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Good afternoon. My name is Cody Rice. I am an Advisory Neighborhood Commissioner in ANC 6A and chair of our Economic Development and Zoning Committee. I have been asked by our ANC to testify at this hearing in support of investment in our neighborhood commercial corridor: H Street NE. This testimony is provided in the context of the Mayor’s proposal for a “Great Streets Initiative” in the FY06 Budget Request.

H Street NE runs from North Capitol Street behind Union Station to 17th Street NE just beyond Hechinger Mall. This corridor is about one-and-a-half miles long with a mixture of small commercial establishments, a few national chain stores, some government buildings, churches, and entirely too much vacant land, abandoned buildings, parking lots, and underutilized upper floors. 

Over the past few years, we have been working together with residents, neighborhood associations, business owners, and city agencies to develop a planning vision for H Street NE. This effort has benefited from the leadership of the Office of Planning and the Department of Transportation, and we would like to thank these agencies for spearheading this collaborative and successful effort. As a result, we now have the H Street NE Strategic Development Plan (which was adopted by Council as a Small Area Plan in February 2004) and the H Street NE Corridor Transportation Study.

Now that we have these plans in hand, we are looking to the leadership of the District—the Mayor and Council—to step up to the plate and make the investments necessary to put these plans into action. I’d like to highlight six promising investment areas that could really make a difference on H Street NE:

1.  Streetscape and Transportation Infrastructure Improvements: The Transportation Study for H Street identifies approximately $28 million in improvements to transform the current commuter raceway into a pedestrian- and transit-friendly corridor. These improvements include repairs to sidewalks, crosswalks, and tree boxes; replacing cobra-head lights that primarily light the road with streetlights that actually illuminate the sidewalk; re-alignment of traffic lanes for quicker trips on public transportation; addition of bulb-outs for easier street-crossing and transit boarding; and public space improvements at the eastern and western ends of the corridor to welcome residents, shoppers, and theater-goers to H Street. We are also very excited about the return of streetcars to H Street and the rest of the city in the next few years.

2.  Support to Establish a Business Improvement District: The Strategic Development Plan recommends incorporating H Street as a subBID of the existing Capitol Hill BID. Although H Street should maintain its own cultural and brand identity, extension of the Capitol Hill BID would bring enhanced security and maintenance, street and sidewalk cleaning, streetscape improvements, marketing services, and employment opportunities. Participation in a BID would also help owners of businesses and property feel more invested in the street and public space just outside their doors.

3.  Incentives for Preservation and Adaptive Re-Use of Older Buildings: One of the challenges and opportunities of H Street is that many of the buildings date from the late 19th and early 20th century. These buildings are sometimes small or long and narrow with limited parking, but they are ideal for locally-owned small retail businesses if the city can help bring them up to code and help reverse years of disinvestment. With proper incentives, these buildings also provide important opportunities for affordable housing on upper floors along the length of the corridor. We need incentives and seed funding to restore these buildings because they give H Street so much character and visual interest.

4.  Façade and Sign Improvement: It has been exciting to see the new “expressive signs” go up along H Street at businesses like R&B Coffee, Parks Hardware, and Smokey’s Barbershop. Just this past Saturday, the grand sign of the Atlas Performing Arts Center was re-lit for the first time in decades. Signs and façades create the public face of a business and are an important marketing and advertising tool for retailers. They also help create a personality for the corridor that is distinct, interesting, and appealing. Funding for projects like this is a vital piece of more comprehensive efforts to provide marketing assistance, business development, and education in successful retailing by the city.

5.  R.L. Christian Library: ANC 6A has been a strong proponent of improvements to the R.L. Christian Library in the H Street Arts and Entertainment District. Current conceptual plans by NCRC to upgrade the facility from a kiosk to a multi-use building with library, retail, and affordable housing seem promising, and we will be discussing them further this summer. We should note that the city’s financial participation in library upgrades and operation may be required to complete the project.
6.  Public Safety: A key component of H Street revitalization is public safety. H Street has a way to go before residents will feel safe at any time of the day or night. Although more residents and more businesses along the corridor will help improve safety conditions by putting eyes on the street, the city could assist with a more visible presence by the Metropolitan Police Department along the corridor.
In closing, I would encourage you to think about funding these H Street plans not just as expenditure, but as investment. By making H Street a more appealing corridor, these investments will pay off with new residents, more property and sales tax revenue, safer streets, and most importantly, an enhanced quality of life for the residents of the District of Columbia. This investment will be guided by two very detailed and well-considered plans, will be monitored by our very active ANC, and will be welcomed by the residents we represent.

This concludes the testimony from ANC 6A. Thank you for this opportunity.
