
NORTHWEST CURRENT 
"Viewpoint" 
 
What's In Store for the Palisades Safeway? 
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   Safeway and its project partner, Duball LLC, propose completely redeveloping Safeway's 
MacArthur Boulevard site. Local citizens have expressed skepticism.  As a 41-year-long 
Palisades resident, I say it's about time for a makeover. 
 
   The proposed concept envisions a new, full-service Safeway store three times larger than the 
existing store; at least three levels of condominium apartments above the store; a two-level, 
underground parking garage below the store for shoppers and apartment residents; and four 
single-family homes facing V Street. 
 
   Built in 1942, today's cramped Safeway store is functionally obsolete and economically 
unviable. The ugly building and awkwardly configured, unsafe parking areas are aesthetically and 
environmentally offensive. Their current value as a community asset can't get much lower. Yet 
Safeway's well situated but poorly utilized site could become a positive asset for the Palisades. 
 
   Facing MacArthur Boulevard, Palisades' "main street" and also a commuting arterial served by 
bus transit, the Safeway site is centrally located between V Street and CVS. It anchors a three-
block-long array of disparate, architecturally and functionally eclectic buildings varying in size 
and height. A well crafted makeover could positively transorm this Palisades' "mini-town center." 
 
   But can such a makeover be in "character" with the Palisades? Could its architectural scale fit 
the neighborhood? How will traffic, schools and nearby retail be affected? What economic, social 
and environmental benefits will accrue?  
 
   Final redevelopment parameters are undetermined, but generally the proposal is neither 
arbitrary nor unreasonable. Reflecting environmental, aesthetic and economic realities, the 
conceptual goals are worthwhile: 1) a state-of-the-art yet still modestly sized supermarket; 2) 
below-grade parking to replace unsightly surface parking and eliminate environmentally harmful 
stormwater runoff; and 3) modern residential opportunities for current and future Palisades 
citizens on one of the few viable, redevelopable sites remaining in Palisades. 
 
   Consider this reality: without apartments, the first two goals cannot be met. Underground 
parking costs over $40,000/space and is financially unfeasible without enough revenue-producing 
uses and on-site density to amortize millions of dollars of parking garage construction cost. 
 
   Could Safeway build a larger store with one level of underground parking? The answer is no! 
The store's limited size and revenue make it financially unfeasible due to disproportionate costs 
for excavating and constructing even a one-level underground garage providing free parking.  
 
   Why not build an elevated store over surface parking? This too is financially unfeasible because 
of topography along with substantial costs for vertical transportation access and ground-level 
loading and trash removal facilities. More important, this would be environmentally a giant step 
backward as well as an ugly, anti-pedestrian addition to the streetscape. 
 
   It's fallacious reasoning to believe that denser, mixed-use redevelopment will automatically 
threaten the character of the Palisades. Street-fronting, sidewalk-level stores with several 



apartment floors above represent a historic building type characterizing many American towns 
and cities. If well designed aesthetically and functionally, this is the right architectural model for 
the Safeway site. It could mean a better supermarket and conveniently located apartments, but it 
also could substantially enhance retail and pedestrian activity on MacArthur Boulevard. And the 
apartments will send few students to Palisades schools. 
 
   There are traffic issues. MacArthur Boulevard will be minimally affected, as apartments 
generate relatively low trips compared to other uses. The problem will be potential rush hour 
congestion at the U Street - MacArthur Boulevard intersection. Little queuing space is available 
on U between MacArthur and the parking garage exit near the intersection. The adjacent truck 
loading area on U exacerbates the problem, and mitigation will be challenging because of the 
Safeway site's limited U Street frontage. Solving this problem may require a building footprint 
with a larger, on-site vehicular space for parking access as well as loading.    
 
   Only the first step in a multi-step process, the proposed makeover concept is schematic and 
uncrystallized, addressing only a few variables and posing many questions. Yet this is always 
how design first begins 
 
   Collaborating with the community, the team must refine and elaborate upon its preliminary 
concept. Architects Torti-Gallas must further study massing, height, facade composition, floor 
plans, materials and colors to ensure that building form, scale and character harmonize with the 
context. But harmony can be achieved without replicating surrounding buildings. 
 
   Redevelopment of the MacArthur Boulevard Safeway store site is desirable, justifiable and long 
overdue. Nevetheless, the degree of success ultimately will depend on how wisely and sensitively 
Safeway and its redevelopment team designs, builds and manages this complex project. And as 
always, God and the devil will be in the details. 
 
   Roger K. Lewis is a practicing architect; a University of Maryland professor emeritus of architecture; a Washington 
Post columnist writing "Shaping the City;" and a regular guest commentator on WAMU's Kojo Nnamdi show. 


