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Introductory comments 
 
Information, commentary, reports and analysis developed and distributed by others about Union 
Presbyterian Seminary and our work sometimes require additional amplification, correction, clarification, 
and commentary. Union provides analyses like these to ensure that an accurate, complete, and balanced 
perspective is available to those who are interested in, engaged in, and care about our work and mission. 
 
Text in bold in the left column is the subject of clarification, correction, or commentary in the right hand 
column. 
 

 Article Corrections, Clarifications, and Commentary 
1. After unsettling neighbors last year with plans 

to erect more than 300 apartments near its 
Brook Road campus, Union Presbyterian 
Seminary is now asking those residents for 
help shepherding the project to fruition. 
 

Union is appealing for an exception to keep eight 
existing homes on 19 mostly undeveloped acres, 
while developing a 15-acre parcel for up to 300 
apartments. The homes were built with zoning 
approval in the 1950s. The 15-acre development 
meets zoning requirements. 
 
Union Presbyterian Seminary called the meeting 
to inform the community about zoning issues 
raised by the City of Richmond relative to its 
development plans, make the community aware 
of the seminary’s options in addressing the 
zoning issues, and to give its neighbors an 
opportunity to provide their input prior to the 
seminary’s meeting with the Board of Zoning 
appeals scheduled for October 7.   
 

2. School officials say the future of the 
seminary depends on developing part of the 
Westwood Tract, a 34-acre parcel of mostly 
green open space at Westwood Avenue and 
Brook Road, but a zoning wrinkle has 
complicated those plans. 
 
The issue could be ironed out without incident, 
seminary officials said Wednesday, if 
opponents of the development agree to 
cooperate. If they do not, the school may 
eventually need to pursue other options with 
the remaining property, said seminary 
President Brian K. Blount. 

Union’s future is not dependent upon the 
development of the Westwood Tract, and the 
seminary is not in jeopardy of closing if the 
development is not successful.  
 
The seminary’s only goal in the development of 
this 15-acre tract is to provide quality housing for 
students and their families while they are 
residents on the Richmond campus. Only by 
meeting the needs of the student body while in 
residence at the seminary can the institution 
deliver on its primary mission—to teach students 
who are seeking an education in faith leadership. 



 
“It may be little uncomfortable to hear 
someone in a church position talk about being 
given land as a resource, but we’re trying to 
serve the mission,” Blount said. “That’s what 
we’re trying to do with this — serve the 
mission of the school.” 
Any development would disrupt the fabric of 
surrounding neighborhoods, residents said at a 
public meeting that the school hosted to ask 
for help Wednesday night. 
At issue is whether those residents will stand 
down in October when the school comes 
before the city’s zoning board to ask for a 
special exception to requirements that would 
force Union to raze all buildings on the 
property before moving forward. 
 

3. The land now is home to some student 
apartments, faculty homes and a physical 
plant. Blount said demolishing the 
properties would burden the cash-strapped 
school, which traces its origins back more than 
200 years. 

“Cash-strapped” is in erroneous characterization 
of Union’s financial health. To the contrary, the 
institution is in an extremely strong financial 
position, with over $125 million in a long-term 
financial endowment and with no debt. Cash 
flow generated from an ownership interest in the 
Westwood Tract apartments will allow the 
seminary to draw substantially less from the 
endowment to cover the cost of running the 
school than would otherwise be the case, 
ensuring the viability of the endowment for 
future generations of students. 
 



4. The premise did not sit well with the Rev. 
Benjamin P. Campbell, who said efforts to 
monetize land gifted to Union more than a 
century ago by Lewis Ginter ran contrary 
to the donor’s intent and constitute “a 
negative act; hard to accept and hard to 
explain.” 
 
“I don’t think Union will survive for long in 
Richmond if the community does not support 
the seminary,” Campbell told Blount. “You 
have (the ability to develop) by right, but not 
by moral right.” 
 
The issue arose during a city review of the 
school’s planned joint venture with Bristol 
Development Group of Nashville, Tenn., to 
build 310 apartments on 15 acres. 
 
City officials determined that all existing 
structures on the entire parcel would have to 
be razed before the school could split the lot in 
two. The property has carried a multifamily 
residential designation, R-53, since the 1950s. 
 
Bristol has no interest in the remaining 
acreage, Blount said, and the parcel slated for 
development is to be jointly owned under an 
existing agreement with the company. 
Most units of the proposed development 
would be rented to the public to subsidize the 
cost of building apartments to rent to seminary 
students. The most recent campus apartments 
built at Union date to 1968. 
 
“When I go to other schools and look at their 
student apartments, ours are atrocious,” Blount 
said. “We don’t have the financial support that 
we need at this point (to improve).” 
 
The project as envisioned will be a mix of one-
, two- and three-bedroom apartments. A 
website established for the development, 
which the school had hoped to begin this 
month, states that 25 units initially are 
expected to be set aside for students and their 
families. 
 

The McGuire farm was not a gift from Lewis 
Ginter. It was purchased in 1901 by 12 
seminary supporters who donated it to the 
seminary with a vision that it be used to 
support the mission of the school. 



5 “They’re asking us to do them a favor and 
be good neighbors, but we’re not getting 
anything in return,” said Stephen C. 
Weisensale, an architect and member of the 
Ginter Park Residents Association. 
 
Weisensale is helping lead a task force of 
Ginter Park and Sherwood Park residents 
concerned about the development project. The 
community still is wary of redevelopment 
following the conversion of the former 
Richmond Memorial Hospital into 
condominiums, he said. 
 

As referenced in response #1, Union called this 
meeting to share information and gather 
community input specific to the zoning issue 
raised by the City of Richmond. 
 
Similar meetings have been held throughout the 
process of planning the development of the 
Westwood Tract and put to good use to address 
the concerns of neighbors. As a result of such 
forums, the final development plan features 
buildings that will be attractive, integrate 
architecturally to the main academic quad and fit 
aesthetically within the neighborhood. Building 
heights were reduced from four stories to three 
and the total number of units were reduced from 
349 to 300, representing only 25% of the total 
number of units (1,179) legally allowed on the 
tract. 
 
The resulting product is a high-quality, market-
rate apartment community with units that will 
lease for an average of $1,400 per month, 
yielding a positive effect on property values in 
the neighborhood. 
 

6. “If you read between the lines, what they’re 
saying amounts to a threat,” Weisensale 
said. 
 
Residents lobbed question after question at 
Blount about the school’s intent during an 
hourlong meeting in Union’s historic Watts 
Chapel on Wednesday. Signs posted to the 
chapel doors welcomed “Northside 
Neighbors.” Cookies were served. 
 
The point was to come together and find a way 
to make it work, Blount said. 
 
“We don’t want an upset neighborhood,” he 
said. “We’re not doing this for any immoral or 
destructive reason. I reject that language.” 
 
The matter is scheduled to come before the 
city’s Board of Zoning Appeals at 1 p.m. Oct. 
7 
 
kevans@timesdispatch.com 
(804) 649-6922 
 

In outlining the zoning issue to the community, 
Union shared with the community that its 
preference is not to demolish, or even propose to 
demolish, anything on the remaining 19 acres of 
the Westwood Tract, including the historic 
McGuire Cottage. Demolition would be very 
expensive and would require relocation for 
faculty and staff living on the property. It seeks 
the special exception on the zoning requirement 
because it has no desire to develop the entire 34-
acre tract. 

 


