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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. The city’s Board of Zoning Appeals on 

Wednesday agreed to delay a vote on Union 
Presbyterian Seminary’s request for a special 
exception to facilitate the school’s plans to 
develop private land that for generations has 
served as a public green space. 
 

 

2. The request came as concerned residents of 
the affected neighborhoods, about 50 of 
whom packed a conference room on the 
fifth floor of City Hall, prepared to weigh in 
on the proposal that is part of the seminary’s 
plan to build an apartment complex for 
students and others. 

A significant number of those 50 were there to 
support the seminary.  

3. Some residents pushed for a 60-day 
postponement; the board deferred the 
matter for 30 days. Union initially had 
anticipated breaking ground on the 
proposed 310-unit apartment complex last 
month. 
 
“It puts it in a more difficult spot,” Andrew M. 
Condlin, a lawyer representing the seminary, 
said of the delay after the board vote. “We 
thought 30 days was more reasonable.” 

The 30-day deferral was requested by the 
seminary. 
 
The actual number of proposed apartment units is 
301, not 310. 
 



Union faces the prospect of having to raze 
eight homes, including the historic summer 
residence of Dr. Hunter Holmes McGuire, a 
maintenance facility and dormitories if the 
special exception is not granted. 
 
That revelation came after plans for the 
development of about 15 acres of the historic 
34-acre Westwood tract were submitted to the 
city, which determined this summer that the 
current use of the property does not conform 
with current zoning rules. 
 
The nonconforming structures did not become 
an issue until the school proposed splitting the 
lot in two pieces, Condlin has said. The 
development would have been able to proceed 
if the seminary had not requested the lot split. 
Union last month invited nearby residents to a 
public meeting in which seminary President 
Brian K. Blount laid out the school’s options 
to a few dozen community members. He said 
the school did not foresee developing the 
remaining roughly 19 acres, which includes 
the nonconforming structures, but would not 
rule out the need in future years. 
 
Condlin said he was not sure how much it 
would cost to clear the remaining buildings. 
The school hopes to avoid the move because it 
would be costly, involve displacing current 
residents and require the destruction of a 
historic asset. 
 



4. “The neighborhood sees that as a threat,” said 
Jennifer Saunders, who attended Wednesday’s 
hearing. “The neighborhood has bent over 
backward trying to work with the seminary 
and they don’t seem to want to 
compromise; that seems to go against what 
you would want to do as a good neighbor and 
as a religious organization.” 
 
Union officials repeatedly have affirmed a 
commitment to be a good neighbor and said 
the planned joint venture with Nashville, 
Tenn.-based Bristol Development Group is 
essential to ensuring that future generations of 
seminary students have access to quality 
housing. 
 
The nonprofit preservation group Historic 
Richmond says it is keeping watch on the 
future of the summer home of McGuire, one of 
the founders of the Medical College of 
Virginia and a personal physician to Gen. 
Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson and 
industrialist Lewis Ginter. 
 
Lawyers for the seminary have emphasized 
that the school could pursue more units and 
taller buildings if they so choose. 
 
“While they are private property owners and 
they have rights, it’s natural that there’s going 
to be a little bit of upset,” said William J. 
Pantele, a member of a task force established 
by the Ginter Park Residents Association and 
Sherwood Park Residents Association that has 
been reviewing the proposal. 
 
“It’s going to change the character of the 
area,” Pantele said. 

Compromises and adjustments the seminary has 
made during what has now been a two-year 
conversation have been significant. Union has 
responded to concerns on everything from the 
size and density of the tract to be developed to 
architectural details to building heights, which 
were very costly for the seminary. 
 
The initial master plan included housing on the 
entire 34-acre tract. When the neighborhood 
asked that the density be reduced, we did 
so. After producing a new plan with fewer 
buildings, we were asked to change the 
orientation and type of buildings on the 15 
acres. We did so, moving buildings slated for 
construction on Westwood and making the “big 
houses” smaller. When we were asked to change 
the layout in the interior of the development, we 
did so, producing the planned arrangement that 
we now have. When we were asked to change the 
look of the buildings so that there was some 
connecting architectural style to the seminary 
quad, we did that, ending up with the style that 
we presented to the city. When we were asked 
about closeness of buildings to Brook Road, we 
responded, moving the buildings back much 
further than originally anticipated or required by 
code. When we were asked about preserving 
trees, we responded, making plans to preserve 
almost all of the trees along Brook Road. And 
when we were again pressed about density, even 
though we had already dramatically reduced the 
density, we reduced the height of the buildings 
from four stories to three resulting in 50 fewer 
apartments. The significant revenue produced by 
those apartments -- first-year net cash flows of 
nearly $280,000 -- would have been helpful to 
the seminary in subsidizing student housing. 
The total number of units were reduced from 349 
to 301, representing only 25% of the total 
number of units (1,179) legally allowed on the 
tract. 
 



5 Earlier plans for the project had called for four 
stories and about 350 units; building heights 
have been lowered to three stories and as 
envisioned the project would include 310 
units. 
 
Without the exception, Michelle Owens and 
her family would have to relocate. Owens, a 
chaplain at the seminary and mother of two 
young children, asked the board for 
consideration in a written statement detailing 
the potential impact of the move. 
 
“They are not just houses, but homes, to us,” 
Owens stated. “We are a part of the 
neighborhood, too.” 
 
The school plans initially to rent 25 of the 
apartment units to Union students and their 
families. The rest would be rented to the 
public. Income from those rentals is intended 
to subsidize the cost of leasing units to Union 
students, the school has said. 
 
In a release the school pledged to work with 
the neighborhood task force to set up a 
community meeting ahead of the November 
Board of Zoning Appeals hearing. 
 

As referenced in response #3, the actual number 
of proposed apartment units is 301. 
 

 


