
MEMORANDUM 

TO: Dtstrict Board of Zomng Adjustment 
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FROM: ~eonirer StelllgiiSSOr, Deputy Director Development Revuow & lbstonc Preservabon 

DATE: July 17, 2012 
I 

SUBJECT: BZA 18382 -Georgetown Custom House and Post Office 

L OFFICE OF PLANNING RECOMMENDATION 
The Office of Planning (OP) recommends approval of the followmg vanances. 

• Use vartance to permit a commercial (retail and office) use m the R-3 OIStnct pursuant to§ 2002.5; 
and 

• Area variances from the lot occupancy, rear and side requirements of§§ 403, 404 and 405, 
to accommodate the proposed cellar expansion of the histone Georgetown Post Office bmldmg 

II. AREA AND SITE DESCRIPTION 

Address 1251 31st Street NW 

Legal Descnptton Square 1209, Lot 826 
-

Ward/ANC 2/ANC2E 

Zoning The property ts spht-zoned R-3/C-2-A It is wtthm the R-3 Dtstnct for the 
maJonty of the property and the C-2-A Dtstnct for a 6-foot wtde area at 
the southern property line 

Lot Characteristics The property gradually slopes downward from north to south along 31 81 

Street 

Adjacent Properties To the north ts a 3-story residential building, to the east an open parking 
lot; to the south are several one-story retail establishments m the C-2-A 
Dtstrict The property fronts on 31 81 Street at the west property line 

Neighborhood Character The surrounding netghborhood is a mix of commercial and residential 
uses To the north of the stte are restdenttal row homes withm the R-3 
Dtstrict, and commercial establishments to the west and south of the 
buildmg 
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The property is located in the Georgetown Historic District and is designated a Historic Landmark building 
known as the Georgetown Custom House and Post Office. Development on the property is subject to review 
by the Commission of Fine Arts (CF A). CF A's report dated November 18, 20 II would be submitted under 
separate cover. 

V. PROPOSAL 
The applicant, Pony Express LLC, has proposed the renovation and expansion of the landmarked structure 
known as the Georgetown Custom House and Post Office, which continues to accommodate the modern 
operations of the United States Parcel Service (USPS). The renovation includes the interior and exterior 
elements of the structure, while the expansion is proposed at the cellar level. An elevator would be installed 
within the area ofthe 1926 addition for ADA compliance, resulting in the expansion ofthe gross floor area 
of the upper floor by 200 square feet. The cellar level would be expanded by 2,357 square feet, as provided 
on A.4 of the submitted plans. The main floor would not be expanded. The expansion would also provide 
natural light and air via the roof structure which would be located essentially at grade in the rear and side 
yards. 

The proposed expansion of the cellar would provide contemporary space for commercial uses that may 
include retail or office space. The applicant has stated that the structure may be marketed as a commercial 
condominium with the USPS's retail operations retaining a portion of the main floor, and would be 
partitioned off from a new stairwell providing access for the commercial use to the upper and cellar levels 
(A.ll of the plan). 

The proposal would require use variance relief since the enlargement would not be devoted to a conforming 
use in the zone. Further, the Zoning Administrator has determined that because the addition would be more 
than four feet above grade (and therefore a basement), the lot occupancy would be increased and the rear and 
side yard would be reduced below that permitted for the zone, even though the expansion would be at the 
same level of the existing cellar. 
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VI. ZONING REQUIREMENTS and REQUESTED RELIEF 

R-3Zone Regulation Existing Proposed 1 Relief 

Lot Area None prescnbed 14,850 SQ ft 14,850 SQ ft None required 
Hetght § 400 40 ft /3 stones max 40 ft 12 stones No Change None required 
FAA None orescnbed - - -
LotOcc § 403 40% 35% 51% Vanance requtred, 
Rear Yard § 404 20ft mm 21ft 4ft 9ms V artance reQUITed 
Side Yard § 405 8 ft mm for depth of 25 ft (south) I 35 0 ft for a portion Variance requrred 

lot ft (north) (south) 
Use and expansion Destgned pnmartly Retail Post Retail post office, and Vanance requrred 
§2002 5 for row dwellinJ!:S Office commercial soace 

Vll. ANALYSIS 

USE VARIANCE 

i. Exceptional Situation leading to a hardship 
The property exhibits several characteristics which create an exceptiOnal situation, mcludmg 

• The reduced space reqUirements of the contemporary operations of the USPS facility compared wtth 
its earlier operations, whtch requtred more space for mail sortmg and handling 

• The secunty requirements of USPS's operations whtch make restdentlal use mcompattble with the 
ongomg operattons of the mail facthty 

• The mdivtdual Htstonc Landmark status of the buildmg whtch limits destgn and additions to the 
structure 

• The mabthty to demolish the 1926 addition at the rear which ts also considered a contributing 
element of the histonc structure 

These factors m combmatlon create a hardshtp for the applicant m mamtammg the continued operatton as a 
post office in the entire buildmg. All of the ext sting square footage ts no longer needed for the efficient 
operations of the USPS, and It would be a detnment to the htstonc landmark to allow the remammg unused 
space to remam vacant and not be asstgned to a productive use 

The applicant has worked extensively with OP, mcludmg the Htstonc Preservation Office (HPO) to constder 
several options and redesigns for the landmark structure However, a previously discussed option to convert 
the structure to a contemporary multt-famtly residential use proposed additions to the structure, whtch dtd 
not meet the HPO's approval, as staff contemplated the adverse impact of those addtttons to the historic 
resource The community also disapproved of the multi-family residential option, citing thetr concerns of 
adverse impacts on neighborhood streets due to traffic and parkmg. The use would also not be pennitted by 
the Zonmg Regulations as a matter-of-nght. OP also considered that other permttted uses for the zone, 
including a community-based restdenttal facthty, an emergency shelter, a youth restdentlal care home or 
other pennttted uses would be tmpracttcal, as the space reqmrements for such facthtles would not be satisfied 
without significant additions or alterations to the extsting resource 

Therefore, the applicant faces a hardshtp m renovatmg the structure and puttmg the unused area to productive 
use consistent wtth the landmark status of the bmldmg, the neighborhood and the Zonmg Regulations 

ii. No Substantial Detriment to the Public Good 
The proposed adaptive reuse of a portion of the bmldmg for commercial use would not be a substantial 
detriment to the public good, as it would not be in the public's interest to allow the historic resource to be 

Information provided by applicant 



BZA Application 18382- 1215 31st StreetNW- Georgetown Post Office Page4 

underutdtzed and become obsolete 10 a state of disrepair The proposed use 10 a space of less than 12,000 
square feet ts not anticipated to generate the number oftnps and parkmg requtrements for a multi-family 
residential use, which was opposed by the neighborhood Therefore, OP does not anticipate a substantial 
detriment to the public good to permit a commercial use wtth10 the landmark structure, which already 
supports a legal commerctal operation by the USPS 

iii. No Substantial Harm to the Zoning Regulations 
No substanttal harm would accrue to the Zomng Regulations, s10ce the regulations do not mtend to 
encourage obsolescence or disrepair of histone structures, which are devoted to legal nonconform10g uses 
The landmarked structure predates the current zomng and It cannot reasonably be altered to accommodate 
permitted residential uses As such, the contmued commercial use of the property would not substantially 
harm the current zoning regulations 

AREA VARIANCE 
Lot Occupancy. Rear Yard and Side Yard 

i. Exceptional Situation leading to a Practical Difficulty 
The limits placed on the design of any above grade addition, as well as the existmg topography of the site, 
combme to create a practical dtfficulty m renovatmg the structure to provtde contemporary commerctal space 
which complies wtth ADA requtrements Smce several attempts at expansion did not meet with UP's and 
CFA's satisfaction, the alternative was sought below grade, beyond the extsting butldmg's footpnnt into the 
rear and a portion of the south facmg side yard The Zomng Admtnistrator determmed that such an 
expansion would mclude portions of the adJacent grade be10g more than four feet below the cetlmg of the 
lowest level, thereby expandmg the lot occupancy from 35% to 51% Thus, the lot occupancy was mcreased 
to create a mean10gful separate entrance for the other commercial space, while portions of the rear and side 
yards would be simultaneously reduced to accommodate a roof structure designed to provide hght and air to 
that level 

fi. No Substantial Detriment to the Public Good 
The proposed expansion will not be a detriment to the pubhc good The 10crease in lot occupancy expands 
the footpnnt partially below grade The addition would not be tntmediately visible from pubhc space and 
would not detract from the existing historic resource Light and air to the abutting residential building to the 
north would not be Impacted, as the eXIstmg separation between the structures would be mamtamed OP 
does not anticipate a substantialmcrease m traffic generated by the commercial operation of the space, 
however, the Department of Transportation would provide separate comments 10 this regard 

iii. No Substantial Harm to the Zoning Regulations 
The massmg of the butld10g would not be substantially altered as the proposed addition would be below 
grade and would maintam the architecturalmtegrity of the histone resource The contmued use as a 
commercial property would not alter the pattern of uses m area Therefore, the lot occupancy, rear and side 
yard rehef requested would not Impair the 10tent of the Regulations. 

Vlll. COMMUNITY COMMENTS 
The ANC 2E voted unanimously to support the application on July 2, 2012 A copy of the letter m support 
would be filed separately with the Board 

IX. AGENCY COMMENTS 
The District Department of Transportation would file a report to the Board under separate cover 
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X. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION 
The applicant has mcorporated the addition to the historic resource m a manner that respects the histone 
character of the landmarked Custom House and Post Office In trying to be respectful of the histone 
resource, the design of the addition has mcreased the lot occupancy and reduced the rear and side yards in 
order to provide light and arr to the cellar The requested variances would not adversely affect the hiStoric 
resource or the surroundmg area, as the long standmg commercial use of the property would be contmued 
OP therefore recommends approval of the requested use and area vanance relief to facilitate the contmued 
productive use of this important Distnct landmark 

JLS/kt 


