to approve 

them being made permanent.  Moreover, this meeting was put on the ANC agenda at the 

eleventh hour.  Despite the fact that the plan to install traffic circles on 42nd St. will have a 

significant impact on the neighborhood, the only information concerning the circles that has been 

posted on the ANC’s website in the past two years are copies of two resolutions: the first 

approving installation of the test circles and the most recent one approving them being made 

permanent.  There is no evidence of any organized effort to encourage or invite feedback from 

the community, e.g. by soliciting this over the ANC website or using the Tenley Group Listserv, 

nor was information provided as to whom to contact at DDOT with any questions or comments. 

  

In similar situations, other ANCs have entertained alternatives to controversial proposals by 

DDOT, and established a channel for community input and solicited this widely. Most recently, 

when DDOT designed a “traffic calming” project on Wisconsin Ave. in Glover Park, ANC3B 

adhered to an open, transparent process.  The ANC kept residents and businesses informed on 

the issue via its website. It posted background information and updates on subsequent 

developments, and invited comments from the community on its site. When it became aware that 

there were issues within the community concerning DDOT’s plan, the ANC solicited input via 



an electronic survey in October of 2013, and reversed it prior support for this as a result.  To 

view the survey, see:   http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/6F858FR 

  

Likewise, in 2005, after DDOT had installed a traffic barrier at the intersection of River Road at 

Fessenden and 45th Sts., the then commissioners of ANC3E recognized that while some residents 

supported it, others had concerns about some of its negative impacts and that there was “no 

consensus as to whether the barrier, in its current configuration, should be part of the long-term 

solution to the traffic issues at this intersection and the immediately surrounding streets.”  Those 

commissioners held meetings with the opposing groups and facilitated a public meeting for them 

with DDOT.  They then sent a letter to DDOT (see link below) asking DDOT focus on “ a 

comprehensive solution to the safety issues”; not to take any steps to make the barrier permanent 

until additional safety measures or alternatives have been developed and proposed, and 

community members who live near this intersection, near the adjacent streets and alleys, and 

from the surrounding neighborhood have had a chance to provide feedback; that DDOT engage 

in a dialogue with the community and “have “a public and transparent process to evaluate the 

barrier and to develop the next steps”.   

 

http://anc3e.org/docs/resolutions/2005/ddot%20letter%20071405-final.pdf 

 

The result was an alternative solution that all parties could support, which was approved as a 

resolution (see link below) by that ANC in June of 2006. 

http://anc3e.org/docs/resolutions/2006/2006-barrier_Fessenden_River_Road.pdf 

 

 

DDOT – 
According to DDOT’s project manger, DDOT chose to rely on the ANC to handle its 

relationship with the community concerning the mini-circles.  DDOT appears not to have held 

any community meetings, contacted impacted residents, or otherwise reached out to seek input or 

address questions or concerns about the temporary, test circles.   

 

The Tenley Campus Neighbors’ Association (TCNA), is cited by both the ANC and DDOT as 

representing “neighbors’ support”, but TCNA also does not appear to have solicited group input 

after the test circles were put in place in November of 2013.  The last message this writer, who is 

a party to TCNA, received was sent in early 2013.  A look at TCNA’s website shows there have 

been no postings to the website and no meetings scheduled since early in 2013.  Nevertheless, 

the individual who remains as President of TCNA, Mr. Gregory Ferenbach, continues to assume 

the mantle of representing “the neighbors” with respect to the mini-circles, and the ANC has 

invited him to at least one recent meeting with DDOT on the matter of the mini-circles.   

  

Mr. Ferenbach is one of the four residents immediately adjacent to the mini-circle closest to Van 

Ness St.  His is the only one of the four properties surrounding that intersection that is incurring 

none of the hazards and negative impacts this is generating such as obstructed and unsafe exit 

from and entry to driveways, and loss of parking.  He is also the only resident of the four who 

supports the mini-circles as a solution. 

 



The other three neighbors, all of who have serious issues with DDOT’s design for the circle 

closest to Van Ness St., were participants in TCNA and did originally support the concept of the 

mini-circles.  However, once DDOT installed the temporary circles and their negative impacts 

and shortcomings became clear, those neighbors could no longer support what had seemed an 

attractive idea in the abstract and made their objections known, but to no avail. TCNA refused to 

adjust it position on the mini-circles to accommodate their issues, as did the ANC. 

  
In Sum - There are some residents particularly around the northernmost circle, and on Yuma St. 

itself, who apparently do support this.  However, three out of the four households directly 

affected by the other circle have expressed serious concerns about the hazards this presents and 

its impacts on their properties, and have asked that alternatives to DDOT's plan be 

evaluated.  Many other neighbors have also raised issues with DDOT’s plans for 42nd St.  This 

begs the question of whether the claim of “neighbors’ support” is sufficiently robust to justify 

making the mini-circles permanent without a more comprehensive assessment of which 

households consider them a good solution; which do not, and why; and what alternatives would 

people like to see explored.   

  

A more comprehensive and refined look at the “support” for the mini-circles, or lack thereof, 

would also confirm whether there is a cluster pattern that indicates there are different problems 

and different degrees of support at each of the two intersections, as appears to be the case.  Not 

to take such differences into account when claiming support for the mini-circles as a whole 

distorts the facts.  

 

 

Everything You Should Know About The 42nd St. Mini-Circles – Installment No. 2 

 

As one of the four residents immediately adjacent to the planned mini-circle at the south 

intersection of 42nd and Warren Sts. NW nearest to Van Ness, I have followed the issue of these 

for close to two years.  Much of what I understand to be the case goes well beyond what we have 

heard from the “official” sources (ANC3E, DDOT and TCNA), differs from this.  The following 

message is the second installment of a series intended to share this information with the 

community.  (A copy in MS Word is also attached for your convenience in reading it.)  And, we 

will be posting information on where and how to make your concerns known.  

 

 

DDOT ARBITRARILY RULED OUT CONSIDERING OPTIONS TO MINI-CIRCLES 
                                                 

DDOT has, by definition, ruled out options for addressing traffic-related problems on the stretch 

of 42nd St Van Ness and Yuma Sts. by defining the problem(s) here too narrowly – and failing to 

recognize the implications of having done so. 

  

First, DDOT set the wrong goal for the project.  DDOT’s May 2014 “Feasibility Report for Mini 

Circles” (attached) states that the goal is that of limiting speeding.  But, speeding is only one 

aspect of a larger safety problem on 42nd St., which also includes concerns such as the need for 

safe crossing places for pedestrians, and safe entry and exit from driveways.  As explained 



below, by setting the goal so narrowly, DDOT boxed itself in, ruling out an examination of such 

alternatives as stop signs.   

  

The genesis of this narrow focus began with the use of the term “traffic calming” in the “Rock 

Creek West II Livability Study” (2011)  “Traffic calming” is a relatively new concept imported 

from Europe, and while it has become popular terminology, it has specific meaning(s) in the 

literature of traffic engineering.  Consistent with this, DDOT defines “traffic calming” as being 

“the use of physical measures to make speeding more difficult and cutting-through less 

attractive. “ 

  

Stop signs, traffic lights and speed restrictions are not classed as “traffic calming” but as “traffic 

control devices”.  In the words of DDOT’s Project Manager for the mini-circles, “We don’t use 

stop signs for speeding.  We use them for safety.”  Thus, DDOT has refused to consider stop 

signs at 42nd and Warren Sts..  The Feasibility Report addresses the broader concern for safety 

only in its very brief and unsubstantiated “Final Assessment” section wherein it states: 

             

While it is our goal to maximize the driver and pedestrian safety, DDOT will not be responsible 

and this design will not control or stop the bad driver behavior. 

  

DDOT’s recommendations in the Rock West Study and the Feasibility Report on the mini-circles 

are cited as grounds on which the ANC supports the circles being made permanent.  The original 

recommendation in the Rock Creek West Study for addressing traffic concerns on 42nd St. is, 

however, flawed as explained below.  Moreover, the Feasibility Report is so cursory and 

unsubstantiated by either data or analysis, that it is not a useful or reasonable basis on which any 

informed or responsible decisions can or should be made.  (The Study, which I urge you to look 

at, should also raise questions as to how taxpayers' money is being spent by DDOT and whether 

we are not entitled to at least a minimum quality of work on the part of DC Government and its 

employees.) 

 

The Rock Creek West Study noted that one of the concerns related to the intersections of 42nd 

and Warren Sts. was the lack of “traffic controls”, e.g. stop signs, lights.  However, the 

recommendation was limited to “traffic calming” via the use of “neighborhood traffic circles”, 

and the anticipated impact was “to reduce vehicle speeds”.  “Pedestrian safety” was mentioned 

only as a possible and ancillary outcome of the circles.   

  

In its feasibility study, DDOT kept to the narrowly defined goal of controlling speeding and, 

despite safety concerns highlighted by residents, failed to see the need to look beyond its limited 

focus to address the broader aspects of creating a safe street environment. 

  

Residents who live on or near the intersection of 42nd and Warren Sts. NW nearest to Van Ness 

have repeatedly called attention to the need to improve safety at and around this intersection and 

have requested DDOT install stop signs in the past.  The problem is not merely to reduce 

speeding on a dangerous and curved stretch of 42nd St., but to address broader safety needs: the 

need to protect the many pedestrians who must cross 42nd St. here on their way back and forth to 

local schools, Metro, Iona Senior Center; the drivers who must turn in and out of Warren St.; and 

residents whose driveways are adjacent to and/or who park in and around this intersection. 



 

In sum, DDOT’s focus and goal with respect to traffic-related problems along 42nd St. NW has, 

from the outset, has been limited to reducing vehicle speed.  DDOT has missed the broader and 

critical issue of ensuring safety and, by definition, arbitrarily excluded important options such as 

stop signs from consideration – even after residents pointed out their concerns and shared 

graphic examples (videos). Moreover, mini-circles were the only option considered, even within 

the context of “traffic calming”; potential alternatives to these such as speed humps are nowhere 

assessed.  This supports the view  that DDOT has treated the mini-circles as a foregone 

conclusion.  

 

 

 

ANC3E USED INACCURATE INFORMATION TO JUSTIFY AND APPROVE DDOT’s 

SOLUTION FOR TRAFFIC-RELATED PROBLEMS ON 42ND ST. NW  

The ANC has supported DDOT’s plan for the mini-circles based in no small part on claims as to 

their benefits as cited in the ANC’s June 2014 resolution which recommends that these be made 

permanent.  The ANC’s support for these mini-circles as contained in this resolution and 

Commissioner Jon Bender’s recent defense of them in posts to the Yahoo Tenley Group’s 

listserv are, however, contrary to the facts.  The ANC Commissioners have not understood the 

difference between “roundabouts” and “traffic circles.”  They have mistaken “neighborhood 

traffic circles” which serve only as a “traffic calming” device, with “roundabouts” which are a 

different animal serving a different purpose as explained below.  The ANC resolution refers only 

to “roundabouts”, but DDOT’s design does not provide for “roundabouts” of any type.  DDOT’s 

design is for “neighborhood traffic circles”.  The benefits listed in the resolution as a basis for 

implementing DDOT’s design pertain only to “roundabouts” and don’t apply to the mini-circles 

intended for 42nd St.   

  

“Roundabouts” (including mini-roundabouts) and “Neighborhood Traffic Circles” have different 

physical characteristics and different results/benefits.  Both are defined in the Federal Highway 

Administration’s “Roundabouts: An Informational Guide” (Second Edition) as types of “Circular 

Intersections” – but “roundabouts” are distinguished from “neighborhood traffic circles”as 

follows:  

 

• Roundabouts are a subset of circular intersections with specific design and 

traffic control features. These features include yield control of all entering 

traffic, channelized approaches, and geometric curvature and features to 

induce desirable vehicular speeds. 

 

The “roundabout” is used as a “traffic control device” in lieu of a multi-way stop or a 

traffic signal.   

  

Mini-Roundabouts are small roundabouts with a fully traversable central island. . .  

. A fully traversable central island is provided to accommodate large vehicles and 

serves one of the distinguishing features of a mini-roundabout. The mini-

roundabout is designed to accommodate passenger cars without requiring them to 



traverse over the central island. The overall design of a mini-roundabout should 

align vehicles at entry to guide drivers to the intended path and minimize running 

over of the central island to the extent possible. 

  

• Neighborhood traffic circles are typically built at the intersections of local 

streets for reasons of traffic calming and/or aesthetics. The intersection approaches may 

be uncontrolled or stop-controlled. They do not typically include raised channelization to 

guide the approaching driver onto the circulatory roadway. At some traffic circles, left-

turning movements for larger vehicles are allowed to occur in front of the central island, 

potentially conflicting with other circulating traffic.  

 

Neighborhood traffic circles are used for reasons of traffic calming and/or aesthetics. 

 

A type of neighborhood traffic circle also identified in the FHA Guidance, and distinct from a 

“mini-roundabout” is called a “Non-traversable traffic calming circle”: 

 

Non-traversable traffic calming circle: These are small traffic circles with raised central 

islands. They are typically used on local streets for speed and volume control. They are 

typically not designed to accommodate large vehicles, and often left-turning traffic is 

required to turn left in front of the circle. 

 

DDOT’s mini-circles fall into the sub-category of a “non-traversable traffic calming circle”, but 

they have attempted to incorporate some features used with “roundabouts” such as raised 

channelization, but these do not change their character and, in this case contribute to the hazards 

that DDOT’s design has generated. 

 

Photos showing examples from the FHA Guidance of a mini-roundabout versus a neighborhood 

traffic circle are below. 

 

  
Mini-Roundabout    Neighborhood Traffic Circle 

 

DDOT similarly defines a “Neighborhood Traffic Circle” as: 

A small circular island, usually less than 26 ft in diameter, used in the middle of 

intersections and intended to force vehicular traffic to slow and negotiate around it. When 



used in residential areas, they can be landscaped for aesthetic or barrier purposes, and 

may have mountable curbs to facilitate movement of emergency vehicles. 

The FHA Guidance on “roundabouts” warns about the problem of failing to understand the 

differences between “roundabouts” and “neighborhood traffic circles”, saying, “ . .  it is 

important to be able to distinguish between them. These distinctions may not always be obvious, 

and rotaries or neighborhood traffic circles (hereafter referred to as “traffic circles”) may be 

mistaken for a roundabout by the public or even technical staff.  Therefore, the ability to 

carefully distinguish roundabouts from other circular intersections is important.” 

 

Justifications cited (incorrectly) by the ANC in its June 2014 resolution approving the making 

the mini-circles permanent refer to studies and experience in Maryland and Virginia, and in the 

U.S. in general.  However, all these references pertain to “roundabouts” and are not applicable to 

the 42nd St. “neighborhood traffic circles”.  Such claims include:  

 

• Many jurisdictions, including both Maryland and Virginia, have made roundabouts key 

elements of their traffic safety endeavors . . .  they tend to be safer than sign or signal-

controlled intersections. 

 

• Virginia’s Department of Transportation (VDOT) . . . states that “roundabouts are one of 

the safest types of intersection designs.”2   VDOT notes that roundabouts help reduce 

crashes, fuel consumption, and air pollution, as well as often enhancing the beauty of 

intersections.” 

 

• Maryland’s transportation department echoes many of VDOT’s statements, and notes 

that “[i]n particular, single–lane roundabouts have been found to perform better than 

two–way stop– controlled intersections in the U.S.” 

 : 

• The public health literature also echoes these conclusions. 

 

The same justifications have been repeated in ANC meetings and by individual commissioners in 

various messages and postings as reasons not to consider alternatives such as stop signs. 

  

In their zeal to push through what they thought was best for us, the current ANC3E 

commissioners avoided facilitating an open and good faith dialogue among all relevant parties to 

address and mitigate the issues many residents have raised regarding DDOT’s design for the 

mini-circles. 

 

Had our ANC not made up its mind from the outset that mini-circles were the only option on the 

table and, instead, encouraged and facilitated dialogue on and consideration of a range of 

alternatives, they might have learned enough to appreciate their confusion of roundabouts with 

neighborhood traffic circles.  They might also have understood how DDOT’s narrow focus on 

the issue of speeding had, by definition, limited the alternatives considered in its design effort.   

 



Had our ANC understood what DDOT was planning and that this was different from their 

conception, perhaps the Commissioners might have understood that, rather than being a safer 

alternative to stop signs (or some other options), DDOT’s questionable design generates hazards 

in its own right.   

 

 

 

 

 


