
D
ispersed throughout the An-
acostia Historic District are 
idle and orphaned homes 
whose custody is being fought 
over between two branches of 
the city’s government.

Plans for rehabilitation of 
the long-blighted properties (1326 Valley Place, 1220 
Maple View Place, 1518 W St., 1648 U St., and two 
vacant lots on W Street SE) owned by the city began 
when the L’Enfant Trust, an historic preservation non-
profit organization founded in 1978, became active in 
the Anacostia Historic District in 2012. Within two 
years it acquired, reconstructed, and sold 1347 Maple 
View Place and 2010 14th St. SE without the aid of 
city funding. It financed the projects to a loss of hun-
dreds of thousands of dollars although a portion of la-
bor and construction costs was discounted or donat-
ed by companies they recruited. 

A groundswell of community goodwill and sub-
sequent media coverage positioned the Trust to con-
tinue working in the neighborhood. The Trust twice 
met with officials from the Department of Housing and 
Community Development (DHCD) while also meet-
ing with members of the DC Council. Chair Phil Men-
delson and his staff were responsive to the Trust, and 
passed legislation in fall 2016 that conveyed the blight-
ed DHCD properties to the Trust. Within a matter of 
days DHCD announced a solicitation for offers (SFO) 

for its portfolio of vacant properties within the Anacos-
tia Historic District. 

Late last month DHCD announced it had received 
two responses to the SFO: one from Mi Casa, a non-
profit affordable housing developer that has completed 
more than 500 affordable housing units since its found-
ing in 1992, and the other from the Development Cor-
poration of Columbia Heights (DCCH), a nonprofit 
community development corporation that has deliv-
ered more than 131 units of affordable housing for low- 
and moderate-income families since its first project in 
1991. The developers will be expected to complete 
construction and/or rehabilitation within 18 months 
of closing, according to DHCD. 

oFFiCiAls DiviDED 
Council Chair Mendelson and Ward 8 Councilmem-
ber Trayon White are not in full agreement with DHCD 
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Director Polly Donaldson on some of 
the issues. Councilmember White, al-
luding to the role of the Trust, told East 
of the River, “These properties left ‘as 
is’ are not what the community needs, 
so at all costs it benefits everyone to get 
them back on market and sold so the 
community will not only look good, but 
also increase property values.” 

Mendelson also supported the 
Trust, saying, “What’s at issue here is 
there is a reputable company that has 
rehabbed houses in this Historic Dis-
trict who will do this free of charge, 
and the city has rejected them and in-
stead is going with a bidder to whom 
the city has offered to pay $2 million.” 
He continued, “These precious funds 
are coming out of our Housing Produc-
tion Trust Fund. Why should the city 
pay when we know for sure it can get 
the same product for free?” He said that 
DHCD was “clearly trying to thwart the 
Council. That’s not a good basis for 
public policy, in this case public poli-
cy that is going to cost us $2 million we 
don’t need to spend.”

The expenditure Mendelson ques-
tions has been the bedrock of Mayor 
Bowser’s annual $100 million com-
mitment to support affordable housing 
preservation or new construction. Ac-
cording to DHCD this commitment is 
“more than any city per capita in the 
country,” and when compared to states, 
“DC’s trust fund is the country’s sec-
ond largest in the country.” DHCD is a 
lead agency in carrying out the mayor’s 
affordable housing policies. 

“Since January 2015, one of 
DHCD’s top priorities has been aggres-
sively moving vacant and blighted prop-
erties out of its pipeline,” says Donald-
son. She characterized the competitive 
solicitation process as “fair, transparent 
and open,” ensuring that “all interest-
ed developers have the chance to bid on 
properties that will ultimately result in 
new, vibrant affordable homes for Dis-
trict residents making no more than 80 
percent of the area median income.”

Donaldson noted that DHCD had 
recently closed its solicitation of offers 
on turning six properties in Histor-
ic Anacostia into affordable housing. 

“DHCD only evaluates the propos-
als of applicants that have formally re-
sponded to our SFOs. In the case of the 
historic Anacostia SFO, the only two 
applicants were Mi Casa and DCCH. 
DHCD is currently in the process of 
reviewing the proposals we received.”

According to Lauren McHale, ex-
ecutive director of the L’Enfant Trust, 
“The city has a two-track approach – 
two very separate approaches in facing 
its obligation to the Anacostia commu-
nity.” The legislative method and ex-
ecutive edict are two trains running in 
opposite directions. “Chairman Men-
delson accepted the Trust’s philan-
thropic financing model to reclaim 
these derelict, scattered houses in the 
Anacostia Historic District,” McHale 
wrote in an email. “He saw our Histor-
ic Properties Redevelopment Program 
as a wonderful gift to the city – as did 
all members of the DC Council except 
for Ex-Councilmember May.” 

The same level of support was not 
forthcoming from DHCD, McHale 
said. “Donaldson maintained that her 
agency must ‘get the best deal for its 
assets’ – never addressing that these 
buildings have been allowed to rot for 
years, even decades – causing the steep 
costs that any developer will face when 
rehabbing these derelict homes.” 

Whether or not the door remains 
open for the L’Enfant Trust, McHale is 
aware the organization has a legacy of 
preservation that will continue to rever-
berate. “The Trust is pleased to have 
played its role in supporting the Ana-
costia community in finding a way to 
force the District government to take re-
sponsibility for its stewardship obliga-
tions in Ward 8.

For MorE inForMAtion 
DHCD is completing the delibera-
tive process of proposal evaluation 
and will announce the award by April. 
Residents with questions can contact 
DHCD at 202-442-7200 or check the 
website at http://dhcd.dc.gov/ for peri-
odic updates. DHCD encourages res-
idents to use the Housing Resource 
Center or dchousingsearch.org to find 
affordable housing.  

tion and conversations among them, 
DDOT and the community. 

“We did a study almost a decade 
ago and highlighted the challenges 
that exist in making that connection 
(to Pepco),” Novak said. “They’re 
not insurmountable, but do require 
multiparty cooperation.”

CityInterests brought revised 
plans to the Feb. 22 meeting that un-
bundled the parking from the rent-
als, which would require residents 
to pay for parking. It also included 
more diagrams on how Metro Rail 
would be made more accessible for 
tenants.

But the plans still need more re-
search, Lini said. The communi-
ty asked the developers to factor in 
car shares, bicycle shares and Metro 
bus stops to the parking plan.

“What really came out of the 
discussion with the community on 
this was that the impacts on street 
parking need to be explored more 
thoroughly…” Lini said. “It’s clear 
more work needs to be done to sat-
isfy their concerns.”

rEtAil DEsErt
Ward 7 residents continue to face 
a dearth of options when it comes 
to retail and grocery stores within 
walking or close commute distanc-
es. Gray has argued with the City-
Interests developers at ANC meet-
ings about their plans for roughly 
17,000 square feet of divided retail 
and no concrete ideas on if it will 
get a grocer. 

“They said they know we need 
retail, but they don’t build it,” she 
said. “It’s nothing that really bene-
fits the community.”

Residents have asked about 
options for grocery stores or food 
stores since the nearest major shop-
ping store is the crowded Benning 
Road and 40th Street NE Safeway. 
CityInterests suggested a “Save A 
Lot” discount grocery or a Wag-
shals delicatessen and gourmet mar-
ket, Gray said. 

But the first option lacks the 
quality neighbors seek and the sec-
ond more fits a person living in an 
apartment in the city than the home-
owners that have traditionally lived 
in the area, Gray said.  

“I asked CityInterests if they 
knew where most of the residents 
shop for their groceries,” she said. 
“They did not have a response.”

The developer does have plans 
to bring in several retailers, includ-
ing a small-format grocery store, 
Novak said. The largest planned re-
tail square footage allowance is be-
tween 15,000 and 16,000 square 
feet, so large stores like Safeway or 
Giant don’t fit that market demand.

“There’s an unmet need for a 
neighborhood-serving grocery,” he 
said. “We believe the Parkside de-
velopments will capitalize on that 
opportunity.”

DisrEgArD For  
CUrrEnt rEsiDEnts
Neighbors in the Parkside, Ke-
nilworth and Eastland Gardens area 
community want to know the devel-
opers take their needs into account, 
too, Gray said. How can a developer 
planning on entering into an already 
established community not consid-
er the fact that some residents don’t 
have a pharmacy close by to get their 
medication or their food, she asked.  

“They continue to ignore what 
the residents need and continue to 
plan for their future profit,” she said. 

CityInterests has cited outdated 
data on the retail and economic sit-
uation, as well as for the traffic is-
sues, Gray said. She also wants them 
to share the numbers that show the 
area needs more rentals, not more 
small homes to buy. 

“It’s always a fight,” she said. 
“It’s never a collaboration.”

Ward 7 Councilmember Vincent C. Gray 
(D) declined to comment.  

(continues from pg.32)
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