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 March 10, 2003 
 
 
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 to follow when devising  
and evaluating development proposals for the area. 

 
DISCUSSION   
The Rosslyn to Courthouse Urban Design Study is a guideline for urban design and 
building form for use by developers and staff when developing and evaluating 
development proposals for the study area.  The Planning Commission accepted the 
report at its October 7, 2002 meeting and sent it forward for County Board 
consideration.  At the October 19, 2002 County Board Meeting, staff presented the final 
Rosslyn to Courthouse Urban Design Study for acceptance.  After a discussion on 
several issues, the County Board directed staff to do further analysis on three main 
issues: 1. clarity on the potential of through-block pedestrian/vehicular connections, 2. 
the economic feasibility of redevelopment based on the plan’s vision, and 3. the 
possible accommodation of affordable housing with redevelopment.  Staff has made 
changes to the report in these areas.  The following provides clarity and additional 
direction in response to these issues. 

 
1. Proposed Through-block Connections 

The Department of Community Planning, Housing and Development along with the 
Department of Public Works completed further study on the potential through-block 
connections.  The appropriate locations for these were determined to be in the 
general location of Troy Street in the western block and Quinn Street in the eastern 
block.  Subsequently, the Department of Public Works proposed an amendment to 
the Master Transportation Plan showing general locations for vehicular through-
block connections.  The Transportation Commission discussed this at their meeting 
on February 19, 2003.  These locations are proposed in the vicinity of the 
intersection of North Troy Street and Wilson Boulevard and at the Quinn Street 
intersection.  The type of vehicular passageway proposed by the amendment is a 47 
foot or 50 foot right-of-way including sidewalks, and vehicular circulation with 
parking.  The actual lane configuration is still under consideration.  The intent is that 
any new right-of-way will be achieved through negotiations in the site plan process. 
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 A note has been added to Page 11 of the study on the bullet which discusses 
potential through-block connections.  
 

“Determination of whether these are pedestrian or vehicular connections will be   
evaluated through the Site Plan Process.” 

 
Subsequent to the October review of the Rosslyn to Courthouse Urban Design 
Study, a site plan for 1801 Wilson Boulevard was submitted which follows the 
guidelines for building form and height.  The issue of pedestrian or vehicular 
connections is being examined in detail through this site plan taking into 
consideration current property ownership and potential development timeframe.   
 

2. Economic Feasibility.  
The economic feasibility of the proposed vision in the study can be verified by the 
number of development plans proposed for the study area (as mentioned above and 
the recently adopted WRIT proposal).  In addition staff has met with two other 
property owners interested in developing within the proposed guidelines.  Based on 
these preliminary discussions, this would indicate that the guidelines are not a 
hindrance to site redevelopment.  While this is not a thorough economic analysis, it 
does attest to the feasibility of the guidelines recommended in the study. The intent 
of the study as a guideline is to provide flexibility which can be interpreted in more 
detail through the site plan process.  The following statement about economic 
viability has been added as the final bullet on page 12 of the study: 

 
“County forecasts indicate continued growth in both population and employment 
over the next 20 years within the Rosslyn-Courthouse metro sub-corridor.  
Furthermore, an analysis of vacancy rates and rental rates indicates continuing 
demand pressure, particularly for residential units. The existing zoning limits the 
ability of owners and developers in this area to build in a manner which meets 
this demand.  An indication of the economic feasibility of this study is given by 
the number of development plans currently proposed for sites in the study area. 
One site plan has been approved, and another is currently under review utilizing 
the recommended building heights and staff has met with two other property 
owners proposing development within the guidelines proposed in this study.  
This site plan activity reinforces the analysis above and provides further 
indication of the viability of the building heights recommended in the study.  The 
intent of the study as a guideline is to provide flexibility which can be interpreted 
in more detail through the site plan process and allow development to meet 
market demands in a manner consistent with the development goals of the 
County.” 
 
 
 

3. Affordable Housing 
The study, as an urban design exercise, did not take into account specific proposals 
on affordable housing.  The study does recommend building heights on specific 
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blocks.  In general, the building heights taper up at each end of the study area to a 
maximum of 9 to 14 stories.  The prevalent building height proposed in the 
remainder of the study area is 5 stories.  Given the limitations of the building 
heights proposed over the majority of the study area, it is anticipated that 
contributions to an affordable housing fund would be generated rather than 
provision of actual units. Additional affordable housing could be achieved through 
an affordable housing bonus in the form of additional density and or height if 
appropriate.  This would be evaluated through the site plan process.  The following 
statement about additional height to accommodate affordable housing or new 
streets has been added to page 19, Area Wide Guidelines – Height:   

 
“Flexibility in heights could be approved to accommodate affordable housing or 
special design considerations and/or new streets.” 

 
PLANNING COMMISSION 
At it’s March 5, 2003 carry over meeting the Planning Commission reiterated their 
acceptance of the Rosslyn to Courthouse Urban Design Study.   The Planning 
Commission stated their preference for a through-block connection aligned with the 
intersection of Quinn Street and Clarendon Boulevard.  This would follow the common 
property line between the Sarris and Contis properties and eventually through what is 
currently the Manning Apartment Building site. 
 
Staff recommends that the County Board accept the Rosslyn to Courthouse Urban 
Design Study with these revisions to be used as a reference guide to direct and 
implement development in the study area. 
 


