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 October 8, 2002 
 
 
TO: The County Board of Arlington, Virginia 
 
FROM: Ron Carlee, County Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Rosslyn to Courthouse Urban Design Study 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: Accept the Rosslyn to Courthouse Urban Design Study 

as a guideline for urban design and building form for 
use by developers and staff when developing and 
evaluating development proposals for the area. 

 
DISCUSSION: The Rosslyn to Courthouse Urban Design Study is a document 
that outlines the type and shape of redevelopment desired for the study area which is 
located in between the Rosslyn and Courthouse sector plan areas.  Accepting this 
document will give it the imprimatur that the guidelines contained within are the desire 
and direction of Arlington County.  Once the Study is accepted county staff will use it to 
work with developers to give them direction on the type and shape of buildings and 
uses for the form of development in the area between Rosslyn and Courthouse.  Staff 
will also use it when reviewing development proposals in the area.  The study does not 
change the General Land Use Plan or any potential uses on the site allowed “by-right” or 
under the existing zoning.  It is intended as a guideline for discussion of potential 
development proposals. 
 
The area in-between Rosslyn and Courthouse (specifically between Wilson and 
Clarendon Boulevards from Pierce Street to Courthouse Road) is currently in poor 
condition and undergoing development pressure.  This study was conducted in a 
streamlined manner including public input to provide staff and potential developers with 
a conceptual framework for the type of development that is desired in this area. 
 
The purposes of the study were identified as: 1. To define redevelopment and 
reinvestment parameters and urban design guidelines that can help make this area an 
attractive place for people to live, work and spend leisure time; 2. To provide urban 
design guidance for property owners and developers in shaping proposals, and for the 
community, the Planning Commission and County staff in reviewing them.   
 
The process followed a logical progression of urban design analysis. Information was 
collected on existing conditions including; land uses, property ownership, built form, 
transportation, topography and surrounding neighborhoods.  A walking tour was held 
to identify community issues.  Potential issues of concern that were identified include 
land uses, circulation, topography, streetscape, community identity, community services 
and development activities in the surrounding area.  The analysis identified Guiding 
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Principles: Continuity, Connectivity, Compatibility, Creativity, World Class Architecture 
and Streetscape Design, Transition, Mixed Uses, Friendly to Pedestrians, Accessibility, 
Sustainability, and Community Identity.   
 
Three potential development scenarios were prepared exploring examples of High, 
Medium and Low building height and density of development.  The Medium height and 
density scenario was chosen at a community workshop with residents and property 
owners present as the preferred type of development.  The planning staff further 
refined this scenario through design guidelines and urban design recommendations.  
The draft plan document was presented and discussed with the Long Range Planning 
Subcommittee as a public forum.  Major elements of the concept plan include: 
• Mixed use development with ground floor retail 
• Continuous building form along a block face 
• Potential through block connections  
• Potential location for open space/plazas 
• Transitioning heights from 14 stories at Pierce Street down to 5 stories at Rhodes 

and 10 stories at Courthouse Road down to 5 stories at Rhodes 
• Underground or structured parking, shared parking/loading access, and vehicular 

access from side streets where possible 
• Preservation of retail buildings contributing to historic character 
• World class architecture and streetscape design, use of prominent materials, such as 

brick, glass, steel frame, marble, granite, trimmed wood and stucco.  
 
Staff recommends that the County Board accept the Rosslyn to Courthouse Urban 
Design Study to be used as a reference guide to direct and implement development in 
the study area. 
 
The Planning Commission accepted the Study at their October 7, 2002 
meeting with the following comments/concerns: 
 
1. Clarification of potential streets/alleys. 
 

Staff Response - The Study shows conceptual locations for potential mid-block 
connections that could be a pedestrian alley or a street with limited circulation.  The 
connections break up the long blocks and provide for additional circulation between 
the one-way pair of Wilson and Clarendon Boulevards.  The Department of Public 
Works supports mid-block vehicular connections.  These mid-block connections will 
be further evaluated through redevelopment and the site plan process.   
 

2. Initiation of South of Clarendon Bouldevard Study 
 
Staff Response – During the course of this study several issues were identified for 
the area South of Clarendon Boulevard, including affordable housing, tree 
preservation and housing types and styles.  Although not currently a part of the long 
range work plan, staff plans to initiate work with the Long Range Planning 
Subcommittee on this effort in early 2003. 
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3. Potential Fire Station location in the study area. 
 
Staff Response – Through the course of this study staff conducted preliminary 
discussions with the Fire Department about the possibility of the Rosslyn Station 
moving to a site in the study area.  The illustrative plan shows an example of how a 
fire station might be integrated into this area.  Staff has also established an overall 
community process to address the relocation of several fire stations including 
Rosslyn.  The first fire station location under consideration is Cherrydale, with a 
community meeting scheduled for November.  Other future fire station relocations 
will be considered subsequently. 
 

4. Economic feasibility analysis for the study. 
 
Staff Response - The Department of Economic Development is conducting a study 
considering development scenarios on model sites to determine viability of 
development under the proposed guidelines.  The building form proposed in the 
study was determined through a community process.  The emphasis of the study 
was on building form and massing, not density.  The study does not change any 
zoning in the study area.  If it is difficult to achieve sufficient density now, the 
County may be prepared to wait in order to get the form preferred.  
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ROSSLYN TO COURTHOUSE URBAN DESIGN STUDY   September 30, 
2002 
Paraphrased Comments and Responses 
COMMENT COMMENTOR STAFF RESPONSE 
1. Parcel consolidation 
may not be possible 

Dr. Contis,  
Mark Fairbrother, 
Barnes Lawson 

The document is intended as a general guide to 
be used by staff for assisting developers for 
properties in this area.  If it is not feasible to 
consolidate parcels, that will be taken into 
consideration during the site plan review. 

2. Building heights are 
restrictive 

Dr. Contis,  
Mark Fairbrother, 
Barnes Lawson 

Building heights have been determined as the 
result of a public input process.  These are the 
target heights desired for whenever development 
may happen. 

3. Open space and  
plaza locations 

Dr. Contis, 
Mark Fairbrother, 
Barnes Lawson 

The plazas and open space indicated are 
conceptual; actual location and size would be 
further detailed through development proposals 

4. Alleys and mid-
block connections 

Dr. Contis, 
Mark Fairbrother, 
Barnes Lawson 

The alley locations are conceptual and would be 
encouraged through evaluation of development 
proposals.  DPW has stated that these mid-block 
connections are desirable.  Perhaps they can be 
added to the Master Transportation Plan and 
further analyzed. 

5. Combined parking 
entrances, shared 
parking is difficult 

Mark Fairbrother, 
Barnes Lawson 

Combined parking entrances between properties 
and shared parking will be a critical issue.  A 
potential fire station site could possibly provide 
additional public parking. 

6. Materials guidelines 
are restrictive 

Dr. Contis The materials guidelines call for brick or material 
with similar visual effect as prevailing materials for 
buildings and streetscapes.  This is a general 
guideline that would be further detailed through 
the site plan review. 

7. Form based study Carrie Johnson The form-based study is general referring to 
heights and potential open space.  It is not 
intended to be coding. 

8. Building entrances 
at corners 

Carrie Johnson This is intended to encourage corner entrances 
when possible but some flexibility will be allowed. 

9. Rhodes Grill Carrie Johnson Rhodes has been identified as potential 
contributing historic resource and should be 
preserved if possible. 

10. Not to scale Carrie Johnson The recommendations are conceptual and 
intended to provide general suggested locations.  
The cross streets can provide general reference 
points. 

11. DED Review Pam Gillen The team has requested a general review by DED 
staff. 

 


