
  
 
 
 

 
 

April 27, 2017 
 
Mr. Anthony Hood, Chairman 
DC Zoning Commission 
441 4th Street, NW, Suite 210 
Washington, DC 20001 
 
RE: Support for St. Joseph’s PUD Case No. 16-17 
  
Dear Chairman Hood and members of the Commission: 
 
Please accept these comments on behalf of the Coalition for Smarter Growth (CSG). The Coalition for 
Smarter Growth is the leading organization working locally in the Washington, DC metropolitan 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 are pleased to express our support for this carefully designed proposal that will bring 80 new family-
sized homes of 3- and 4-bedrooms, 10 of which will be affordable, to a neighborhood within walking and 
biking distance of the Brookland Metro station. 
  
Located across the street from Providence Hospital, and a little less than a mile from the Brookland 
Metro station, this development of family-sized housing is a welcome addition to meeting DC’s 
significant housing need, and a careful fit into the Michigan Park neighborhood. While we are 
enthusiastic about the location of these new homes proximate to transit, jobs, public facilities, and 
services, we would not be here to support this project unless it also fit into the neighborhood. Through 
extensive consultation with residents, civic groups, and the ANC, the proposed housing and site plan has 
been adapted to preserve and enhance the great qualities of this neighborhood. The design is responsive 
to its context while providing new family-sized housing, new affordable family-sized housing, permanent 
accessible open space, improved transportation options, a children’s playground, and historic 
preservation of the seminary building and its landscaping. 
 
We would like to comment on specific aspects of the project: 
 

• Design & open space – The design fits new homes in a way that uses similar densities to the 
neighborhood, but preserves the St. Joseph’s seminary building and landscaping, preserves most 
of the mature trees, and borrows from the neighborhood’s triplex and duplex attached home 
pattern. Clustering open space rather than allocating it to individual lots offers a trade-off worth 
making to preserve the character of the historic seminary site, and provide a playground, and 
other common open space within a few feet of each new home, as well amenities to the entire 
neighborhood. We commend the extensive preservation of open space, park, and playground 
amenities as a public benefit. The playground is a particularly good fit for the family-sized homes. 
The site plan approach preserves the character of the seminary and its grounds, while also 
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meeting the needs of the St. Joseph’s Society, and the District’s housing needs.  
 

• Transportation – We commend the installation of a new Capital Bikeshare, sidewalk 
improvements, carsharing space, bike lanes, potential traffic calming, and the Webster Street 
connection. The street connection not only enhances the overall street network to improve 
accessibility for all modes, it specifically helps neighborhood residents access the new playground 
to be created on the 12th Street side of the property. We ask that the Commission and DDOT 
ensure that the design of the Webster Street extension is seamless with the adjoining roadway 
segments, rather than suggesting to users that they are in a different, private space. While the 
street segment is technically private, this will be a publically accessible street that helps complete 
the street network.  
 
A new Capital Bikeshare station is a great asset for the neighborhood and Providence Hospital. 
For a project this size, we commend this important amenity to make bicycling an easier choice for 
more residents. The 0.9-mile distance to the Brookland Metro station and just over 1 mile ride to 
the Fort Totten Metro station are good, short bike ride distances.  
 
The 12th Street bike lane is a potentially beneficial transportation improvement given the poor 
design of the street segment today and offers the potential to build a better bikeway network in the 
future. Allowing on-street parking might also serve as an important buffer to slow the speeds of 
motorists, and would be consistent with segments to the south and north of the property’s block. 
While some accommodation might be appropriate for the hospital emergency entrances, complete 
prohibition on the east side of the street might be excessive.  
 
The TDM, bike, and pedestrian improvements will all combine to encourage new and existing 
residents to use non-driving transportation modes. This helps reduce vehicle travel and pollution. 
Locating the same homes in a less walkable, bikable, and transit-accessible location would mean 
more vehicle travel, pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, and traffic crashes. 
 

• Affordability – Among the most important features of this proposal are the 10 affordable 3- and 
4-bedroom homes. We commend the proposal for offering six of the units at 50% AMI, which 
translates into $200,000 for a three-bedroom home. The new IZ rules, which will be in effect 
when the project receives its building permit, would only require the IZ units to be affordable at 
the 80% AMI level. So, the provision of six units at 50% AMI is substantially better than the new 
IZ policy. The developer is also providing an additional unit at the much more affordable 50% 
AMI level over what is required under the current, outgoing standard. The set aside of 11.2% of 
GFA also exceeds the 10% requirement, and the project by unit count offers 12.5% units. While 
we would always like to see additional affordable units, we recognize that the project offers an 
important level of affordability, and much needed 3- and 4-bedroom units, especially at 50% 
AMI. In fact, on a per square footage basis, given that the units are so large, they are priced at a 
much lower level than a one-bedroom IZ unit at the same income levels.  
 
We are extremely concerned about losing more IZ units in the face of the intense opposition by 
some community members. We appreciate that the project has maintained 10 units even as the 
overall project was reduced from 82 to 80 units. But further reduction in the number of overall 
units risks loss of some of the affordable units. Therefore, we urge the developer to retain the 10 
units and the six 50% AMI units, and in turn we urge the Commission to support the 80 units 
which allow for the provision of the 10 affordable units with six at 50% AMI.  
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Housing affordability is best achieved by providing both increased supply of homes overall and 
increased supply of affordable homes through a number of policies, including IZ. These are 
critical parts of a strategy to ensure that the city grows as a more inclusive place. More families 
deserve the opportunity to live where they can drive shorter distances, and walk, bicycle and ride 
transit for more of their trips, saving money, their health and the environment.  

In addition, we commend the developer for offering the innovative approach of a tax relief fund to 
protect limited income homeowners as the neighborhood experiences rising values. 
 

• High parking ratio of 2 per unit – We want to support the concern raised by DDOT that the 
parking ratio is high. We suggest that parking supply can be reduced by building one instead of 
two-car garages, and completely unbundling the reserved on-street parking. Reduced parking 
supply reduces parking demand, as shown by recent DDOT research. Reduced car ownership 
reduces vehicle use, reducing vehicle miles traveled and the pollution and crashes associated with 
it. We recognize that family-sized units will have higher car ownership rates than higher density, 
smaller units, but it is helpful to separate the option to own or use a parking space from the cost of 
the living unit. Maximizing the choice of the residents to choose how much parking they want to 
pay for gives people more options to save money by owning fewer cars, and utilizing other travel 
options available to them.  
 
As for community concerns about parking demand in the neighborhood, we don’t know of 
evidence of high curbside occupancy rates around the project. But if parking demand is a concern, 
extension of residential parking permit restrictions (RPP) in the area would be a good approach, 
especially given the adjacency of a large employer like Providence Hospital. Also, allowing on-
street parking along 12th Street would also add to supply, but this might be done in conjunction 
with RPP restrictions.  

 
Clearly, many families are attracted to this Michigan Park neighborhood as a great place to live with 
good walk- and bike-access to nearby transit, and new amenities like Turkey Thicket Aquatic Center and 
playground, and Brookland Middle School. It’s no wonder that this makes for a great place to add new 
family-sized housing, and why the community is so actively interested in ensuring that the new housing 
fits into the neighborhood. We think this proposal achieves these aims – increased family-sized housing 
opportunities close to transit and amenities, and well-designed new homes that blend into their context.  
  
Thank you for your consideration. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
Cheryl Cort 
Policy Director 
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