“HISTORIC DESIGNATION” 

FOR OUR NEIGHBORHOOD

Get the Facts.  Protect Your Rights.

Did you know that your home has been included in a proposed historic district that would be controlled by laws and regulations that may be personally harmful to you? 

A small local historic society will soon decide whether to file an application to place our community under historic designation with the D.C. Historic Preservation Office.

Living in a “historic district” might sound attractive. But placing our homes under historic designation would impose real costs, limitations and burdens on us as homeowners.

Until recently, few of us knew much about this initiative.  Even now, few understand its true implications. As more people have become better informed, the more concern there is in the neighborhood about what it would mean to our homes and our rights.  

The attached document summarizes the key issues as we understand them today.  It is based on research on the issue carried out by many neighbors over the past few weeks.  

Please take the time to review this fact sheet, conduct your own research, and make your views known by e-mail, phone, letter or in person at the upcoming community meeting to be held by the promoters of the historic designation initiative on: 

October 7, 2004 at 7:00 p.m. at the Tenleytown Public Library.

Everyone deserves to know the facts before it’s too late. This is an urgent situation that needs your attention and engagement.  

This fact sheet has been put together by the following residents of “Armsleigh Park,” with input provided by many other neighbors.  They can be contacted directly for additional information.

Glenn Williamson, AmberReal@aol.com, 4407 38th St., 364.6966

McCain McMurray, mccain.mcmurray@earthlink.net, 4401 38th St., 686.6268

Marc Meadows, marc@mdomedia.com, 3800 Yuma St., 362.2218

Cindy Snyder & David Wickenden, CindySnyder@aol.com, 3803 Yuma St., 237.7536          

Vita Hollander, vholland@bna.com, 3805 Yuma St., 686.9809

Carol & Michael Hillier, hilliermc@msn.com, 4307 38th St., 362.1676

“HISTORIC DESIGNATION”

FOR OUR NEIGHBORHOOD?


Get the Facts.  Protect Your Rights.

What does “historic designation” mean to me?

You and your property will be affected. 

Your house has been identified among those that would be included in an application to the D.C. Historic Preservation Office.  If it is approved and enacted, you will be forced to comply with restrictions mandated by local and federal regulations that specify what you can and cannot do to your home.   

Historic designation is extremely difficult to reverse.  You cannot opt out.

What would be the impact on me and my property?

You would be required to consult with and get approval from planners at the D.C. Historic Preservation Review Board (HPRB) and/or the Historic Preservation Office (HPO) in developing any plans to change the outward appearance of your home.

· You would lose freedom of choice about what you can do with your home.

You would not be able to make renovation plans for your house without first getting approval from regulatory agencies and review panels, including the 11-member HPRB panel comprised of Mayoral appointees.  Additional commissions, architectural review boards, federal agencies and the ANC representative may also participate.  You would be forced to abide by their ruling.  As a result, you would be effectively stripped of personal control over your property.  

· Your home improvement costs would increase significantly.

You would be required to pay substantially more to comply with historic requirements for improvements to your house, such as new windows and decks – including costs for “in-compliance” design plans, building permits, and expensive “historically correct” building materials similar to those used in 1923.  For example, a standard size window can cost between $250-$300.  But a “historically correct” window, required under historic designation, can cost upwards of $650 per window.  

Enforceable compliance with “historic standards” covers a range of external improvements to your home, including porches and decks, roofs, siding, windows, walls and fences, additions, demolitions, new construction, replacement and major repairs.  

Reports from others who live in areas under historic designation such as Georgetown indicate that compliance with what may seem like straightforward renovations (like enclosing a porch facing an alley) can cost thousands of extra dollars and months of delays to comply with the restrictions.

· You would face additional costs in time and effort.

You would experience complicated and time-consuming burdens for changes you’d like to make your home.  This includes having to submit plans to the Historic Preservation Office at least three months in advance for review and approval (not including follow-up negotiations, meetings and appeals), along with substantial additional time for permitting and inspections.  You would have to attend meetings and make presentations to the review boards, and have your proposal submitted for public comment.  You probably would have to pay your architect or builder to attend with you.

· Your home’s marketability and resale value could be negatively impacted.

Buyers are attracted to our neighborhood for the convenient location and the ability to expand and individualize their home.  Costs to renovate and expand are substantial.  It is unlikely that many buyers would be drawn to homes needing such work when they know that the costs and complexities would be significantly more in order for them to comply with historic preservation standards.  Our homes could become undesirable purchases for many families for these reasons, depressing the resale value of our homes.  

A historic designation means that all of our houses permanently come with remodeling restrictions attached.  Think about it – if someone tried to sell you a house that came with a long list of legal restrictions, would you offer more for it or less?  Would you be more interested in purchasing it, or less?

Who is pushing for historic designation?  

This initiative is being advanced under the auspices of an organization called the Tenleytown Historical Society.  The Society was formed in 1988 by a small group of neighbors interested in historic preservation.  

Last year, it completed a Historic Resources Survey which identified our neighborhood – termed “Armsleigh Park” – as a possible candidate for a historic district.  A board member who also serves as spokesperson, Carolyn Long, decided to pursue historic designation with the support of others on the board, Jean Pablo, Mary Alice Levin, and Jane Waldman.  Two of the four board members do not live in the community.  

Efforts have been made to notify the community about this initiative.  However, many neighbors didn’t receive notification, pay attention, or understand what was occurring. Many still don’t know what historic designation entails.  Meanwhile, the Society has consulted with David Maloney, acting chief of the D.C. Historic Preservation Office (HPO), among others, and has been preparing to file a formal application for historic designation. 

Why should I pay attention now?

Unless you get involved, decisions will be made by this small group that will directly affect your property and neighborhood. 

The spokesperson for the Tenleytown Historical Society has said that:

· Soon after the October 7 neighborhood meeting, the Society will make the final decision about whether to submit the application or not.

· The Society will determine if the application has “broad community support.”   

· The Society will decide whether its members who do not even live in the affected neighborhood will be able to decide whether with an application for historic designation

The Society has not, however, said how it will determine whether or not there is “broad community support” among the affected property owners, or whether board members who are not property owners in the affected area will take part in the decision. 

D.C. regulations governing historic district designation do not require a majority vote by the affected property owners.

The research leading to application for historic designation has been underway for several years.  There is now a limited window of time in which the neighborhood can now address the issue prior to the decision by the Society on whether or not they will submit an application for our area. 

This is why the community meeting on October 7 is so important.

Once the nomination becomes an actual application for historic designation, you will lose your right to speak about “personal issues” you may have about living and owning a home in an historic district.  Testimony and written statements at hearings will then be accepted only if they address the “historic merits” of the application.

No specific percentage of homeowners is required to vote on or support the nomination.  If there is little opposition shown to the nomination, it becomes an application for historic designation.

Once approved, your property will be designated as historic.  From that point on, all external alterations to your home will be subject to review and approval by the D.C. Historic Preservation Office and other regulatory bodies and oversight committees.

What are my rights?

You have basic rights and protections. The taking of an individual’s private property into an historic district controlled by laws and regulations that may be financially and personally harmful to that homeowner requires the homeowner to be well informed and fully apprised of the consequences.  Homeowners must be given the opportunity to make fully informed decisions.  

However, homeowners must also exercise their rights by becoming informed and engaged; they must insist on getting the facts and participating in decisions affecting their property.  

Why is there a push for “historic designation”?  

Historic districts are nominated by neighborhood organizations or preservation groups.  Once designated, historic districts are protected by law to, generally, “ensure that new development enhances the historic character and scale of a neighborhood.”  

Promoters of the “Armsleigh Park” historic designation are afraid of what they think is a trend that threatens the character of the neighborhood -- the teardown of older homes and their replacement by “larger than scale” homes.  They believe that historic designation is the only way to stop teardowns and prevent undesirable development. 

How real is the “teardown” problem?  

Two homes in the proposed district of 94 homes have been purchased, torn down, and replaced by larger new homes.  3808 Albemarle was purchased in 1997.  3812 Albemarle was purchased in 2002.  There have been sales of numerous homes during the past 2 years.  Although there has been interest from developers in other homes, not one has been torn down.  Is this a trend?

A National Trust for Historic Preservation publication, “Taming the Teardown Trend,” states that developers typically apply a “Rule of Three” in seeking teardown sites – that is, to make business sense the new home should sell for three times the price of the old home.  This would apply to 3812 Albemarle, which was purchased by a developer for $390,000 and is now listed at $1.4 million -- though it still sits unsold after months on the market.  

Sales prices of homes in our area now exceed $600,000.  Would a developer believe that a new home could be sold for more than $1.8 million when the 3812 Albemarle house has been “price reduced” is still on the market?  

If the teardown strategy were truly attractive, we would expect to see developers and realtors knocking on our doors. That is not the case.

The most recent home to sell in our neighborhood was a small bungalow on Yuma Street that had been left untouched for many decades.  Families, not developers, bid on the house, which sold for close to $700,000. Using the “Rule of Three,” that house would have to be renovated by a developer and then sold for at least $2.1 million – hardly a likely scenario.  

Are there better, less restrictive solutions?

Of course, there are already plenty of rules and regulations in place governing the appropriate development of residential property in our community.  

Renovations and additions are one way that our homes become too expensive to become teardown candidates.  Another approach, which has been taken by the nearby DC neighborhood of Wesley Heights, could be to regulate the volume and setback requirements for new homes and additions without creating a Historic District or regulating design issues that do not affect the overall size and/or placement of the home on the property.  

Before applying for Historic District designation, shouldn’t the Tenleytown Historic Society explore the alternatives and explain whether the proposed solution of historic designation matches the problem?  Shouldn’t they provide data to the neighborhood validating the premise that we truly are under imminent threat of teardowns?

Is there a tax advantage to historic designation? 

Historic Designation would allow a homeowner to donate an historic preservation easement on his or her property to a certified charitable organization and thereby receive an income tax deduction equal to the value of this contribution.  This requires a formal appraisal to demonstrate how much the value of the property will be reduced through the donation of the easement.  If there is no reduction in the value of the property, then there is no tax deduction.  The easement would be permanently attached to the property and would mean that the current and all future owners would need to seek approval from the owner of the easement before making any alterations covered by the Historic District regulations.  There are no other tax benefits for non-income producing properties.

Who do I contact for more information?

Neighbors listed above have gathered the information used to produce this fact sheet from Websites, printed sources and conversations with the promoters of the historic district.   We would be glad to share any information and encourage all homeowners to investigate the merits of the proposed application by The Tenleytown Historical Society. 

A Website also has been created to serve as a central a repository of information, including links to the D.C. Historic Preservation Office site with details of historic districts and designation:  http://armsleighpark.tripod.com/index.html  
How can I take immediate action?

· Understand the issue and make your position known.

· Contact any of the people on the cover page for more information.

· Let the people below know if you oppose historic designation. 

· Attend the meeting, October 7, 2004, 7:00 p.m. at the Tenleytown Library
· Carolyn Long, Spokesperson, Tenleytown Historical Society

3815 Alton Place, NW

Washington, DC 20016

Email: carolynlong@earthlink.net
· Jean Pablo, President, Tenleytown Historical Society

4640 Verplank Place, N.W.

Washington, DC 20016

202.362.0145

tenleytownhistoricalsociety@yahoo.com

· David Maloney, Acting Chief Historic Preservation Division
DC Historic Preservation Office

941 N. Capital Street, NE, Room 2100 

Washington, DC 20002 (202) 442-4570
Email: david.maloney@dc.gov
· Kathy Patterson, D.C. City Council

1350 Pennsylvania Ave, NW, Suite 107

Washington, DC 20004

Phone: 202-724-8062, Fax: 202-724-8118

Email: kpatterson@dccouncil.us

· Cathy Wiss, Commissioner. ANC 3F06. 

      3810 Albemarle St, NW

      
      Washington, DC 20016

PAGE  
2

