
STAFF: Betts Abel and  Ken Aughenbaugh, DCPHD, Housing 
 
County Board Meeting – December 6, 2003 

November 26, 2003 
 

 
TO:  The County Board of Arlington, Virginia 
 
FROM:  Ron Carlee, County Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Affordable Housing Guidelines for Site Plan Projects 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: Receive the proposed affordable housing guidelines 

for site plan projects. 
 
ISSUE: Should the existing housing contributions formula be changed?  
 
SUMMARY: At the direction of the County Board, staff has reviewed the current 

formula used to calculate the recommended housing contributions for site 
plan projects.  Based on this review, a major change to the method by 
which the amounts are calculated is recommended, which would result in 
significant increases in support of affordable housing. 

 
BACKGROUND:  Current County policy on Housing contributions for residential and 
commercial site plan projects have been in effect since 1987.  These contributions are part of 
the overall community benefit, including public art, undergrounding of utilities, etc., that 
developers voluntarily provide as part of the site plan approval process. 
 
Contributions are currently calculated as a percentage of the construction cost for the square 
footage of the above-grade construction of the total project.  In the case of residential and 
commercial developments, the main negotiable item has been the construction cost 
assumption, e.g., construction cost per square foot for the development type.  More recently, 
industry averages and actual projected costs have been used.  The current amounts were last 
set in early 2001, when they were all doubled. 
 

DEVELOPMENT TYPE CURRENT CONTRIBUTION POLICY 
Multi-family - Residential  1% of Above Grade Construction Cost ($75/sf) 
Commercial Developments 2% of Above Grade Construction Cost ($70/sf) 
Townhouse Developments $2,400 per Unit for Sale Price over $165,000 
 
The current amounts have proved to be inadequate relative to the size of recent site 
plan projects.  Residential projects of 300 to 400 units have provided contributions in 
the base project equivalent to only three to four affordable units.  One site plan  



 

redevelopment project of over 500 units had no base contribution.  Because of market 
conditions, all of the recent residential projects have been very high end, distorting the 
economic mix of the community.  Based on current housing priorities relative to unit 
size (mix of one and two bedrooms), depth of subsidy (40 to 60% of median income) 
and term (30 to 40 years), the new approach would yield approximately five percent 
affordable units.  Different configurations would yield a lower or substantially higher 
percentage.  Because of inadequacy of the current guidelines, there have been 
variations in the application of the policies and differences of opinion about how they 
should be applied.  This has created ambiguity and uncertainty for all interested parties, 
including developers and housing advocates. 
  
Alternative Approaches:  Communities use a number of different approaches to 
determine contributions to affordable housing.  The following summarizes approaches 
that were considered by staff and the reasons why they are not recommended. 
 

• Percentage of construction cost.  This is the current approach, which results in 
significant variation among projects.  It could potentially discourage higher end 
materials or environmental investments (e.g., LEED) since they would result in 
higher affordable housing contributions. 

 
• Percentage of housing units.  Obviously, this approach would only apply to 

residential projects and is subject to significant distortion.  The value of a unit 
varies significantly based on the number of bedrooms, depth of the subsidy, and 
term of the subsidy.  For example, a commitment for one two-bedroom unit at 
50% MFI for 30 years is more than equivalent to obtaining two one-bedroom 
units at 60% MFI for 30 years.  A contribution of $900,000 would yield fewer 
than ten one-bedroom units at 40% MFI compared to 50 units at 80% MFI.  
Under the recommended approach, the County determines how to spend the 
contribution to meet different housing targets; the percentage becomes 
irrelevant.  Furthermore, the same contribution methodology could be used for 
all development, not just residential. 

 
• Percentage of Units or Increased Value above the By-Right Option.  Staff 

recommends basing any contribution on the total project that is made possible 
by the higher density of the site plan since it is that higher density that makes 
the total project viable.  A contribution only on the incremental increase would 
be nominal for some projects.  For example, on the sample of ten recent 
projects, the increased GFA above by-right (not necessarily “buildable”) ranged 
from 15% to over 400%.  Staff also concluded that modeling the “buildable” by-
right option would be costly, complicated, and needlessly controversial. Some 
sites have multiple zoning categories and some are zoned as units/acre with 
others as Floor Area Ratio (FAR).  Determining a base value would require much 
analysis and debate that would not necessarily contribute to the result desired. 
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Calculation of Recommended Contributions:  The amounts recommended in the 
proposal are based on a goal of theoretically achieving an average of five percent 
affordable housing units based on the value of recent affordable units.  Assumptions 
are as follow: 
 

• Average value of affordable unit = $90,000 based on a mix of 1, 2, and 3 
bedrooms, with subsidies ranging from 40-60%, with terms of 30-40 years. 

• Average size of a residential unit = 1,000 square feet. 
 
Thus, to achieve a five percent mix in a 100 unit project would require a contribution of 
$450,000 or $4,500 per unit in a given project.  The calculation of an alternative GFA 
contribution keeps a developer from minimizing the affordable housing contribution by 
building excessively large luxury units.  Since the amounts are based on a rough 
average of 2003 costs, it is proposed that amount be updated biennially.  
 
 
DISCUSSION:  At the direction of the County Board, staff has reviewed the current 
formula used to calculate the recommended housing contributions for site plan projects.  
Based on this review, a major change to the method by which the amounts are 
calculated is recommended.  This change would result in significant increases in support 
of affordable housing.  The contribution would be the greater of the following: 
 

• $4,500 per residential unit 
• $4.00 per square foot of gross floor area 
• Equivalent value of affordable housing existing on the site 

 
Based on a sample of ten recent site plan projects, the new formula would yield almost 
a six-fold increase in housing contributions from $2.3 million to $13.9 million.  While it 
is recognized that this is a dramatic increase, the burden needs to shift to the 
development community to demonstrate that the new formula is not viable in the 
context of the Arlington market.  Were the costs of the proposed amounts fully passed 
on to a homeowner (as in a condo or townhouse project), they would add 
approximately $30 a month to a 30 year fixed rate mortgage. 
 
These recommendations are made based on the following objectives: 
 

• Preserving affordable housing in Arlington in order to maintain an economically 
diverse population that can fulfill the full range of jobs in the Arlington economy. 

 
• Providing a predictable expectation for the development community. 

 
The proposed changes are part of a comprehensive review related to site plan 
guidelines that staff is currently undertaking.  Other areas of review include 
environmental construction (i.e., LEED program), which is discussed in a separate Board 

   3



 

report, and public art.  Additional recommendations may also be developed for 
transportation.  As part of this review, staff will be assessing how any of the guideline 
revisions should be codified.  With regard to this first set of affordable housing 
guidelines, staff is also evaluating whether the County Board should consider adding a 
note to the General Land Use Plan or similar official action. 
 
Details on Revised Affordable Housing Guidelines:  The following are the major 
elements in how the new approach would be implemented: 
 

• Contributions are Voluntary.  Actual amounts for a project are subject to 
negotiation.  The approach outlined serves as guidelines and a starting point for 
negotiations.  Affordable housing contributions could be higher or lower than the 
guideline based on the specifics of an overall project. 

 
• Use Starts Now.  The new approach will serve as interim guidelines effective 

immediately with site plan proposals filed after August 1, 2003.  Site plans filed 
before August 1, 2003, would have the previous methodology applied, although 
staff will seek to maximize affordable housing contributions as part of final 
negotiations on a project-by-project basis. 

 
• Calculation Based on GFA.  The housing contribution would be calculated on the 

total project GFA, not just on the increase from what is allowed by-right to the 
maximum development permitted under the GLUP or on the cost of the project.  
The increased density that is provided through the site plan process is 
responsible for making the totality of the project viable, and, thus, the affordable 
housing contribution should be based on the total project. 

 
• Replacement Housing in the Base.  One of the more controversial provisions of 

the guidelines is for the replacement of existing affordable housing in the base.  
However, if a developer can show that the project is not economically viable, the 
County will consider use of bonus density provisions to achieve the replacement 
housing.  While it is recognized that this provision will impact some developers 
more than others, the same is true for a wide range of existing site conditions, 
including topography and utilities.  We are suggesting that the presence of 
affordable housing is simply another existing condition that must be considered 
in a development project. 

 
• Bonus Density.  In addition to ensuring the economic viability of affordable 

housing replacement, the bonus density may also be considered on a case-by-
case basis only to achieve an increase in affordable housing above the formula.  
It is important to remember that bonus density is one of the County’s most 
valuable tools for development of affordable housing without the use of general 
tax dollars. 
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• All Projects Treated the Same.  The approach would apply to all site plan 
projects—residential (condo, rental, and townhouse), retail, office, and hotel—in 
order to remove any general incentive/disincentive toward any particular use or 
ownership type.  The contribution, however, could be negotiated for a specific 
project mix that the County wanted to achieve. 

 
• On-Site Preferred.  For residential projects, the preference is that contributions 

be converted to on-site housing of equivalent value where there would be a 
minimum of ten affordable units in the project.  For projects of less than ten 
units, the contributions should go into the County’s Housing Reserve Fund.  
Where existing affordable housing is on the site, consideration may also be given 
to off-site alternatives in order to minimize the impact of relocation of existing 
tenants. 

 
• Housing Mix Will Vary.  Affordable housing provided on-site would be subject to 

negotiation to meet the County’s housing targets through unit bedroom mix, 
depth of subsidy, and term of contract.  Thus, the number of units achievable at 
the formula value would vary based on the County’s policy objectives. 

 
• Applies to Redevelopment of Existing Site Plan.  The contribution would also 

apply to a major site plan amendment where an existing site plan project is 
being redeveloped, such as the Liberty Center project.  Arlington’s growth has 
matured to a stage that we will be seeing more redevelopment of existing site 
plan projects.  They would be essentially treated as new projects. 

 
• Two-Year Reviews.   The formula would be reviewed every two years to 

determine if revision is advisable based on market and inflationary trends. 
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Background Charts 

 
 
Attachment A.  Housing Contribution Options Applied To Recent Projects 
 
The attached chart shows the impact of this proposal on site plan projects approved 
over the last two years through August 2003, using an average value for an affordable 
unit to calculate the number of units that would be required under each of the proposed 
methods.  The GFA figures used do not include any bonus density – although, 
some projects had bonus density and higher actual contributions.  The chart also 
provides the calculated number of units (based on the same average value) under the 
existing policy.  Since many of these projects included bonus density or other resources 
(such as County funds from sale of right-of-way), these numbers do not relate to the 
actual number of units achieved. 
 
Attachment B.  Housing Contribution Options Applied To Current Proposals 
This is similar to A. as applied to projects in review as of August 2003. 
 
Attachment C.  Value of Housing Subsidy 
For units in high-rises in the R-B Corridor, the subsidy is valued as the difference 
between current affordable rents (at different median family income levels and terms) 
and market-rate rents. 
 
Attachment D.  Production at Different Affordability Levels 
For a 200-unit project with a contribution value of $900,000 (@ $4,500 per unit), the 
number of affordable units obtained varies according to the number of bedrooms, the 
affordability level and the term. 
 
Attachment E. Affordable Units in High-rises in R-B Corridor 
Background for the graph in Attachment C. 
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Attachment A. 
HOUSING CONTRIBUTION OPTIONS APPLIED TO RECENT PROJECTS      August 2003 
As applied to total GFA and # of units before any bonus GFA or units.       
      
  Contribution per GFA     $          4.00  
  Contribution per unit     $        4,500  
  Avg. value per unit @ 60% MFI, 30 yrs    $      90,000  
   Avg sf GFA per unit              1,100  
         

Proposed Options – Higher of Columns C or G Based on Existing Policy A 
Project B 

Total GFA 
C 

GFA 
Contribution

D 
# Units 
@ avg 
value 

E 
% affordable
of total base 

# 

F 
Base 

 # Units

G 
# Units 

Contribution 

H 
# Units 
@ avg 
value 

I 
% 

affordable
of total #

J 
Actual* 

HRF Value 

K 
Hypothetical 
HRF Value/avg 
unit value = 

# units 
1800 Wilson Blvd 
 

    177,375  $     709,500             7.9 5.1% 154 $    693,000          7.7 5.0%  $   275,000 3.1

Quincy Plaza 
 

    418,526  $  1,674,104           18.6 4.7% 399 $  1,795,500        20.0 5.0%  $   320,000 3.6

2900 Clarendon 
Blvd 

    433,243  $  1,732,972           19.3 6.9% 279 $  1,255,500        14.0 5.0%  $   375,000 4.2

WRIT/Rosslyn (R) 
 

    211,960  $     847,840             9.4 5.3% 178 $    801,000          8.9 5.0%  $   151,000 1.7

Clarendon P.O. 
 

    320,600  $  1,282,400           14.2 7.3% 194 $    873,000          9.7 5.0%  $   258,725 2.9

The Odyssey (R) 
 

    256,823  $  1,027,292           11.4 4.7% 243 $  1,093,500        12.2 5.0%  $   192,617 2.1

Twin Oak* (R) 
 

    215,062  $     860,248             9.6 3.4% 279 $  1,255,500        14.0 5.0%  $   161,300 1.8

Liberty Center (R) 
 

 1,021,308  $  4,085,232           45.4 9.0% 507 $  2,281,500        25.4 5.0%  $             - 0.0

Navy League 
 

    212,947  $     851,788             9.5 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a  $   300,000 3.3

GMU Foundation     208,773  $     835,092             9.3 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a  $   288,012 3.2
(R): Replacement units required     
*Market-rate bonus units not available as a separate #  for Twin Oak 
HRF: Housing Reserve Fund contribution value--The Odyssey and Twin Oak calculated @ GFA x $75 x 1% 
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Attachment B.          August 2003 
HOUSING CONTRIBUTION OPTIONS APPLIED TO CURRENT PROPOSALS        
As applied to total proposed GFA and # of units before any bonus GFA or units.        
        
  Contribution per GFA    $      4.00  
  Contribution per unit    $     4,500  
  Avg. value per unit @ 60% MFI, 30 yrs   $   90,000  
  HRF value GFA x  $             75              1% 

         Based on 
         Existing Policy 

 Proposed Options – Higher of Columns C or G J 
Estimated A 

Project 
B 

Total GFA 
C 

GFA 
Contribution 

D 
# Units 
@ avg 
value 

E 
% affordable
of total base 

# 

F 
Base 

# Units 

G 
# Units 

Contribution

H 
# Units 
@ avg 
value 

I 
% 

affordable 
of total # 

HRF Value

K 
Hypothetica
l 

HRF 
value/avg 

unit value = 
# units 

Troy St. 
 

    325,406  $   1,301,624           14.5 4.5% 319 $  1,435,500         16.0 5.0% $  244,055               2.7 

Monroe Street 
 

    104,111  $      416,444             4.6 7.5% 62 $     279,000           3.1 5.0% $    78,083               0.9 

Alexan Va. Square* 
 

    129,600  $      518,400             5.8 5.3% 108 $     486,000           5.4 5.0% $    97,200               1.1 

Alexan Shirlington 
 

    209,760  $      839,040             9.3 4.8% 196 $     882,000           9.8 5.0% $  157,320               1.7 

3409 Wilson 
 

    135,039  $      540,156             6.0 6.7% 90 $     405,000           4.5 5.0% $  101,279               1.1 

One Metropolitan 
 

    521,700  $   2,086,800           23.2 5.9% 390 $  1,755,000         19.5 5.0% $  391,275               4.3 

JCE-S. Glebe 
THS** 

    119,030  $      476,120             5.3 22.0% 24 $     108,000           1.2 5.0% $    89,273               1.0 

*Proposed Total GFA estimated @ 1200sf/unit   
**Townhouse value needs additional analysis 
(B): include bonus density in proposal   
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Attachment C.   

Value of Housing Subsidy
for 1BR, 1 Bath Rental Units

(High-Rise Developm ents in the Rosslyn-Ballston Metro Corridor, 2002-2003)
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Attachment D. Production at Different Affordability Levels 
 
The following charts indicate the number of affordable units that could be produced 
under the proposed Housing contribution policy.  The charts are based upon a 200 
unit project with a contribution of $900,000.   The first chart indicates the 
number of 1 BR, 1 BA units produced at various levels of affordability and for various 
terms.  Similarly, the second chart indicates the number of 2 BR, 2 BA units. 
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Attachment E. 
 
AFFORDABLE UNITS IN HIGH-RISES IN R-B 
CORRIDOR 

  
 Average value per affordable 
unit 
  
  

1 BR 1 
bath 

Value per 
unit 

MFI Level 15 yrs  20 yrs   25 yrs   30 yrs  
40% $84,036 $97,303 $106,624 $113,172 
50%  $ 

66,636 
$77,156 $84,547 $89,739 

60% $49,236 $57,010 $62,471 $66,307 
70%  $ 

31,836 
$36,863 $40,394 $42,874 

80% $14,437 $16,716 $18,317 $19,442 
  
  

2 BR 2 
bath 

Value per 
unit 

MFI Level 15 yrs  20 yrs   25 yrs   30 yrs  
40% $132,475 $153,390 $168,083 $178,405 
50% $111,552 $129,164 $141,537 $150,228 
60% $90,630 $104,938 $114,990 $122,052 
70% $69,814 $80,836 $88,579 $94,019 
80% $48,891 $56,610 $62,033 $65,843 

  
Aug-03  
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