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MARY Til. CHEH

Councilrnember, Ward 3
Cheir. Corflmitt€€ on Pub{ic Servio* and Con$nn€r Aflatrs

COUNCILI' ' IEMEER CHEh FAGE 82/84

COUNCIL OF THE DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA
1350 PENNSYLI'ANIA AVENUE. N.W.

IVASHINGTON. DC zOOM

Olllcs: QV2\72+816B
Faxr (2Oz) 72+8118

mcfstrOdccourrcil.uB

November 7,2007

MayorAdrianM. Fenty
Governurer.rt of the District of Columbia
John A. Wilson Building
1350 Pennsyivania Avenue, NW
Washington, DC 20004

DearMayor Fenty:

I write today to express my deep concem ovor the planned construction of a
Commerce Bank at the urtersection of Ellicott Sffeet and Wisconsin Avenue. This
project is inappropriate for the site and the neigfuborhood, and the entire concepr is fatally
flaq'ed. Moreover, the process by which this project hao bpen approved has been highl"v
iregular and requires examination of the building permit by Director Argo and
examinatiorr of the public space perrnit by Director Monome

In order to firlly lay out my concenls, I must fust describe the site plan. This site
n'as previously the Outer Circle Odeon theater and the Roundtable restaurant. It sits on
the south cast corner of the intersection <lf 'Wisconsin 

Avenue and Ellicott Sfteet. in the
northernrrrost section of Tcnleytown. It is bounded in thc rear by a narrow'alley. Ellicott
Street at that point is nalrow and primarily traveled by local traffic^ Commerce Ba:rk
plans on installing a brurch focused on teller lanes. As I understand. the crrrent plan
calls for two such lanes. with the potential to add a third. Such a plan would bring
approxr,mately 1000 cars to what is otherwise a minimally-used c.orner. Moreover, in
order to accomrrodate the queuing lanes, the ptan calls for a third driveway curb cut to
access the site frorn the rear alley. The original plau called for a fcrtl.foot curb cut;
however, traffic engineers from the Department of Transportation rocommended that it be
no larger than fcurteen feet glverr the narrow width ofthe alley.

The public qFace permit is expected to be issued this Friday, November 9, 200?. I
find this fact troubling because of both the procedures followed by the Deprrtment of
Transportation and the substance of the permit. In terms of procedure, there seems to be
a fi:ndamental disagreemcnt between the planning officials and thc traflic en$neers.
Specifica1ly, while the planning ofiicials concluded that the site plan was acceptable, the
h"affic engineem, joined by the city engineer at the timq concluded that the traffic strain
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would be too great These concems are shared by the members of the communif,v, and
have been clearly cxpressed by tbe memberu of ANC 38. To address at least sorne of
these concerns, the driveway has been reduced &om a forry-foot curb cut to a fourteen_
foot curb cut. This change, however, is ibelf problematic. First, the ANC does not
supp'ofi this curb cut. Second and most troubling, is that the fourteen-foot driveway is in
violation of the fire code, which requires a minimurn of twenfy-feet for ingress
driveways.

The buildin8 permit issued for this eite also pose$ problems. First, based on
original drawings, the project was elassified as "matter of riglht." As a rrsult, no zoning
variances were required. Howevqr, according to Matt lrGrant, Board of Zoning
Administrator, the curtent site plan, after sevefal re-drawings, ce;111ot fairly be classified
as "matt'er of right* because the querring lanes do not meet the zoning regulations (l I
DCMR $$ 2304.2-3). Therefore the project does require zoning reiief. Such relief has
neithcr been requested, nor granted, and yet the building permiirernarns. Moreover, as
previously stated, the site plan is not in compliance witU ift* fire code. Ald, frnally, the
building pernrit issued on August 23,2007, is replete with errors, including identifying
the conshrrction as occurring in Ward 4 rather than Ward 3" pernei.tturg alteration apcl
repair rather than razing and building afresh, and listing the proposed ise as a theater
rather than a baflk^ Now these latter items may be correoted by modest word changos, but
they reflect a level of sloppiness and inattention that may oxplain why, substantively. this
project has been improperly evaluated from the bcginrung,

Given the inegularities of the procedure and substance of both the building permir
and the forthcoming public space permit, I am asking that both be thoroughly
reconsidered before any rvork is permitted to be done. Further no perrnits of any lini
should be issued, or, as appropriate, already-issued permits should bJ rescind.ed rrntil ftill
and complete compliance with all rules and regulation is dtrnonsffated.

Additionally, though, this matter brings a larger issue inio retief, one that I believe
plagues any such development projects on the Wisconsin Avenue corritlor Rather than
debating the appropriateness of each project as they occurr it seems time that rve create a
small area plan----one which identifies the kind of ueighborhood and business community
we wish to foster and the appropriate projects that move toward that goal. T[is movei
beyond merely 'tnatter of nglrt" issues ol. height and density, and should nddress zoning
for mixed retail, aesthetics, set backs, environmental standardsl stole compatibilities,
architectural designs, and the like" I therefore would like ro request a formal ri.ray Uy th"
oflice ofplauning working together with ail the residerrts *d busitr"rses to deveiop a
vision of how the i'Tenleytown Mainstreet" should look. We can then zone appropriately
to achieve our vision, rather thau conducting ad hoc reviews that result in'unwanted
businesses, unwanted u.res, afld vacant properties. I know there have been unsuccessfui
attempts at this in the past- But it is a new day, with new opporhrnitie*s.. and we noed to
shape out firture rather than reacting to what is thrust upon us-

I greatly appreciate yow attention to the questions surrounding this project and
hope that your office and DCRA and DDOT will be receptive to my requests.
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cc: Linda Argo, Director, Departnrent of consumer & Reguratory Affairs
Lucy Eldridge, Conrmissioner, ANC 3E 04
Amy McVey, Chair, ANC 3E
Emeka Moneme, Direc:toa Departrnent of Transportation
Hamiet Tregoning Director, Office of plarurins

Sincerely,
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