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OTCA’s Position on the Waterfront
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The OTCA recognizes The Alexandria Master Plan as the official policy document governing land use planning, zoning and land and economic development in Alexandria.  The Plan is the product of an extensive and broad-based process involving citizens, property owners, community and business groups, which led to its adoption by the Planning Commission and City Council in single statement of OTCA’s position on the waterfront1992.  Under the City’s Charter, all public infrastructure, capital investments and real estate transactions involving the City must be consistent with the Master Plan, and the plan must serve as the underlying basis for the City’s zoning decisions.

The Historic Preservation chapter of the Master Plan observes that “Old Town contains the core of Alexandria’s urban heritage”:

Since the town’s official founding in 1749, it has been the urban center for Northern Virginia.  King Street was a thriving commercial corridor offering wares and entertainment to the region.  The Old Town area today includes the historic port, manufacturing and commercial sites, churches, cemeteries, schools, and residences. . . . More than 1,000 structures built in the 18th and 19th centuries still stand in Old Town.

The charming architecture and scale of these surviving structures, and the historic mix of commercial and residential uses, continue in the 21st century to establish the character of Old Town Alexandria, and give the City its unique “brand” as a living, historic community.  Business consultants and urban planners throughout the country and indeed the world urge their clients to try to emulate Old Town Alexandria’s uniquely human scale, walkable community, authentic historical ambience, and vital synergy between the commercial and residential sectors.  Alexandria’s historic ambience and charm are the distinguishing characteristics at the core of the City’s appeal to potential visitors and future businesses alike.  This “brand” – consciously and judiciously nurtured by successive City governments in the eight decades since the 1929 Parkway Agreement – remains the City’s most valuable competitive asset over its neighboring jurisdictions.

Given the importance of this brand, and its value to the City generally, it is not surprising that the current Master Plan seeks to preserve and protect the character of Old Town.  Thus, the central Old Town policy states that:

Old Town is unique in that it maintains a very fine residential area in close proximity to the commercial establishments on King and Washington Streets.  While both the residential and the commercial areas are currently strong, there is a fragile balance which must be preserved if both are to remain strong and if the ambience of Old Town is to be preserved.  Further, the commercial areas contain a mix of activities which is unique within the metropolitan area, and that mix needs to be protected if the character of Old Town is to be preserved.  (Emphasis added.)

Similarly, the Plan summarizes that “the predominate use of the area is residential” and that “the plan proposes that the residential character of the neighborhood be maintained and protected from commercial encroachment.”

The OTCA has worked consistently to preserve and protect the unique character of Old Town.  When the Association was organized in 1951, its charter purpose was stated to be its interest in “preserving the historical and residential character of the old town of Alexandria, Virginia,” and that purpose has been central to its efforts ever since.  But while the Association has and will continue to work hard to deter commercial development of a scale which would threaten the character of Old Town, the Association and its members recognize and value the symbiotic relationship between the residents and a robust and vibrant retail and commercial environment along King and Washington Streets.  Indeed, for many members of the Association and other residents of Old Town, the proximity of unique retail and other commercial establishments, which serve the neighborhood as well as a broader demographic, is a key “quality of life” asset to living in Old Town.  

This facet of the Old Town Alexandria brand has been based in large measure on the range and variety of its unique specialty shops. Quite simply, King and Washington Streets have been a refreshing counterpoint to the homogeneity of regional shopping centers and strip mall chain stores.  In addition, small independently owned businesses are more advantageous to the community in that they tend to hire and spend money locally. They purchase goods and services in their community and revenues remain in the community.

In 1992, the Master Plan credibly stated that both the residential and commercial sectors in Old Town were “strong.”  Today, however, while the residential market remains strong, many of the small shops , both east and west of Washington Street face unprecedented challenges, both from the economic downturn and from changes in the marketplace, and several notable examples have been lost for good.

OTCA and its members also recognize that the parks and recreational amenities along the waterfront are an integral part of Old Town Alexandria’s character, and should be managed to provide an additional benefit to living, working in and visiting the City.

Today the City is preparing a new “Strategic Plan” (not part of the Master Plan but a policy document expressing the goals and aspirations of the current council), as well as a new “Waterfront Plan” which will be incorporated as an update to the Master Plan.  OTCA believes that, in order to be adopted and successful, these planning exercises must continue the City’s long established practice of consciously and judiciously nurturing the Old Town Alexandria brand, albeit in light of the changed economic and social realities of the 21st century.

Accordingly, OTCA endorses five key principles which must guide these planning processes:

1. The uniquely historical character and scale of Old Town (including the fragile balance between residential and commercial uses) must be preserved, in order to assure the continued value of the Old Town Alexandria brand as a competitive asset for the City.
2.  The retail and commercial businesses along King and Washington Streets need assistance to help address the complex and changing issues facing the downtown business environment. The City must implement a program of assistance which puts the traditional assets of downtown, such as its unique architecture and locally-owned businesses, to work as a catalyst for economic growth and development able to compete successfully in a chain merchant and mall dominated environment.  
3. As part of such a program, existing tools as authorized by state law, including local tax abatement (and also including new financial tools and authority from the General Assembly), and not merely regulatory reform, could be necessary to establish a true “business friendly” environment, foster economic success for the established small businesses along King and Washington Streets, and to help incubate new businesses which are complementary.  The Main Street Affiliate Program sponsored by the Virginia Department of Housing and Community Development might offer a useful model. 
4. The scale and permitted uses of infill development on the waterfront, including additional public park and recreation amenities, must complement and not compete with the traditional retail and commercial core along King and Washington Streets, and the associated traffic and parking impacts must not overwhelm the charm and stability of the surrounding residential neighborhoods.
5. Infill development opportunities in Old Town and on the waterfront are few and limited by the built environment as well as by the waterfront settlement agreements with the National Park Service, and can never reach the scale or ambition necessary to sustain a new retail/entertainment district such as National Harbor.  Other areas in the City are more likely appropriate in land area and high-volume transportation access for the success of such a district.  
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