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MEMORANDUM 

DATE: July 1, 2003 

TO: District of Cohumia Board of Zoning Adjustment 

THROUGH: ~ew~ Director OP 
Ellen McCarthy, Deputy Director OP 

FROM: David J. McGettigan. AICP f7l1. 
SUBJECT: Board of Zoning Adjustment Case No. 17035 

Howard University Hospital Property 
915 Rhode Island Avenue, N.W. 
Square 364 Lot 839 

Summary 
The applicant seeks a variance from the lot area provisiom of §403 .2 to allow an I I-unit 
nmlti-farnily dwelling in the R-4 zone. The applicant seeks to convert the existing three­
story, vacant, medical office building into an apartment building with 3 units on the 
ground floor and 4 units on each of the upper floors. The applicant intends to demolish 
interior walls and examination rooms, restore the f~e and construct new bathrooms, 
kitchens and heating/air conditioning systems. Section 403.2 requires that conversions of 
existing structures to apartments require 900 square feet of lot area per unit. The existing 
lot area is 4,857 square feet, which is 5,043 square feet (103.83%) short of the lot area 
requirement. 

Recommendation: 
The Office of Planning recommends approval of the variance based on the following 
findings: 

❖ The applicant has shown an exceptional situation. The structure, built in 1959, is a 
concrete and steel structure with an elevator, two fire stairs, and a major load-bearing 
wall numing the length of the building. The site is surrounded by other institutional 
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uses on the square including Shaw Junior High School, the YWCA, and a church. 
The lot area cannot be expanded due to alleys and existing structures. There is a 
shortage on nurses and housing choices in the immediate vicinity of the Hospital for 
nurses recruited from other areas. 

❖ The strict application of the zoning regulations results in an exceptional practical 
difficulty. The existing structural characteristics of the building present extraordinary 
renovation and maintenance costs. The surrounding building, alleys and uses make 
many matter-of-right uses impractical. The shortage of nurses requires the Hospital to 
find housing opportunities in the local area to help encourage more nurses to accept 
employment with the lure of reasonable housing accommodations. 

❖ The use of this property as an I I-unit apartment is less intensive than the medical 
clinic with over 30 offices or exam rooms. The conversion of this building to an 
apartment is not a substantial detriment to the intent of the zone plan, the character of 
the R-4 zone, and the public good. 

Background 
The applicant, Howard University Hospital, owns 915 Rhode Island Avenue, N.W. 
(Square 364 Lot 839). The property lies in the R-4 Zoning District and contains 
approximately 4,857 square feet of land. The lot is improved with a three-story medical 
clinic. The building was built in 1959 as a clinic. The area contains a mix of uses 
including institutional, commercial and multi-family residential as well as single-family 
row houses (Attachment 1 ). 

The existing structure is vacant and according to the applicant requires substantial interior 
renovation to create habitable, modem apartments. An alley abuts the side and rear of 
the property and separates the lot from Shaw Junior High School. The larger building to 
the east is run by the YWCA and provides some residential apartment space. Across the 
street from the site is one of the triangular parks created by the intersection of the 
diagonal Rhode Island A venue and the street grid. The property is therefore substantially 
isolated from traditional R-4 uses such as the row house. 

Project Description 
The applicant seeks to convert the existing three-story, vacant, medical office building 
into an apartment building with 3 units on the ground floor and 4 units on each of the 
upper floors. The applicant intends to demolish interior walls and examination rooms, 
restore the fac;ade and construct new bathrooms, kitchens and heating/air conditioning 
systems. The fac;ade will be modified with new and expanded window openings to 
provide more light and air to the interior. A small patch of paved ground between the 
building and alley will be converted into planted beds and the rear yard will be restriped 
and signed to provide one handicapped space, one compact space and three standard 
spaces. 
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Figure 1 New Landscaping 

Comprehensive Plan 
The property is identified as local public facilities on the General Land Use map (See 
Attachment 2). The local public facilities land use category includes District-occupied 
land and facilities as the predominant use, excluding parks, recreation centers, and open 
space. Typically the designation identifies areas for schools, police, fire and EMS 
facilities, government support, and health and social services centers. 

The Comprehensive Plan sets goals of encouraging the renovation and adaptive re-use of 
exiting structures rather than demolition. The Housing Element seeks to encourage 
housing on suitably located public or private properties that are vacant, surplus, 
underutilized, or unused (302.2(e)). This development is consistent with these goals .. 

Zoning 
The proposed number of units is not permitted in the R-4 Zone District and the applicant 
is seeking relief under 11 DCMR §3103 for an area variance from the provisions of 
§403.2. The R-4 District sets forth the following purposes: 

330.1 The R-4 district is designed to include those areas now developed primarily with 
row dwellings, but within which there have been a substantial number of conversions of 
the dwellings into dwellings for two (2) or more families. 
330.2 Very little vacant land shall be included within the R-4 district, since its primary 
purpose shall be the stabilization of remaining one-family dwellings, 
330.3 The R-4 District shall not be an apartment house district as contemplated under 
the General Residence (R-5) districts, since the conversion of existing structures shall be 
controlled by a minimum lot area per family requirement. 
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Section 403.2 requires that conversion of existing structures to apartments provide 900 
square feet of lot area per unit. The existing lot area is 4,857 square feet, which is 5,043 
square feet (103.83%) short of the lot·area requirement. 

Analysis 
The provisions of §3103.2 require the applicant to show a unique physical aspect or other 
extraordinary or exceptional situation or condition of a specific piece of property that 
creates an undue hardship or practical difficulty. In addition, there should be no harm to 
the public or to the zone plan. 

Extraordinary or Exceptional Situation 
In accordance with §3103.2, which gives the Board the authority to grant a variance if, by 
reason of exceptional situation or condition of a specific piece of property, the strict 
application of any regulation adopted would result in peculiar and exceptional practical 
difficulties to or exceptional and undue hardship upon the owner of the property. 

The existing structure was designed to be used as a medical clinic, a use that is no longer 
suitable. The applicant's statement presents three arguments to address this test: 

1) Of the uses in the R-4 zone, the existing building (formerly a medical clinic) is 
most easily converted to an apartment building. The structure, built in 1958, is a 
concrete and steel structure with an elevator, two fire stairs, and a major load­
bearing wa11 running the length of the building; 

2) The context of the site with the neighboring uses. The site is surrounded by other 
institutional uses on the square including Shaw Junior High School. the YWCA, 
and a church; 

3) The lot area cannot be expanded due to alleys and existing structures; and, 
4) There is a shortage on nurses and housing choices in the immediate vicinity of the 

Hospital for nurses recruited from other areas. 
The Office of Planning concurs with these arguments. 

Practical Difficulty 
The practical difficulties identified by the applicant that result from the strict application 
of §403.2 are: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

The high cost of renovation at over a million dollars requires a reasonable 
number of units to justify the project. 
The current building configuration with concrete floors and steel supports 
is not conducive to development of the building at lower density. 
There is no vacant land available to purchase that would allow the 
applicant to comply with the regulation. 

The existing building is three stories with approximately 9,500 square feet of floor area. 
A five-unit development that would be permitted as a matter of right would average 1,400 
square foot per unit. Due to the steel and concrete construction it is not practical to create 
a 2-story unit; therefore, one unit of a 5-unit development would occupy a whole floor 
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creating an exceptionally and unusually large apartment (approximately 2,766 square 
feet), which would be a peculiar and exceptional practical difficulty for the applicant to 
lease. Additionally, because the existing building has an elevator and two fire exit 
staircases, a 5-unit layout would be a very inefficient use of the structure and require 
higher rents than the market could bear to offset the costs of maintaining the elevator. 
The applicant has provided an evaluation that outlines the economic difficulties imposed 
by dealing with this existing structure (Attachment 4). 

Substantial Detriment 
In addition to the above tests, §3103 .2 further requires that the relief requested could be 
granted, provided that it will not be a substantial detriment to the public good or 
substantially impair the intent, purpose and integrity of the zone plan. The application 
proposes that three points address this standard: 

1) The proposed renovation of a vacant structure will help stabilize the 
neighborhood; 

2) The apartment building will be compatible with the adjoining uses and structures. 
3) The provision of required on-site parking will be an asset to the community; and, 
4) The proposed use will cause less traffic and parking demand than the previous 

medical clinic use. 
OP concludes that the expansion will not impair the intent of the Zoning Regulations or 
the integrity of the Plan. The proposed development reuses an existing structure for a use 
that is appropriate and of less impact than the previous use. 

ANC Recommendation 
ANC 2C supports the application. 

Recommendation 
The applicant met the burden of proof for a variance and the Office of Planning 
recommends the case be approved. 

Attachments: 
1. Zoning and Use Map 
2. Comp Plan Map 
3. Aerial Photo 
4. Economic Feasibility Memo 
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• UL: (202) 986-4114 

June 30, 2003 

.Edward M. Johnson, AIA 
Edward M. Johnson & Associates, P.C. 
3612 Twelfth S1reet, N.E, 
Wasbingto.n)).C. 20017 

No. 0898 P. 3/ 5 

FAZ: (202) 332-1578 

Re: Economic ~easibility of Altemative Configurations of Apartment Building 
Locat.edat 91S Rhode Island Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C. 

Dear Mr. Johnson: 

.As YoU know, Davis Devclopmmitst me. has provided development consulting 
services to numerous DODpIO:fit organi:zarinns, churches and um\'enities over the past 
nearly twenty years in the Wasbington, D.C. area. During this period, I have pemODally 
been involved in muctu.1iq and obtainjng the financing for projects, including over 1200 
units ofhousmg, and advised clients and their architects conceming the best and most 
economically feasible comilUtltion for apartment buildings. 

You have requested my professional opinion concemmg whether it is 
economically feasible to nm.ovate the building located at 915 Rhode Island Avenue, 
N. W., which conwns a gross building area of approximately 9,500 square feet, and was 
previously used for non-rc.sidcntial pw:poses, into a :five (j) unit apartm.ent building. The 
result of such rmovatio11 would be five apartments of approximate size of 1,400 square 
feet ea.ob, a total ofapproximerely 7,000 square feetoftoml square footage in the 
apartment units, with the remaming 2,500 square f.eet_ in the building being used for 
circulation puzposes. These aparanent units, based on their overall size, would likely 
have tbree or four bedrooms and probably more than one bathroom in their final design. 

The alternative configuration, which you have already designed, results in eleven 
(11) apartment UDits, which range in si7.e from 315 square feet to 650 square feet in sizeJ 
and are siad as efficiency and one-bedroom units, each with one bathroom. 

Your client, the owner of the building. Howard University Hospital, intends to use 
the renovated buildmg to rCQ.t to :o.urses working at the hospital. With respect to the first 
~ the five,.unit apartment building, we have calculated that the mark.et rental 
rate for such size llllits would be about S2,300 per month. With respect •. 

1661 O:Ucea't llace, w.w. • Sui.ta 301 • 1'UhiAf1:oza, D.C. 20009 
E-Md: ,..,,,.1@,,ol.UIII. 
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to the eleven•UDit apartment b,lilding. the range of rental rates would be from about $500 
to SltOOO per unit, dependin& on the si7.c of the UDit. These rental rate projections are 
based on about 1.65 per square foot, which is our calculation of tho avoraae rental cost in 
that area of the city today. 

While this area of downtown D.C., like many are~ is undergoing ~ 
transfmma:tion due to increased renovation activity and higher income residential inflow, 
it is our view that it is not yet economically feasible tta market large apartment UDits with 
high rcmtal rates above StOOO per month at this location. 

You have indicated that from au arehitcctura11desip point of view, the 
construction cost iD order to configure the building into frve (S) units would be 
subatantiaJly higher per square foot than the cost of COD1iguring the building into eleven 
(11) units. This factor would increase the cost above our estimate of the cost per unit in 

·. tbc eleven unit building. 

Finally, it is clear that the five-mut apartment building would not be suitable for 
the purposes that the Owner hu for the property. The average single nurse would be 
unable to afford 1hc larger size units, and would have no need. for the super size 
aparbmm.t UDits. With only five units, Howard University Hospital would have to rent 
each unit to three or four nurses essmtially making a dormitory out of the apartment 
building-which would not be a desiiable result for the tmao¼ the university or the city. 

We recommen~ thaefore, that you seek 20ning relief in order to be permitted to 
configure the apartment building into smaller-size units, with reasonable renw rates, 
which is more compatible with the sizes of other apartments, and market rental rates, in 
this part of tbe city. 

Y ows sincerely, 

~a•; 
W'illiam A. Davis, J:r. 
President 


