
  
 
 
 

 

Testimony to Alexandria City Council 

 

Supporting Reversal of BAR and Approval of Demolition of Ramsey Homes 

 

Agenda Item 14-4280 

 

September 12, 2015 

 

 

Thank you Mayor and members of Council. My name is Stewart Schwartz and I'm the Executive Director of the 

Coalition for Smarter Growth. We are an 18-year-old non-profit working across the DC region to promote 

walkable, inclusive, and transit-oriented communities and the land use and transportation policies needed for 

these communities to flourish. I'm a long-time owner in Alexandria, on Oronoco Street, at Braddock Metro. 

 

I am a also a strong historic preservationist, which is what attracted me to Alexandria in 1988. The rich African-

American history Parker-Gray and our city, and the bravery of the residents who fought for freedom and 

equality resonates deeply with me and should continue to be documented, promoted and honored -- as is done 

so well by the Alexandria Black History Museum.  

 

We recognize too the history of federal housing policies and the significance of the provision of affordable units 

for African-Americans on this site by the federal government, albeit in a segregated manner. 

 

We also see the desperate need for more affordable housing in our city -- which has lost over 12,000 units of 

market affordable units in the past 15 years.  That's why we signed on to the Northern VA Affordable Housing 

Alliance letter supporting the staff position. We also concur with the letter and comments of Salena Zellers, a 

Board member of ARHA. 

 

In short, we concur with the staff recommendation to approve demolition of the four buildings but to ensure 

documentation and portrayal of the social and cultural history of the site -- this is a must and should be done in 

full consultation with community members. 

 

We recognize that your review, and that of the BAR, of the demolition request, are limited to specific criteria 

for evaluating the historic values, but certainly the affordable housing needs of today's residents are a key issue 

looming behind this -- as are the poor conditions of the existing homes, the growing cost of upkeep amid 

severely reduced federal housing funds, and the need for our housing authority to find new sources of funds to 

meet housing needs. 

 

It is also the case, that concerns about the demolition are motivated for many by concerns about the scale of 

redevelopment for affordable housing as proposed for the site by ARHA. 

 

But in community after community around our region, I see people say "not here, not here."  Then where?  How 

do we make room for the housing that is so desperately needed? 

 



 

The staff report considers each of the six historic criteria and concludes that "none are substantially met." I will 

defer to the staff and applicant discussion of each of the criteria, but having read through all of the 

documentation, would concur that on-balance, the criteria are not met. That said, it is essential that the  

historical, social and culture significance of these buildings be documented and shared -- through both exterior 

historical markers and through the Black History Museum. 

 

To conclude, it's important to remember the historic purpose of the Ramsey Homes -- the provision of 

affordable housing at a time of desperate need.  What ARHA proposes is to meet the great need we again face 

today -- in full keeping with the public purposes of this land. 

 

Thank you. 
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