
TESTIMONY OF WARD3VISION ON THE ZONING REGULATIONS UPDATE 

 

JOINT PUBLIC OVERSIGHT ROUNDTABLE 

BEFORE THE COMMITTEE OF THE WHOLE AND THE COMMITTEE ON 

LIBRARIES PARKS, RECREATION AND PLANNING 

 

October 5, 2012 

 

Chairman Mendelsohn and Chairman Wells and members of the Committees: 

 

My name is Ellen Bass, and I am testifying on behalf of Ward3Vision, a grass-roots 

organization of residents who advocate to make our neighborhoods even better urban 

places - more walkable, sustainable, and vibrant. We want to ensure that D.C. grows in 

a way that is environmentally and socially responsible, positive, and progressive, while 

protecting the character of our residential neighborhoods and bringing the vitality of 

urban life to our commercial corridors.  We are a campaign of the Coalition for Smarter 

Growth.   

I am a member of the Ward3Vision Steering Committee, and I am a native 

Washingtonian.  I have lived in the Wakefield neighborhood in upper Northwest a block 

from Connecticut Avenue since 1983, almost 30 years.    

The partial zoning regulation rewrite that is the subject of this roundtable hearing is 

consistent with our group’s Smart Growth principles, and therefore we want to express 

our strong support for the update.   We think that it is a modest revision of a dated law 

that is necessary to facilitate the development of Washington D. C. as a vibrant urban 

area with more walkable neighborhoods, more amenities for residents, a greater variety 

of dwelling options, workable transportation choices, and sustainable buildings.  

We disagree with the objections to the update voiced by some people that the proposed 

new zoning rules will damage our neighborhoods of single family homes.  On the 

contrary, we believe that the updates will make our neighborhoods even better by 

promoting reasonable development to accommodate inevitable and on-going population 

growth, address pressing environmental issues, provide amenities close to home while 

growing the tax base.  Those opposed to the draft proposal also seem to be uninformed 
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about the zoning update specifics.  For example, they decry the proposed rule allowing 

by right one accessory dwelling unit in residential zones, notwithstanding that the 

proposal actually cuts back on what is potentially allowable now (one in-house unit and 

one free-standing unit, if the latter is for “domestic servants”).   Most surprisingly, 

opponents complain about the supposed lack of public input, when over 100 public 

meetings were held to inform the drafting process.  Indeed, Ward3Vision supporters 

attended some of those meetings and observed that opponents of change were well 

represented.   The Office of Planning has stated publicly that it proposed more modest 

revisions than it originally envisioned because of comments it heard at these meetings. 

Current regulations -- enacted some 50 years ago when a car-centric, suburban lifestyle 

was promoted by government over a multi-transportation, city-based lifestyle -- are not 

compatible with how we live today in Washington.  We are in an urban area with an 

excellent (and hopefully improving) public transportation system, including the Metrorail 

in which taxpayers have invested and continue to invest a great deal of public funds.   

We think that the current regulations are also not compatible with how we must plan to 

develop as a city where the population is growing – currently by 1,000 to 1,200 people 

per month -- and where environmental concerns, especially those related to car 

pollution, are so acute and where we must conserve energy.   Census data project 

almost 8 percent growth in D.C. population by 2014.  The upper Northwest quadrant 

grew by over two percent in the years 2000-2010.  The zoning rewrite, especially in 

dropping parking minimums for buildings in transit-rich zones, addresses these realities 

without denying those who want to own a car and drive the opportunity to do so.  No 

existing parking will be eliminated.   And doing away with mandated parking minimums 

will not necessarily eliminate parking in new structures.  Developers will have their own 

formula for what the market will support.  However, we believe that requiring excessive 

parking simply encourages driving and adds more cars.   

I personally own a car and do drive, as do many of Ward3Vision’s steering committee 

members and our supporters.  But some of us do not own cars.    More than 35 percent 

of District households have no car.   Whether we own cars or not, we appreciate that we 

have the option to walk, bike, take public transportation, use car share or taxis to go to 

stores and restaurants on our commercial corridors, downtown or elsewhere.   Many 

people want to have these lifestyle and transportation choices, and we think the zoning 

rewrite promotes this.  We also think that it is reasonable to adopt zoning policies that 

encourage people who live near transit and near stores, restaurants and other 

amenities to choose not to drive when they can.      

In eliminating parking minimums in downtown, in transit-rich zones like along some 

parts of Connecticut and Wisconsin Avenues and for small residential buildings, the 

zoning rewrite appropriately recognizes that there are many people, especially young 
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people, who want to live without a car because of the expense and/or inconvenience of 

owning a car.  They have transportation options, including public transportation, Capital 

Bikeshare, personal bikes or shared car services (Zip Car and Car-to-Go).  Capital 

Bikeshare data, for example, show over 200,000 trips taken in July 2012.  The new 

zoning rules encourage the building of housing that is more economical by not forcing 

developers to bear and pass on to tenants the expense of building parking where it is 

not needed or devote too much space to parking.  We want these car-free or car-light 

people to move to D.C., where they will provide a customer base for more local 

businesses and grow the tax base.  At the same time, we believe reducing parking in 

transit zones will encourage folks to walk to shops and restaurants, thus reducing traffic 

congestion. 

We also support the new rules making it less onerous for homeowners to build one 

accessory dwelling unit or rent out an in-house unit.  A rental unit could help 

homeowners with expenses, provide a modest increase in the supply of more affordable 

housing in expensive areas like Ward 3, help seniors age in place and make our 

neighborhood more diverse, all good things in our view.   At the same time, this will not 

threaten the character of our single family neighborhoods, because the main house and 

the accessory dwelling together can only cover a certain percentage of the lot 

(unchanged from current zoning).  So the ratio of building to green space is not affected.  

Furthermore, we question whether a significant number of homeowners will choose to 

build accessory dwellings under the new rules who would not have done so under the 

current rules.  What is more likely is that accessory housing now in place will be brought 

into conformity with the regulations. 

The new rules also provide for reasonable allowances for corner stores, but with 

limitations that mean the new rules will not significantly affect single-family-home 

neighborhoods.  To the extent there will be more buildings with corner stores in Ward 3 

neighborhoods, this will enhance our lives. One only needs to look at examples like 

Jetti’s or the Broadbranch market to see how these places make our area more 

walkable by providing nearby amenities, thus reducing driving and car-related pollution 

and congestion. 

Another laudable aspect of the zoning rewrite is the new “Green Area Ratio” rules for 

larger developments to include green roofs, grassy space, stormwater treatment or 

other sustainable environmental practices on site.  This will help address environmental 

issues, particularly the need to cool the city, and thereby improve our quality of life.   

Finally, the new rules simplify the zoning code to make it more understandable by using 

tables for single zone categories that combine the base zones and overlay zones.  
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In sum, the updated rules will not cause any significant change in the neighborhood 

character in Ward 3 and will move all of us down the right path of creating a 21st century 

city.  

Thank you for holding this hearing and your attention to our views. 

 


