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February 26, 2002

TO: The County Board of Arlington, Virginia

FROM: Ron Carlee, County Manager

APPLICANT: On the County’s Own Motion

SUBJECT: GP-281-01-1:  General Land Use Plan Amendment to change the
boundaries of the “Rosslyn Coordinated Redevelopment District.”

RECOMMENDATION: Defer to the May 6, 2002 Planning Commission
meeting and the May 18, 2002 County Board meeting.

ISSUES: Concern of the Planning Commission about the need for additional time
for community review and feedback and better understanding of the
related planning issues.

SUMMARY: At its January 26, 2002 meeting, the County Board authorized an
advertisement of a public hearing on an amendment to the boundary of
the Rosslyn Coordinated Redevelopment District, as designated on the
County’s General Land Use Plan (GLUP). The subject area is generally
bounded by North Oak Street on the east, Clarendon Boulevard on the
south, North Pierce Street on the west and 18th Street North on the
north (see attached map). The advertised amendment included two
options:

Option 1: To change the boundaries of the Rosslyn Coordinated
Redevelopment District and remove from the District boundaries the
area located west of N. Oak Street (see attached map).

Option 2: To amend Note 15 on the GLUP to include a second sentence
as follows: “This area was designated as the Rosslyn Coordinated
Redevelopment District on 5/11/96.  All structures located in the area
west of N. Oak Street shall be restricted to a maximum height of 180
feet.”

Staff believes that Option 1 – To change the boundaries of the Rosslyn
Coordinated Redevelopment District and remove from the District
boundaries the area located west of N. Oak Street – is the appropriate
option, for the following reasons:
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• It will enhance the compatibility of this area, in terms of heights and
densities, with surrounding areas and provide a more logical
transition between high-rise, high density commercial core in
Downtown Rosslyn and low-rise, low density neighborhoods at the
peripheral areas.

• It will reduce transportation impact generated by potential high-rise,
high density development at the western end of Rosslyn, which
would be outside of the ¼ mile radius walking distance from the
Rosslyn metro station;

• It will help focus higher density development within the commercial
core of Rosslyn, which has been one of the primary goals in the
Rosslyn Sector Plan Addendum and the Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor
Early Visions.

At the February 25, 2002, Planning Commission meeting, issues were
raised regarding the need for additional input and feedback from
Rosslyn Renaissance and the surrounding residential communities and
the desire for additional planning study of the subject area. In response
to the Planning Commission's concerns, staff recommends deferral of
the GLUP amendment to the May 6, 2002, Planning Commission
meeting and to the May 18, 2002, County Board meeting.

BACKGROUND:  With the review and approval of the 1881 Nash Street site plan
amendment (SP#20), issues were raised regarding the appropriateness of “C-O-Rosslyn”
building heights of 300 feet for areas located at the periphery of Rosslyn, and whether
the maximum height permitted in this zoning district provides an appropriate transition to
nearby lower density residential areas.

History and Intent of the C-O-Rosslyn Zoning District:

In 1996, the County Board established the Rosslyn Coordinated District.  The
purpose of this district was to encourage the physical revitalization and economic
development of the Rosslyn area by maximizing its potential to become a competitive first
class urban center which exemplifies superior architecture and excellent urban design
practice in the commercial core.  This General Land Use Plan overlay district allows the
rezoning of sites within its boundaries to the “C-O-Rosslyn” zoning category.  Through
the C-O-Rosslyn site plan option, development within this district can be approved with
densities of up to 10 FAR and heights of up to 300 feet.

The commercial core of Rosslyn encompasses a total of approximately 31 sites.  Of
these sites, the Rosslyn Station Area Plan Addendum identified seven (7) as potential
redevelopment sites, and another seven (7) as potential renovation sites.  Four of these
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sites have “C-O-Rosslyn” redevelopment plans approved (Waterview, 1801/1735 Lynn
Street, 1881 Nash Street and Rosslyn Metro Center). 

Since the adoption of the Addendum in 1992, staff has again identified eleven (11)
potential redevelopment sites currently located within the Rosslyn Coordinated
Redevelopment District.  Given the age and general condition of the buildings, it is
possible that these sites could redevelop within the next five to ten years depending on
the economic health of the County and real estate market conditions.  Of all the
redevelopment sites identified, only one (1) is located west of North Oak Street.  This
site, the A-M Building, abuts the area designated “High-Medium” Residential with
potential height of 136 feet under the “RA4.8” zoning district south of Clarendon
Boulevard. 

R-B Corridor Plan and the “Bulls-eye” Concept:

When the Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor Plan was initially conceived in the 1970s, the
“Bulls-eye” concept was the central element and recognized by the majority of residents
as the most favorable form of development along the corridor. The basic idea was that
the highest buildings and the densest development should be located within a ¼ mile
radius from the metro stations and taper down to lower height and density residential
developments in peripheral areas. In early and late 1980s, the Corridor Plan was
reviewed and modified twice. However, this original concept is still being seen as a valid
guide for development activities in the increasingly urbanized corridor.

The General Land Use Plan is the primary policy guide for the future development
of the County.  Since its original adoption in 1961, the Plan has been updated and
periodically amended to more clearly reflect the intended use for a particular area.  The
Plan is amended either as part of a comprehensive planning process for a designated area
or as a result of an individual request for a specific change. 

DISCUSSION:   The C-O-Rosslyn zoning district, created in 1996, has been very
successful in achieving desired redevelopment within the commercial core of Rosslyn. 
However, with review and approval of the 1881 Nash Street site plan amendment
(SP#20) and other large-scale redevelopment projects in the peripheral areas of the
“Rosslyn Coordinated Redevelopment District”, issues have been raised regarding the
appropriateness of “C-O-Rosslyn” building heights of 300 feet for areas located at the
periphery of Rosslyn, and whether the maximum height permitted in this zoning district
provides an appropriate transition to nearby lower density residential areas. Staff has
examined planning issues such as transition and taper, topography, and height and
density for the portion of the Redevelopment District located to the west of North Oak
Street.
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Transition and Taper:

Physical transition between high-rise and low-rise areas in terms of densities and
heights is an important concept in rational planning practice. Although there are different
ways to accomplish a physical transition, tapering is one of the most commonly used
planning techniques that can ensure appropriate transition for a desirable urban form. In
addition, urban economics/market forces also typically form a tapering transition from the
urban center to its peripheral areas. The subject area is generally located between the
core and periphery of Rosslyn; it should therefore be considered as a transitional area in
which development heights and densities should be tapering down from the commercial
core of Rosslyn.

Topography:

The elevation of Rosslyn varies more than 100 feet from North Arlington Ridge
Road to North Pierce Street. As the elevation increases towards the low-rise historic
Colonial Village, tapering building heights would provide a logical transition in the urban
landscape. To the contrary, building heights of 300 feet in the subject area could have a
significant reverse impact on the skyline of Rosslyn by adding large building heights on
top of the elevation. Together, the permitted heights and elevation would result in
buildings that seem larger than those in Downtown Rosslyn.

Height and Density Analysis:

The subject area is currently designated “High” Office-Apartment-Hotel and “High”
Residential on the GLUP, which would allow densities of 3.8 FAR office and/or hotel, and
4.8 FAR apartment/residential. This, without the “C-O-Rosslyn “ zoning district, would
still permit the properties to be developed at significant heights and densities of 180 feet
and 4.8 FAR for residential, which would be appropriate to provide a physical transition
from the Rosslyn commercial core to its peripheral areas.

The area north of the subject area is designated “High Medium” Residential and
“Medium” Residential on the GLUP and is comprised of a number of medium-rise
buildings between 18th Street and Key Boulevard. The area north of Key Boulevard is
designated “Low-Medium” Residential and consists of low-rise townhouses and
apartments. This forms a proper transition from high-rise development near Wilson
Boulevard to low-rise residential development at the periphery.

Although the area south of the subject area is designated as “High” and High-
Medium” Residential on the GLUP and consists of numerous high-rise residential
buildings, the decreasing elevation helps create a reasonable transition to the neighboring
areas.
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The area west of the subject area is designated “S-3A” Public and “Service
Commercial”. The area includes 1-4 story private commercial and residential
development, and one 13-story office building (zoned “C-O”), at Wilson Boulevard and N.
Pierce Street. The historical Colonial Village, a 2-story condo-apartment complex, is also
located in close vicinity. This area in general can be characterized as a low-rise, medium
density residential district. In order to achieve a compatible and desirable urban form, the
subject area between N. Oak Street and N. Pierce Street should be considered as the
transition that bridges the 300 feet high-rise district east of N. Oak Street and low-rise
residential district west of N. Pierce Street. The 180 feet height permitted through site
plan review for the existing zonings is appropriate for that transition.

Recently, Arlington residents have raised concerns about the increased densities
and decreased amenities as more high-rise and/or high density development begin filling
in the areas between the “bulls-eyes” along the corridor. Therefore, it is critical to
maintain an appropriate urban form that is metro-based and sustainable by properly
planning densities and building heights at the periphery of the metro stations.

Relocation of the boundary:

The Rosslyn metro station is located at the geographical center of the commercial
core of Rosslyn. The “C-O-Rosslyn” district generally covers the “core” area that is within
a ¼ mile/15 minute walking distance from the station. N. Oak Street is located near the
periphery of this core and is the logical location for the new boundary.

Choice of Option 1 over Option 2:

Initially, staff believed that reducing height limit was more critical than reducing
density in achieving good urban form for the subject area. Thus the Option 2 was
developed, which would limit building heights to 180 feet but still allow density to reach
10 FAR. However, with further analysis, staff believes that 10 FAR with a 180 feet height
limit would force a building to cover almost the entire site, thus making the building
environment overly bulky and crowded. Therefore, Option 2 would not be feasible or
desirable for implementation.

Community Feedback:

Staff notified all of the potentially affected property owners and civic organizations
by mail and through the Rosslyn Renaissance, following the County Board's authorization
to advertise the GLUP amendment at the January 26, 2002 meeting.  However, at the
Planning Commission meeting on February 25, 2002, several property owners of sites
located within the subject area expressed their opposition to the proposed change. 
Rosslyn Renaissance also indicated the need for additional time for community review
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and feedback as well as the need for better understanding of related planning issues.  The
Planning Commission agreed and recommended that the GLUP amendment be deferred
until the May 6, 2002 and the May 18, 2002 County Board meeting.

CONCLUSION:  In response to the Planning Commission's recommendation and the
desire for more community review and input, staff recommend deferring the
consideration of the GLUP amendment to the May 6, 2002, Planning Commission
meeting and the May 18, 2002, County Board meeting.  The Planning Commission also
asked staff to further analyze the impact of the heights on the surrounding areas. Staff
will work with the Mapping Center in Department of Public Works to see if a 3-D
modeling can be prepared. However, no additional staff time is available for further
analysis until the Rosslyn Sector Plan Addendum is scheduled to begin.


