
Zoning Case 14-11 

May 31,2015 

To the Members of the Zomng CommiSSion for the District of Columbia 
0 ...,_ .. ..., ..... , 
(=)~ 
fT1 rr'o! 

As the body that IS tasked by Home Rule to set zomng regulations that are guided by the o <t 
Comprehensive Plan, wh1ch was approved by our elected DC Council, I ask you to talai ~g 
1mmed1ate and definitive act1on to protect the homeowners who live 1n the R-4 zones cl'htf SZ ....... 
preserve the current housing stock for families Specifically, I am requesting th1s actlorl:)8>r ttii 
owners of R-4 who live 1n these homes, typically the largest asset they own They are the r 

ones whose financial fitness and quahty of life are now at great nsk The Council has sent the 
Zomng CommiSSIOn a resolution ask1ng that you take 1mmed1ate action - please do sol 

You probably do not live 1n an R-4 rowhouse, or 1f you do, it m1ght be protected by H1stonc 
D1stnct designation But 1mag1ne 1f you lived 1n one of these houses affected by nearby 
conversions - perhaps you grew up 1n a house which you or a fam1ly member still owns - or 
perhaps you know a young person With children, who has found an 1deallocat1on to mix work 
and family 1n DC Would you want these people to suffer through these projects only to find 
your home and block Irreparably changed? If you don't live there now, 1t 1s probably too late 
to find one of these homes to l1ve 1n Families, those residents the Comprehensive Plan 
strives to reta1n 1n the Distnct, are no longer able to purchase a single family home due to 
competition from developers who make h1gh cash offers w1th no contingencies for the houses 
that come on the market, With the sole objective to turn the s1ngle family homes into condos 
for qu1ck profit. In my neighborhood, whether the house IS converted to two or three condos, 
one of the condos will sell for more than the pnce of the 1ntact house 

R1s1ng hous1ng costs were already creatmg pressures on established neighbors With the 
Increase 1n real property taxes With the addition of developer competJtlon for houses, and the 
resultmg adverse effects of the proJects, the market has reached the point where pnces have 
destabiliZed. Homeowners do not know what to do With their most Important asset As noted 
by the ong1nal Office of Plann1ng report, most R-4 lots are small and narrow The typ1cal 
rowhouse lot 1n Bloomingdale IS 17 feet Wide Large additions to the lots have a great impact 
on the adjoimng properties, 1n the form of loss of pnvacy, loss of light and a1r, many t1mes loss 
of trees, leav1ng the neighbors llv1ng 1n an urban canyon Most ne1ghbors are horrified by the 
height of the pop ups that push the envelope Even VISitors entenng our c1ty VIa North Capitol 
Street are Jarred by the sight of pop ups when they should be enJoying the magmficent VIew of 
the Capitol (and focus1ng on the1r dnvmgl) 
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(This pop up with penthouse is visible from North Capitol and the surrounding neighborhood. 
The giant penthouse, while creating a large scar on the roofline, surprisingly, only contains a 
single staircase to access the roof. A picture of the vacant house across the street is attached 
at the end of my statement. Unfortunately, you cannot see the red DANGER sign posted on 
the front of the house - the basement has been dug out and there is no underpinning.) 

Many opponents of this zoning amendment think that supporters do not understand the 
difference between Zoning code and DCRA's implementation and oversight of the zoning and 
building codes. That could be a conclusion an observer of the January hearing might have 
reached. But without the pressures created by the current zoning, these cases of property 
damage suffered by abutting homeowners would not be occurring. Zoning is step one on the 
the path to misery for those whose lives are being turned upside down by flippers converting 
single family homes into condos. 

It is important that everyone understands that while the matter of right conversions of single 
family homes are not responsible for DCRA violations, the DCRA violations would not be 
occurring if R-4 zoning did not leave single family rowhouses vulnerable to developers. 



Request to support/not support proposed 1ssues 

F1rst and foremost, you must act to protect the 1ntent of Zomng regulations, and the 
Comprehensive Plan directive, that R-4 should rema1n a s1ngle fam1ly district You must also 
be guided by the ComprehensiVe Plan to protect the character of rowhouse neighborhoods 
and the1r architecture I strongly support 1mplement1ng the design guidelines suggested by 
the Office of Planmng and ask that they apply to all construction projects In R-4. 
Homeowners Will st1ll be able to bUild to 40 feet With spec1al exception so 1t Will not be a 
disadvantage for owners who want to Increase the s1ze of the1r homes Please cons1der that 
owners are granted matter of nght for two units, even on lots of less than 900 sq ft per unit, 
and most lots 1n Bloommgdale are less than 1800 square feet 

Even Without the above mentioned gUidelines, you should be aware the D1stnct 
Infrastructure has fa1led to keep up with the increased population and these failures are 
mamfested 1n the rowhouse neighborhoods. Aga1n, th1s may not be a "zomng 1ssue," but 1t 
cannot be isolated from the results of mcreasmg dens1ty 1n areas that are not equ1pped to 
handle 1t 

In Bloomingdale, we have suffered power outages, including "brown outs" Pepco has not 
kept up With demand and has blamed new, permitted, restaurants 1n Bloommgdale for power 
problems If every house becomes two or three un~ts, Will that not create more 1ssues than a 
few restaurants? 

Wh1le my house has not had a problem With low gas pressure, I was adv1sed agamst 
purchasing an instant hot water heater because of reported problems with supply 1n DC 
Water pressure seems adequate for now, but aga1n, Increasing demands must be considered. 
But sewer concerns persist, notably the summer of 2012 floodmg 1n Bloomingdale, and the 
completion of the projects is still years away \Mil increased demand from condos, along with 
major new developments, be handled by the current Improvements to ut11ity infrastructure? 

Traffic 1s a nightmare - the G8 bus often skips the stop tn Bloommgdale dunng rush hour 
because the bus is full, traffic on North Caprtol is terrible There Will never be a streetcar and 
my phone IS filled w1th alerts for delays on those buses The neighborhood IS not that close to 
metro and b1ke lanes are intermittent This will not be solved soon. 

Our alleys were not designed for more cars Is there room 1n an alley for 2 to3 t1mes the 
number of cans? How Will cars (and serv1ce and emergency vehicles) nav1gate our alleys with 
more supercans and recycling cans (one of each for each unit) - Will trash service be changed 
to twice a week serv1ce? There is a spike in parkmg problems already, plus, If each un1t gets a 
Visitor Parking Pass, where WJII the cars park and how much a1r pollution will be created by 
the search for a park1ng place 



Wh1le rt may seem obv1ous, 1t 1s important to cons1der the structural integrity of these 
projects and the abutt1ng homes These are row homes, not detached homes as R-1, 2, 3 
They commonly share a party wall Do you really th1nk that a developer Inspects these walls? 
If a structural eng1neer IS involved, do you thmk they are npp1ng out the plaster and drywall 
and Inspecting? Are these basement d1g outs being properly underpinned? Horror stories of 
what has been approved in the perrmtt1ng process and what has passed 1nspect1on make me 
lose confidence that due cons1derat1on 1s g1ven to these 100 + year old party walls. I do not 
th1nk the man who bu1lt my house in 1903 planned to have two more homes added on top of 
1t I am sure he never considered the load of one HVAC system, much less three, and all of 
the other fixtures and appliances 

Of greatest concern 1s the danger of underp1nn1ng- there 1s no guarantee of skilled and 
knowledgeable labor to perform such cnt1cal work, and no guarantee that the work 1s 
adequately superv1sed and Inspected. It seems the requ1red notification letters to abutting 
neighbors are seldom rece1ved I drd not rece1ve one at my prev1ous house, the other 
ne1ghbor d1d not rece1ve one e1ther, but work proceeded. From talking to res1dents, th1s seems 
to be more the norm than the exception 

There IS a laundry list of other 1ssues not rece1v1ng adequate overs1ght by DCRA -lead pa1nt 
and asbestos removal, mold, dust and tox1c products that are 1nfl1cted on the netghbors. 
Recently I contacted DOEE when a neighbor was concerned about a product being sprayed 
on the extenor wall of a pop up when wh1te restdue began faiHng hke snow a block away 

What about soil stability? Snow loads created by pop ups? Stormwater runoff trapped by 
cavernous pop backs? 

It would be n1ce to think that there are only a few "bad developers". But g1ven the pace of 
convers1ons 1n the last few years, 1t has become apparent that there are few "good 
developers" work1ng 1n our neighborhoods There 1s no other explanation that developers are 
knowingly not followmg regulations, falsifying 1nformat1on on apphcattons, and then not 
followtng the scope of the perm1tted work There 1s m1n1mal pumshment - fines are considered 
cost of d01ng bus1ness and some are credited 50% on corrected permits One developer has 
been such a repeat offender, that 1n addition to lawsUits by home purchasers, the Attorney 
General of the Distnct of Columbia has filed his own lawsuit (Most of these problem 
properties are 1n ANCSE One 1n Bloomingdale IS pictured below This property has been 
open to the elements for a year) This, agatn, may be a problem wtth DCRA, but IS also part of 
the culture created by R-4 zomng 





What about the environmental impact of these condo conversions? Liveable homes, some 
that need only m1nor updating, 1f any work at all, are bemg gutted and demolished to create 
two or three small homes while the landfill grows with the contents of the former smgle fam1ly 
home A house 1n my neighborhood recently had an $800,000 offer from someone who 
wanted to hve 1n the move-in ready home, but a developer won the b1dd1ng war, and most of 
the house will be destroyed Is the the sustamable, green DC that we want to hve 1n? 

The des1re and need for change has rece1ved the support of many ANCs and C1v1c/Cibzens 
Assoc1at1ons and at least one has been accompamed by a pet1t1on With many Signatures The 
"Stop the Pop" pet1t1on, which I believe is bemg submitted as part of the record, has almost 
1000 s1gnatures In January, whether 1n person testimony or submitted letters, support for 
change was overwhelming. S1nce then, the support has grown and become more crucial 

When I testified 1n January, I had no 1dea what was about to occur 1n my neighborhood The 
condo convers1on ptctured above seem1ngly popped up ovem1ght, and today, the owner held 
an open house to sell the resulting condos. Dunng th1s t1me, the developer has bought other 
properties on the block to convert to condos, while another developer, h1s fnend, owns a 
vacant house that sits across the street, barely even a shell, festooned With vacant property 
and danger s1gns I do not know how the residents on that block can sleep at mghl 

As to the concern that these changes requ1re more time to be Implemented, the Not1ce of 
Zoning amendment was 1ssued 1n June 2104, and the process and the media coverage 
began. Most homeowners don't know the zone that they live 1n and If they do know, they don't 
know what 1s granted by that zone as a matter of right Most long term homeowners should 
still be able to sell for more money than they ever dreamed of 

I support the Zoning Comm1ss1on taking Immediate act1on on Zomng Case 14-13 regarding 
penthouses, and 1f poss1ble, Without delaymg 14-11, fnclude language strengthemng the 
controls of penthouses They have become a part1al fourth floor, with negat1ve v1sual1mpact 
and lfttle effort to follow current guidelines In my op1mon, they should not be allowed at all 

I support Instructing the Zoning Administrator to stnctly enforce the Zomng regulations and 
discontinue the use of minor flexibility Th1s has become standard pract1ce rather than 
occasional exceptions 

I support the change 1n the defimt1on of mezzanine to count as a story 1n R-4 

I support all of the suggested guidelines for chimneys, solar panels, bwld1ng back 11m1ts, and 
ask that as many of the prov1s1ons as possible be applied to flats conversions as long as 1t Will 
not requ1re an add1t1onal comment penod. Perhaps these are adjustments that can be made 
to the ZRR, 1f not now 



I do not support the provision concerning a developer wtth three adjoining properties 
buHding to forty feet We have already reached a p01nt where a twenty-first version of 
blockbusting is taking place, and this policy Will exacerbate the destabilization of the 
rowhouse neighborhoods and possibly encourage vacant houses and intentional damage to 
abutting houses 

In summary, most of my comments are from my expenence hv1ng In Bloomingdale ANC5E 
has the third largest number of R-4 lots 1n DC (The two areas with a larger number are 
largely protected by Histone Designation ) But over the last five months, I have talked to many 
residents In Wards 1 and 4 Most of the stones are the same - condo conversions and pop 
ups are destroying the physical and emotional stability of our neighborhoods It is time to take 
back our city from the hands of developers, most of whom live 1n Maryland and Virg1ma, and 
who only come to DC to make qwck cash off the backs of our residents Don't be fooled by 
the ones who send comments from addresses of the properties they are flipping, or a property 
that has been flipped and sold, With no evidence of a final building Inspection or a Certificate 
of Occupancy We may not yet have won our Statehood, but we should have the nght to 
determine the future of our own neighborhoods 

No one In 1958 envisioned the construction we are seeing today, JUSt as no one probably 
envisioned submitting testimony to the Zomng Commission with a cell phone (wait, what's a 
cell phone?) Of course, we want to welcome new residents, but not at the high cost to the 
current residents Condo conversions are hurting us In a way that you cannot Imagine, or 
these changes would have happened before now Please take whatever steps necessary to 
enact change now, while there is still a rowhouse, and rts residents, to save 

Betsy McDamel 
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