
Docket Item # 3 
BZA Case #2018-0011 
Board of Zoning Appeals 
July 12, 2018                                        

   
    
            
 
ADDRESS:  218 EAST MOUNT IDA AVENUE   
ZONE:  R2-5/SINGLE-AND-TWO-FAMILY ZONE 
APPLICANT: WILLIAM BLACKBURN 
 
ISSUE: Special exception to construct an open front porch in the required side yard. 
 
===================================================================== 
CODE                                  CODE  APPLICANT  REQUESTED 
SECTION SUBJECT  REQMT PROPOSES  EXCEPTION 
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
3-506(A)(2) Side Yard (west) 7.00 feet 3.40 feet  3.60 feet 
 
 
The staff recommends approval of the requested special exception because the request meets the 
criteria for a special exception. 
 
If the Board grants the requested special exception, the applicant must comply with all 
requirements of this report’s department comments. The applicant must also submit a survey plat 
prepared by a licensed surveyor confirming building footprint and setbacks prior to all final 
inspections. The special exception must be recorded with the property’s deed in the City’s Land 
Records Office prior to the release of the building permit. A deed of consolidation must be 
recorded with the City’s Land Records Office prior to wall check approval. Last, the porch’s design 
shall be substantially consistent with BAR staff’s illustration of the front elevation found in Figure 
2 of this report. 
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I. Issue 
 

The applicant proposes to construct an open front porch. The porch would not meet the 
required seven-foot side yard setback. The applicant requests special exception approval 
to construct the front porch in the required west side yard.  
 

II. Background 
 
The subject property is an irregularly shaped parcel with 58.73 feet of frontage along East 
Mount Ida Avenue and a lot size of 4,202 square feet. It contains lot 22 and part of lot 23 
which are both lots of record. The subject property is substandard in lot size but meets the 
R-2-5 zone’s lot width and frontage requirements. 
 
A single-family craftsman style dwelling occupies the site. It is located 20.10 feet from the 
front lot line; 5.30 feet and 3.40 feet from the east and west side lot lines, respectively; and 
52.60 feet from the rear lot line. The dwelling is listed on the Town of Potomac National 
Register as a contributing structure and was constructed around 1931. Contributing status 
is given to structures with historical integrity or architecturally significant features.  
 
The following table provides zoning analysis of the subject property.  
 
R2-5 Zone Required/Permitted Proposed 
Lot Size 5,000 Sq. Ft. 4,202 Sq. Ft. 
Lot Width 50.00 Ft. 50.80 Ft. 
Lot Frontage 40.00 Ft. 58.73 Ft. 
Front Yard Average  20.10 Ft. (building wall) 

12.10 Ft. (front porch) 
Side Yard 7.00 Ft. (min.) 

1:3 height to setback ratio 
5.30 Ft.(east) 
3.40 Ft. (west) 

Rear Yard 7.00 Ft. (min.) 
1:1 height to setback ratio 

52.60 Ft. 

FAR (Floor Area 
Ratio) 

0.45 (1,890 Sq. Ft. net 
floor area) 

0.50 (2,092 Sq. Ft. existing and 
proposed net floor area)* 

*non-complying floor area – proposed porch eligible for exclusion from net FAR 
 

III. Description 
 
The applicant proposes to construct an open front porch 12.10 feet from the front lot line. 
Last month, City Council approved amendments to the Zoning Ordinance to further 
encourage open front porches. Under these amendments, an open front porch that projects 
up to 10 feet from the front building wall is permitted in a required front yard regardless of 
the required front setback. Further, the porch shall not reduce the depth of the front yard to 
less than 10 feet. The proposed porch would span the entire length of the front of the house 
(34.60 feet) and would have a depth of 8.00 feet with a total area of 276.80 square feet. 
The porch would be located 12.60 feet and 3.40 feet from the east and west side lot lines, 
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respectively. Because the proposed porch does not meet the required west side yard setback 
of seven feet, its construction requires special exception approval. See Figure 1, proposed 
plat, below.  

 

Figure 1 - Proposed Plat 
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The proposed front porch meets the recently revised criteria of Zoning Ordinance section 
2-145(A)(5) and is an allowable exclusion from floor area.  
 
There have been no variances or special exceptions previously granted for the subject 
property. 

 
IV. Noncomplying Structure/ Substandard Lot  

 
The existing lot is substandard and contains a noncomplying structure with respect to the 
following: 
 
 Required/Allowed 

 
Provided Noncompliance 

Lot Size 
 

5,000 Sq. Ft. 4,202 Sq. Ft. 798 Sq. Ft. 

Floor Area 0.45 (1,890 Sq. Ft.) 0.50 (2,092 Sq. Ft.) 202 Sq. Ft. 
 

Side Yard (East) 7.00 Ft. 5.30 Ft. 1.70 Ft. 
 

Side Yard (West) 7.00 Ft. 3.40 Ft. 3.60 Ft. 

       
V. Master Plan/Zoning 

 
The subject property is currently zoned R2-5 and has been so zoned since adoption of the 
Third Revised Zoning Map in 1951. The Potomac West Small Area Plan identifies the site 
and surrounding area for residential land use. 

 
VI. Requested Special Exception 

 
3-506(A)(2) Side yards 
This section of the zoning ordinance requires a side yard setback of 7.00 feet. The applicant 
requests a special exception of 3.60 feet to construct the open front porch 3.40 feet from 
the west side lot line. 

 
VII. Special Exception Standards 

 
Per Section 11-1304 of the zoning ordinance, the Board of Zoning Appeals “must find that 
the strict application of the ordinance creates an unreasonable burden on the use and 
enjoyment of the property which outweighs the material zoning purpose for which the 
specific provision of the ordinance at issue was designed.” Section 11-1304 also states that 
the Board of Zoning Appeals “shall consider and weigh the following issues, as 
applicable:” 
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1) Whether approval of the special exception will be detrimental to the public welfare, 
to the neighborhood or to the adjacent properties. 
 
The proposed front porch would not be detrimental to the public welfare, the 
neighborhood or any adjacent property. The 2008 Infill Task Force 
Recommendations state that “open front porches can be a neighborhood-
friendly design asset that enhances the value of a homeowner’s property and 
the neighborhood as a whole.” Staff experience has shown that front porches, 
including those that do not meet required setbacks, are widely accepted in 
neighborhoods throughout the City. Front porches are neighborhood-friendly 
architectural features that can enhance cohesiveness and a sense of 
community. 
 

2) Whether approval of the special exception will impair an adequate supply of light 
and air to the adjacent property, or cause or substantially increase traffic congestion 
or increase the danger of fire or the spread of fire, or endanger the public safety. 

 
The proposed front porch must remain open and would not impair supply of 
light to adjacent properties.  The proposed porch would be constructed in line 
with the existing west building wall and would comply with the east side yard 
setback. It would also be a permitted obstruction in the required front yard 
based on the recent amendments to Zoning Ordinance section 7-202. 
 

3) Whether approval of the special exception will alter the essential character of the 
area or zone. 
 
Staff believes that proposed front porch would not alter the essential character 
of the surrounding area. Several dwellings along East Mount Ida Avenue have 
front porches that are similar in size and design to the one proposed in this 
application. Further, Board of Architectural Review (BAR) staff finds that the 
proposed porch is historically and architecturally appropriate for houses of 
this period. BAR staff also finds “the façade house is generally symmetrical 
and the applicant has proposed asymmetrical columns that are out of sync 
with the fenestration and some of the column spacing is too wide.  In addition, 
the open stairs on the east end are not historically appropriate and should be 
incorporated into the body of the porch and screened behind the front 
railing.  Finally, the proportion and integration of the front steps would be 
significantly improved if they were made wider and more welcoming at the 
entrance.” Figure 2, at the end of this report, shows a proposed elevation 
incorporating these changes. As such, staff recommends that the porch’s 
design be substantially consistent with that of Figure 2 of this report. 
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4) Whether the proposal will be compatible with the development in the surrounding 
neighborhood. 

 
Many of the dwellings along East Mount Ida Avenue and the surrounding 
neighborhood have front porches. The proposal increases the house’s 
compatibility with the surrounding neighborhood. Similar open front porches 
can be found throughout both Del Ray and the Town of Potomac Historic 
District. 
 

5) Whether the proposed development represents the only reasonable means and 
location on the lot to accommodate the proposed structure given the natural 
constraints of the lot or the existing development of the lot. 
 
The front of the house is the only reasonable location for a front porch. 
Further, a reasonable porch provides a covered area above an entrance to a 
dwelling. Because the front entrance of the existing dwelling is located off-
center toward the west side of the property, any covered area over the entrance 
would be located in the required side yard setback.  

 
VIII. Staff Conclusion 
 

Neighborhood Impact 
Staff believes that the applicant’s proposal would make the subject property more 
compatible with the surrounding neighborhood as many have front porches. It would also 
be historically and architecturally appropriate. These factors are important considerations 
for dwellings given contributing status on the Town of Potomac National Register.  

 
Light and Air 
The porch meets the eligibility criteria for a special exception for a front porch. The ground 
level, single story, covered, open front porch would be placed at the main architectural 
entrance to the dwelling and would face the front yard. The porch would not extend further 
into the side yard setbacks than the existing front building wall. The roof line of the porch 
would also be in scale with the existing dwelling’s architecture. Staff does not believe the 
proposed porch would adversely affect the light and air of neighboring properties.  

 
Lot Constraints 
The configuration of the lot constrains the applicant’s ability to construct a complying front 
porch that covers the dwelling’s front entrance. The location of the dwelling 3.40 feet from 
the west side lot line and the location of the dwelling’s front entrance approximately six 
feet from the west side lot line create this constraint. 

 
Alternatives 
A front porch that covers the front entrance could not be constructed in compliance with 
the west side yard setback. A portico would be permitted in the required west side yard but 
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would not be as compatible with the surrounding neighborhood or the existing dwelling’s 
architecture as a porch would be. 

 
Staff Conclusion 
As outlined above, staff recommends approval of the request with the condition that a 
deed of consolidation is recorded with the deed at the City’s Land Records Office prior to 
wall check approval and that the porch’s design is substantially consistent with BAR staff’s 
illustration of the front elevation found in Figure 2 of this report. 

 
Staff 
Sam Shelby, Urban Planner, sam.shelby@alexandriava.gov 
Mary Christesen, Acting Land Use Division Chief, mary.christesen@alexandriava.gov 
Chrishaun Smith, Acting Zoning Manager, shaun.smith@alexandriava.gov  

  

mailto:sam.shelby@alexandriava.gov
mailto:mary.christesen@alexandriava.gov
mailto:shaun.smith@alexandriava.gov
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DEPARTMENTAL COMMENTS 
 Legend: C - code requirement R - recommendation S - suggestion F - finding 
 

* The applicant is advised that if the special exception and/or variance is/are approved the 
following additional comments apply. 

 
Transportation and Environmental Services: 
 
R-1 The building permit must be approved and issued prior to the issuance of any permit for 

demolition. (T&ES) 
 
R-2 Applicant shall be responsible for repairs to the adjacent city right-of-way if damaged 

during construction activity. (T&ES) 
 
R-3 No permanent structure may be constructed over any existing private and/or public utility 

easements.  It is the responsibility of the applicant to identify any and all existing easements 
on the plan. (T&ES) 

 
F-1 The applicant should provide a determination of disturbed area per City Guidelines to 

T&ES prior to submitting for permits. If the land disturbance meets or exceeds 2500 square 
feet, a released grading plan will be required prior to submitting for permits.  (T&ES) 

 
C-1 The applicant shall comply with the City of Alexandria’s Solid Waste Control, Title 5, 

Chapter 1, which sets forth the requirements for the recycling of materials (Sec. 5-1-99). 
(T&ES) 

 
C-2 The applicant shall comply with the City of Alexandria's Noise Control Code, Title 11, 

Chapter 5, which sets the maximum permissible noise level as measured at the property 
line. (T&ES) 
 

C-3 Roof, surface and sub-surface drains be connected to the public storm sewer system, if 
available, by continuous underground pipe.  Where storm sewer is not available applicant 
must provide a design to mitigate impact of storm water drainage onto adjacent properties 
and to the satisfaction of the Director of Transportation & Environmental Services.  (Sec.5-
6-224) (T&ES) 
 

C-4 All secondary utilities serving this site shall be placed underground. (Sec. 5-3-3) (T&ES) 
 
C-5 Any work within the right-of-way requires a separate permit from T&ES. (Sec. 5-2) 

(T&ES) 
 

C-6 All improvements to the city right-of-way such as curbing, sidewalk, driveway aprons, etc. 
must be city standard design. (Sec. 5-2-1) (T&ES) 
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Code Administration: 
 
No comments received. 
 
Recreation (Arborist): 
 
F-1 No trees are affected by this application. 
 
Historic Alexandria (Archaeology): 
 
R-1 There is low potential for significant archaeological resources to be disturbed by this 

project.  No archaeological action is required. 
 
Board of Architectural Review (BAR): 
 
The two story, wood frame dwelling at 218 E Mt. Ida Ave is a contributing resource in the Town 
of Potomac National Register historic district.  It was constructed in the late 1920s in a vernacular 
Arts and Crafts style.   
 
The applicant’s proposal to add a one story open front porch across the entire south façade is 
historically and architecturally appropriate for this period house and similar open front porches 
may be seen throughout the historic district.  Staff believes that this porch would be a significant 
aesthetic improvement to this particular house, as it presently has a somewhat severe façade and 
over-scaled side dormers that are visually uncharacteristic on this block.  The Secretary of the 
Interior’s standards for rehabilitation note that additions and alterations should be easily 
reversible.  Historic Preservation staff finds that the porch could be removed relatively easily if a 
strict restoration of the house were desirable in the future and does not believe that the proposed 
porch would jeopardize the contributing status of the house to the historic district. 
 
However, the architectural details of the porch could be improved by some minor refinements.  The 
façade house is generally symmetrical and the applicant has proposed asymmetrical columns that 
are out of sync with the fenestration and some of the column spacing is too wide.  In addition, the 
open stairs on the east end are not historically appropriate and should be incorporated into the body 
of the porch and screened behind the front railing.  Finally, the proportion and integration of the 
front steps would be significantly improved if they were made wider and more welcoming at the 
entrance. Figure 2, below, shows the front elevation incorporating staff’s recommendations. 
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Figure 2 - Front Elevation with BAR staff's recommendations 
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