
  
 

 

 
 
 

 

May 5, 2014 

 

D.C. Zoning Commission  

One Judiciary Square 

441 4th Street NW, Suite 200S 

Washington, DC 20001      

 

RE: Support for Case No. 13-14 – Vision McMillan Partners & District of Columbia, Stage 1 and 

Consolidated PUD and Related Map Amendment, Multifamily/Retail Building & Townhouses  

(Parcels 4 and 5) 

 

Dear Commissioners:  

 

Please accept these comments on behalf of the Coalition for Smarter Growth. The Coalition for Smarter 

Growth is the leading organization in the Washington, D.C. region dedicated to making the case for smart 

growth. Our mission is to promote walkable, inclusive, and transit-oriented communities, and the land 

use and transportation policies and investments needed to make those communities flourish.  

 

We wish to express our support for the multifamily/retail building, and townhouse elements of this 

adaptive reuse of the McMillan Sand Filtration Plant. We have tracked the review process at the HPRB 

for the last year and appreciate the evolution of the designs to today’s proposal.   

 

Redeveloping and reusing the historic McMillan Sand Filtration site is an important benefit to city 

residents and overall efforts to focus growth in our region and protect the environment. This is the right 

development (and preservation) in the right place. The proposal will add hundreds of homes, medical 

office space, stores, and a tremendous amount of new parks and recreation facilities. This addition lands 

in an eclectic context that has rowhouse residential uses on two sides, large scale medical institutions to 

the north, and an industrial open space to the west with the 70-acre Army Corps of Engineers reservoir 

complex.  

 

The site is linked to major transit routes and the city transportation network. While not at a Metro station, 

the site is next to one of DC’s largest private employers. New housing opportunities here will strengthen 

the hospital center, and can shorten commutes for some of the workers. The site is also close to the core 

of DC. The addition of residential-serving retail in a grocery store, along with smaller retail that will 

likely have office workers as a key market helps make this development a stronger mixed use node. Built 

on a grid of streets, this mix of uses and connectivity to the Washington Hospital Center complex, and 

surrounding neighborhoods reduces how much driving is generated by workers and residents. While 

DDOT has suggested that the applicant provide shuttles if the recommended transit improvements are not 

made, we strongly urge the city to make the necessary transit improvements like the 80x bus priority 

corridor on North Capitol Street, enhanced H buses, a new Circulator route, and eventual streetcar on 

Michigan Avenue. This serves existing and future transit needs for the area. 
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These new housing opportunities next to one of the city’s largest private employers to the north, and the 

growing neighborhoods close to downtown to the south, are part of the solution to meeting the high 

demand for housing in our city. With the city growing by more than 1,000 residents a month, new 

housing is essential to responding to the strong demand to live here and help attenuate rising prices. 
 

Regarding overall scale for the multifamily buildings and townhouses, we agree with the approach of 

stepping down heights and density from north to south. The multifamily building and townhouses will fit 

in south of the taller medical office buildings facing the large scale Washington Hospital Center complex 

and create a transition to residential neighborhoods south and east. The lower scale townhouses facing 

the South Service Court with its preserved historic sand bins and large new park is an appropriate 

approach. In addition to the sensitive tapering of height to respond to the more residential character of the 

south and east side of the site, we commend the low speed street grid that will support safe and pleasant 

walking, bicycling and motor vehicle travel through the large site. New traffic signals on Michigan 

Avenue and North Capitol Street will greatly enhance connectivity to adjacent neighborhoods. We also 

like the green streets approach integrated into the townhouse section. We note however, that the 

townhouses have a high parking ratio at 1.4 spaces to 1 housing unit. Perhaps additional cost savings 

could be found from reducing parking and reallocating the savings to increase affordability.  

 

Regarding affordable housing – we share the concern raised by Commissioner Cohen that we need 

deeper levels of affordability at the site. In particular, we have asked for half of the 10% of the 

townhouses set aside to follow IZ standards affordable at the 50% AMI level for low rise construction.  

So we are very pleased to hear that this will now be the case and we commend the applicant for 

committing to this critical need. Adding up all the below market rate units including both the townhouses 

and senior building, 128 units or 18% of the residential component of the project will be affordable. This 

is close to the 20% which was formerly the practice for public land dispositions. So we ask that the 

Zoning Commission support at least the 128 unit level, and ask DMPED to consider additional 

affordability.  

  

Missing from the mix is any housing affordable at the 30% AMI level. We recognize that housing 

affordable at the 30% AMI level is very difficult to finance its construction and operation. We also know 

that the costs of developing a new neighborhood like this, along with the expenses of creating large new 

parks and recreational facilities, and extensive historic restoration all absorb limited funds and land 

value.  Therefore, we ask that DMPED identify some additional financing or partners that could help 

provide some portion of the housing for extremely low income households earning no more than 30% 

AMI. While 30% AMI is considered extremely low income, this amounts to $29,000 for a family of three 

which translates to about $14/hour for a worker working full time. This income level is simply a result of 

full time workers earning low wages who face by far, the greatest housing challenges. 

 

Conclusion 

 

We enthusiastically support the proposed multifamily building, retail uses, and townhouses for the 

McMillan Sand Filtration redevelopment and restoration proposal. We ask that we not lose housing units 

from this proposal as it will mean less affordable housing. We commend the addition of 50% AMI to the 

townhouse component. This is a great contribution for moderate income DC families seeking to find 

homes they can afford.  
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After so many years, this carefully designed proposal will achieve the key goals and public benefits long 

sought for this site. It will accomplish historic restoration, the creation of a large new public park, smaller 

open spaces, a recreation center, neighborhood serving retail and grocery store, new housing, including 

affordable housing. These features will serve nearby neighbors, the Washington Hospital Center, and the 

city, which is struggling to address the rising demand to live in the city.  

 

Thank you for your consideration. 

 

Sincerely, 
 

 

 

Cheryl Cort 

Policy Director 

 

 


