
 

City of Alexandria, Virginia 
  

 

MEMORANDUM 
 

 

 

DATE:  MAY 16, 2012 

 

TO:  CHAIRMAN AND MEMBERS OF THE  

  OHAD BOARD OF ARCHITECTURAL REVIEW 

    

FROM: AL COX, FAIA, HISTORIC PRESERVATION MANAGER 

   

SUBJECT: 711 PRINCESS STREET, BAR CASE #2011-0073  

  
 

At the April 18, 2012 hearing the Board deferred the waiver of rooftop HVAC screening for this 

building and requested that the applicant return with a proposal for appropriate screening.  The Board 

noted that the existing rooftop HVAC units were rusted and unsightly and believed that a waiver of the 

screening requirement was not appropriate in this particular case, since the units were clearly visible 

from two public streets. 

 

After the Board’s deferral, Staff discussed options for screening with the applicant.  On the rear of the 

building adjacent to the package unit is a second-story porch with simple wood balustrade.  The 

applicant has proposed a similar balustrade around the rooftop HVAC units using a composite picket 

railing.  The proposed railing will screen the three existing HVAC units above the greenhouse, as well 

as the proposed replacement package unit and associated ductwork on the one-story addition. 

 

ANALYSIS 

Staff supports the proposed railing around the rooftop HVAC units and finds that it will effectively 

screen both the existing and replacement units.  As mentioned in the previous report, if this application 

were for new units, Staff would recommend that they be located on the ground.  However, the request is 

before the BAR is simply to replace an existing package unit and relocation of the associated ductwork 

on the interior of the building to relocate the package unit would be a significant disruption to the 

business.  Staff, nevertheless, finds the rusted ductwork to be particularly unsightly, as it draws one’s 

attention away from the very handsome historic building, and recommends that it either be painted or 

replaced as part of the project.  Staff believes that painting all the units and ductwork to match the 

adjacent wall and installing a simple balustrade immediately in front of the units will serve as effective 

screening and unify this jumble of mechanical equipment while still allowing the necessary air 

circulation.  

 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION, MAY 16, 2012: Staff recommends approval of the application with 

the condition that the new unit and associated ductwork be painted to match the adjacent wall surface 

and that the proposed composite railing be paintable, millable and solid-through-the core. 

 

ATTACHMENTS 

1 – Updated Supporting Materials 

2 – Previous Staff Report for BAR2012-00073 with original application materials 
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        Docket Item # 3 

BAR CASE # 2012-0073 

         

        BAR Meeting 

        April 18, 2012 

 

 

ISSUE:   Waiver of HVAC Rooftop Screening Requirement 

 

APPLICANT:  Rogers Creek LLC 

 

LOCATION:  711 Princess Street 

 

ZONE:   CD / Commercial and RM / Residential   

_____________________________________________________________________________ 

BOARD ACTION, April 18, 2012: Deferred for further study, 7-0. 

 

SPEAKERS 

The applicant was not in attendance. 

 

BOARD DISCUSSION 

Mr. Smeallie stated that the existing condition of the rusty ductwork for the rooftop HVAC was 

awful and that this was an opportunity to explore other options, possibly to move the units to the 

ground.  He requested more information on the screening material and design. 

 

Mr. Neale noted that the units will require sufficient clearance in considering the location of the 

screening.  He agreed that it was unsightly and requested that the proposed screening return to 

the Board. 

 

Mr. Smeallie, seconded by Mr. Carlin, made a motion to defer the application with a request for 

additional information on the design of the rooftop HVAC screening.  The vote on the motion 

was 7-0. 

 

REASON 

The Board found the existing rooftop equipment to be unsightly and noted that this was a very 

important freestanding early 19
th

-century building.   

 

 

STAFF RECOMMENDATION, April 18, 2012: Staff recommends denial of the waiver of 

rooftop screening and approval to replace the HVAC package unit with the condition that the 

new unit and associated ductwork, as well as the existing HVAC condenser units, be painted to 

match the adjacent wall and that a simple metal railing be installed to serve as screening, with 

final approval by Staff. 
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**EXPIRATION OF APPROVALS NOTE: In accordance with Sections 10-106(B) and 10-206(B) of the Zoning 

Ordinance, any official Board of Architectural Review approval will expire 12 months from the date of issuance if 

the work is not commenced and diligently and substantially pursued by the end of that 12-month period. 

 

**BUILDING PERMIT NOTE: Most projects approved by the Board of Architectural Review require the issuance 

of one or more construction permits by Building and Fire Code Administration (including signs).  The applicant is 

responsible for obtaining all necessary construction permits after receiving Board of Architectural Review approval.  

Contact Code Administration, Room 4200, City Hall, 703-838-4360 for further information.  
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I.  ISSUE: 

The applicant is requesting approval to install rooftop HVAC equipment on a one-story rear 

addition and a waiver of the rooftop HVAC screening requirement.  The proposed unit replaces a 

package unit with sizeable exterior ductwork connecting to interior ductwork.  The existing 

rusting ductwork will remain.  The replacement unit will measure approximately 5.25 feet in 

depth, 9.6 feet in width and 2.5 feet in height, similar in size to the existing unit.  The unit is 

plainly visible from both Princess and North Columbus streets. 

 

The proposed package HVAC unit will replace an existing unscreened unit for which Staff was 

unable to locate any BAR approvals.   

 

II.  HISTORY: 

According to Ethelyn Cox in Historic Alexandria: Street by Street, the freestanding brick house 

located at 711 Princess Street dates to 1797-1799 and was built by John F. Smith.  In 1853, it 

was bought by Captain William Boothe, an Alexandria business leader, who doubled the size of 

the house.  Gardner L. Boothe and his wife “restored” the house in 1913-1914, enhancing its 

symmetry and federal appearance.  Their son, Armistead Boothe, a prominent lawyer and state 

senator had his law offices in the building for many years.   

 

The 1891 Sanborn Fire Insurance Map shows a one-story addition in this place but there was a 

two-story addition in the same location from 1896 to 1921, according to Sanborn Fire Insurance 

Maps.  By 1921, the addition was again one-story according to the 1921 Sanborn Fire Insurance 

Map.  Therefore, it is likely that elements of this one-story addition date from the 19
th

-century 

though substantial alterations have been done over time. 

 

In 1960, the Board approved alterations at this property (April 13, 1960).  Again in 1985, the 

Board made an approval at this property although no minutes exist in the City archive from much 

of 1985 (BAR 85-231).  It is possible that one of these two approvals was for a one-story side 

greenhouse addition, located on the west side of the property.  In 2004, the Board approved after-

the-fact replacement of a historic fence on the property (BAR 2004-0135).  City records since 

1991 also indicate approval of at least nine mechanical permits—some for interior work only 

(such as replacement a boiler) and some for installation of new or replacement units, noted as not 

visible from the public right-of-way. 
 

III.  ANALYSIS: 

Section 6-403(B)(1) of the Zoning Ordinance requires the architectural screening of rooftop 

mechanical appurtenances throughout the City.  However, the BAR “having jurisdiction of the 

matter may, after public hearing, waive or modify the screening requirement of Section 6-

403(B)(1) if the board finds such requirement to be architecturally inappropriate.”  

 

Following archival research for this application, and discussion with the property owner, it is 

apparent that it is unlikely that the existing package unit was ever approved by the Board.  The 

existing unit will be replaced in the same location as the existing and is located above a one-

story element toward the rear of the west side.  There are also several split system HVAC 

condenser units located on the same rooftop which are also visible.  The property on which the 

house is located is relatively large and there are potential areas where units could be ground-

mounted.  However, moving the package unit and duct work as well as multiple HVAC 
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condenser units would be a sizeable project well beyond simple replacement and would likely 

require an extensive reconfiguration of duct work which may be more difficult to disguise than 

the proposed package unit itself.   

 

The Design Guidelines note that “HVAC equipment should be located in a visually 

inconspicuous area of a building” and “rooftop HVAC equipment is generally discouraged on 

small scale structures and the front roofs of building because they create visual disruption of the 

historic streetscape and are difficult to screen effectively.”  In many instances, the screening of 

HVAC rooftop equipment is more visually obtrusive than the unit itself.  Although these units 

are plainly visible from two public streets, Staff notes that they are located toward the rear of the 

property and not overly obtrusive since they are on a one-story portion, rather than on the main 

roof.  Therefore, a solid screen is not necessary and Staff believes that painting all the units and 

ductwork to match the adjacent wall and installing a simple open metal railing on the one-story 

section immediately in front of the units will serve as effective screening and unify this jumble of 

mechanical equipment while still allowing the necessary air circulation.  If this application were 

for new units, Staff would recommend that they be located on the ground as there is substantial 

room on this property.  Staff does find the rusted ductwork to be particularly unsightly and that it 

draws one’s attention away from the historic building and recommends that it either be painted 

or replaced as part of the project.  

  

Staff recommends denial of the waiver of rooftop screening and approval to replace the package 

unit with the condition that the new unit and associated ductwork, as well as the existing HVAC 

condenser units, be painted to match the adjacent wall and that a simple metal railing be installed 

on the rooftop to serve as screening, with final approval by Staff. 

 

STAFF: 

Catherine Miliaras, Historic Preservation Planner, Planning & Zoning 

Al Cox, FAIA, Historic Preservation Manager, Planning & Zoning 

 

 

 

IV. CITY DEPARTMENT COMMENTS  

Legend: C - code requirement R - recommendation S - suggestion F- finding 

 

Code Administration 

F-1  The review by Code Administration is a preliminary review only.  Once the applicant has 

filed for a building permit, code requirements will be based upon the building permit 

plans.   If there are any questions, the applicant may contact Ken Granata, Acting Plan 

Review Supervisor at ken.granata@alexandriava.gov or 703-746-4193.  

 

C-1 Building, and trades permits are required for this project. Five sets of construction 

documents that fully detail the construction as well as any changes that might be made to 

structural, mechanical and electrical systems shall accompany the permit application(s).   

 

C-2 New construction must comply with the current edition of the Uniform Statewide 

Building Code (USBC). 
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C-3 Any proposed future alterations to the existing structure must comply with the current 

edition of the Uniform Statewide Building Code (USBC). 

 

C-4 Rooftop anchorage/installation details must be submitted. 

 

C-5 Structural calculations are required to verify the ability of the existing roof to support the 

additional weight of the new unit. 

 

C-6 Guardrail structural design and construction must comply with USBC. 

 

C-7 Where appliances are located < 10' from a roof edge or open side with a drop ^[> 24", 

guards shall be provided (USBC 2801.1) 

 

C-8 Electrical wiring methods and other electrical requirements shall comply with NFPA 70, 

2008. 
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V. IMAGES 

 

Figure 1. Plat of subject property showing location of HVAC units. 
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Figure 2. Front (south) and side (west) elevation of 711 Princess Street. 

 

 
Figure 3. Subject units at rear of west elevation. 
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Figure 4. View from North Columbus Street. 

 

 

 

VI. ATTACHMENTS 

1 – Supporting Materials  

2 – Application BAR2012-00073 at 711 Princess St 
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