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Urban Grapevine 
2015 DC Affordable Living Design Competition Narrative 
 
PLACE, EQUITY and BEAUTY 
The currently vacant site, previously developed as residential/mixed-use, is 
located in the Deanwood neighborhood of Northeast Washington DC (01 - Limits 
to Growth).  ‘Urban Grapevine’ pays homage to the neighborhood’s famous 
resident, Marvin Gaye, well known for his recording of “I Heard It Through the 
Grapevine” (1968). The site flanks the Marvin Gaye Park Trail, part of the Watts 
Branch Creek, Anacostia River Watershed.  
 
The centerpiece of the project, the seed of our Grapevine, is a large community 
garden and greenhouse accessible to all members of the neighborhood (16 
Universal Access to Nature and Place).  Our intent is that this seed would sprout 
into a community network of food gardens (02 Urban Agriculture) in an area that 
is currently a ‘food desert’.  
 
To meet Living Building Challenge goals, we began by calculating an optimal 
balance between user energy & water demands and occupant density.  That 
balance resulted in 10 units, with a maximum of 48 inhabitants.  Dwellings are 
clustered around two interior courtyards intended for recreation, relaxation, urban 
gardening and community gatherings (15 - Human Scaled and Humane Places).  
Plantings were selected to create a naturally balanced ecosystem; (09 - Biophilic 
Environment, 19 Beauty and Spirit) promoting beauty and tranquility while 
providing habitat for wildlife, food and livelihood for the community. Partnering 
with nearby schools and organizations , the community would teach students and 
neighbors about urban gardening. The community kitchen located inside the 
central greenhouse will be used for neighborhood cooking classes. 
 
Dwellings are limited to two stories, preserving the surrounding residential scale. 
Each dwelling has a generous porch that provides a space for socializing and 
playing as well as visual control of the street, gardens and courtyards, promoting 
safety and security. 
 
The project is close to 2 Metrobus lines (X9 & U8) and within easy walking 
distance (~1/2 mile) of the Capitol Heights Metrorail station.  There is secure 
covered storage for 20 bicycles (2 per dwelling) and six off-street parking spaces 
(1+ for every two dwellings) on site (04 Human Powered Living).  Two spaces will 
have electric vehicle charging stations.  The solar array for the project is sized to 
provide power for 50 miles of driving per week for two cars. Street parking will 
include spaces for a car-sharing program (ZipCar or Car2Go).   
 
Two units are ADA-compliant and all public and semi-private areas of the site will 
be wheelchair accessible. Eight units have a first floor bedroom and bathroom, 
promoting an ‘age in place’ lifestyle. 
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Development of the 0.31 hectare site can be offset by preserving 1 acre of 
undeveloped land through the Land Trust of Virginia, Maryland Environmental 
Trust or Nature Conservancy for a nominal fee ($1500-2000) (03 Habitat 
Exchange). 
 
Construction tours and an online blog will inform residents about goings-on at the 
community.  One residence will be reserved for an onsite caretaker (job for local 
resident),  trained to maintain the systems integral to the operation of the energy, 
water & waste aspects of the project (20 Inspiration and Education). 
 
As an Affordable Housing project being developed by the District Housing and 
Community Development (DHCD) Authority, its very nature IS an equitable 
investment offering “affordable living” residences to an underserved 
neighborhood (17 Equitable Investment). For this competition, it seems 
appropriate to approach the developer about becoming an ILFI Just 
organization.  The fees and expenses associated with the process would be 
donated by the developer as a condition for getting the project (18 Just 
Organizations). 
 
WATER 
Many design elements of Urban Grapevine are driven by the goal of providing all 
potable water needs using rainwater collected from roof surfaces (05 Net Positive 
Water).  Forty-eight residents, using just 20 gallons per day require a minimum 
rain collection area of 15,168 SF. Allowing a 20% margin in case of droughts, the 
building footprints are carefully balanced with the number of units/inhabitants the 
site can support. The butterfly roofs minimize the number of collection points 
from which water is conveyed to the community’s central water storage and 
filtration system, located in the community greenhouse (see boards).  
 
Because health regulations require sewer connections and prohibit use of 
rainwater for drinking and washing, the plumbing systems for the house are 
designed to be easily retrofitted from City water and sewage to rainwater supply 
tank, graywater drainage and composting toilets as regulatory reforms allow. 
 
ENERGY 
Urban Grapevine is designed to harness solar energy through both passive and 
active means.  All units are oriented for optimum passive solar heating and 
natural ventilation. Tight, well-insulated envelopes, efficient equipment and 
appliances make our energy density just 4.84 kWh/yr/sf and the 80 kW 
photovoltaic array provides 105% net-positive energy on-site (06 - Net-positive 
Energy). See boards for the system design. 
 
HEALTH & HAPPINESS 
The site design ensures that ALL units receive plenty of light and air. Large 
operable windows and open floor plans create opportunities for daylighting and 
natural cross-ventilation in every dwelling.  Green screens, covered porches and 
shade trees shelter south facing elevations during the hot summer months (07 
Civilized Environment). 
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All interior finishes have been selected to be no-VOC. Each dwelling is supplied 
with fresh air through an Energy Recovery Ventilator or directly from operable 
windows & doors.  The Owner’s Manual, provided with each dwelling, will include 
a list of approved cleaners. Walk off mats will be installed at each entry door. 
Smoking will be prohibited on-site. (08 Healthy Interior Environment) 
 
MATERIALS 
Materials have been selected to be renewable (including FSC certified wood) and 
non-toxic.  Many products are already on the Declare database and we have 
advocated for certification of others (10 Red List, 12 Responsible Industry) - see 
attached materials list and letters to manufacturers) Wherever possible, 
manufacturers located within 500 miles of the project site have beenselected (13 
Local Economy Sourcing).  
 
Materials and their assembly (see wall section) were selected to maximize 
durability and performance, as well as potential for disassembly, recycling and 
reuse.To minimize construction waste,standard material sizes and spans were 
employed. The foundation walls are factory built, virtually eliminating all waste 
from this phase of construction. Unused material will be donated to a local 
materials supplier, such as Community Forklift or Habitat Restore.  Compost bins 
will be located at the community greenhouse for residents’ use.  Companies, like 
Compost Crew, which offer weekly pickups of compostable trash, are already 
invested in nearby areas. Washington DC currently collects recyclables once per 
week along with trash pick up. (14 Net Positive Waste).  
 
The final materials selection will reflect a comprehensive Life Cycle Analysis 
(LCA) approach, including plans to recycle and reuse materials when these 
dwellings are one day deconstructed or renovated.  LCA using the Athena Impact 
Estimator will also be used to compute carbon offsets to be purchased through a 
qualified exchange (11 Embodied Carbon Footprint).	  


