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April 30, 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: Adopt the attached resolution to amend the General
Land Use Plan by removing properties generally
located west of North Oak Street between Clarendon
Boulevard and 18th Street North from the “Rosslyn
Coordinated Redevelopment District.”

ISSUES: A. Inappropriate “Rosslyn Coordinated Redevelopment District”
boundary that may have negative impact on transitional areas

B. Choice of alternatives

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.”

On March 9, 2002, the County Board deferred the proposed
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amendment for two months in order to allow more detailed planning
studies and to receive additional public input. During this time, more
input from affected landowners and civic organizations was heard and
additional alternative schemes were discussed. Staff believes that Option
I – 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 preferred option, for the
following reasons:

• 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.

• 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 enhance the compatibility of this area, in terms of heights and
densities, with surrounding areas and provide a more logical
transition between the high-rise, high density commercial core in
Downtown Rosslyn and the lower scale "Medium" and "High
Medium" residential neighborhoods at the peripheral areas;

BACKGROUND

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

In 1996, the County Board established the  “Rosslyn Coordinated Redevelopment
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
sites have “C-O-Rosslyn” redevelopment plans approved (Waterview, 1801/1735 Lynn
Street, 1881 Nash Street and Rosslyn Metro Center). 
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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:

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.

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 favorable urban form. In
addition, urban economics/market forces also typically dictate a tapering transition from
the urban center to its peripheral areas. The subject area is generally located between the
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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.

Recently, Arlington residents have raised concerns about the increased densities
and perceived decreasing amenities, such as less open space and more traffic congestion,
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.

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.

Heights and Densities 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.

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
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development, and one 13-story office building (zoned “C-O”), at Wilson Boulevard and N.
Pierce Street.  Preliminary County planning studies for this area suggest the
redevelopment of this area tapering down from the "C-O-Rosslyn" boundary to a medium
density, lower scale mixed use development pattern.  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.

Rosslyn Skyline:

The subject area is located on a topographical ridgeline that raises in elevation
from Rosslyn toward the Court House.  Therefore building heights within this area will
have significant impact on the Rosslyn skyline.  Limiting building heights to 180 feet in
the subject area will focus the highest buildings in the commercial core area around the
Rosslyn metro station.  This design concept is consistent with the original metro-based
“bulls-eye” development pattern and does not conflict with the “sculpted envelop” concept
that the National Parks Service has suggested for the Rosslyn skyline in their letter to the
County Board dated June 8, 2001.  (See attached letter).  The elevation above sea level at
North Moore Street is approximately 80 feet; increasing in elevation to approximately 140
feet at North Oak Street and to approximately 175 feet at North Pierce Street.  Removing
the subject area from the Rosslyn Coordinated Redevelopment District would eliminate
the possibility of 300-foot tall buildings being constructed up the ridgeline between North
Oak Street and North Pierce Street.

Feedback from Affected Property Owners within the Area

The attached table lists the property information within the area. Based on input
and feedback from the property owners, no property owner has immediate plans to
redevelop any of the properties. However, all of the property owners are opposed to the
proposed Amendment. Their primary reasoning includes:

• Some of the properties are located within the ¼ mile distance from the Metro
station, e.g. the buildings at 1500, 1501 and 1515 Wilson Boulevard;

• Loss of potential property value;
• No redevelopment plans in near future thus no need to amend the GLUP now.

Views of Rosslyn Renaissance
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At the April 3, 2002 Rosslyn Renaissance Board meeting, the Rosslyn Renaissance
recommended that consideration of the issue should be incorporated into the broader
review of the Rosslyn Station Area Plan, scheduled for 2003.  A copy of letter from Mr.
Brian P. Coulter, President of Rosslyn Renaissance is also attached.

Choice of Option I over Option II:

One of the primary differences between the Option 1 and Option 2 is that Option 2
will remain certain degree of incentives for redevelopment of the properties, while Option
1 will completely eliminate the incentives for redevelopment that the “C-O Rosslyn”
district was initially created for. Given the existing building conditions and street level
pedestrian activities, this area currently achieves what the “C-O Rosslyn” district was
developed to achieve. It would not be the County’s intent or interest to encourage
redevelopment of this area in the near future. In addition, staff believes that 10 FAR with
a 180 feet height limit in the Option 2 would result in an entire site to be covered by
buildings, thus making the building environment overly bulky and crowded. Therefore,
Option 2 is not favored.

Planning and Mapping Center staff worked together to develop computer
generated three- dimensional views of the building masses and heights under the existing
designation and the two advertised options.  Attached to this report are graphics that
illustrate the impact of the options on the Rosslyn Skyline and adjoining residential areas.

CONCLUSION:  Staff has concluded that Option 1 represents the best alternative and
recommends that the County Board adopt the attached resolution to amend the General
Land Use Plan:

Removing the area west of North Oak Street from the boundaries of the “Rosslyn
Coordinated Redevelopment District.” This will eliminate the options to seek
greater heights and density by rezoning to “C-O Rosslyn” within the area. The
current zoning consists primarily of “C-O” and “RA-H 3.2,” which allows office and
hotel density up to 3.8 FAR and apartment density up to 4.8 FAR.


