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Small Area Plan – Guiding Neighborhood Development

Small Area Plans (SAPs) offer a community the opportunity to create an area-specific planning guide to supplement the
development guidance offered by the Comprehensive Plan.

As a planning document, a SAP does not create change directly, but instead signals the community’s aspirational goals for
development of the area that is the focus of the SAP.

Although development of individual properties is ultimately controlled by the property owners, an ANC or community group can
influence development by:

• participating in the creation of a SAP; and

• following up to ensure the implementation of the SAP in the zoning and land use development processes.



What the 
Comprehensive 
Plan says about 
Small Area 
Plans

“Small Area Plans are prepared with
community input, to provide more detailed
planning guidance, and typically are approved
by resolution of the Council. Unless a Small
Area Plan has been made binding on the
Zoning Commission through its enactment as
part of a Comprehensive Plan amendment, a
Small Area Plan provides only supplemental
guidance to the Zoning Commission and it
does so only to the extent it does not conflict
with the Comprehensive Plan.” (CP § 224.5 –
emphasis added)



Planning vs. Zoning
Planning (Aspirational):

• Comprehensive Plan (“Comp Plan”) - adopted by Council & Mayor

• Focused on the big picture looking forward 20 years – general policies, 
patterns and goals for development in the District

• Guide for the Zoning Map and Regulations, as well as for Zoning Commission 
review of certain applications (e.g., PUDs)

• The Comp Plan is revised every twenty years, with amendments occurring 
mid-planning cycle - the Council just approved Comp Plan amendments 

• A complete rewrite of the Comp Plan is anticipated to start by 2025

Zoning (Application of Planning - Concrete):

• Zoning Maps and Regulations – adopted by the Zoning Commission 
(independent agency) 

• The Zoning Commission may amend the Zoning Map and Zoning Regulations 
based on petitions by the Office of Planning (“OP”) and the public

• Zoning implements the Comp Plan’s principles and goals by imposing specific 
standards and requirements on development of property



DC Zoning 
– Who’s 
Who?

Zoning Commission (Commission)

Reviews amendments to the Zoning Map and the 
Zoning Regulations

Reviews applications for large scale projects:

- Planned Unit Developments

- Design Reviews

- Campus Plans

Board of Zoning Adjustment (BZA)

Reviews applications for zoning relief:

- Special Exceptions (permitted if impacts 
mitigated) and 

- Variances (exemptions from the rules). 

Reviews appeals of decisions of the Zoning 
Administrator.

Reviews applications for embassy cases. 

Office of Planning:

District’s technical planning experts –
divided into two main areas:

Comprehensive Planning - Drafts the 
Comp Plan and SAPS. 

Development Review – Drafts 
amendments to the Zoning Regulations 

and Zoning Maps and reviews applications 
to the Zoning Commission and BZA. OP’s 

recommendations  are afforded great 
weight by the Commission and the BZA.

ANCs

Reviews zoning applications – issues and 
concerns are afforded “great weight”

by the Commission and BZA. 

Can also file amendments of the Zoning 
Regulations and the Zoning Maps, and 

can appeal building permits, Certificates 
of occupancy, and other decisions of the 

Zoning Administrator. 

Office of Zoning 

Provides administrative support and 
confidential legal advice to the Zoning 

Commission and BZA. 

Office of the Attorney General
Independently advocates for the public 

interest through amendments of the 
Zoning Regulations and Zoning Maps, and 
through interventions, and collaboration 

with ANCs and other groups. 



How Does the SAP Fit In?

• A SAP supplements the Comp Plan’s guidance for the Commission’s
discretionary zoning reviews, both amendments and applications. A
SAP is not directly relevant to a matter of right project, only indirectly
for projects relying on an amendment to the Zoning Map or Zoning
Regulations.

• A SAP conveys the community’s specific planning goals including
preferred types of development, design elements, etc. The Comp
Plan specifies that a SAP may guide the Commission whether an
amendment or application is “not inconsistent” with the Comp Plan
but only to the extent that the SAP’s more detailed guidance does not
conflict with the Comp Plan.

• A SAP influences applications for zoning relief:

• Before Filing – By providing guidance to developers and applicants in
designing their projects

• After Filing – Will be considered by the community, the ANC, OAG,
OP, and the Commission as part of their evaluation of an application
or amendment.



Putting Small Area Plans into Action

Zoning Applications

•SAPs supplement the Comp Plan’s 
guidance to the Commission’s review 
whether PUDs and other projects 
subject to Comp Plan consistency 
analysis are “not inconsistent” with 
the planning goals for the area and 
whether the specific project will 
advance these goals

Zoning Map Amendments

•SAPs supplement the Comp Plan’s guidance 
for the Commission’s review of a map 
amendment by outlining the area’s 
development goals and so provide guidance 
as to what zone districts would be most 
appropriate for achieving them 

•Applicable for rulemaking and contested 
cases

Zoning Text Amendments

•The principles and goals of 
a SAP, as supplemental to 
the Comp Plan guidance, 
may require amendments 
to the Zoning Regulations 
to permit or incentivize the 
development goals 
identified by the Comp 
Plan and SAP

AMENDMENTSAPPLICATIONS



SAPs & Zoning 
Applications

• The goals of a SAP may be achieved through zoning applications
for specific projects, most typically in the form of PUDs.

• A PUD applicant must demonstrate that the project is not inconsistent with
the Comp Plan and other public policies, including any applicable SAP.

• A SAP provides the Commission with another, more specific lens through
which to evaluate the application and to put the general guidance of the
Comp Plan into the specific context.

• ANCs can advance the goals of the SAP through coordination and
negotiation with developers including:

• Getting involved early in the development process and encouraging
developers to seek the input and feedback from the ANC and wider
community;

• Negotiating public benefits as part of the PUD process or as stand-alone
community benefit agreements; and

• Imposing conditions on ANC approvals – need to relate to identified
mitigations and zoning relief in order to be enforceable by the Zoning
Administrator at DCRA as part of the building permit or certificate of
occupancy process.



Chevy Chase - GPM

• The Comp Plan’s Generalized Policy Map
(GPM) provides guidance on whether
areas are designated for conservation,
enhancement, or change between 2005
and 2025. It is to be used in conjunction
with the Future Land Use Map (“FLUM”).

• The GPM designates the Connecticut
Avenue corridor of the SAP Area as:

• Main Street Mixed Use (orange)

• Neighborhood Conservation Area (pale
yellow)

• Future Planning Analysis Area (red
dotted line)



GPM 
Designations

“Main Street Mixed Use - These are traditional commercial business corridors with a
concentration of older storefronts along the street. The area served can vary from one
neighborhood (e.g., 14th Street Heights or Barracks Row) to multiple neighborhoods (e.g.,
Dupont Circle, H Street, or Adams Morgan). Their common feature is that they have a
pedestrian-oriented environment with traditional storefronts. Many have upper-story
residential or office uses. Some corridors are underutilized, with capacity for redevelopment.
Conservation and enhancement of these corridors is desired to foster economic and housing
opportunities and serve neighborhood needs. Any development or redevelopment that
occurs should support transit use and enhance the pedestrian environment.” (CP § 225.14)

“Neighborhood Conservation Areas – These areas have little vacant or underutilized land.
They are generally residential in character. Maintenance of existing land uses and community
character is anticipated over the next 20 years, Where change occurs, it will typically be
modest in scale and will consist primarily of infill housing, public facilities, and institutional
uses. Major changes in density over current (2017) conditions are not expected but some
new development and reuse opportunities are anticipated, and these can support
conservation of neighborhood character where guided by Comprehensive Plan policies and
the Future Land Use Map ….

The guiding philosophy in Neighborhood Conservation Areas is to conserve and enhance
established neighborhoods, but not preclude development, particularly to address city-wide
housing needs. Limited development and redevelopment opportunities do exist within these
areas, The diversity of land uses and building types in these areas should be maintained and
new development, redevelopment, and alterations should be compatible with the existing
scale, natural features, and character of each area. Densities in Neighborhood Conservation
Areas are guided by the Future Land Use Map and Comprehensive Plan policies. Approaches
to managing context-sensitive growth in Neighborhood Conservation Areas may vary based
on neighborhood socio-economic and development characteristics. In areas with access to
opportunities, services, and amenities, more levels of housing affordability should be
accommodated.” (CP §§ 225.4-225.5)



Chevy Chase – FLUM

• The Comp Plan’s FLUM shows anticipated future
land uses, which may be the same, or different
than current uses. The FLUM is part of the adopted
Comp Plan and carries the same legal weight as the
Comp Plan itself.

• The current FLUM designates the Connecticut
Avenue corridor of the SAP Area as a mix of:

• Low Density Commercial (light stripes);

• Moderate Density Residential (dark stripes)
added by the recent Comp Plan amendment; and

• Local Public Facilities (blue stripes)

• High Density Residential (brown)

• Medium Density Residential (orange)

• Low Density Residential (light yellow)



FLUM 
Designations   

“Low Density Commercial: This designation is used to define shopping and
service areas that are generally lower in scale and intensity. Retail, office, and
service businesses are the predominant uses. Areas with this designation range
from small business districts that draw primarily from the surrounding
neighborhoods to larger business districts that draw from a broader market
area. Their common feature is that they are comprised primarily of commercial
and mixed-use buildings that range in density generally up to a FAR of 2.5, with
greater density possible when complying with Inclusionary Zoning or when
approved through a Planned Unit Development. The MU-3 and MU-4 Zone
Districts are consistent with the Low Density category, and other zones may also
apply.” (CP § 227.10)

“Moderate Density Residential: This designation is used to define
neighborhoods generally, but not exclusively, suited for row houses as well as
low-rise garden apartment complexes. The designation also applies to areas
characterized by a mix of single-family homes, two- to four-unit buildings, row
houses, and low-rise apartment buildings. In some neighborhoods with this
designation, there may also be existing multi-story apartments, many built
decades ago when the areas were zoned for more dense uses (or were not
zoned at all). Density in Moderate Density Residential areas is typically
calculated either as the number of dwelling units per minimum lot area, or as a
FAR up to 1.8, although greater density may be possible when complying with
Inclusionary Zoning or when approved through a Planned Unit Development.
The R-3, RF, and RA-2 Zone Districts are consistent with the Moderate Density
Residential category, and other zones may also apply.” (CP § 227.6)



The Comprehensive Plan is More than Just 
Maps…

While the GPM and FLUM are important components of the Comp
Plan, it also includes numerous policies governing housing,
transportation, economic development, and urban design, as well as
area-specific elements. The Commission must consider the Comp
Plan as a whole – including these policies and elements, as well as
the GPM and FLUM - in determining whether a project is “not
inconsistent” with the Comp Plan. The SAP is another component of
the Commission’s evaluation of a project for Comp Plan consistency.

“In its decision-making, the Zoning Commission must make a finding
of “not inconsistent with the Comprehensive Plan.” To do so, the
Zoning Commission must consider the many competing, and
sometimes conflicting, policies of the Comprehensive Plan, along
with the various uses, development standards and requirements of
the zone districts. It is the responsibility of the Zoning Commission
to consider and balance those policies relevant and material to the
individual case before it in its decision-making, and clearly explain
its decision-making rationale.” (CP § 224.8)



SAPs & Map 
Amendments

Amendments of the Zoning Map implement the guidance of the Comp Plan and SAP by changing the
existing zoning classifications for specific properties to better correspond to the guidance in terms of
appropriate development standards and permitted uses.

• The FLUM includes general guidance as to what specific zones may be appropriate. The SAP can
provide additional indicators to the Commission as to what the ANC and community believe is
appropriate for the area (e.g., maximum height, setbacks at upper levels, etc.).

• Since multiple zones correspond to a FLUM designation, ANCs can work backwards from the
potential zones to incorporate guidance or “triggers” in a SAP to indicate a preference for a
particular zone or specific development limitations (e.g., upper-story setbacks).

Current Zones Potential Zones for North of Livingston St NW (per FLUM)

Zone
RA-4 

(South of 
Livingston St NW)

MU-3A
(North of 

Livingston St NW)

RA-2 MU-3B MU-4

Height 90 ft 40 ft & 3 Stories 50 ft 50 ft 50 ft

FAR 3.5 / 4.2 (Voluntary IZ) 1.0 / 1.2 (IZ) 1.8 / 2.16 (Voluntary IZ)
2.0 / 2.4 (IZ) - of which 1.5 
may be non-residential

2.5 / 3.0 (IZ) - of which 1.5  
may be non-residential

Lot 
Occupancy

75% 60% (Residential) 60% 60% 60% / 75% (IZ)



SAPs & Amendments of 
the Zoning Regulations
• The goals of a SAP can also be implemented by amending the text of

the Zoning Regulations. Potential amendments could include:

• Changes to development standards of relevant zone districts to
achieve the SAP’s design goals (e.g. setbacks, non-residential FAR
limits, etc.);

• Requirements for specific uses (e.g. specific requirements for
ground floor retail uses); or

• Incentives for specific types of development (e.g. increased
flexibility for accessory buildings, or for residential conversions).

• A proposed text amendment would need to be “not inconsistent
with” the Comprehensive Plan policies and elements. Ones that
would be of primary relevance in this case would be:

• Citywide Elements – Framework, Land Use, Housing, Economic
Development, Urban Design, etc.

• Area Elements – Rock Creek West

• Amendments can be proposed by members of the public, ANCs, OP,
or other D.C. agencies, including OAG.



OAG’s 
Role

• OAG’s LU Section serves as an independent
resource for ANCs and other community
organizations.

• The LU Section will be supporting ANCs and
community organizations through training and
support to allow these groups to participate
more actively and effectively in the zoning and
land use processes as well as through direct
intervention in specific cases.



Questions?
Please feel free to contact us:

Maximilian Tondro, Section Chief

Maximilian.Tondro@dc.gov – (202)724-6657

Alexandra  Cain, Assistant Attorney General

Alexandra.cain@dc.gov – (202) 550-3859

mailto:Maximilian.Tondro@dc.gov
mailto:Alexandra.cain@dc.gov

