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Good morning.  My name is Ellen McCarthy.  I am a member of the Steering Committee of Ward 3 
Vision, which is a group of Ward 3 residents who can imagine our neighborhoods as even better urban 
places – more walkable, sustainable, and vibrant, and we are working to achieve that.  More precise 
goals are listed in the Appendix.    

For the record, I have a master’s degree in city planning from Harvard University, and over 35 years of 
experience in planning.  I serve on the Zoning Revision Task Force, and from 2000 to 2007 I was at the 
DC Office of Planning, initially as the Deputy Director for Development Review (zoning) and eventually as 
the Director.  I am currently the Director of Planning and Land Use for the law firm of Arent Fox LLP.  I 
formerly was Vice-Chair of the Committee of 100 on the Federal City, Co-Chair of its Planning and Zoning 
Committee, and a Board member of the DC Preservation League and the Washington Architectural 
Foundation.  I also am a former president of the National Capital Area Chapter of the American Planning 
Association.   

There are several key points Ward 3 Vision would like to make with respect to the Office of Planning’s 
performance over the last year.   Primarily, we will focus on the zoning revision process, as we suspect , 
based on reviewing the list of witnesses, that the Council will be hearing from the extremely vocal  
opponents.  But before we get into the ZRR, we would like to make some quick observations about 
other aspects of OP performance: 

• We applaud the Office of Planning, and other agencies, particularly the District Department of 
the Environment, for their work on the recently announced Sustainability Initiative. 

• We are grateful for the increased amount of material being provided by OP on the web and 
being sent out electronically, including Historic Preservation reports, various draft plans and 
reports for the Board of Zoning Adjustment and Zoning Commission as well as drafts of the 
Zoning Revision. 

• We would like to see more attention to preparing small area plans focused on achieving more 
livable, walkable and compact neighborhoods in Ward 3 areas such as Tenleytown, Van Ness, 
Nebraska & Connecticut and Friendship Heights.   

With respect to the Zoning Revision, we want to correct several misrepresentations and/or 
misconceptions you will hear today.   
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1.  The process of developing the revised zoning regulations has been extremely open and 
participative 

Today, you will hear from some witnesses that OP has not conducted appropriate outreach to solicit 
input from citizens.  This is just not true.  According to recent figures on their website, OP has 
participated in more than 200 meetings as part of the ZRR process.  The revision process has included 
extensive meetings of Working Groups before the text even was begun, review of the major policy ideas 
and all the proposed text with the Zoning Revision Task Force, meetings with citizens groups, ANC’s and 
other interested groups and a series of town hall meetings in every ward.  In addition, all drafts and 
revised proposals have been posted on the ZRR website, where those who have been interested in 
providing input have been able to provide comments.  

You will hear that, despite this outreach, OP has not listened, and has made no changes to their 
proposals in response to public comments.  I can categorically state that is simply not true.  In fact, 
unfortunately, the Office of Planning has scaled  back some of the policies that might have had the most 
far-reaching positive effect, regulations permitting the return of more corner stores, enabling the 
creation of more granny flats, limiting requirements for excess parking.  What is striking to me, as a 
member of the Zoning Revision Task Force, is how responsive OP has been to concerns that have been 
voiced.  Parking maximums were jettisoned (rightly, I believe), the number of accessory dwelling units 
that can be achieved as a matter of right have been reduced, mandatory side yard widths have been 
restored, the number and type of “corner stores” and instutional/ commercial developments in 
moderate and medium density residential zones have been reduced.  In fact, what is striking about the 
testimony of a number of people you will hear from today, and the vociferous nature of the objections 
many will voice to the zoning code revision, is how modest the proposed changes actually are. 

Despite this extensive outreach and responsiveness, the most vocal group opposing the zoning 
rewrite solicited people to come and testify today against the ZRR with alarmist, exaggerated  
hyperbole suggesting it was necessary to speak in order  “to fend off this attack by OP on residential 
life, car driving, and the voices of residents.”  This kind of demagoguery  inflames and misleads 
citizens who have not closely followed the issues, defames the hardworking staff of the Office of 
Planning, creates distrust against local government and, most seriously, undermines a spirit of 
collaboration and civility which should be the bedrock of our civic discourse.   

2. The proposal to make it easier to develop so-called “granny flats” or accessory dwelling units 
(ADUs) should be encouraged as a way to reduce the costs of owning and maintaining a home, 
particularly for older residents who wish to remain in their homes 
 

There are a number of reasons why this is an important policy, and one not likely to produce the 
extremely negative impacts predicted by opponents:  

a. The Comprehensive Plan documented the continued division between the eastern and 
western sections of our city – huge disparities in income, education, employment.  As a 
result, the Plan was subtitled, “Growing an Inclusive City”, and it recommended improving 
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the diversity in all sections of the city.  Encouraging more ADU’s  is one way to increase in a 
small way the diversity of incomes in desirable neighborhoods 

b. Given the size of the baby boomer age cohort, there will be more and more older 
households with no children at home and thus lots of surplus space.  These people should 
not be forced to sell the homes they have lived in for many years, because they need 
additional income to handle home maintenance/taxes and other expenses, or because the 
savings or investment income they had been counting on have been devastated by the 
economic crises of the last several years.  The extra income from a rental unit in the 
basement, or the in the rear, could make sufficient difference to those who wish to “age in 
place” to do so. 

c. The current version of the ZRR proposal, which permits homeowners to create one ADU 
either in the principal residence or in existing accessory buildings as a matter of right does 
not represent a major departure from current system, whereby in low density residential 
zones one may construct housing for “domestics” in the upper story of a garage as a matter 
of right, with no definition limiting what could be considered a “domestic”.   The existing 
regs also permit an ADU to be created in the principal residence, but require a trip to the 
BZA in order to do so.  The response, at least in my R-2 neighborhood, is not to bother with 
hiring a zoning attorney and bothering to go through this process – they just create illegal 
units.   

d. Last, I wanted to mention that I have seen so-called “experts” in the new regs claiming on 
various listservs that permitting one ADU per single family house as a matter of right is being 
done at the behest of “big developers” who are just salivating to tap into this market, and 
who will be vastly increasing the density of existing neighborhoods.  This is ridiculous – there 
are no economies of scale in such development and construction, meaning “big developers” 
have no interest, and, given that it is not cheap to create new units which will meet the 
building code for two means of egress, plumbing, electricity, etc. and that most people will 
value their privacy over the extra income, I do not expect this to be a major source of new 
housing.   
 

3. The fight over elimination of parking minimums is grossly overblown.  Instead of forcing 
developers to build a set amount of parking, regardless of the sizes of the units, price points, 
proximity to public transit and walkability, the proposal to eliminate the minimum parking 
requirements in certain high-transit availability neighborhoods is wise public policy. 
 

Once again, I suspect that the proposed elimination of parking minimums will have substantially less 
impact than is predicted by either side in the debate.  Generally, most developers I have spoken to 
about this proposal say that they will be providing parking regardless  of the minimums either because 
of requirements from their lenders, or because they do not want to preclude converting to 
condominiums at some point, and they feel that potential buyers will insist on at least one parking space 
per unit.   
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Eliminating parking minimums does allow developers who are constructing buildings aimed at market 
segments known to have low rates of car ownership (lower income individuals, the elderly or Gen Y 
renters who would rather trade off large units and car ownership for easy access to Metro and a lively, 
walkable neighborhood) to offer more affordability to those renters by not providing more parking than 
necessary.   
 
4. More corner stores should be encouraged.   

Ward 3 Vision feels that encouraging the return of corner stores would increase residential convenience 
and street vitality.  The success of establishments like Broadbranch Market (despite many predictions 
made at the time it was proposed) argue that OP should consider broadening the definition of where 
corner stores could be permitted, though perhaps there should be some further consideration to 
reducing the number permitted on one block, and restricting the range of goods and services that could 
be offered.   

The Bottom Line re: ZRR  

In short, with respect to the ZRR, think about what are some of the city’s hottest, most desirable 
neighborhoods -- Dupont Circle, Logan Circle, Capitol Hill, Georgetown, Shaw and Historic Foggy Bottom.  
What do they have in common? 

a. In many locations, carriage houses have been converted into the equivalent of accessory 
dwelling units 

b. Many have the virtual absence of parking minimums because of the lack of parking 
requirements for historic buildings 

c. Many still have corner stores 
d. There are many houses with narrow or non-existent side and rear yards 

In other words, these great neighborhoods are largely non-conforming with our existing zoning code.  
The new proposed regs are designed to bring back some of the best of the old, and combine it with the 
best of the new.  It is always difficult to deal with change, but we are a changing city, and our regulations 
should change as well.  We must be careful not to surrender to those who fear change, merely because 
those changes would accommodate households which are “different”.   We are a growing, sophisticated 
city, and we should be able to make room for those who are different, while still protecting the quality 
of life of long-time residents and established neighborhoods.  What the Office of Planning has been 
proposing is not an “attack” on residential life, but an attempt to accommodate all residents.   It is not 
an “attack” on cars, but merely an attempt to accommodate those who cannot or who choose not to 
drive, in addition to those who do drive.  There will be many more opportunities for input before the 
Zoning Commission adopts the final set of regulations.  It would be premature to draw any final 
conclusions, or to take any action to limit the process now.   
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Appendix A.  Ward 3 Vision Goals 

We support 

• Planning for a revitalized and sustainable Wisconsin Avenue corridor 

• Focusing new growth near Metro stations and bus stops 

• Preservation of existing neighborhoods 

• A mix of uses including residential and commercial 

• Innovative traffic and parking solutions 

• Housing that is affordable for low and moderate income families 

• Green building designs 

• Urban design and streetscape improvements 

We are committed to working with city planners and developers to ensure that new development 
maximizes walking and public transit, minimizes commuter traffic, and brings much needed amenities 
for our neighborhood. 

 

 

In the 1950’s, cities were stuck on centrifugal force.  Cheap VA and FHA mortgages, combined with 
interstate highways and vast subdivisions of tract homes that were successfully peddled to returning 
vets produced the Baby Boom and the American Dream – mom, dad, two kids, suburban bungalow, 
white picket fence.  With acres of cookie-cutter subdivisions segregated from commercial activity, 
personal autos became a necessity.  Increased availability of autos, in turn, helped breed grocery-
anchored strip centers and enclosed regional shopping malls.  With the exodus of middle-class families 
to the suburbs, cities lacked the financial base to invest in their infrastructure and amenities, causing 
more middle-class flight and leaving them with the burden of caring for those too poor, or too old to 
move.  Transit systems, which had been private companies, went out of business all over the country, 
and pressure to buy them out and make them public led to the creation of the Urban Mass Transit 
Agency within the US DOT to assist local governments with this process.  However, chronic underfunding 
reduced service and took a toll on preventive maintenance, leading to a chronic cycle of service 
reductions and higher fares, resulting in lower ridership which in turn fed further price increases and 
service reductions. 

Cities were “bad” – suburbs were “good”.  Academics began to opine after a while about center cities 
becoming the “hole in the donut.”  As part of a self-fulfilling prophecy, Robert Moses, Ed Logue and 
other so-called experts in urban revitalization convinced policy makers that the only hope was to level 
entire sections of cities and replace them with reinforced concrete towers surrounded by surface 
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parking lots, and even, in the case of our Southwest, putting the apartment buildings on stilts, in order 
to accommodate more cars (and, concomitantly, eliminating the ability to have ground floor retail to 
enliven the streets and provide goods and services within walking distance).  Cities like Washington DC 
went from a population of over 800,000 in 1950 to somewhat over 500,000 fifty years later.   

Consistent with this auto-oriented, anti-urban philosophy, Harold Lewis arrived in DC carrying a new 
zoning code like the tablets from Mt. Sinai to bring “modern” zoning to the nation’s capital.  A quotation 
from the Introduction to the Lewis Plan is emblematic: 

Life in a metropolitan city has come to be dominated by the ownership of an 
automobile and a detached house by the wealthier half of the population.  Optimists 
believe that by the end of this century the other half of the population will share the 
ownership of homes, while the automobile is already almost universal.  Separate 
houses and automobiles for all are necessarily linked together, for detached houses on 
large plots of land for all would be impossible to reach and live in without the family car, 
and the car is a useless excrescence unless one has a home with space around it.  
Together the two demand, and make possible, the use of a much larger unit of space per 
family in the city than was formerly the case with streetcars and row houses. . . . [T]he 
change is now more than halfway to completion, and it is time the city officially 
recognized the realizty and pace of a trend which is said to threaten its very existence.  
Timidity at this juncture is out of place. 

Under the new zoning, uses had to be scrupulously segregated – no mixed-use buildings or corner stores 
to provide convenience goods.  Houses should no longer be close together, creating the kind of vibrancy 
that had characterized neighborhoods like Cleveland Park or Dupont Circle – they needed to be on 
uniform lots, separated by eight-foot side yards from each other.  Density was bad – and was explicitly 
discouraged.  And above all, the car was king.  Each new dwelling unit required a parking space (or two).  
Neighborhoods surrounding the “Central Business District” (where only business, not housing should 
take place) should gradually be bulldozed to provide fringe parking lots to accommodate all those cars 
bringing suburban commuters to the office.    

At the same time, suburban Congressmen held funding for a mass transit system hostage to their desire 
to eviscerate the city with freeways, to encourage even more autos.  The myth that city depended on 
new office buildings as its major source of economic development was swallowed whole by many city 
officials, and large office buildings began sprouting even outside the downtown, threatening close-in 
neighborhoods and those along major arterials.   

It was a grim reality, and citizen leaders like Libby Rowe, Harriet Hubbard and you, Mr. Chair, began to 
achieve at least small successes, defeating a freeway here, preserving mixed-use zoning in Dupont 
Circle, closing a road that was encroaching on Glover-Archbold park.  Zoning to guarantee a “Living 
Downtown” was enacted, by the narrowest of margins.  The preservation movement took hold, and 
legislation was enacted to protect historic neighborhoods and landmarks. 
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Seemingly miraculously, these efforts began to bear fruit.  The children of the Boomers discovered 
Downtown, and Logan Circle, and Capitol Hill and numerous other neighborhoods, and found them far 
more appealing than the sterile suburbs in which they’d been raised.  Redevelopment began to occur 
even on corridors that had been destroyed in the 1968 civil disturbances, and had largely sat vacant for 
40 years.   

The point of this brief Urban History 101 is threefold: 

1. What so many of us think of as an absolute need for a car is a result of a combination of natural 
and not-so-natural forces which eroded our cities in the fifties through the eighties and later 
were aided and abetted by an entire set of regulations, disinvestment and a variety of social 
forces which reinforced each other.  Zoning regulations which required large amounts of  
parking were part of that set of forces.  If we want to return to more lively neighborhoods, 
without the need to use a car for all trips and without the adverse impacts of auto use, we need 
to reverse many of those forces which “hooked us” into car dependence, and it is a do-able 
process.   

2. The District is benefitting enormously from an influx of more than 1,000 people a month, many 
of them young and uninterested in car ownership, and increasingly, even home ownership.  
They are drawn by neighborhoods where they can walk, bike or take transit to go to work, shop, 
eat at a restaurant and find entertainment.   

3. It is time then, to make sure that our outmoded zoning code is revised to reinforce these 
positive trends, not undermine them.  That is what the zoning revision should be about. 
 

Unfortunately, largely (but not entirely) because of outmoded thinking and a deliberate campaign of 
misinformation, the Office of Planning has had to scale back some of the policies that might have had 
the most far-reaching effect, regulations permitting the return of some corner stores, enabling the 
creation of more granny flats, limiting requirements for excess parking.  What is striking to me, as a 
member of the Zoning Revision Task Force, is how responsive OP has been to concerns that have been 
voiced.  Parking maximums were jettisoned (rightly, I believe), the number of accessory dwelling units 
that can be achieved as a matter of right have been reduced, mandatory side yard widths have been 
restored, the number and type of “corner stores” and neighborhood commercial developments in 
moderate and medium density residential zones have been reduced.  In fact, what is striking about the 
testimony of a number of people you will hear from today, and the vociferous nature of the objections 
many will voice to the zoning code revision, is how modest the proposed changes actually are. 

To return to our urban history context, it is clear that the paradigm has shifted.  We’re not making any 
more fossil fuel, the prices at the pump will continue to climb, global warming, ozone and particulates 
caused by auto emissions are real and threaten our health and our cities.  At the same time, as 
Brookings scholar Chris Leinberger would say, our “Ozzie and Harriet” society has been superseded by a 
“Friends” model, with only 20% of our households having children under the age of 18.  We need to 
transition to a city with more types of housing options, and a city that makes it easier to get around 
by a mode other than single-occupant autos.  There is a chicken and egg problem here, one I was very 
aware of when I spent 12 years as a transit and transportation planner. In order to get people to ride 
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transit, the service has to be frequent and reliable enough to compete in convenience with an auto.  
But unless there is a sufficient ridership base, one can’t support that level of transit availability.  If 
zoning requires plentiful parking in all new buildings, the incentive is substantially reduced to use 
transit.   The rapid growth of car-sharing and bike-sharing in the city shows that there is demand for 
alternatives to autos.  The transition to a less auto-dependent society may have some disruption 
associated with it for those for who feel that a free parking space at the curb immediately in front of 
their house is an absolute right, but it is a transition we need to make.      

Two things are clear about the parking aspects of zoning revision.  First, reducing parking requirements 
for new buildings does not mean that no parking will be provided, since developers, and particularly 
their lenders, will want to be sure that there is sufficient parking to render the building marketable.  The 
C-4 area of downtown is good proof of this.  Office buildings are not required to provide any parking, but 
I am not aware of any that have been built in the Downtown without ample amounts of parking. 

The second thing that is clear about making changes to off-street parking requirements:  DDOT must 
also be part of the larger conversation.  As Don Shoup, professor at UCLA and author of the definitive 
work, The High Cost of Free Parking pointed out, curb parking space is very valuable real estate.  It is an 
asset that needs to be managed carefully, so that we can accommodate those who need to use on-
street parking, but we price and enforce that use so we get the most efficient and effective use of a 
precious asset.  I would side with those who argue that the residents of a building which has taken 
advantage of providing reduced parking (and presumably is offering lower rents as a result) should not 
be permitted to qualify for low-cost residential permit parking.  Maybe we make RPP available to them, 
but at a cost equivalent to what would be charged for a parking space inside the building.  Maybe we 
vary the policy depending on the proximity to older residential units and availability of street parking.     

So transitioning into a city in which we are able to accommodate new growth, without choking in 
congestion and while achieving high quality of life will require the confluence of a variety of changes in 
the way we accommodate and incent the use of the private automobile.  We are not looking to 
eliminate auto use, but to rationalize it.  If we begin to align the regulations and incentives in the 
direction to achieve that goal, we can achieve the levels of transit and livability that characterize other 
capitals like Paris and London, which we so eagerly pay to visit, partly to enjoy that ambience.  And this 
realignment will also better provide for the very large number of individuals who do not have ready 
access to a car, either because their incomes are too low, or they are too old, or too young or too 
handicapped to drive, or because they prefer a car-free lifestyle.  

When the Lewis Plan’s recommendations were presented in 1956, the original proposals had been 
vetted for approximately one year with a Citizens Advisory Committee.  By contrast, the current revision 
process with OP has been far longer, and included a variety of working groups, a task force, and 
numerous visits to ANC’s and citizen groups of all types.  Once the proposed new zoning was submitted 
to the Commission in 1956, it was then more than a year of hearings and deliberation before it was 
adopted.  We are now at the point where, in a few months, OP will be completing the final 
recommendations and submitting a draft to the Zoning Commission, so a similar type of consideration 
can begin.  But it is important to note that, in 1958, there was nothing like the extensive outreach that 
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the Office of Planning has been conducting for the last several years to even get to a draft of the regs.  
And there is still an extensive process before the new regs are adopted.  It would be premature to 
draw any final conclusions, or to take action to limit the process now.  The extensive interest displayed 
in the zoning revision process is terrific.  What is important is to channel that interest and energy into 
constructive review and suggestions for improvement of the regulations, moving beyond simplistic 
complaints that there have been no opportunities for input, and recognizing that the outreach 
process, which has already been extensive, will be continuing for  many, many more months.   

Process has been porous 

No increase in density has been proposed 

The idea of federal-type regulatory proceedings is ridiculous 

Demand is artificially generated 

 

 


