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8787 Georgia Avenue

Silver Spring, MD 20910-3760

Re: Zoning Application No. G-829

Dear Mr. Janousek,

We would like to thank you for meeting with us to discuss our concerns regarding the application by the Koh family for a zoning change from the RE 2 zone to the Country Inn Zone for their property at 12219 River Road in Potomac.  We have reviewed the proposal, toured the property with the Koh family, who showed us every hospitality, and, after much deliberation, have come to the difficult conclusion that we must ask that the Planning Board deny the application.  Our reasons are as follows.

The application does not comply with the intent of the Zone.  The Country Inn Zone was created to help existing older restaurants in the county, established prior to Zoning Ordinances being enacted and located in residential zones, by placing them in their own zone with a restaurant as the anchor which they could use to upgrade or expand without having to do so in a residential zone and provide a meaningful review process through the requirement for a development plan that must be approved in detail along with the zoning change.  Two of the first examples with which we are familiar are the Comus Inn up-county and Normandy Farm in our own community, both of which are establishments of considerable quality and stature.  The current application has only the slimmest framework to inform either the community or the Planning Board and Council of the kind and quality of restaurant intended to occupy the site and which has more commercial space than dining space.

The zoning ordinance clearly states that the allowed commercial uses must be ancillary to the restaurant. The completed project does not meet this requirement.  It  will contain 8,000 sq. ft of commercial space for such uses as an art gallery and antique store.  The dining area will contain substantially less square footage, 6,715  sq. ft: - a restaurant of 2,915 sq. ft and a  banquet hall of 3,800 sq. ft. ( Further, a banquet hall  is not of  the same character as a country inn/ restaurant. We believe that it should be considered as a commercial or ancillary use making even smaller the total square footage being used for a country inn.)

We also have serious concerns as to the adequacy of the number of parking spaces.  The Code requires 25 parking spaces per 1,000 sq. ft of dining area. The dining use alone would appear to require more parking spaces than the number being provided for all uses.  Insufficient parking spaces could well result in cars parking along  the side of River Road and  in other  inappropriate and environmentally  detrimental areas. We ask the Board to deny the application based on this failure of the development plan to clearly identify the type and quality of restaurant which will be on this site, the ratio of commercial to restaurant space, and the lack of sufficient parking.

Finally, the Development Plan is flawed.  We would submit that the development plan in this case is flawed because of the phasing of the project. How can the Planning Board and the Council judge the merits of a plan which may never be completed?  We are asked to change the zoning based on a plan which relies on some level of success in phase I to move on to phase II at some indefinite time in the future.  This is not a plan which provides the community or the Board and Council with a known quantity and which, by its very nature, cannot provide any level of assurance that it will be completed as planned.  We believe that by requiring approval of a development plan the Council intended that communities would know what they would get and that decision making on the fundamental step of changing the existing zoning would be based on sound planning, not on nebulous plans which may or may not come to pass.  

On the other hand, we support the environmental work which the applicants have agreed to undertake if this proposal is approved.  The site is in sad condition through the negligence of a previous owner and the applicants willingness to do what is necessary to remedy this is exemplary.  We support the environmentally friendly design of the parking and the landscaping plan.  We support the efforts to improve the slope leading to the Watts Branch.  Planning staff has clearly worked hard to improve this site and the applicant has shown a willingness to make the necessary improvements.

This is clearly a proposal which has both positive and negative sides.   It is only after much deliberation that we have come to the conclusion that  the negatives outweigh the positives and therefore we cannot support this proposal.

Sincerely,

George A. Barnes

Zoning Chair    

