
D C Zonmg CommiSSion 
4414th Street, NW SUite 2005 
Washmgton, DC 20001 

Re· Case no. 14-11 

Dear Members of the Zonmg CommiSSion 

January 29, 2015 

John A Stokes 
1519 Varnum Street, NW 
Washmgton, DC 20011 

My name IS John Stokes and I have been a res1dent and taxpayer m Washmgton, D C smce 1986 
and have owned my house at 1519 Varnum Street, NW smce 1996 I am not a lawyer or a 
developer but the proposed development of a pop up bUIIdmg next door to my house has 
prompted me to attend the commiSSion heanng and speak on behalf of my house and me The 
recently unveiled plans to develop a smgle family residential dwelhng on my famlly-fnendly 
street mto a seven-umt, 2 bedroom condo bUIIdmg have forced me to take act1on 

Let me begm by acknowledgmg the d1ff1cult balance that the Zonmg Comm1ss1on (ZC) and the 
Zonmg Admm1strator (ZA) must fmd between addressmg the growmg housmg needs of the 
D1stnct w1th the nghts of property owners 

Unfortunately, the zonmg regulations- as currently wntten- prov1de a loophole for non­
resident developers and house flippers to take advantage of the DC housmg boom, make a 
qu1ck prof1t, and move onto the next project (all with tac1t approval from the ZC and ZA) In 
domg so, they pay no regard to the ne1ghbors they are greatly 1mpactmg nor neighborhoods 
they are changmg 

I am wntmg to you as concerned residents m the Sixteenth Street He1ghts neighborhood of 
Ward 4 I recently learned that a developer purchased a two-story rowhouse at 1521 Varnum 
Street, NW w1th the mtent1on of convertmg 1t mto a three-story, seven-umt condomtmum The 
developer plans to add a th1rd level to the two-story rowhouse and bUild an extens1ve rear 
add1t1on The rear add1t1on would cover the ent1re w1dth of the property, abuttmg agamst the 
fence on both s1des and resultmg m no s1de yards My neighborhood IS zoned R-4 

As a commumty, we are umf1ed m our concerns about the permanent, adverse 1mpact the 
proposed "pop-up" mult1fani1ly bUIIdmg would have on our commumty Our neighborhood 
cons1sts pnmanly of two-story, smgle-fam1ly rowhouses The proposed development of 1521 
Varnum Street, NW mto condom1mums 1s mcompatible w1th the character of ou~OOQMt~stoN 
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commumty 1521 Varnum Street, NW IS located in between a block of two-story, smgle-fam1ly 
rowhouses Converting 1t into condominiums by addrng a th1rd-story and enormous rear 
add1t1on would change the h1stonc character of our neighborhood, increase dens1ty and runoff, 
and dramatically reduce sunlight, a1r and pnvacy to ne1ghbormg properties 

As you are aware, the D1stnct government has recognrzed that pop-up houses are a s1gn1f1cant 
concern for D1stnct res1dents, and the Office of Zoning has proposed a solut1on to remedy the 
problem in R-4 neighborhoods Numerous newspaper art1cles have been written about the 
adverse consequences of these pop-ups In add1t1on, pop-up developments m R-4 D1stncts are 
mconsistent w1th the zonmg code, wh1ch states that "the R-4 D1stnct shall not be an apartment 
house d1stnct" 

Wh1le I am aware that matter-of-nght construction 1s not subject to commumty mput, With the 
construction of a new bu1ldmg m a res1dent1al neighborhood, the matter-of-right rule absolutely 
needs to be rev1ewed, 1t basically says residents don't have a nght, how would you feel1f 
someone bu1lt a bu1ldmg next to your house and the explanation was, well, the developer can 
do th1s as a matter of nght. Even though Matthew LaG rant has approved of a mmor flex1b1hty 
for mrnor lot properties, there are errors m the admm1strat1ve dec1s1on 

• Mr La Grant speaks to the grantmg of relief to the regulations due to 
the" ... uniqueness of this property compared to surrounding properties-.". 
Indeed th1s proposed development would destroy the character of the 
neighborhood and is unique m a most awful way 

• Admm1strator LeG rant states, "The primary purpose the R·4 District shall be the 
stabilization of remaining one-family dwellings." 
Wh1le these are h1s words, the act1ons he has taken run completely contrary 
protectmg smgle family dwellings Later rn that same letter, Mr LeGrant goes 
on to grant "mrnor flex1b11ity" pursuant to §407 1 from the m1mmum lot area 
requirements {§401 3) for the development of a seven umt condommium 
building In just1fymg th1s minor flex1b1hty, Mr LeG rant sites a smgle Board of 
Zonmg AdJustment {BZA) dec1sion {Order No 18108) where the BZA aff1rmed a 
dec1s1on ofthe ZA to grant a dev1at1on from the mm1mum lot area requirements 
"so as to allev1ate the need to seek de m1mmus zonmg relief from the Board " 

• Admm1strator LeGrant also does not accurately address the matter of nght for a 
seven umt building I believe matter-of-nght IS a consideration for s1x-umt houses 
and not seven-unrt houses 

As a communrty, th1s letter mcorporates the concerns of many of my neighbors. Concerns that 
cause th1s project halted mclude. 

• The proposed construction would reach h1gher than the ch1mney on my 
property, surely th1s 1s a fire code v1olat1on 

• What 1s the purpose of havmg m1mmum lot area reqUirements ifthey can be 
d1sregarded so easily? 



• And how 1s 1t that th1s type of project, where you a bUJidmg an entarely new 
bualdmg m back of an ex1stmg structure, not deemed new construction? 

• How does a property currently zoned as a smgle fam1ly, res1dent1al dwelling get 
approved to become a seven umt condo bwldmg Without any pubhc not1ce? 

• DDOE has new regulations regardmg storm water run off, have these rules been 
followed? 

• Further, how 1s 1t that the ZA has authority to change the dynam1cs of an enure 
neighborhood, yet the owners and taxpayers of that neighborhood have NO say 
and NO recourse whatsoever? 

• Parkmg- the new construction calls for 4 parkmg spaces For a seven-umt, two­
bedroom condomm1um bulldmg, th1s could equate to 14 cars which far exceeds 
parkmg spaces m front and back of the property 

• There 1s a huge 100 year old tree m the backyard, (:lid the developer get a perm1t 
from DDOE to destroy the tree? 

• The scale of the proposed development of 1521 Varnum 1s agamst the R-4 
regulations on the books w1th regular lot s1ze, exceedmg allowable "footpnnt", 
s1ze of umts, and he1ght 

• As you know, the maximum number of stones in R-4 1s 3 The lower level 
basement would be a key 1ssue when lim1tmg growth and ensunng compliance 
w1th zonmg laws The current plan calls for three stones and a basement AND a 
rooftop deck 

• The plans call for the "penthouse roof structure" to be over 45' wh1ch IS over the 
he1ght lim1t of 40' 

I am also askmg for the repeal of 330 S(e) as 1t conflicts d1rectly w1th the Comprehensive Plan 
Below are the pohc1es from the Comprehenstve Plan, East Rock Creek Area Element, that 
conf11ct w1th the zonmg regulations perm1ttmg these pop-up conversions to apartment 
bu1ldmgs m the R-4 zone 

RCE-1.1 Guiding Growth and Neighborhood Conservation 2208 

The followmg general polic1es and act1ons should gwde growth and neighborhood conservation 
dec1s1ons m the Rock Creek East Plannmg Area These pohc1es and act1ons should be considered 
m tandem w1th those m the c1tyw1de elements of the Comprehensive Plan 2208 1 

Policy RCE-1.1.1: Conservation of Low Density Neighborhoods Mamtam and conserve the 
attract1ve, stable neighborhoods of the Rock Creek East Plannmg Area Any new development m 
the Planmng Area should be attractively designed and should contnbute to the commumty's 
pos1t1ve phys1cal1dent1ty 2208 2 



Polley RCE-11 2. Des1gn Compat1b11ity Ensure that renovation. add1t1ons. and new construction 
m the area's low density neighborhoods respects the scale and densities of adiacent properties, 
avo1ds sharp contrasts m he1ght and mass, and preserves park-like quaht1es such as dense tree 

cover and open space. 2208 3 

As a community, we are notifymg you that we are extremely concerned about th1s proposed 

pop-up development and 1ts 1m pact on our properties and netghborhood A condomm1um 
butldmg m the m1ddle of a block of smgle-fam1ly rowhouses rs undesrrable and mconsistent wfth 

the zonmg code and character of our block 

In add1t1on, the env1ronmental1mpact of the proposed pop-up 1s d1sturbmg The proposed 
development of 1521 Varnum Street, NW would reduce sunlight rn several ne1ghbormg yards, 

add1t1onally; 1t would result 1n less pervious surfaces, thus 1ncreasmg runoff We request that 
the c1ty assess the environmental Impact of the proposed pop-up on our commumty 

I ask the Zoning Comm•ss1on to perform a thorough rev1ew of the perm1t application and 
narrowly apply the law to the proposal. Because of the permanent adverse consequences of 
the proposed pop-up, the developer must be held to the stnctest standards requ1red under the 
District's laws We are cogmzant of the negative impact some pop-ups have had tn our 
commumty, particularly on nearby Buchanan and Shepherd Streets, and want to ensure that we 
do not suffer s1m1lar negat1ve consequences 

Much has changed m and around Washmgton DC smce that t1me The c1ty has undergone an 
amazmg transformation and much progress has been made The recent sale of the property at 
1521 Varnum Street and subsequent zonmg allowances made by the DCRA IS not a story of the 
progress. It 1s one of excess and it threatens to change the both the look and feel of the street. 
As a concerned c1t1zen and a property owner on thas street, I object to the plans proposed by 
the current owner, a developer, to turn the house m a mult1-fam1ly umt cons1stmg of seven 2 5+ 
bedroom umts 

In summary, I strongly urge the Board to support proposed changes submitted by the Ptannrng 
Office (PO) wh1ch would repeal of §330 5 (e) and prevent residential structures m R-4 zoned 
areas from bemg converted mto apartment bUIIdmgs of multi-umt condommium bu1ldmgs It is 
cnt1cal that the ZB, ZA and PO work together to stop the explOitation of our neighborhoods by 
non-resrdent developers and to contam the rampant pop-up and pop-out construction 

Thank you, 

John A. Stokes 
1519 Varnum Street, NW 


