How to Build a Custom Home in
Alexandria Without Buying a New Lot

Life changes, growing families, and shifting priorities all have a bearing on your home’s
comfort and functionality. But what happens when you outgrow your home?

Essentially, you have four options: move to a new home, undertake a major renovation,
build a custom home on a new lot, or tear down and rebuild.

If you love your Alexandria neighborhood and don’t want to lose the connection to your
school district, neighbors, and the lifestyle you’ve built over the years, you owe it to
yourself to at least consider what it would take to stay.

A teardown-rebuild is an excellent alternative to buying and building a new home. You'll
be able to stay in the neighborhood you and your family love, save big on land costs,
and when it’s all said and done, you’ll be walking into the home of your dreams, tailored
just for you and your lifestyle.

Working with a top-notch design-build contractor like Character Companies streamlines
the process as all work is completed under a single contract with predictable timelines
and budgets. All that being said, teardowns and rebuilds, as well as major renovations
or additions, are still a process. Today, we’ll go over some of the finer points you’ll need
to consider before you make the final decision.

First Things First: Let’s Assess Your Existing Property

Your property and local zoning may impact what you can and cannot do with your home.
As your builder, we want your journey to be as stress-free as possible. Therefore, we
recommend doing a little due diligence before committing to a building project.

Here are a few points you’ll want to clarify as they will provide a framework for your new
home’s design:

Zoning and lot restrictions

Check the City of Alexandria’s zoning rules, setbacks, and height limits. This data will let
you know distance limits from the structure to the property line, how high you can build
your new home or add-on, and generally what type of construction is permitted on your
lot. You will not be able to obtain a building permit if your plans do not comply with
zoning bylaws.
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You can easily check your address’s zoning using the City’s GIS Parcel Viewer tool.
Simply enter your address, and the system will provide zoning codes for the area, any
linked plats (historical property divisions), and various other details.

Structural feasibility

When is a teardown better than a remodel? If your home has “good bones,” a solid
foundation, and a layout similar to what your new home plans are, a remodel might be a
better choice. Ultimately, this option will be more affordable, less disruptive, and time-
consuming.

A site analysis is often recommended to assess the home’s structure and ensure it
meets current building codes. During this process, you will review existing plans, inspect
the foundation, conduct a soil analysis, and verify that the existing foundation can
support the new design.

You will also create a new layout by marking the building’s perimeters and setbacks to
confirm all measurements.

Neighborhood considerations

When planning your new home’s design, consider the surrounding neighborhood and
the types of houses that are nearby. You'll want to ensure your new build is scaled
appropriately in relation to others and, ideally, use materials that complement the
surroundings. That is not to say you need to make it look like the rest. For example, if
you’re in a historic district, consider a transitional aesthetic that blends modern design
with the historic charm of Alexandria.

Remodel vs. Rebuild: What'’s the Right Path for You?

The decision to remodel vs. rebuild is a very personal one; we can't tell you what’s right
for you from an emotional standpoint, but there are practical aspects to consider. Cost is
a significant factor, as is the time required to complete the work. Lastly, can you achieve
the customizations you want without building a new house from scratch?

Make your wish list. Work with your builder to assign costs to each element. Consider
the timelines associated with each option, where you will live while the work is being
done, and how those costs will affect your overall budget.

From a financial standpoint, you’ll want to explore financing options early on. There are
several options to choose from based on what you plan to do, but the cost of financing
might impact your decision.

Construction loans, for example, can be more costly in the long run. Lenders consider
construction loans to be riskier than renovation loans. If you opt for a rebuild, you might
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even consider refinancing your mortgage. It’s essential to explore all options so you
understand the implications of your choices.

And no matter what you choose to do in the end, it is critical to obtain a builder’s
assessment early in the process. The information you glean here may well inform your
next steps.

We highly recommend obtaining a builder’s assessment as early in the process as
possible. The assessment will break down all the work involved, materials, timelines,
and costs. Larger projects will require more detailed plans to achieve a more accurate
quote. You may want to speak with a few builders to compare quotes. Check
references, insurance, and qualifications before you sign a contract.

Partnering With Local Experts

Alexandria’s vibrant culture, proximity to DC, diverse architecture, and older, established
neighborhoods make it the perfect place to settle, raise a family, and live life to the
fullest. It’s this desirability that makes it so hard to leave. Additionally, it’s challenging to
find new building lots, and if you’re looking for a modern upgrade, the best way to
achieve it may be to build one.

You'll find a lot of value by partnering with a reputable Alexandria-based architect and
builder for your project. They will be familiar with local building codes and zoning
regulations and can help you navigate permits and approvals, especially in historic
districts or when special use permits are required.

To ensure a streamlined process, seek out design-build firms. Design-build brings all
stakeholders together from the start to troubleshoot and plan, helping to anticipate and
mitigate potential issues so your project proceeds as smoothly as possible.

Other benefits of design-build include faster delivery, cost reduction, and improved
communication, as a single contractor or firm manages all aspects of the work. You'll
always have a single point of contact, and if any challenges do arise, the team will be
able to adapt quickly with minimal delays and budgetary concerns.

Maximizing Value and Efficiency

So far, we’ve thoroughly discussed the steps you’ll take before you build and how to
weigh your options. But how about the house itself?

Whether you choose to remodel, renovate, or tear down and rebuild, be sure to make
upgrades that maximize the potential of your lot. Think about energy efficiency and
optimal ways to achieve that, whether it’s high-efficiency windows, solar panels on the
roof, or orienting your main living spaces to make the most of the sunshine. Consider
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why you’re upgrading and ensure that your new layouts accommodate your lifestyle
now and in the future.

For example, suppose you’re expanding your home to accommodate a growing family.
What will your kids need as they grow? Will they all have their own bathrooms?

Do you intend to work from home? If so, you’ll need an office or a workshop. Perhaps
you spend a lot of time outdoors in the summer. Consider how you can design your
outdoor spaces to enhance your enjoyment.

How about later in life? Do you intend to age in place? You might consider incorporating
universal design now, so you don’t have to revisit the process in 20 years.

Even if you’re unsure whether this is your forever home, many of these upgrades add to
the overall value of the house. Speak to your builder about what upgrades tend to hold
their value over time and what might offer superior curb appeal. A new build is your
chance to do it right, so you owe it to yourself to explore all options.

Final Thoughts: Is a Teardown-Rebuild Right for You?

We hope we’ve provided some food for thought!

Mainly, we wanted to impress on our readers that building the house of your dreams
doesn’t always have to mean buying a new lot. Your property in the neighborhood you
love might be the perfect backdrop for making your vision a reality.

Having a reputable, qualified builder on your side is the best way to ensure a sound
decision. The integrated design-build team at Character Companies has been building a
legacy in Alexandria for almost a decade. We are native Alexandrians, born and raised
in this community, and are dedicated to being your trusted partner in remodeling,
renovation, and custom home builds.

Set up a consultation today; we’d love to show you how our vision and expertise can
bring your ideas to life.
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