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Universities’ growth
requires city scrutiny

Across Northwest D.C., neigh-
borhoods are being threatened by
ambitious expansion plans of uni-
versities seeking to do to us what
George Washington University did
to Foggy Bottom through its
makeover of a residential commu-
nity into part of its campus.

Through our D.C. Council
members and advisory neighbor-
hood commissioners, we have been
raising questions and offering alter-
natives. We hope the Zoning
Commission will take seriously the
almost universal community oppo-
sition. But the issues raised go well
beyond those the Zoning
Commission was designed to over-
see.

Universities in the District have
increasingly assumed the role of
big businesses, seeing commercial

property management as an impor-
tant institutional revenue source
while using the properties as exten-
sions of their campuses (as “off-
campus” student food courts, for
example). Meanwhile, the universi-
ties ignore the possible benefits to
their students and other communi-
ties by refusing to consider satellite
campuses elsewhere in the District.

Plans filed this year by
Georgetown University and
American University are unprece-
dented in their disregard for com-
munity input and their potential
impact on neighborhoods. In
response, communities have had to
take on disproportionate responsi-
bilities for fighting these plans to
protect the future of our invest-
ments in the city and the quality of
life in our neighborhoods. 

As it now stands, the Zoning
Commission tends to support uni-
versity expansion as a matter of
encouraging development. But the
issues raised by the new form of
university business expansion go
well beyond what the current zon-

ing process foresaw. A proper
response requires a holistic
approach that only the mayor and
council can provide. It is time for
our leaders to bring current law and
policy into line with the universi-
ties’ modern business practices.

A first step would be for the
mayor and council to support the
necessary changes in the law and
regulations — including those gov-
erning the Zoning Commission’s
consideration of campus plans —
so the District government and citi-
zens can take into account the full
range of issues raised by the
increasing activities of universities
acting as businesses. Among the
most pressing issues are District tax
exemptions, use of District financ-
ing for expansion and inclusion of
commercially zoned properties in
campus plans. Changes should
encourage coordination with neigh-
borhoods and creation of satellite
campuses to better serve the entire
District.

Gerard M. Gallucci
Wesley Heights
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The recent Advisory Neighborhood Commission
2B report on the West Dupont liquor license
moratorium refers to “one bad actor” that

opened near the intersection of 22nd and P streets
more than four years ago. 

Before the opening, the owners had said that the
220-seat Marrakesh Palace Pasha Lounge (formerly
Mr. P’s) would be an upscale restaurant. That proved
to be a Trojan horse for the nightclub that they also
opened on the upper floors under the same tavern
license. They cordoned off the public space in front
that had been approved for a sidewalk cafe and used it
as the nightclub entrance. Metropolitan Police
Department officials say that the West Dupont neigh-
borhood wasn’t even a blip on their radar until then.

The owners have not complied with the terms of
their liquor license and D.C. ordinances. They did not
provide the required public notice of changes to the
facade, the square footage and the name (now the
Argana Lounge). The noise is unbearable for many of
the 350 residents of the buildings next door and across
the street. Unlicensed valet parking adds to the traf fic
and noise and blocks fire lanes.

The nightclub attracts crowds responsible for untold
emergencies, even gunplay. The number of assaults
and assaults with deadly weapons almost tripled in the
P Street area between 2006 and 2009, from 14 to 40. 

In April 2009, a 23-year-old patron was clubbed in
the forehead with a bottle and stabbed repeatedly in the
scalp. The police department paid him $1,800 from its
crime-victims compensation fund. But the Alcoholic
Beverage Control Board took no action. 

In November 2010, a 19-year-old female struck a
fellow Montgomery College student on the dance
floor, and two other women began hitting her after she
fell. Yet another fight broke out as the police depart-
ment’s watch commander took her report. Because the
victim declined to press charges against her assailant,
the Alcoholic Beverage Regulation Administration’s

“investigative history” does not reflect that assault.
The alcohol board learns of such incidents mainly

from its investigators. Alcohol administration director
Fred Moosally’s response to our complaints has been,
“We’ll investigate.” But there has been no follow-up,
as the D.C. Code requires, and the problems persist.

Fifty-six owners and tenants of the Dupont West
condominium, who live next door to the establishment,
opposed renewal of its alcoholic beverage license.
Ward 2 Council member Jack Evans and Advisory
Neighborhood Commission 2B also protested.

The alcohol board has sole authority to issue,
renew, suspend and revoke liquor licenses. District law
requires that it consider the effect of an establishment
on the neighborhood’s peace, order and quiet; residen-
tial parking; vehicular and pedestrian safety; and prop-
erty values. The board must also consider the
licensee’s record of compliance.

The board deliberates cases behind closed doors —
where, under chair Charles Brodsky, its critics main-
tain, it favors business over residents’ interests and
ignores the law, zoning and public space ordinances,
and even its own precedents. 

Rather than chance that the board would maintain
its hands-off stance, we negotiated a new voluntary
agreement. Besides, our objectives in protesting the
application were to restore public safety, reduce the
noise and ensure the approved uses of public space —
not to shut the business down. To date, however, the
owners have not agreed to our terms.

The neighborhood commission’s moratorium com-
mittee report suggests that voluntary agreements and
the protest process address troublesome establishments
adequately. Clearly, that has not been our experience.
The voluntary agreement that we proposed would
close some loopholes, but, absent diligent enforcement
by District officials, it alone would not restore peace,
order and quiet. Because our group’s standing in this
matter basically has come to an end, we have virtually
no voice until the license comes up for renewal again
in another three years.

The authors — Brian Fu, Ernie Greene, John
Hammond, Rick Schreiber, Judy Snyder and Jerry
Sullivan — led the Dupont West protest group.
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