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ARE POP-UPS DESTROYING THE CITY?015 JU:t-l AM IO= 4~ 

Anti-pop-up hystena 1s the result of a complex m1x of soc1al and economic anxieties 
born of ANECDOTAL EVIDENCE, portrayed w1th MISLEADING VIVIDNESS, 1nsp1nng 

d1re pred1ct1ons of a PARADE OF HORRIBLE OUTCOMES, and promoted through 

a self-reinforcmg and self-referencing belief system mvolvmg traditional media outlets 
and social med1a mteract1ons The current anti-pop-up hystena in Washmgton, DC, 

features several class1c examples of NIMBYISM 

• Visual blight and failure to "blend in" with the surrounding architecture: 
Opponents of new projects claim they are ugly or particularly large, or cast large 
shadows due to the1r height. 

• Loss of a community's small-town feel: Proposals that m1ght result 1n new 
people movmg 1nto the commumty, such as plans to budd new .houses, are often 
cla1med to change the commumty's character 

• Strain on public resources and schools: These reasons are g1ven as arguments 
agamst any mcrease 1n population 

• Disproportionate benefit to non-locals: Projects appear to benefit d1stant 
people, such as Investors or people from ne1gh~bonng areas 

In Washmgton, D C , each of the above arguments have been uncrrtically embraced 
by vocal opponents of pop-ups lnterestmgly, the stram on pubhc resources argument 
cla1ms that new hous1ng prov1ded by pop-ups simultaneously will (A) over burden the 
c1ty's phys1calmfrastructure and (B) mcrease the c1ty's population but result 1n a decline 

1n the number of school-age children, harmmg the c1ty's educational system 

There 1s no credible evidence that pop-ups w111 bnng forth th1s PARADE OF HORRIBLE 

OUTCOMES predicted by ant1-pop-up hysteria ANECDOTAL EVIDENCE presented w1th 

MISLEADING VIVIDNESS pervades every d1scuss1on at ant1-pop-up commumty 

meetmgs and 1n soc1al media Tradttional med1a outlets report the exaggerated fears 

expressed by pop-up opponents but offer scant perspective 
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THE PROBLEM WITH 14-11 

Supporters of 14-11 constantly 1nvoke a small number of"problem" pop-ups as 

ev1dence that very soon the entire c1ty will be destroyed forever unless something 

is done immediately There are even some who oppose 14-11 because 1t does not 

propose to take away even more property nghts with even greater haste 

Yet the most commonly c1ted "problem" pop-ups are not even located 1n R-4 zones 

The proposals in case 14-11 Will restnct and reduce the property nghts of the owners 

of more than 35,000 homes 1n R-4 zoned neighborhoods 1n an explicit effort to stop 

new pop-ups But If rehable data on the number of recently completed, In-progress, 

or prospective pop-ups 1n R-4 zones ex1sts, 1t IS a well kept secret. 

Question: How many pop-ups currently ex1st 1n R-4 zones? How many are currently 

under construction? How many are 1n the pipeline? How many are truly problematic? 

Answer: Nobody seems to know Pend1ng hard data from the appropnate c1ty agenc1es, 

we are left to our own dev1ces 1n est1matmg the scope of the srtuat1on 

Try th1s thought expenment If JUSt ONE PERCENT of the 35,000 homes 1n R-4 zones 

are "problem" pop-ups that means there are THREE HUNDRED AND FIFTY "problem" 

pop-ups 1n R-4 zones Does anyone believe that 1s the reality? If there really are as 

many as 350 "problem" pop-ups, that means no one 1s report1ng on the vast maJonty of 

them G1ven the current state of ant1-pop-up hystena 1n our c1ty, th1s hardly seems likely 

The self-evident conclusion we can draw from th1s thought expenment IS that over 99% 

of the 35,000 homes 1n R-4 zones are not "problem" pop-ups Our experiment doesn't 

tell us how many pop-ups ex1st 1n R-4 zones, but we can be confident that whatever 

the actual number, there are very, very few that truly are problematic 

Accepting this analysis, the label "ant1-pop-up hystena" does seem an appropnate term 

to descnbe the efforts of a vocal few to take away the nghts of so many with so little 

ev1dence to support the1r extravagant cla1ms of doom 



STOPPING THE HYSTERIA 

Recent media reports have 1dent1fied certa1n developers who are· assoc1ated w1th 

problem pop-ups. Stoppmg these few 1nexpenenced, Incompetent, or dishonest 

developers 1s the best solut1on to "problem" pop-ups Enact1ng regulations that w111 

punish every developer and erode the property rights of every home owner IS perhaps 

the worst possible solution 
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Post Script: Apologies to the Zoning Commissioners 

The author of this document has followed the public d1scuss1on of pop-ups 1n 

Washington, D.C for more than ten years The 1nformat1on presented here 1s pnmarily 

for the public record and those members of the public who m1ght read th1s record The 

author realizes the Zomng Comm1ss1oners are aware of the current state of the debate 

SOURCE NOTES: For workmg defimttons of (1) anecdotal evtdence (2) mtsleadmg 

VIVIdness (3) parade of hombles and (4) a survey of the vanet1es of NIMBYtsm, the 

reader 1s mVIted to consult Wik1ped1a, from wh1ch the author has drawri freely 


