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By Dan Brendel

Gazette Packet

This is the third in an intermit-
tent series to help citizens visual-
ize relevant data, relationships,
and trends in the city’s geographic
context.

I
n the coming year, city gov-
ernment staff and the City
Council will consider vari-
ous zoning and affordable

housing policies and practices, not
least in connection with Amazon
HQ2. In light of that, here’s a lim-
ited sketch of the complex issue
of land use.

Jane Jacobs, an urban activist
and author from the 1960s on-
ward, wrote: “The district, and
indeed as many of its internal parts
as possible, must serve more than
one primary function; preferably
more than two. These must insure
the presence of people who go
outdoors on different schedules
and are in the place for different
purposes, but who are able to use
many facilities in common.” With
“a sufficiently dense concentration
of people,” she argued that diverse
land uses promote:

❖ Social interaction (otherwise
unacquainted people from all
walks of life bumping into each
other in the course of “errands”
and “sidewalk life” builds “casual
public trust”);

❖ Continuous economic activity
(lunch crowd, dinner crowd, etc.);

❖ Organic safety (many eyes al-
ways on the streets).

Jacobs’ work influenced much
contemporary thinking about ur-
ban planning and “placemaking.”
Many of Alexandria’s planning ef-
forts reflect her emphasis on the
social good of mixed land use. For
example, the 2018 South Patrick
Street Housing Affordability Strat-
egy focuses on maintaining “hous-
ing diversity,” toward “maintain-
ing the area’s economic, social,
and cultural diversity.” The 2013
Housing Master Plan says: “Mixed-
income communities are the opti-
mal way of maintaining social and
cultural diversity through in-
creased opportunities for interac-
tion rather than isolation or polar-
ization.”

Apart from subsidizing units, a
near-proximity mixture of units
types can increase the diversity of
affordability levels at market rates,
and thus the diversity of people
who can live there. In particular,
condominiums are generally much
more affordable than single-fam-
ily homes.

Single-family detached houses
— not sharing a wall, like a du-
plex, townhouse/row house or
stacked “multifamily” condos —
are the most expensive housing
type.

“Preserving the exclusivity of

A look about how land use practices
and policies relate to demographics.
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Sources: USGS The National Map; City of Alexandria GIS Open Data Hub

(cityofalexandria-alexgis.opendata.arcgis.com).

Sources: USGS The National Map; City of Alexandria GIS Open Data Hub

(cityofalexandria-alexgis.opendata.arcgis.com). Sources: USGS The National Map; Esri 2018 Minority Population.

single-family detached neighbor-
hoods can have negative social
equity implications by erecting
barriers for lower-income/ wealth

families,” according to recent
study from the Northern Virginia
Affordable Housing Alliance.
“Low-income households and ra-
cial and ethnic minorities have

faced de jure and de facto barri-
ers to full participation in the
housing market, with associated

See Land Use,  Page 8
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impacts on wealth creation [like
home equity]. … At a minimum,
allowing more diverse housing
types in detached single family
neighborhoods reduces the barrier
to entry into those neighborhoods,
even absent any specific interven-
tion to provide committed afford-
able [contractually rent-capped]
housing opportunities.”

The report found that
Alexandria’s zoning restricts 43
percent of residential developable
area exclusively to single-family
detached housing. The propor-
tions in Arlington and Fairfax are
double. In Alexandria, restrictive
zoning — reflected in lower land
use diversity and predominance of
detached housing — concentrates
in the city’s center. Areas around
the city’s peripheral transit corri-

dors allow denser single-family
attached and multifamily develop-
ment.

Patterns of racial segregation
follow a similar pattern. Minori-
ties (those other than non-His-
panic white) concentrate most on
Alexandria’s western periphery,
where condos and apartments are
the predominant land uses, and
least in the city’s center.

Related to mixed uses, Jacobs

encouraged continuous but incre-
mental turnover of buildings
through redevelopment in order to
maintain a diversity of buildings’
ages. She said: “If a city has only
new buildings, the enterprises that
can exist there are automatically
limited to those that can support
the high costs of new construc-
tion.” Whereas lower-cost “old
buildings can be inexpensive incu-
bators for new, marginal, and not-
for-profit businesses,” according to
Dr. Anna Marazuela Kim, writing
for Thriving Cities. Jacobs called
this the “economics of time,”
whereby “the high building costs
of one generation [become] the
bargains of a following genera-
tion.”

This thinking also applies to resi-
dential buildings in a process
dubbed “filtering.” The theory as-
serts that adding newer, more ex-
pensive units to the housing stock
enables better-off households to
move up. Relieved market pres-
sures on the older stock makes the
older stock more affordable to
lower-income households.

Experts debate filtering’s effi-
cacy in this regard. A 2014 nation-
wide study by Syracuse

Know Your City: Land Use and Social Impact
University’s Dr. Stuart Rosenthal
indicated that rents decreased
with building age, until reaching
50 years old. As a result, “for rental
units, the real income of an arriv-
ing occupant at a 50-year-old
home is roughly 70 percent below
that of the arriving occupant of a
newly built unit. For owner-occu-
pied housing the difference is …
30 percent.” But after surpassing
50 years of age, building rents rose
again. Think perhaps of costly liv-
ing in historic Old Town.

Filtering also works at a slow
pace. According to a 2016 research
brief from U.C. Berkeley’s Institute
of Governmental Studies, housing
in a high-demand market like
California’s Bay Area might filter
down at a rate of less than 2 per-
cent per year. At that rate, hous-
ing built for the median income
could take 50 years for household
at 50 percent of the median.

      Bulletin Board

THURSDAY/FEB. 7
New to Medicare? 3-5 p.m. at

Alexandria Health Department, 4480
King St., Rm. 514. Presentation for
those new to Medicare or a caregiver
for a Medicare beneficiary. Learn the
basics of Medicare coverage and
choices. This presentation is given by
Medicare counselors from the
Division of Aging and Adult Services.
No cost, but registration is required
at 703-746-5999 or
VICAP@alexandriava.gov.

SATURDAY/FEB. 9
Foster Parent Orientation. 10:30

a.m.-noon at Duncan Branch Library,
2501 Commonwealth Ave. The City
of Alexandria will hold a free, no
obligation information session for
prospective foster parents. An agency
representative will be on hand to
answer any questions and explain the
requirements to foster and/or foster
to adopt. For questions or to RSVP,
call 703-746-5858 or email
Christine.Levine@alexandriava.gov.

VOLUNTEERS NEEDED
GW Birthday Parade. On Monday,

Feb. 18, 2019 the George
Washington Birthday Celebration
Committee will stage the annual
George Washington Birthday Parade.
They need Parade Marshals and
Dignitary Drivers starting at around
10 a.m. (the Parade should conclude
by 3 p.m.). To volunteer, complete
the online form at
joeshumard.wufoo.com/forms/
z1ipijpp1to60kx/.

FRIDAY/FEB. 22
Job Search in the Digital Age. 1:30-

3 p.m. at City of Alexandria
Workforce Development Center,
1800 N. Beauregard St., Lower Level
Conference Room. Whether you’re
making a career change by choice or
necessity, this workshop is designed
to help those facing a career change
make a smooth transition. Learn
about job search engines; resume tips
and how to age-proof a resume;
keywords to get a resume noticed
and tips for networking through
LinkedIn. Free. RSVP at 877-926-
8300.

Niagara Falls by Motorcoach, June 9-13 ...................................................................$1,149
Includes coach from Vienna or Rockville, 4 nights hotel, daily breakfast & dinner, Sightseeing - Call for itinerary 

or visit our website.

Alaska Cruise! RCCL’s Radiance if the Seas, Aug. 9-16 ....................................... $564 up

Call for details!

Dalmatian Cruise, June 10-19  ...................................................................$2400 plus taxes
9 nights from Venice to Athens, All meals, spirits/wine/beer, gratuities & entertainment included.

Call for reservations

703.242-2204     1-800-556-8646
100 East Street SE, Suite 202 • Vienna, Virginia 22180

Please visit our Web site at: www.shillelaghtravelclub.com for a listing of all our upcoming trips and socials.

SHILLELAGHS TRAVEL CLUB

Celebrating
our 54th

Anniversary
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