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Memorandum 

 

  

To:  Zoning Committee of the Planning 

Commission (ZOCO)  

Date:  March 18, 2020  

From:  

  

Kellie Brown, Associate Planner 

Timothy Murphy, Associate Planner   

Subject:  

 

Zoning Ordinance Amendment – RA Districts: Expansions and Additions to 

Nonconforming Two-Family Dwellings 

  

 Introduction 

 

At their September 2019 Work Session, the County Board reviewed next steps for the 

development of zoning tools for the Housing Conservation District areas. The Board approved 

staff’s work on a Zoning Ordinance amendment to permit nonconforming two-family dwellings 

in both Arlington County Zoning Ordinance (ACZO) Article 6 RA districts and in Housing 

Conservation District areas to make exterior expansions and additions by-right.  

 

Currently, nonconforming one-family dwellings in single-family zoning districts (R-5, R-6, R-8, 

R-10, R-20) and nonconforming one-family and two-family dwellings in the two-family zoning 

district (R2-7) are permitted to make expansions and additions “by right”, which means the 

Zoning Ordinance enables homeowners to make such changes with a building permit and do not 

require special approval from the Board of Zoning Appeals. 

 

For this Zoning Ordinance amendment study, given the presence of additional two-family 

dwellings located in Article 6 RA districts outside of HCD areas, and given the importance of 

preserving this housing type as set forth in the Affordable Housing Master Plan, staff 

recommends also permitting two-family dwellings located in Article 6 RA districts outside of 

HCD areas.   

 

As a result, the purpose of this Zoning Ordinance Amendment study is to develop 

recommendations to permit by-right expansions and additions to nonconforming two-family 

dwellings in all Article 6 RA districts.  

 

  

http://www.arlingtonva.us/
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Background 

 

There are many one-family dwellings (single-family detached housing) and two-family 

dwellings (semidetached housing and duplexes) throughout Arlington that demonstrate 

conditions nonconforming to Arlington County Zoning Ordinance (ACZO) requirements in 

terms of setbacks, lot width, lot area, lot coverage and off-street parking.  While the Code of 

Virginia permits property owners to continue operating, using, and maintaining a permitted use 

within a nonconforming structure or on a nonconforming lot, the ACZO currently limits the 

ability to make changes to nonconforming one- and two-family dwellings. These limitations are 

intended to foster the eventual discontinuance of such nonconformities. Attachment 1 

summarizes these regulations in tabular form. 

 

Based on existing ACZO regulations, one- and two-family dwellings which are nonconforming 

in some manner, or are located on lots which are nonconforming in some manner, are subject to 

the following restrictions: 

 

• If the property is zoned within one of the Public (P), Commercial (C), and Industrial (M) 

districts, interior structural alterations are prohibited. 

• Unless the property is zoned R-5, R-6, R-8, R-10, R-20 or R2-7, a one-family dwelling 

cannot be expanded or otherwise added on to – even if the addition would comply with 

required height and setback standards.  

• Unless the property is zoned R2-7, a two-family dwelling cannot be expanded to or otherwise 

added on to – even if the addition would comply with required height and setback standards.  

 

Moreover, expansions and/or additions are prohibited for any townhouse or multifamily 

structure, regardless of zoning, if the structure or lot are nonconforming in any manner. 

 

A property owner’s only avenue for obtaining approval for such alterations would be to seek 

relief with the approval of a variance from the Board of Zoning Appeals (BZA) upon 

demonstrating that the nonconformity is unreasonably restricting the utilization of the property 

and that granting the variance would alleviate a hardship.   Property owners, regardless of the 

status of their dwelling as conforming or nonconforming, may also seek relief from placement 

standards (ACZO §3) with the approval of a Use Permit by the BZA. 

  

In October 2018, the County Board adopted an amendment to the ACZO permitting owners of 

nonconforming one- and two-family dwellings in the R2-7 Two-Family and Townhouse 

Dwelling District to make expansions and additions as a matter of right with approval by the 

Zoning Administrator (i.e., by-right). This amendment also permitted by-right structural interior 

alterations of nonconforming one- and two-family dwellings in previously excluded R districts 

(R15-30T, R-10T) and all RA districts.  Approximately 600 nonconforming one- and two-family 

dwellings in the RA, R15-30T, and R10-T zoning districts may now make structural interior 

alternations by-right that had previously been excluded.  Approximately 1,500 two-family and 

over 400 one-family dwellings can now make exterior additions and expansions in the R2-7 

zoning district by-right. 
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At the September 2019 County Board Work Session, which focused on Housing Conservation 

District areas, the County Board approved staff’s work to develop a Zoning Ordinance 

amendment to permit nonconforming two-family dwellings in RA districts in Housing 

Conservation Districts to make exterior expansions and additions by-right. This work aligns with 

the 2018 amendment permitting exterior expansions and additions by-right for nonconforming 

one- and two-family dwellings in the R2-7 district.  This work also furthers the goals of the 

Housing Conservation District to preserve affordability and allow for development of new 

housing, while maintaining the character of established multiple-family areas, and considering 

historic buildings, tree canopies, mix of affordability, and mix of rental and ownership housing. 

 

Analysis and Recommendations 

 

Staff evaluated the inventory of two-family dwellings in RA districts and potential impacts of 

by-right additions and expansions to nonconforming two-family dwellings in RA districts to 

develop recommendations for this Zoning Ordinance amendment study.  

 

Inventory of Two-Family Dwellings in RA Districts 

 

In considering the scope for this study, staff has identified that 432 two-family dwellings are 

located in RA districts in the County.  Of these 432 dwellings, 149 are located in RA districts in 

HCD areas and 283 two-family dwellings are located in RA districts in other parts of the County 

(see Attachments 2 and 3).  

 

In terms of locations, these two-family dwellings are located throughout the County, in 

14 separate civic associations.  Approximately 87 percent of the two-family dwellings possess a 

“Low” Residential (11-15 units/acre) or “Low-Medium” Residential (16-36 units/acre) 

designation. These GLUP designations are consistent with the dwelling type, providing clear 

rationale for creation of new Zoning Ordinance tools to enable preservation of a dwelling type 

that aligns with the land use vision for these areas.  As would be expected in areas with these 

designations, most of these two-family dwellings are located adjacent to other two-family 

dwellings and multi-family apartment buildings (See Attachments 4 and 5). 

 

Eleven percent of the two-family dwellings possess a “Low” Residential GLUP designation, and 

there are a small percentage of units adjacent to single-family detached homes (See Attachments 

4 and 5). 

 

Despite this small percentage of these dwellings located in areas designated “Low” Residential 

and adjacent to single-family detached dwellings, staff recommends including not only two-

family dwellings located in RA districts within HCD areas, but also including two-family 

dwellings in RA districts outside of HCD areas.  There are more two-family dwellings located in 

RA districts outside of HCD areas than within, and creating more flexibility for reinvestment in 

this housing type supports the objectives in the Affordable Housing Master Plan to “produce and 

preserve a sufficient supply of affordable ownership housing to meet future needs” (Objective 

1.2) and “encourage production and preservation of family-sized (e.g. 3+bedroom) moderately-

priced ownership units” (Objective 1.2.2).  Potential impacts on adjacent properties is explored 

in the following section. 
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Furthermore, as indicated in Attachment 7, only 42 of these two-family dwellings are located 

outside the HCD in special planning areas. One (1) two-family dwelling is located in the Nauck 

Village Center Special Revitalization District, and 41 two-family dwellings are located in the 

Columbia Pike Special Neighborhoods Revitalization District. The dwellings in the Columbia 

Pike Special Neighborhoods Revitalization District are not located in Conservations Areas or 

areas Adjacent to Conservation Areas identified on the Regulating Plan. The Regulating Plan 

designates the Building Envelope Standard (BES) Designations for these properties as either 

Urban Residential or Townhouse/Small Apartment. Extending permission to make by-right 

additions and expansions to these 42 dwellings would enable consistency within the Zoning 

Ordinance for all two-family dwellings. This proposed change would not preclude the ability to 

develop multifamily housing in areas envisioned for greater residential density. 

 

The evaluation of potential for additional amendments to enable expansions to other 

nonconforming dwellings, such as the 173 one-family dwellings in RA Districts located 

throughout the County or the 350 two-family dwellings located in R districts other than R2-7 

(R-5, R-6, R-8, R-10, R-20, R10-T, and R15-30T) will be the subject of other Zoning Ordinance 

Amendment studies laid out in the Zoning Ordinance Amendment Work Plan, including Missing 

Middle Housing Study Implementation and subsequent phases of HCD work.  RA districts with 

one-family dwellings and R districts with two-family dwellings need additional study to 

review/determine the appropriate land use vision for these areas, if/how existing zoning tools 

support that land use vision and/or how new tools could be added to the Zoning Ordinance to 

support that new land use vision.   

 

Potential Impacts 

 

Given shared lot lines and the general closer proximity of two-family dwellings, additions could 

have a greater impact on adjacent neighbors than additions made to a single-family detached 

home.  In terms of losing the opportunity for advance notice as afforded through the BZA 

process, it would be incumbent upon property owners who pursue expansion to inform their 

neighbors of an anticipated project and to reach an agreement regarding temporary access during 

construction.      

   

Any addition/expansion to a semidetached dwelling in neighborhoods where such dwellings 

make up the prevailing housing type has a greater impact on adjacent neighbors given the spatial 

characteristics of the semidetached dwelling development pattern.  However, as shown in 

Attachment 6, side and rear additions are already common in semidetached neighborhoods.  

Furthermore, additions and expansions would still be subject to all Zoning Ordinance height, 

setback, and lot coverage requirements, requiring a BZA Use Permit for exceptions for 

placement or a variance for any other exception.  In addition, if adding a dormer were permitted 

by-right yet rear additions for nonconforming two-family dwellings were still within the purview 

of the BZA for a variance, a hardship finding would still be difficult to justify given the common 

occurrence of nonconformities in these dwelling types.  For these reasons staff supports an 

amendment to permit expansions and additions by-right in RA zoning districts, regardless of the 

nature of the proposed addition or expansion.   
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Furthermore, staff does not anticipate that enabling expansions and additions to nonconforming 

two-family dwellings in RA districts by-right will significantly alter existing neighborhood 

character where these two-family dwellings occur. Proposed amendments should allow more 

flexibility for renovation and expansion consistent with the height and placement standards of 

the underlying zoning districts. Changes to two-family dwellings resulting from this amendment 

would be of the same nature as the types of additions and expansions that had been approved by 

the BZA in the past, thus resulting in reinvestment that reinforces and respects the character of 

existing neighborhood While enabling the modernization of individual dwellings to reflect 

modern day homeowner preferences and needs. 

Planning Division staff would coordinate with the Zoning Division to determine procedural 

changes needed to support proposed amendments and establish an effective date for the 

amendment. 

 

Proposed Amendments 

 

§16.2.4.A provides that “A nonconforming building or structure shall not be added to or 

expanded in any manner unless such building or structure, including such additions and 

expansions, is made to conform to all the regulations of the district in which it is 

located.”  However, §16.2.4.E. exempts nonconforming one-family dwellings located in R-5, 

R-6, R-8, R-10, R-20, and R2-7 districts and nonconforming two-family dwellings located in R2-

7 districts from this provision, which enables one-family and two-family dwellings in these 

zoning districts mentioned above the ability to add on to and/or expand their dwelling by-right.  

   

In addition, §16.2.4.E provides that one-family dwellings and two-family dwellings may 

construct, within applicable height limits, an addition over an existing area of encroachment into 

required setback or yard, provided that there is no more encroachment into the required setback 

or yard than that of the existing wall below it, and provided that new construction may not take 

place over encroaching garages or porches.   

  

Consistent with the analysis and recommendations in this report, staff proposes that two-family 

dwellings in RA districts should be granted these same abilities to add on to and/or expand their 

dwelling by-right.  This can be achieved by adding two-family dwellings in RA districts to the 

list of dwelling types and districts in §16.2.4.E that are excluded from the restriction on additions 

and/or expansions to nonconforming dwellings.  See Attachment 8 for the proposed text 

amendment.  

  

Civic Engagement 

 

The scope of the study for this proposed amendment is to complete a targeted review of specific 

nonconforming zoning standards that limit renovation and reinvestment in some of Arlington’s 

existing housing supply, which otherwise will continue to age and become more obsolete.  To 

that end, staff will use the Communicate and, at times, Consult levels of engagement for this 

zoning study.  
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Outreach Methods:    

 

• Housing Arlington and the Zoning Studies web page include information about this 

study.  

• Staff will correspond with individual property owners and design professionals who 

express interest in receiving additional information on the study.  

• Staff will reach out to civic associations with two-family dwellings in RA districts to 

make them aware of the proposed amendments and the ZOCO meeting on the proposed 

amendments. 

• Staff will use email notifications to provide information on the ZOCO meetings to email 

subscribers.   

• Staff will present the study’s recommendations at the regularly scheduled monthly 

meeting of contractors and permit expeditors hosted by the Inspection Services and 

Zoning Divisions. 

• The proposed zoning ordinance amendment will be reviewed by the Planning 

Commission’s Zoning Committee (ZOCO) and the Housing Commission. 

 

Timeline / Key Milestones 

 

The goal for this study is to complete action in the second quarter of 2020. 

 

 

Zoning Ordinance Amendment Study  

RA Districts – Expansions and Additions to Nonconforming Two-Family Dwellings  

 

April 2020 Planning Commission and County Board RTA 

May 2020 Final consideration of Zoning Ordinance amendment 

 



 

 

Attachment 1 

Summary of Current Zoning Ordinance Provisions in Residential Districts to Make Modifications to 
Nonconforming Dwellings (§16.2.3 and §16.2.4*)  

Dwelling Type  One-Family Districts 
(R-20, R-10, R-8, R-6, 
R-5)  

Two-Family District 
(R2-7)   

Townhouse 
Districts (R15-30T, 
R-10T)   

Multi-Family and 
Commercial Mixed 
Use Zoning Districts 
(RA 14-26, RA 8-18, 
RA 6-15, RA 4.8, R-
C, RA-H)   

Nonconforming 
One-Family 
Dwellings   

Interior and 
conforming exterior 
expansions and 
additions by-right**   

Interior and 
conforming 
exterior expansions 
and additions by-
right**   

Interior 
modifications 
only   

Interior 
modifications only   

Nonconforming 
Two-Family 
Dwellings   

Interior modifications 
only   

Interior and 
conforming 
exterior expansions 
and additions by-
right**   

Interior 
modifications 
only   

Interior 
modifications only   

Nonconforming 
Townhouse 
Dwellings   

n/a   Not allowed   Not allowed   Not allowed   

Nonconforming 
Multi-Family 
Dwellings   

n/a   n/a   n/a   Not allowed   

*A nonconforming building or structure which complies with all applicable zoning regulations but for height or lot area may be added on to 
provided that the total aggregate floor area included in all such additions and expansions does not exceed 50 percent of the floor area 
contained in the existing building or structure as of July 15, 1950 (§16.2.4.B)  
**Interior and conforming exterior additions and expansions by-right  
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Attachment 2 – One- and Two-family Dwellings in RA Districts 

 

 

Attachment 3 – Summary of One- and Two-family Dwellings in RA Districts 

RA-zoned Properties Within HCD Outside HCD Total 

One-family Dwellings 11 162 173 

Two-family Dwellings 149 283 432 
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Attachment 4  - Summary of Locations and Quantity of Two-Family Dwellings in RA Districts 
 

Civic Association Adjacencies Quantity 

Within HCD Only 

John M. Langston Single-family detached and multi-family apartment buildings 1 

Westover Village Single-family detached 2 

Outside HCD Only 

Arlington Heights Single-family detached homes 
 

1 

Arlington Mill  Adjacent to other two-family semidetached and multi-family 
apartment buildings 
 

34 

Columbia Forest  Two-family semidetached and single-family detached 
 

90 

Columbia Heights  Single-family detached and two-family semi-detached 6 

Foxcroft Heights Multi-family apartment buildings and two-family semi-
detached 
 

7 

Green Valley  
 

Single-family detached and two-family semi-detached 50 

Long Branch Creek Multi-family apartment buildings and two-family semi-
detached 

42 

North Rosslyn   Townhomes and multi-family apartment buildings 
 

44 

Radnor/Ft. Myer 
Heights 

Single-family detached homes and multi-family apartment 
buildings 
 

1 

Both Within and Outside an HCD 

Lyon Park Multi-family apartment buildings 
 

30 

Penrose Multi-family apartment buildings and other two-family 
semidetached 
 

124 

 



 
 

10 
 

Attachment 5 – Summary of Two-family Dwellings and GLUP Designation and Special Planning District Status 
 

 Two-family Dwellings in RA Districts 

GLUP Designation Within HCD Outside HCD Total Percentag
e 

 # of Dwellings # of Dwellings Special Planning Districts (# of dwellings)   

Low Residential (1-10 units/acre) -- 50 n/a (50) 50 11.6% 

Low Residential (11-15 units/acre) -- 111 • Columbia Pike Special Neighborhoods 
Revitalization District (7) 

• n/a (104) 

111 25.7% 

Low-Medium Residential 149 119 • Nauck Village Center Special 
Revitalization District (1) 

• Columbia Pike Special Neighborhoods 
Revitalization District (34) 

• n/a (84) 

268 62.0% 

Low-Medium Residential / 
Low Residential (11-15 units/acre) 

-- 1 n/a (1) 1 0.2% 

Low-Medium Residential / Public -- 1 n/a (1) 1 0.2% 

Medium Residential -- 1 n/a (1) 1 0.2% 

Total 149 283  432 100.0% 
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Attachment 6 – Diagram Illustration of Potential Area Available for By-right Rear Addition Under 
Proposed Zoning Amendments 

 

  
*For side setbacks, 10 feet, plus 1 additional foot for every 2 ½ feet above 25 feet in height. ACZO Article 3, 

Section 3.2.6.A.(e)  
**For more details on front yard setbacks and setbacks from streets see ACZO Article 3, Section A.1.(e).  
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Attachment 7– Two-family Dwellings in Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Area Plan 
 
 

            
 

 
 
 
 

Two-family Dwellings in 

Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Area Plan 

Western Columbia Pike 

Two-family Dwellings in 

Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Area Plan 

Eastern Columbia Pike 
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Attachment 7 (continued) – Two-family Dwellings in Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Area Plan 
 

    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Form Based Code 

Regulating Plan 

Western Columbia Pike 

Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Form Based Code 

Regulating Plan 

Eastern Columbia Pike 

Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Form Based Code 

Regulating Plan Key 
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Attachment 7 (continued) – Two-family Dwellings in Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Area Plan 
 

                 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 

 

Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Area Plan 

Urban Form Vision Map Legend 

Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Area Plan 

Urban Form Vision Map 

Western Columbia Pike 

Columbia Pike Neighborhoods Area Plan 

Urban Form Vision Map 

Eastern Columbia Pike 
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Attachment 8 – Proposed ACZO Text Amendment 

 Nonconformities 

§16.1. Nonconforming Lots  

 Lots in R districts 

In the R-20, R-10, R-8, R-6, and R-5 districts, where a lot has less width and/or less area than 
required in the subject district and was recorded under one ownership at the time of the 
adoption of this ordinance (July 15, 1950), such lot may be occupied by any use permitted in 
the respective districts. 

§16.2. Nonconforming Buildings and Structures 

 Applicability 

The provisions of this section shall apply to all nonconforming buildings and structures except 
as otherwise expressly stated in this zoning ordinance.  

 Maintenance permitted 

Nonconforming buildings or structures may be maintained, except as otherwise provided in 
§16.2 

 Repairs, alterations 

A. Repairs and alterations may be made to a nonconforming building or structure; 
provided, that no structural alteration shall be made except those required by law or 
ordinance, or as provided in §16.2.  Repairs and alterations to a nonconforming 
dwelling, building or structure not otherwise permitted under this Zoning Ordinance 
are prohibited, unless approved under a use permit or variance pursuant to sections 
§15.6.4 and §15.6.6 

B. Notwithstanding any provision to the contrary in this Ordinance, existing 
nonconforming one- and two-family dwellings, and nonconforming accessory buildings 
and structures located in the R and RA districts shall be permitted to make interior 
repairs and alterations, whether structural or non-structural, provided the repair or 
alteration is wholly contained within the existing exterior walls of the dwelling, building 
or structure. 

 Additions, enlargements, moving 

A. A nonconforming building or structure shall not be added to or expanded in any 
manner unless such building or structure, including such additions and expansions, is 
made to conform to all the regulations of the district in which it is located. 

B. A building or structure which does not comply with the height or lot area regulations 
shall not be added to or expanded in any manner unless such addition or expansion 
conforms to all the regulations of the district in which it is located; provided, that the 
total aggregate floor area included in all such separate additions and expansions does 
not exceed 50 percent of the floor area contained in the existing building or structure, 
as of July 15, 1950. 
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C. A building or structure lacking sufficient automobile parking space in connection 
therewith as required in §14.3 may be altered or expanded, provided additional 
automobile parking space is supplied to meet, for the entire building, requirements of 
§14.3. 

D. No nonconforming building or structure shall be moved in whole or in part to any other 
location on the lot unless every portion of such building or structure is made to 
conform to all the regulations of the district in which it is located. 

E. The provisions of §16.2.4.A, §16.2.4.B, §16.2.4.C, and §16.2.4.D do not apply to existing 
nonconforming one-family dwellings and nonconforming buildings or structures 
accessory to one-family dwellings located in the R-5, R-6, R-8, R-10, R-20, and R2-7 
districts.  The provisions of §16.2.4.A do not apply to existing nonconforming two-
family dwellings and/or nonconforming buildings or structures accessory to two-family 
dwellings located in the R2-7 district and/or Article 6 RA districts.  The additions or 
expansions permitted through §16.2.4.E shall comply with all current provisions of this 
zoning ordinance, except as provided in §16.2.4.E.1. 

1. Nonconforming one-family dwellings and two-family dwellings permitted to add on 
to or expand pursuant to §16.2.4.E may construct, within applicable height limits, 
an addition over an existing one-family or two-family dwelling encroaching on a 
required setback or yard area provided there is no more of an encroachment into 
the required setback or yard than that of the existing wall below it, and providing 
that new construction may not take place over encroaching garages or porches. 

 

 


