
SUMMARY
This article focuses on the urban 
design and social equity challenges 
of a rapidly growing Washington, DC 
from the perspective of a Canadian 
planner working in the capital for 
the past eight years. Given the city’s 
spatial constraints and federally-
imposed height limitation, the article 
highlights discreet planning lessons 
from DC that could be applied to 
intensification of Canadian cities. 

RÉSUMÉ
Cet article se penche sur les 
défis de l’urbanisme et de l’équité 
sociale d’un Washington DC. en 
pleine expansion, compte tenu des 
contraintes spatiales de la ville et 
des limites de hauteur imposées par 
le gouvernement fédéral. En ciblant 
Washington, l’article propose deux 
leçons concrètes que l’on pourrait 
appliquer à la planification des villes 
canadiennes.

By Erkin Ozberk

Planning in DC

LESSONS FROM AMERICA’S  
MIDRISE CAPITAL: 

The view from the sixth-storey window 
of the District of Columbia (DC) Office 
of Planning is a flat skyline of squat 

buildings and lush tree canopy punctuated 
by the gleaming dome of the US Capitol 
amid clustered construction cranes. Soon 
a new apartment building will eclipse 
this view. One April day earlier this year, 
colleagues gathered in the office galley 
shared somber memories of Washington, DC, 
in the days following Martin Luther King Jr.’s  
assassination 50 years prior. The event 
“ignited an explosion of rioting, looting, 
and burning that stunned Washington and 

WINTER • HIVER 2018 | PLAN CANADA 23



would leave many neighbourhoods in ruins 
for 30 years.”1 Nearly unimaginable at that 
time, much of the development, amenities, 
and recent images of Washington as a hip 
world city have sprung up in those very 
neighbourhoods.

I have worked in the Washington, DC, 
area for more than eight years, mostly as a 
municipal planner endeavoring to broaden 
opportunities for mobility, housing, and 
economic development, while improving 
the urban experience of public spaces. 
While rooted in a growth management 
paradigm from my education and early 
planning experience in Ontario, every day 
I learn from my American coworkers and 
neighbours about the unique challenges of 
city building in the US. As DC quickly grows 
within its defined midrise character, I have 
reflected on some DC planning lessons for 
Canadian cities as they charge ahead into an 
urbanizing 21st century. 

DC AT GROUND LEVEL
DC holds a unique position as a hybrid city-
state district, lacking the constitutional status 
and federal representation of statehood. In 
fact, all DC Council legislation must be ratified 
by the federal government, i.e., Congress. As 
legal instruments, even DC’s Comprehensive 
Plan and Zoning Code, require Congressional 
approval after DC Council has voted on them. 
No state has this requirement. The irony is 
that the 700,000+ residents living within the 
District’s 177 square kilometers do not have 
Congressional representation (Senate or 
House of Representatives) in the US Capitol 
building at the center of our own city. Imagine 
if Ottawa were distinctly carved out from the 
province of Ontario, and had no Members of 
Parliament representing its citizens in the 
House of Commons. 

Washington, DC, is a planned city that was 
first laid out with grand intentions for George 
Washington by Pierre Charles L’Enfant in 

20th century downtown DC midrise offices. Newly built “Midtown Center” with open 
internal walkways crisscrossing ground floor 
and colourful, articulated façade.

Late 19th century rowhomes in Capitol Hill 
neighbourhood, with bay windows and entry 
stairs projecting into the “public parking” 
space in the right-of-way.

L Street NW contains a typical assortment 
of 20th century midrise buildings in DC’s 
commercial downtown.

Blagden Alley is activated with art and 
music as part of the DC Office of Planning’s 
“Crossing the Street” creative placemaking 
program (planning.dc.gov/page/creative-
placemaking). 

A Woonerf shared street concept was deployed at Phase 1 of The Wharf project in DC, 
completed in 2017.
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1791. DC’s growth and expansion were 
further stewarded by the McMillan Plan in 
1902. In the five decades following World War 
II, DC saw a declining population. Following 
the mass displacement prompted by urban 
renewal in the 1950s, the city was scarred by 
the aftermath of the 1968 riots. Then, in the 
1970s, Metrorail connected job-filled DC to 
its growing suburbs. 

Today, the District of Columbia is a 
growing city at the heart of a sprawling 
region that spans neighbouring states 
Maryland and Virginia. With a building 
height limit defined by the US Congress, 
DC’s built geometry is both horizontally 
and vertically defined. After decades of 
population loss, the city is quickly refilling 
with buildings and denizens, and continues 
to grow. Like other growing North American 
cities, DC now grapples with a housing 

affordability crisis, increasing socio-
economic inequality, underfunded transit 
infrastructure, and real challenges to 
ensure its environmental and economic 
resilience. Key questions around growth 
management and displacement frame 
current and future planning. 

DC is the continent’s midrise capital, 
with building heights capped at 130 feet 
(approximately 40 meters). The L’Enfant 
Plan, coupled with the congressionally 
mandated Height of Buildings Act of 1910, 

CHALLENGES AND BENEFITS OF MIDRISE
Towers increasingly define Canada’s growing 
big cities. In 2009, when Toronto was exploring 
policies for intensifying its long mixed-use 
avenues, it wrestled with the challenges of 

applying a preferred midrise typology that 
potentially undermined associated community 
benefits extracted through Ontario’s Section 37 
density bonusing program. At the time, I was a 
York University grad student in an urban design 
studio focusing on midrise avenues and my 
work relied heavily on DC as precedent.

With a building height limit defined by the 
US Congress, DC’s built geometry is both 
horizontally and vertically defined.
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produced an urban character unique 
in North America. Walking down leafy 
streets lined with grand old residences 
that house embassies and non-profits, the 
experience feels charmingly European. 
But DC’s growing downtown has long been 
a monotony of 12-storey grey and beige 
buildings that have maxed out their envelope 
like a series of skycrapers lying down. 

Ottawa’s downtown is similarly a clump of 
dense functional offices and hotels. Taking 
cues from Vancouver’s view cones policy, 
Ottawa’s current approach is experiential, 
protecting 23 views of key national symbols 
in the city. Since the 1960s, developers have 
challenged Ottawa’s height limits, most 
recently with a series of planned towers rising 
up to 65 stories at the Bayview LRT Station.

cubic foot at the expense of architectural 
form. It is considered a contributing factor 
in DC’s quickly escalating housing costs and 
displacement of longtime residents, and limits 
the property tax base in a city already replete 
with government buildings. On the other 
hand, DC has virtually no surface parking 
lots, plentiful public access to sun and sky, a 
high non-auto mode share, and a tendency to 
retain and refurbish existing buildings, while 
maintaining a population density on par with 
that of tower-filled Toronto. 

With a limited planning policy framework 
beyond the city’s many historic districts, 
a pair of tools helped shape DC’s urban 
character for over a century, tools  
which offer lessons for applying midrise  
typologies in Canadian cities: (1) public  
space regulations for what is known as the 
“public parking” area along streets2 and  
(2) regulations for building projections 

Taking cues from Vancouver’s view cones 
policy, Ottawa’s current approach is 
experiential, protecting 23 views of key 
national symbols in the city.

To protect views of the Peace Tower, 
Ottawa too had a building height restriction 
in its downtown capped at 49.5 metres until 
1973. Though a few stories taller than DC, 

DC’s relatively lower height limit is a 
double-edged sword. On one hand, the height 
limit has arguably contributed to the large 
floorplate buildings that can maximize the 
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into the public right-of-way. The parking 
regulations were put in place to provide 
greenery along roadways, while projection 
regulations enable architectural variation 
that engages with the parking area, through 
articulation of building form, with porches, 
balconies, and bay windows. 

For an older East-coast city, DC’s streets 
are unusually wide, especially downtown. 
Meanwhile, there is no central network of 
cozy colonial streets like in Philadelphia’s 
Old City or Montréal’s Vieux Port. Much 
has been done to enliven DC’s grand 
avenues, with café seating permitted in 
public space exploding in the last 10 years. 
In parallel, there is a growing interest 
from city planners and the development 
community to activate and utilize DC’s 
remaining downtown public alleys3 (many 
were abandoned to private property in 
past decades). Woonerf-style shared 
streets are starting to appear in large site 
developments, such as The Wharf project on 
the waterfront. Some ground floors of large 
modern office buildings are being bisected 
with open outdoor walkways. These recent 
design interventions are providing more 
intimate, human-scaled urban experiences 
across the city. 

Perhaps most uniquely, DC’s values and 
needs are being codified through zoning 
and not solely extracted through density 
bonusing, where discretionary development 
has a hard ceiling and is increasingly 
vulnerable to lengthy legal appeals. Most 
notably, the city’s inclusionary zoning 
provisions require 8-10% of subsidized 
affordable housing units in all new 
construction of 10 units or more. Recent 
zoning changes have facilitated additional 
housing through accessory dwellings 
in single-family zones. Another zoning 
tweak now favours conversions of single 
unit rowhouses to two larger units over 
conversions to smaller multi-unit condos 
This shift is intended to maintain and 
expand the inventory of larger homes 
more suitable for families. As dense 
Canadian cities continue to intensify while 
trying to retain a high quality of urban life, 
they might also consider more explicitly 
codifying their priorities.

A MORE EQUITABLE PATH FORWARD
American cities, and the social and public 
life that they foster, have traditionally been 
more segregated by race and class than 

Canadian cities. Growing and attractive cities 
in Canada, like those in the US and Europe, 
are increasingly magnets for global capital 
and an elite workforce. The widening income 
polarization and the socio-spatial restructuring 
of Canada’s big cities is being well documented 
by David Hulchanski and others.4 As Canada’s 
cities continue to grow, they might look toward 
America’s more progressive municipalities 
working actively to address equity and 
affordability in their plans and policy. 

Erkin Ozberk is a Senior Neighborhood 
Planner at the DC Office of Planning and a 
member of the American Institute of Certified 
Planners (AICP). He is on twitter @krebzo and 
can be reached at erkin.ozberk@dc.gov.

ENDNOTES
1 The Four Days in 1968 that Reshaped D.C. 

Washington Post. March 27, 2018. https://
www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/2018/
local/dc-riots-1968/

DC is North America’s model for  
high-density midrise urbanism supported  
by an increasingly active ground level  
that prioritizes pedestrian connectivity  
and social interaction. 

In DC, intentional investments are 
being made in workforce development, 
schools and libraries, small business, local 
culture, and affordable housing. Nuanced 
changes to buildings, public spaces, and 
the relationships between the two, are 
articulations of DC’s limited capacity for 
continued growth downtown and in desirable 
neighbourhoods. DC is North America’s 
model for high-density midrise urbanism 
supported by an increasingly active ground 
level that prioritizes pedestrian connectivity 
and social interaction. ¢

2 The term “parking” applied to vehicles has 
its etymological roots in DC’s regulation 
which was originally a linear greenspace 
for trees along roads, later replaced with 
space for horses and cars. See: Michele 
Richmond, “The Etymology of Parking,” 
Arnoldia (2015).

3 Dan Reed, “Even DC’s Alleys are Thriving,” 
Washingtonian, March 9, 2017.

4 ”Neighbourhood Change 
Research Partnership,” http://
neighbourhoodchange.ca
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