Dear Board Members:


The Leeway Overlee Civic Association at its quarterly meeting on June 11, 2008 focused on the Accessory Dwelling proposals advertised by the Board on May 20th for possible adoption in July.  Our community heard speakers on this subject from the County and the Civic Federation at our previous meeting in April.  After a wide-ranging, informed discussion of this issue on these two occasions, this community voted:


(1) to support the proposal to allow a single-family homeowner  to establish an Family/Caregiver suite for the purpose of providing care or assistance to one or more children or an elderly or disabled resident living in the home, and 

(2) to oppose the proposal to allow any single-family homeowner within the County to establish an accessory dwelling within his home under the guidelines set forth in the Board’s advertisement.


Little need be said on the first proposal.  It is a reasonable and useful enlargement of the family suite accessory dwelling allowance that has existed in Arlington County for some decades.  It will, as its proponents have argued, aid some busy families in the raising of their children and allow elderly and/or disabled Arlington residents to continue living in their owned homes for additional years.  While these same goals can be achieved at less cost in most cases by having all the residents in the building utilize the same kitchen, the present proposal allows some additional flexibility in these situations.  We expect that it will be used infrequently and have only a minor impact on individual neighborhoods.

The second proposal is a different matter.  We appreciate the fact that the County in the course of its months-long discussion of the original proposal put forth by a subcommittee of the Housing Commission has dropped some of its most egregious parts.  The most disturbing aspect of the original proposal was for many residents the prospect of allowing a home owner, as a matter of right, to construct a separate second dwelling on his single-family home lot.  But even with the worst parts of the broader original proposal deleted, this community believes that the downscaled second proposal should not be adopted for important reasons.  

Principal among these is the fact that the proposal, if adopted by the County Board, would not achieve its stated goal of increasing affordable housing within the community.  “Affordable housing” in Arlington County is synonymous with below-market rate housing, such as that provided by AHC and several other County-supported housing initiatives.  As described in the County Manager’s proposal, any accessory dwellings established in single-family zoned districts in Arlington would be market-rate housing, not “affordable housing”.  Home owners who opted to utilize the proposed ordinance change would for solid economic reasons wish to secure the maximum possible rent for the accessory dwelling in order to recover the costs of its construction and a reasonable profit.  Since the advertised proposal would limit the proposed accessory dwellings to a maximum of 750 square feet and to a maximum of two occupants, any such new dwellings would simply enlarge the number of small market-rate dwellings in the County.  Arlington has already seen a significant increase in living units of this size in recent years because of the many high-rise residential buildings constructed in the Rosslyn-Ballston corridor and in other higher density areas of the County.  This is not a type of housing stock that Arlington lacks.  Thus if this proposed significant change in the zoning rules covering R-5 through R-20 properties is not going to achieve the principal purpose for which it has been proposed, it should be rejected, especially in light of the many adverse impacts that it could have on these low-density communities and on key values that the County Board has taken pains to support in the past.
These adverse impacts include (but are not limited to) the following:

(1) increased motor vehicle operation and related parking issues in neighborhoods the furthest from our mass-transit corridors;

(2) more residents who are renters and not owners and thus who have less personal and civic involvement in the community in which they live;

(3) increased coverage of residential lots with impermeable surfaces, both homes and parking pads, thus increasing storm water runoff and home basement water problems, and decreasing tree cover in our community;

(4) an increase in the number of oversized homes in our neighborhoods since each new home becomes potentially a duplex dwelling, albeit each offering different maximum floorspace; 
(5) acceleration in the loss of Arlington’s stock of smaller, older homes, which would perversely tend to further increase the cost to families of buying a home and raising a family in the County; and

(6) undermining true neighborhood conservation.

Our review of this accessory dwelling proposal has identified only one segment of the community that would in fact benefit from its adoption.  That is the residential builders within the County.  The cost of converting an existing home to permit the inclusion of a separate, small dwelling unit would be generally uneconomical.  It is economical, however, where the infrastructure to support such a unit is built into the home at the time of its construction.  Thus developers would be quick to “rough in” an accessory dwelling in most or all of their speculative future home constructions due to the low cost of doing so.  This would allow them to ratchet up the sales price of the homes and fuel a slow but inexorable erosion of the single-family neighborhoods that have been the hallmark of life in Arlington for most of the past century.
This community thus encourages you to approve the Family/Caregiver suite proposal and reject the ill-conceived broader accessory dwelling proposal.






Sincerely,







President, Leeway Overlee Civic 







Association

