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PROJECT SUMMARY 
The Smithsonian Institution (SI) has submitted a proposal related to the previously approved 
Central Parking Facility (CPF) at the National Zoological Park (NZP) in Northwest Washington, 
DC. SI is requesting an increase in the number of parking spaces for the structured parking garage 
previously approved by the Commission in the 2008 master plan.  SI is also seeking comments on 
the garage massing/design to inform its request for proposal process. Upon selection of a 
consultant, the SI will submit a concept design for the facility in 2018.   
 
The CPF was originally proposed as an effort to consolidate surface parking and expand parking 
capacity in the facility’s 2008 master plan. It would be constructed at the northeastern edge of the 
facility—above the General Services Building and Parking Lot C adjacent to the Beach Drive 
portion of Rock Creek Park. The applicant is requesting approval of 1,285 spaces for the garage, 
which is 166 more visitor spaces than the 2008 master plan proposal. The number of employee 
and volunteer parking spaces remains the same as the 2008 master plan. 

 
SI is also seeking comments on a high-level massing concept and viewshed analysis for the 
proposed CPF based on 1,285 spaces. The applicant has noted that they are in the procurement 
phase to establish a public-private partnership (P3) for the design, construction, operation, and 
maintenance of the facility. They have indicated that Commission comments on this concept 
massing will be used to inform the selection process and eventual design alternatives. SI plans to 
work with the selected P3 team to further develop feasible design options, which will be submitted 
to the Commission for a future concept review. Close coordination between SI, the National Park 
Service (NPS), and NCPC is anticipated as the process continues. 
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KEY INFORMATION 
Increase in Visitor Parking Spaces 

• The SI requested 1,454 parking spaces for visitors and 166 parking spaces for 
employees/volunteers in its 2008 master plan submission. 

• NCPC denied 300 visitor spaces and 35 employee/volunteer spaces at that time, citing a 
lack of adequate traffic analysis. The Commission approved 1,019 parking spaces for 
visitors and 166 spaces for employees/volunteers. 

• To address the Commission’s disapproval of 335 spaces in 2008, SI has conducted a 
comprehensive traffic analysis that evaluates the impact of 166 additional vehicles on 
adjacent roadways. DDOT has reviewed this analysis, and has found that the proposed 
mitigation would sufficiently address any impacts to the transportation network. 

• SI is now asking for an increase of 166 visitor parking spaces. They are not changing the 
number of spaces for employees/volunteers from what the Commission approved in 2008. 
These spaces meet the NCPC parking ratio goal of 1:4.  

• While the Commission’s 2008 disapproval of 335 spaces was solely based on lack of 
sufficient traffic analysis, staff believes that, nine years later, the need and rationale for 
additional parking spaces should be evaluated based on new trends in visitor and 
transportation data. 

• The NZP is unique among federal facilities in Washington because it serves as a regional 
family attraction and is surrounded by a residential neighborhood and sensitive natural 
habitat in Rock Creek Park.  

• The typical visitor is a family with young children (61% of visitor groups include children), 
and unlike other SI facilities in Washington, there are limited public/shared parking areas 
nearby. The nearest Metrorail station, Woodley Park-Zoo Metro Station, is a half-mile walk 
to the zoo entrance. In addition, the Olmsted Walk is as an approximately one-mile walk 
at a steep incline through the zoo itself.  

• Neither NCPC nor the District Department of Transportation (DDOT) has policies that 
provide parking guidance in this unique context; therefore, the project must be individually 
evaluated considering available data and the neighborhood setting. Accordingly, staff 
analysis is based on data related to visitation trends, mode split, and trip origin. 

• SI has based its proposal and accompanying parking supply analysis on the assumption 
that visitation would increase to 3.5 million annual visitors by 2027-2032, as described in 
the 2008 master plan. NCPC staff believes that this assumption is still valid given visitation 
trends and population forecasts for the region. 

• NCPC staff believes that recent shifts from automobile usage (from 65% in 2007 to 53% 
in 2015) indicate a commitment by the SI to reduce parking demand to the extent 
practicable—considering the typical visitor profile of families with children. 

• SI staff has indicated that the NZP is unique in its regional draw, noting that many visitors 
are taking day-trips to the city and need to park their vehicle to visit the zoo. 
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Garage Design and Massing 

• The CPF would be constructed above the General Services Building and existing Parking 
Lot C, which are built into the hillside at northeastern edge of the zoo along the North 
Road. 

• There are significant topographic shifts in this area of the zoo, with the proposed CPF 
location steeply sloping down to the immediately adjacent Rock Creek stream valley. 

• Much of the stream valley is administered by the NPS as part of Rock Creek Park, and is 
maintained in a natural state—with dense vegetation that largely screens views from Beach 
Drive to the adjacent zoo and neighborhood. 

• This proposal is highly conceptual at this point in the process. SI has not verified that the 
proposed massing can be structurally supported on top of the General Services Building, 
but has conducted studies that indicate that, in general, a garage of this size could be 
accommodated at this site. 

• Commission comments will be used to inform the selection of a P3 team that will develop 
a more detailed proposal for the future garage (15% concept design), which will then come 
back to NCPC for a second concept review. 

• The approximately 118,000 square-foot, six-level parking facility would provide a 
pedestrian bridge connection over North Road to the zoo’s Olmsted Walk. 

• The 166 spaces that require NCPC approval would only marginally increase the size of the 
garage relative to the original design. 

• Viewshed analyses indicate that the massing of this larger garage could be effectively 
screened to minimize visual intrusion from Olmsted Walk, and from Klingle and Adams 
Mill Roads.  

• Because of the adjacent natural habitat, staff further believes that the CPF should be 
developed to effectively reduce stormwater runoff and emphasize sustainability. 

 

RECOMMENDATION 
The Commission: 
 
Site Context 
 

Notes that NCPC approved 1,285 parking spaces for the National Zoological Park (NZP) 
in 2008, which included the development of a structured parking garage. The 
Smithsonian Institution (SI) is requesting an increase of 166 spaces. 
 
Notes that the proposal would consolidate four of five surface parking lots into a Central 
Parking Facility (CPF) to reclaim space for new animal habitat and stormwater 
management. 
 
Notes that, unlike other federal facilities and SI attractions in Washington, the location and 
use of the zoo is unique. It is a regional family attraction in a residential neighborhood with 
limited public/shared parking options.  
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Notes that the nearest Metrorail station is a half-mile walk from the entrance to the zoo, 
and the Olmsted Walk within the zoo is a one-mile route on a steep incline, which can be 
challenging for many of the zoo’s visitors, such as families with young children. 
 
Notes that the SI projects that annual visitation will increase to 3.5 million over the next 
10-15 years, which is approximately one million more visitors than current conditions. An 
increase of this magnitude will require a comprehensive transportation strategy that places 
greater emphasis on alternative transportation as a means to meet visitation demand. 
 
Finds that there are no District or federal policies that address visitor parking in this unique 
context, and therefore, the project must be individually evaluated considering available 
data and the neighborhood context. 

 
Parking Increase 
 

Finds that data on transportation impacts, visitor statistics, and transportation mode split 
suggests that an increase in parking would help meet parking demand, and that the impacts 
of an increase could be mitigated through the implementation of transportation demand 
management (TDM) strategies. Such strategies are described in the submission, and 
include working with the District Department of Transportation (DDOT) to provide a stop 
at the NZP for the DC Circulator bus, extending a shuttle bus to Cleveland Park Metro 
Station, and eliminating free parking for zoo employees. 
 
Finds that SI has provided a new comprehensive traffic analysis to address Commission 
concerns expressed in its 2008 disapproval of an additional 335 spaces. DDOT has 
reviewed the analysis and supports its conclusions. 
 
Finds that the requested increase of 166 spaces, which would still result in the NZP turning 
vehicles away 69 days of the year, is a reasonable request to address parking deficiencies 
in the short term, but long-term solutions are needed to accommodate visitation increases 
and reduce parking demand into the future.  
 
Supports an increase in parking spaces at the NZP from 1,285 to 1,451—a difference of 
166 spaces that would be located in the proposed CPF. 

 
Comprehensive Transportation Strategy 
 

Requests that the SI updates the TDM strategies outlined in the 2008 transportation 
management plan and 2017 comprehensive transportation analysis within two years to 
include creative approaches to promoting alternative transportation and reducing parking 
demand, such as: 

• Demand-based pricing for parking; 
• Timed entry passes for vehicles; 
• Storage lockers for visitors without personal vehicles; 
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• Dedicated areas for rideshare pickup and drop off; 
• Reconsideration of unlimited free parking for zoo members; and 
• Improved navigational signage and wayfinding for bicycles. 

 
Requires that the SI demonstrates measurable progress over time in reducing vehicular 
travel as a share of total mode split among zoo visitors before any future parking 
increases are considered by the Commission.  

 
Garage Design and Massing 
 

Notes that the proposed CPF sits at a topographic high point adjacent to an important 
visual corridor and sensitive riparian area in Rock Creek Park. 
 
Requests that, in the continued development of the CPF, the SI: 

• Pursues a design and massing that would minimize visual intrusion from Olmsted 
Walk and Rock Creek Park, with particular emphasis on views from Beach Drive 
and adjacent recreational trails; 

• Protects the adjacent natural habitat by retaining and treating stormwater on-site 
to eliminate runoff into Rock Creek; and 

• Follows best management practices related to low-impact development and 
sustainability, such as incorporation of green roofs, vegetated walls, and solar 
infrastructure.  

 
Requests that, for the next submission, the SI submits: 

• An updated viewshed analysis that includes views from Beach Drive and adjacent 
recreational trails; and 

• Alternative garage treatments that would reduce visual impacts.  

PROJECT REVIEW TIMELINE 

Previous actions 
 

October 2008 – Approval of National Zoo Master Plan, which 
included the Central Parking Facility  
February 2011 – Approval of comments on concept design for 
North Road/General Services Building Retaining Wall in 
preparation for Central Parking Facility 
June 2012 – Preliminary and final approval for North 
Road/General Services Building Retaining Wall 

Remaining actions 
(anticipated) 

– Approval of comments on concept design for Central Parking 
Facility 
– Preliminary and final review of Central Parking Facility 
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PROJECT ANALYSIS 
 
Submission Proposal 
 
To frame the analysis, it is important to first understand master planning and visitation trends at 
the National Zoological Park (NZP). In its 2008 master plan, the Smithsonian Institution (SI) 
proposed a complete overhaul of parking across the facility. This was, in part, to reclaim space for 
new animal habitat and stormwater management, but was also intended to help meet an anticipated 
increase in visitor demand. The zoo had experienced a jump in visitation at this time, which hit a 
then-peak of approximately 2.6 million annual visitors in both 2006 and 2007. The SI expected to 
increase further, and planned to provide adequate facilities to accommodate 3.5 million annual 
visitors by 2027-2032.  
 
In part to facilitate this increase, the SI suggested consolidating four surface parking lots along 
North Road—the park’s main access road—into two parking garages. The first garage was 
proposed as a subsurface structure that would provide 300 spaces under Parking Lot A, near the 
Connecticut Avenue zoo entrance. The second was an above-ground, 1,128-space parking garage 
that would be built on existing Parking Lot C, which sits above the zoo’s single-story General 
Services Building. The only surface lots retained as part of the plan were Parking Lot E (172 
spaces), and employee-only parking at Holt House in the Research Hill area of the zoo (20 spaces). 
The former surface parking lots would be reclaimed for new animal habitat and stormwater 
management. In total, the master plan requested 1,620 spaces, which represented an increase of 
732 spaces from the existing 888. Included in this total were 201 spaces for employees/volunteers, 
which meets the NCPC 1:4 parking ratio at the National Zoo, as well as 1,419 visitor spaces. Given 
the SI forecast of 3.5 million visitors by 2027-2032, it is estimated that this increase would meet 
visitor demand on 85% of days—meaning that the parking supply would not meet demand 15% 
of the time (55 days). SI staff has indicated that this is the ideal parking scenario at the NZP, 
accommodating visitors on all but the busiest days of the year. 
 
In its October 2008 review of the master plan, NCPC conducted a comprehensive evaluation of 
the parking proposal. At that time, the Commission ultimately elected to disapprove the 300-space 
underground garage proposed at Parking Lot A, as well as 35 spaces that were to be designated for 
official vehicles and volunteers (335 spaces total). The Commission Action noted that the 
accompanying transportation management plan (TMP) was not able to demonstrate that the 
provision of these spaces conformed to the Transportation Element of the Comprehensive Plan for 
the National Capital, and that the plan had not adequately addressed potential adverse traffic 
impacts on surrounding roadways and intersections. Staff’s presentation to the Commission 
articulated that the proposal’s inadequacy to conform to the Transportation Element was based on 
a lack of analysis for traffic congestion. While the Executive Director’s Recommendation did not 
provide a detailed breakdown of which spaces were approved in which locations, the review 
resulted in a final NCPC approval of 1,285 spaces for the National Zoo. Included in this total were 
166 spaces for employees/volunteers, and 1,119 visitor spaces. This approval would allow the zoo 
to meet future visitor demand 75% of days, while parking would not meet demand 25% of the time 
(91 days). 
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SI staff has indicated that 91 days of inadequate parking, where zoo staff must turn away vehicles, 
is contrary to the NZP educational mission, and detrimental to adjacent neighborhoods that are 
burdened by spillover parking from displaced visitors. To help address these concerns, the SI is 
requesting an increase of 166 visitor spaces in the current proposal, which is roughly half of the 
amount that the Commission denied based on lack of traffic data in its review of the 2008 master 
plan. The number of employee/volunteer spaces that the Commission approved in 2008, which 
met NCPC’s parking ratio of 1:4, would not be changed. SI’s proposal would result in a total of 
1,451 parking spaces for the entire zoo, with 1,285 spaces (visitors) in the CPF and 166 
employee/volunteer spaces in the retained Parking Lot E and Research Hill employee parking. 
Should the NZP reach its projection of 3.5 million visitors by 2027-2032, it could meet visitor 
demand 81% of days, while parking would not meet demand 19% of the time (69 days). This and 
other parking supply analyses are summarized in Table 1. 
 

 

 
# of Parking Spaces 
(including 166 spaces for 
employees/volunteers) 

# of days there is 
enough parking (% of 
the year) 

# of days people can’t 
park (% of the year) 

Existing Condition 888 234 (64%) 131 (36%) 

SI Request in 2008 1,620 (1,454 for visitors) 310 (85%) 55 (15%) 

NCPC Approval in 
2008 1,285 (1,110 for visitors) 274 (75%) 91 (25%) 

Current Proposal 1,451 (1,285 for visitors) 296 (81%) 69 (19%) 

  Table 1. Parking Supply Analysis (for projected 3.5 million visitors/year by 2027-2032) 

 
Analysis 
 
The following analysis is organized around the two main components of the submission—an 
increase in the number of parking spaces at the zoo, and the proposed massing for the CPF concept. 
 
Increase in Visitor Parking Spaces 
 
While the Commission’s 2008 disapproval of 335 spaces was solely based on lack of sufficient 
traffic analysis, staff believes that, nine years later, the need and rationale for additional parking 
spaces should be evaluated based on new trends in visitor and transportation data. The NZP is 
unique among federal facilities in Washington because it serves as a regional family attraction and 
is surrounded by a residential neighborhood and sensitive natural habitat in Rock Creek Park. The 
typical visitor is a family with young children (61% of visitor groups include children), and unlike 
other SI facilities Washington, there are limited public/shared parking areas nearby. The nearest 
Metrorail station, Woodley Park-Zoo Metro Station, is a half-mile walk to the zoo entrance. In 
addition, the Olmsted Walk is as an approximately one-mile walk at a steep incline through the 
zoo itself. Neither NCPC nor the District Department of Transportation (DDOT) has policies that 
provide parking guidance in this unique context; therefore, the project must be individually 
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evaluated considering available data and the neighborhood setting. Accordingly, staff analysis is 
based on data related to visitation trends, mode split, and trip origin. 
 

Visitation Trends 
 
SI based its proposal and accompanying parking supply analysis on the assumption that 
visitation would increase to 3.5 million annual visitors by 2027-2032, as described in the 
2008 master plan. Visitor counts indicate that visitation dropped from its 2006/2007 peak 
of 2.6 million visitors in the years immediately following the NCPC master plan approval, 
but there has been an upward trend since that time—reaching a new peak of 2.7 million in 
2016. NCPC staff believes that the assumption that visitation could reach 3.5 million is still 
valid, given events and activities planned for the zoo, as well as population forecasts for the 
region. The Metropolitan Washington Council of Governments predicts that regional 
population will grow significantly in the coming decades, reaching a total population of just 
over 6 million by 2025, and continuing to more than 6.8 million by 2045. Should this 
population growth translate to an increase in NZP visitation, a comprehensive transportation 
strategy is needed that places greater emphasis on alternative transportation as a means to 
meet visitation demand. 
 
Mode Split and Transportation Demand Management 
 
In its 2008 master plan, SI tied its parking request to the development of transportation 
demand management (TDM) strategies to manage increased traffic and reduce automobile 
use. At that time, SI noted that 65% of NZP visitors arrived via automobile, while 22% took 
Metrorail and 12% walked. These figures showed a clear preference for vehicular travel. 
More recent data shows that automobile use has dropped, reaching a low of 28% in 2013. 
The most recent survey (2016) notes that automobile rates have increased slightly to 53%, 
but this is still a significant improvement from numbers reported in the master plan. 
Additionally, it is important to note that visitors arriving at the NZP by automobile averaged 
2.7 people per vehicle, rather than the single-occupancy vehicles seen at most federal 
facilities in the region.  
 
NCPC staff believes that these recent shifts from automobile usage indicate a commitment 
by the SI to reduce parking demand to the extent practicable—considering the typical visitor 
profile of families with children. This commitment is evident from the zoo website, which 
states that the zoo has “extremely limited” parking, and advertises that public transportation 
is the “best way to get to the zoo.” Further, SI has sought to reduce the burden on parking 
facilities at the zoo through a partnership with Parking Panda, which allows visitors to plan 
ahead to find parking in the limited number of public/shared lots nearby. 
 
Despite these efforts, SI staff has indicated that parking supply remains a problem. As 
parking lots reach capacity on busy days, staff closes vehicular entry to the zoo and directly 
manages traffic and parking. Groups of vehicles are then “pulsed” through the gates as other 
vehicles leave, and staff directs them to open lots. While many vehicles wait for entry, others 
have looked for parking elsewhere, which, in many cases, includes on-street spaces on 
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residential streets in adjacent neighborhoods. The zoo has received regular complaints from 
area residents and advisory neighborhood commissions that represent these communities. 
Visitor surveys indicate that 33% of visitors that drove to the zoo are not parking in the 
zoo’s lots and presumably parking in the neighborhood, though data does not provide 
specifics on where. 
 
Trip Origin 
 
SI staff has also indicated that the NZP is unique in its regional draw, noting that many 
visitors are taking day-trips to the city and need to park their vehicle to visit the zoo. Surveys 
indicate that approximately 30% of visitors live in DC neighborhoods adjacent to the zoo 
or inner suburbs north and west of the city, which means that 70% of visitors are coming 
from elsewhere within the region and beyond, making alternative transportation options 
more challenging. 
 
New Traffic Analysis 
 
To address the Commission’s disapproval of 335 spaces in 2008, SI has conducted a 
comprehensive transportation analysis in 2017 that evaluates the impact of 166 additional 
vehicles on adjacent roadways. The analysis indicates that two intersection approaches near 
zoo entrances that already perform poorly under existing conditions would experience 
periods of continued poor performance, but the impacts of the additional spaces could 
generally be mitigated through TDM strategies. Such strategies include providing a stop for 
the DC Circulator bus at the NZP, extending a shuttle bus to Cleveland Park Metro Station, 
and eliminating free parking for National Zoo staff. DDOT has reviewed this analysis, and 
has found that the proposed mitigation, in conjunction with the strategies identified in the 
2008 TMP, would sufficiently address any impacts to the transportation network. As an 
initial step, the zoo is actively working with DDOT to provide a turnaround for the DC 
Circulator bus at Parking Lot A, which would be repurposed as part of the CPF 
consolidation. Accordingly, NCPC staff believes that previous Commission comment 
regarding insufficient analysis have been adequately addressed in the current proposal. 
 

 
In summary, visitation data indicates that the zoo is on target to reach visitor projections 
established in its master plan, and traffic analysis suggests that the expansion would have only 
minimal effects on adjacent roadways with the implementation of traffic mitigation strategies, 
including the introduction of a DC Circulator stop at the zoo. Additionally, the unique profile of 
zoo visitors have specific challenges associated with travel by public transportation. Accordingly, 
staff recommends that the Commission supports an increase in parking spaces at the National 
Zoological Park from 1,285 to 1,451—a difference of 166 spaces that will be located in a new 
Central Parking Facility. This increase would still result in the NZP turning vehicles away 69 
days of the year, which staff finds in a reasonable request to address parking deficiencies in the 
short term, but long-term solutions are needed to accommodate visitation increases and reduce 
parking demand into the future. 
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Because of adjacent development constraints, staff believes that the SI must focus on promoting 
alternative modes of travel to meet future visitation demand rather than the continued expansion 
of transportation facilities. Accordingly, staff recommends that the Commission requests that the 
SI updates the TDM strategies outlined in the 2008 TMP and 2017 comprehensive 
transportation analysis within two years to include creative approaches to promoting 
alternative transportation and reducing parking demand. Further, staff recommends that the 
Commission requires that the SI demonstrates measurable progress in reducing vehicular 
travel as a share of total mode split among zoo visitors before any future parking increases 
are considered by the Commission. 
 
Building Design and Massing 
 
The second component of the SI submission is the conceptual design and massing of the proposed 
CPF. As previously noted, the facility would be constructed above the General Services Building 
and existing Parking Lot C, which are built into the hillside at northeastern edge of the zoo along 
the North Road. There are significant topographic shifts in this area of the zoo, with the proposed 
CPF location steeply sloping down to the immediately adjacent Rock Creek stream valley. Across 
Rock Creek is the Beach Drive portion of Rock Creek Park, and then another steep slope up to 
Klingle and Adams Mill Roads in the Mount Pleasant neighborhood of Washington, DC. Much of 
the stream valley is administered by the National Park Service as part of Rock Creek Park, and is 
maintained in a natural state—with dense vegetation that largely screens views from Beach Drive 
to the adjacent zoo and neighborhood. 
 
A parking garage has been planned for this location since the General Services Building was 
constructed in 1976. It was approved by NCPC in its 1975 review of the building, and then again 
as part of the 2008 master plan. A retaining wall, which was approved by the Commission in June 
2012, was later constructed along North Road to stabilize the hillside in preparation for the garage. 
Challenged by lack of funding, the SI is only now moving forward with conceptual designs for the 
facility. It is important to note that this proposal is highly conceptual at this point in the process. 
SI has not verified that the proposed massing can be structurally supported on top of the General 
Services Building, but has conducted studies that indicate that, in general, a garage of this size 
could be accommodated at this site. Accordingly, SI staff has noted that Commission comments 
will be used to inform the selection of a P3 team that will develop a more detailed proposal for the 
future garage (15% concept design), which will then come back to NCPC for a second concept 
review. 
 
The SI proposes constructing an approximately 118,000 square-foot, six-level parking facility. 
Parking Lot C would be incorporated into the design as the first level, with five additional levels 
constructed above to accommodate the 1,285 proposed parking spaces. The parking levels would 
be tiered, with the most parking proposed on the first level, and the least on the sixth level (See 
Table 2). A bridge connection would provide Americans with Disabilities Act-compliant access 
from the CPF to Olmsted Walk over North Road. The 166 spaces that require NCPC approval 
would only marginally increase the size of the garage relative to the original design. These spaces 
would be incorporated into an extension of parking area on the surface level (existing lot), and 
small additions are proposed on levels 4, 5, and 6. 
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 # of Parking 
Spaces 

Level 1 (Ground) 298 

Level 2 174 

Level 3 244 

Level 4 208 

Level 5 164 

Level 6 109 

Table 2. Parking Spaces per Level 
 
Viewshed analyses indicate that the massing of this larger garage could be effectively screened to 
minimize visual intrusion from the zoo’s Olmsted Walk, and from Klingle and Adams Mill Roads. 
NCPC staff believes that additional views from Beach Drive and recreational trails in Rock Creek 
Park are also important to determine visual impacts. Because of the adjacent natural habitat, staff 
further believes that the CPF should be developed to effectively reduce stormwater runoff and 
emphasize sustainability. Accordingly, staff recommends that the Commission requests that, in 
the continued development of the CPF, the SI: 

• Pursues a design and massing that would minimize visual intrusion from Olmsted 
Walk and Rock Creek Park, with particular emphasis on views from Beach Drive 
and adjacent recreational trails; 

• Protects the adjacent natural habitat by retaining and treating stormwater on-site to 
eliminate runoff into Rock Creek; and 

• Follows best management practices related to low-impact development and 
sustainability, such as incorporation of green roofs, vegetated walls, and solar 
infrastructure. 

 
To ensure that NCPC has adequate information to evaluate the next iteration of the CPF, staff 
recommends that the Commission requests that, for the next submission, the SI submits: 

• An updated viewshed analysis that includes views from Beach Drive and adjacent 
recreational trails; and 

• Alternative garage treatments that would reduce visual impacts. 

CONFORMANCE TO EXISTING PLANS, POLICIES AND RELATED GUIDANCE 
 
Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital 
 
The CPF at the National Zoo is generally consistent with the policies established in Federal 
Elements of the Comprehensive Plan for the National Capital, though, as noted in the analysis 
above, NCPC does not have policies that address visitor parking in this context. Consequently, 
recommendations regarding parking were made based on an assessment of visitor and 
transportation data rather than compliance with Comprehensive Plan policies. Further 
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recommendations presented in the EDR aim to ensure compliance with relevant policies 
presented in the Transportation, Federal Environment, Historic Preservation, and Visitors & 
Commemoration Elements. 
 
National Historic Preservation Act 
 
At the time of NCPC review of the 2008 master plan, SI and DC State Historic Preservation Office 
(SHPO) had agreed that SI would conduct Section 106 reviews of individual projects, such as the 
CPF, and seek to avoid and, if necessary, minimize and mitigate adverse effects to the National 
Zoo Historic Site and other historic structures in the area. Because of this early stage in the design 
process, SI is not yet pursuing SHPO review of the CPF, though they plan to formally initiate 
Section 106 consultation as design details are further developed.  
 
National Environmental Policy Act 
  
An environmental assessment (EA) was completed for the 2008 master plan, which included a 
general overview of traffic/transportation/parking impacts, and the 2017 comprehensive 
transportation analysis provided more detail based on the current proposal. NCPC staff will work 
with SI as the review and approval process continues to ensure that required environmental 
documentation is completed as required. 

CONSULTATION 
Coordinating Committee 
 
The Coordinating Committee forwarded the proposed comments on concept design to the 
Commission with the statement that the proposal has been coordinated with all participating 
agencies, except the DC SHPO. The Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority noted that 
confirming the structural analysis was important.  The DC Office of Planning noted that a public 
space permit and Public Space Committee approval will be required. The DC Department of 
Energy & Environment noted that the project requires stormwater permits, and their interest in a 
campus-wide stormwater master plan; noted that the site drains to a large, visible outfall that should 
be considered for removal, and asked if solar panels are under consideration for the roof. NPS 
noted their interest in learning more about the project and its potential impacts on Rock Creek 
Park, and requested briefing opportunities with the SI. A briefing has since been conducted. The 
SHPO is not coordinating because Section 106 consultation has not been initiated for this project, 
which is not required by NCPC at this point in the review process. 
 
U.S. Commission of Fine Arts 
 
As this is an early concept review, SI has not yet submitted the CPF to the U.S. Commission of 
Fine Arts. The SI will submit for review and approval at a later date, when design details are further 
developed. 
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The following supporting documents for this project are available online: 

• Project Synopsis
• Submission Letter
• Submission Materials

Prepared by John Gerbich 
09/15/2017 
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• Letter in Support from Councilmember Mary M. Cheh
• Letter in Support from Advisory Neighborhood Commission 3C
• DDOT Traffic Analysis Review Letter
• Powerpoint 
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September 26, 2017 

 

 

 

Marcel Acosta 

Executive Director 

National Capital Planning Commission 

401 9
th

 Street, NW 

Washington, DC  20004 

 

RE:  Smithsonian Institution ~ National Zoological Park ~ Central Parking Facility 

 

Dear Mr. Acosta: 

 

We are writing to respectfully urge that the National Capital Planning Commission’s “Executive 

Director’s Report” recommend approval of an additional 166 parking spaces in the proposed 

National Zoo Central Parking Facility.  With this approval, we fully understand that the proposed 

additional parking spaces still will not guarantee parking on some of the high volume visitor days, 

according to the Smithsonian’s submission.  Therefore, we will be recommending that the 

Smithsonian and the National Zoo explore timed entrances (e.g., for example the Smithsonian’s 

National Museum of African American History and Culture) on historically busy visitor days, in 

order to prevent overflow parking demand within the adjacent neighborhoods.  We believe such a 

system would help to manage the on-site parking and ensure that families and other visitors will not 

be disappointed and frustrated as they tour our community—resulting in finding no places to park 

their vehicles.  

 

As long-term Advisory Neighborhood Commissioners (ANC 3C) representing the neighborhoods 

directly impacted by the popularity of our National Zoo, we are keenly aware of the increased 

parking demand at this unique site.  The available street parking in our neighborhoods cannot meet 

the demand for residents and shoppers, as well as, the huge numbers of visitors to the National Zoo, 

who are unable to secure parking on Zoo grounds.  While there are two metro stops within walking 

distance of the National Zoo—and we strongly encourage use of public transit—it is unreasonable to 

expect families with children, grandparents, strollers, and supplies intended for a long visit at the 

Zoo to choose public transportation.  The Metro and its access and egress features are unreliable, and 

schedules are often limited, especially on holidays and weekends.   Even if Metro were a gold-star 

operation, we would still recommend additional on-site parking as an option at the National Zoo. 
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In addition, we believe the National Zoo has efficiently planned the Central Parking Facility to tuck 

into a hillside, resulting in the transformation of surface lots into additional exhibition space.   We 

also strongly support the proposal to expand the Circulator route to the National Zoo, so visitors who 

are using Metro will find an easy and inexpensive way to the Zoo’s main entrance.   This option will 

obviously take time and funds to accomplish.   In the interim, we will continue working with the 

National Zoo to urge as many people as possible to walk from Metro, so they can discover and enjoy 

our beautiful neighborhood and wonderful shops and restaurants along the Connecticut Avenue 

corridor.   Conversely, we really do not want to be unrealistic or perceived as unfriendly to families 

who might avoid going to the National Zoo with their children if it appears too daunting an 

excursion.   We strongly believe additional parking and timed entrances would go a long way in 

mitigating some of these community issues.     

 

We thank you for allowing the ANC and the public to submit written testimony to be included in the 

official staff report.   

 

Sincerely, 

Lee Brian Reba 

Lee Brian Reba, ANC 3C01 (Woodley Park / National Zoological Park District)  

 

Gwendolyn Bole 
Gwendolyn Bole, ANC 3C02 (Woodley Park District)  

 

Nancy MacWood 
Nancy MacWood, ANC 3C09 (Chair, ANC3C)  

 

 

Cc:  Diane Sullivan  
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Project Information 
Commission meeting date: October 5, 2017 

NCPC review authority: 40 U.S.C. 8722(b)(1) and (d) 

Applicant request: Approval of Comments on Concept Design 

Delegated / consent / open / executive session: Open Session 

NCPC Review officer: J. Gerbich 

NCPC File Number: 7911 

Project summary: 
The Smithsonian Institution (SI) has submitted concept designs for a Central Parking Facility (CPF) at the National Zoological Park in Northwest 
Washington, DC. The parking garage was originally proposed as an effort to consolidate surface parking and expand parking capacity in the facility’s 
master plan in 2008, and received conceptual approval from NCPC at that time. The current submission provides further detail on the proposal, which 
includes an increase in the number of spaces proposed in the master plan. 

The CPF would be constructed at the northeastern edge of the facility—above the General Services Building and Parking Lot C adjacent the Beach 
Drive portion of Rock Creek Park. The applicant is requesting approval of 1,285 spaces for the garage, which is 166 more visitor spaces than the 
2008 master plan proposal. The total request is for 1,451 spaces for visitors, SI official vehicles, volunteers, and employees. 

To assess the potential impact of these changes on intersections and roadways in the vicinity of the zoo, the SI commission a traffic study in 
consultation with the District Department of Transportation (DDOT) in 2016-2017. During this study, DDOT proposed extending its Circulator bus 
service to the zoo’s Connecticut Avenue entrance to help mitigate traffic impacts, which the SI is interested in exploring further. DDOT has concluded 
that the impact of 166 additional spaces could be effectively addressed through the implementation of this and other proposed mitigation measures 
presented in the existing transportation management plan for the facility. 

The current submission includes a massing concept and viewshed analysis for the proposed CPF based on 1,285 spaces. The applicant has noted that 
they are in the procurement phase to establish a Public Private Partnership for the design, construction, and operation of the facility, and that they will 
be in close coordination with NCPC as the process moves forward. 2 
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SITE ANALYSIS 

ADAMS MILL RD NW (1 - 3) I KLINGLE RD NW (4 - 5) - POINT O: VIEW 1 - 5 

Note: Due to the high density of trees surrounding the neighborhoods and parking area, the retaining wall and new parking deck would 
be nearly impossible to see. 
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PATH BEHIND SMALL MAMMAL HOUSE - POINT F : VIEW 1 - 3 
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