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Memorandum

To: Long Range Planning Committee Date: May 4, 2015 

From: Jill Griffin 

Subject: Arlington County Retail Plan 

Attached for your review is an update to the Rosslyn to Ballston Retail Action Plan (2001 Retail 

Action Plan), Arlington County Retail Plan (Retail Plan), dated April 28, 2015. This draft builds 

upon the Request to Advertise draft that went to the County Board at its meeting on November 

15, 2014 and a subsequent County Board work session on January 20, 2015. 

Based on the discussion of the work session and through public comments, staff identified 

specific actions to improve the Retail Plan. Many of the actions resulted in changes to the 

document: its organization; a more defined purpose; updated street typologies and updated maps. 

Staff has created a more user-friendly document and have placed the implementation elements 

close to the beginning of the plan. Various information about retail including trends, the types of 

retail in Arlington and Arlington’s retail history is retained in the appendix. 

The foundation of the Arlington County Retail Plan (“Retail Plan”) is an explicit vision 

statement for retail in Arlington. This vision addresses the conventions and idiosyncrasies of 

retail and commerce, and the need to serve Arlington’s business and residential communities. 

Arlington will be a community where retail is convenient, appealing, activating and 

sustainable; that provides interest and authenticity, entertainment and experiences, and 

goods and services to residents, employees and visitors; and where local, independent, 

regional and national businesses thrive. 

The purpose of the Retail Plan is to achieve this vision. Therefore, the Retail Plan must 

accomplish three things.  

Clarity: The Retail Plan must provide clear guidance as to the design, placement and 

specific uses within the ground floor of special exception projects in Arlington.  

Consistency: The Retail Plan must ensure consistent application of this guidance.  

Flexibility: The Retail Plan must accommodate a level of flexibility with respect to use, 

design and timing. 

The street typologies have changed. The following graphic depicts these four street types. 

http://www.arlingtonva.us/
http://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/31/2014/03/RB-Retail-Plan1.pdf
http://www.arlingtoneconomicdevelopment.com/index.cfm?LinkServID=05DF0045-CFB2-107E-3B4F2F9432A9B810&showMeta=0
http://arlington.granicus.com/MetaViewer.php?view_id=2&clip_id=2830&meta_id=126355


Memorandum Page 2 of 2 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The updated retail street typologies and maps are envisioned to:  

 Provide normalization of retail street typologies using a common nomenclature 

 Provide consistency across planning documents – both now and into the future  

 Provide additional flexibility both administratively and through legislative approvals 

referencing the typologies. 

 

 To this end, we have posed two questions: 

1. Do we have the right street typologies? 

2. Are these street typologies in the right locations?  
(Are there any specific instances identified on the Retail Street Maps that should have a 

different street typology?)  

 

 
For additional background information, we have included the following information: 

 September 2014 Planning Commission letter to the County Board re: Arlington 

County Retail Plan 

 November 13, 2014 LRPC Meeting Summary re: Arlington County Retail Plan 

 January 2015 County Board Work Session Meeting Summary re: Arlington County 

Retail Plan 

 

 

•Design Standards: Exterior & Interior

•Retail Sales

•Food & Drinking Establishments

•Entertainment Establishments
Red*

•Design Standards: Exterior & Interior

•Retail Sales, Food & Drinking and 
Entertainment Establishments

•Retail Services & Repair

•Retail Equivalents

Gold**

•Design Standards: Exterior

•Retail Sales, Food & Drinking and 
Entertainment Establishments

•Retail Services & Repair

•Retail Equivalents

Blue**

•No Design Standards

•All uses as permitted by 
the Zoning Ordinance

Green

* Retail equivalents may be approved, on a case-by-case basis, by the County Board. 
** Other uses as permitted in the Zoning Ordinance may be approved, on a case-by-case basis, by the County 

Board. 
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 SUBJECT: 4. Request to Advertise Public Hearings to consider the adoption of  

    Ground Floor Retail and Commerce: Policies, Guidelines and Action  

    Plan. 

  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS: The Planning Commission recommend to the County Board that 

the Request to Advertise for the Ground Floor Retail and 

Commerce Plan be deferred for one month to the October 

Planning Commission and County Board hearings with the 

following recommendations: 

 

1. Provide a glossary of technical terms used in the plan (e.g., 

popup retail). 

2. Include a section in the plan that discusses the retail vision for 

Arlington and whether the plan confirms the existing vision or 

suggests a new vision. 

3. Include a discussion in the staff report that clarifies how the 

document will be applied to new site plans prior to the 

implementation of the declarative statements. 

4. Provide a crosswalk between the existing Retail Action Plan 

and the proposed plan that identifies policies being abandoned 

versus policies being changed or added. 

5. Evaluate and clarify the status of adopted site plans that 

reference the current Retail Action Plan which is being 

discontinued. 

6. Revise the plan to incorporate in the document the 

recommendation matrix that is included in the staff report. 

7. Revise the grocery store recommendation to reflect the changes 

in market conditions that have occurred in the last decade and 

evaluate a whether need for incentives continues. 

8. Rename the maps currently called street typologies to a term 

that reflects their purpose in creating a retail vision.   
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9. Reconsider the title of the document to reflect its nature as a 

road map. 

10. Staff review the typology in light of comments made at the 

Planning Commission meeting. 

 

  

Dear County Board Members: 

 

The Planning Commission heard this items at its meeting on Wednesday, September 10.  Jill Griffin, 

Arlington Economic Development staff presented on the proposed Ground Floor Retail and 

Commerce Plan.  She indicated that the purpose of the document was to replace the Rosslyn Ballston 

Corridor Retail Action Plan.  She described changes and noted that within the document is an action 

plan of guidance and implementation strategies.  She provided background on how this initiative 

came about and the various stakeholders involved in shaping the document.  She also highlighted 

collaboration, consultation and communication with the public. Ms. Griffin talked about the four (4) 

overarching truths to having successful retail as described in the document and discussed how the 

document was organized around declarative statements and an action plan.  She further elaborated 

on these declarative statements and the action plan, street typology and the implementation of the 

maps. Upon concluding, Ms. Griffin reminded the Commission that it’s a Request to Advertise.  It is 

a plan going forward that is not required to be advertised, but it is before them as a matter of 

practice.  She noted that she would be coming back to Planning Commission in November and going 

to County Board in September as a RTA and then back to the County Board in November.  She said 

she hopes to obtain comments during this interim from the Planning Commission and others, take 

those comments and see how they fit or not within the document.  With the County Board meeting 

on the 20th there is a short timeframe to make comments.  She noted that this does not preclude the 

comments from being fit in if it could be done in a timely manner.  If more in depth analysis is 

required of other comments, she would bring it back to them in November.  She noted that this is not 

a final document but it’s the RTA final document.  She concluded that she will continue to work on 

it and refine it. Other staff in attendance, were Marc McCauley, AED and Claude Williamson, 

CPHD, Planning. 

 

 

Public Speakers 

 

Robert Mandle, Chief Operating Officer of the Crystal City BID thanked AED and Jill Griffin for 

their efforts at updating the policy.  He acknowledged the struggle of retail and vacant storefronts.  

He said Ms. Griffin nailed it when talking about creating an environment for creating retail. He said 

they are trying to create environments to support economic development and you need great retail to 

do this and so the business community is supportive.  He noted two things to highlight or give more 

focus/attention to: 1) retail sign regulations, and 2) recommendations for temporary uses. He said 

they could use more refinement.  He raised the concern that the over haul of the sign regulations did 

not provide relief to properties under Comprehensive Sign Plans.  This leaves perspective tenants of 

property owners with vacant spaces confused that there are a different set of rules.  Properties with 

Comprehensive Sign Plans are under different rules that leaves them at a competitive disadvantage.  

Identifying additional ways to improve the sign process in this regard, without disproportionate 

expense of having to re-open the sign plan or losing sign permissions, would allow for a level 
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playing field.  This has already been an issue in Crystal City and many have bumped up against this.  

On temporary uses, he is pleased with the strong emphasis placed on this. Creating pop ups and 

temporary programs, the CCBID views vacant and transitional spaces as canvases, and it is part of 

their organizational mission to change how people see, perceive and feel Crystal City.  They have 

successfully curated several events to date.  A straight forward and clear permitting process is 

needed.  He placed an emphasis on the importance of expediency in any process to respond to this 

recommendation.  He cited several examples of partnership overlay that could happen rather quickly 

without burdening staff and a process for temporary events but without sacrificing over-site and 

safety, however. A similar approach will give BIDs throughout the County confidence to support 

missions.  He strongly supports the County’s update to the retail policy giving more thought to the 

topics raised.  It will facilitate great place making, economic development and the quality of life 

Arlingtonians expect. 

 

Committee Reports 

 

Commissioner Malis reported on the LRPC.  She noted that LRPC reviewed the Plan in long range 

over the last 12 months.  She noted it is not a Comprehensive Plan element but a plan that affects 

supporting documents such as sector and area plans.  LRPC held 3 meetings, the first a year ago in 

September. It was a very preliminary discussion and there were a lot of questions about structure.  

Staff decided to do more work to respond to issues and other internal staff issues that had come up 

and went on an effort to clarify recommendations and restructure the document.  Staff came back in 

June 2014 with a revised document that was easier to understand in terms of structure but still 

clarification was needed related to the status of material presented and its impact on plans because it 

appeared recommendations would change some elements already adopted in sector plans. What was 

the order of precedence and the status of the recommendation? At a third meeting, Commissioner 

Cole prepared a detailed analysis of what elements were touched upon, sector plans impacted.  It 

gave substance to questions being asked specifically.  How does this apply? The Plan was developed 

by AED but a number of other departments provided review.  She noted it became evident that not 

all other departments were on board with the elements during the course of the review.  The 

Committee decided to defer discussion of the document until this happened.  They did not have an 

opportunity to do this. The plan before the Commission is a similar draft to what was presented 

before but not to Long Range. 

 

Commissioner Malis proposed a suggested discussion outline but needed further clarification 

between intent and suggestion.  The first item, intent and scope is fairly clear; overarching framing 

questions about the document and its purpose and use.  The next two items, the Declarative 

statements and action plans is an area she said need to be talked about with staff.  She said she 

noticed that while in the plan, there is an action plan, there is another plan in the staff report that 

looks very much like an action plan. She tried to reconcile these two documents.  She wanted to flag 

this to ask staff about this.  In the staff report, recommendations are categorized into two categories, 

as those that will have further process and those that won’t have further process.  Those that will 

have no further process rise to a higher level in terms of scrutiny in terms of those that would come 

back to the commission in the future.  She said she wanted to clarify this with staff first to better 

understand what they have to do. Fourth is street typologies and implementation maps which is 

straight forward in terms of presentation and intent.  She said she would like to explore with staff 

where her confusion lies as a way of starting. 
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Ms. Griffin says working through the discussion as suggested by Commissioner Malis is good. 

 

Commissioner Cole added that the Commission was there to consider an RTA.  What is being 

emphasized is the report document.  The Commission has a number of choices.  He said they would 

have an opportunity to raise any and all questions and at the end determine whether there needs to be 

additional LRPC discussion before taking up the final action for adoption.  He also said there was a 

choice regarding the action that they could recommend going forward with the ad as staff proposes, 

as staff proposes with some changes, or recommend it’s not ready to go forward.   

 

Planning Commission Discussion 

 

Commissioner Cole said he had two general questions to start with regarding framing the discussion. 

He referenced page 15 of the document, and asked staff to give insight on what this means and how 

the Commission should think of this paragraph as they have the discussion (The note indicates that 

the Action Plan is not an official work plan and should not be seen as any prioritization but rather it 

is a reflection of current processes and how and when other action items may be accommodated.  It 

goes on to say that staff may modify the timing of these action items based on County Manager or 

County Board directives or priorities).  Ms. Griffin explained that each year there are work plans 

developed by different departments and agencies reflecting directives and change in initiatives that 

might be in place.  The planning work plan is reviewed by the County Board who reviews and 

updates them every year.  She said it is a matter of managing time and resources or number of 

people. This is being put forward with best estimates as to when these would move forward.  There 

may be instances where another priority comes up, for one reason or another, that may divert a lot of 

staff time or time for various commissions to review.  That’s why it’s in here.  Timeframes are not 

completely official until there is a work plan developed each year. 

 

Commissioner Cole discussed reviewing site plans based on board adopted policies.  If adopted we 

would be asked to apply what’s in it to site plans. He asked, if these polices have not been 

implemented through either Zoning Amendments or other aspects, do we still take this as guidance. 

Also since site plans are special exception processes, under the proposed new policies, can site plan 

applicants seek exceptions to any and all of them or is it a limited set?  Ms. Griffin said it would be 

used as a lens as you would anything else if adopted, but some implementation is not done.  She said 

we recognize that there are site plans underway right now, moving through a process and we may 

not have certain things in place, you can look at this and say there is an intent and it’s a good basis to 

consider X, Y, and Z.  For the second part of the question regarding asking for variations one way or 

the other, this is intended to be adopted but they are not regulations per se.  It’s not our Zoning 

Ordinance. So when asking for a variation, use this as a lens or guidance.  Ms. Griffin went on to gie 

an example of addressing floor to floor ceiling heights and a ground floor use for a post office in a 

retail space.  Commissioner Cole said that many of the recommendations call for implementation 

through amendments to the Zoning Ordinance.  The Site Plan process is designed to allow applicants 

to seek exceptions. There are a number of Zoning Ordinance provisions that simply cannot be 

modified.  Are all or some of these modifiable?  If there are some which fall into which group and 

what is the distinction?  Ms. Griffin describes situations where there are some Zoning Districts 

where the County Board cannot modify height, period.  The document is not intended to say 

completely scrap that and change that.  This document is not the regulation, the Zoning Ordinance is.  
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If it states something cannot be modified, we are not saying we would modify it.  Commissioner 

Cole said that this will create several new provisions.  There will be some new provisions created by 

this. Is the intention to allow applicants to seek exceptions to these new Zoning Ordinance 

requirements or not?  Ms. Griffin said that as we draft them and continue to do so, if we state we 

allow for modification or not that is intentional.  If not included in the Zoning Ordinance, it’s 

intended to be flexible.  Commissioner Cole asks is there any intention to put into implementation 

any of the recommendations in the Zoning Ordinance so they could not be modified?  Ms. Griffin 

responds, at this point in time, no. 

 

Commissioner Malis wants to clarify the charts and the agenda. There are two issues to clarify.  One 

already mentioned is how to reconcile two sets of recommendations.  But the first issue is something 

that was talked through Long Range.  This Plan seems to avoid the word “policy” but is being 

presented as a policy document.  This has declarative statements, which are statements about retail.  

Is it assumed that the policy that is being adopted, is that our practices and regulations be geared to 

evolving retail trends and if so, why don’t we simply say it that way?  In each of these cases there is 

a certain assumption, but when we write a policy document we try to be really clear on what the 

policy is.  She asks if staff can speak to the use of the word “statement of declarations” rather than 

the use of the word “policy”.  Ms. Griffin explains that the overarching policy is that we want to 

have successful retail.  Commissioner Malis asks if that needs to be written down. Ms. Griffin says 

that it’s inherent but not specific but that she can take this into consideration.  So think of this of the 

overarching policy and we have very specific statements on how we achieve these policies.  Broad 

statements and under each statement is the strategy and specific action on how we start achieving the 

different actions.  Commissioner Malis stated that she is having trouble understanding what we are 

adopting. Are we adopting as policy every statement in here?  Ms. Griffin says the intent is we are 

adopting the declarative statements, the strategies and the action plan.  Commissioner Malis 

references the text on pages from 17-44 and asks if the information backing all the preceding pages 

extended declarative statements. Ms. Griffin says there are the broad declarative statements and the 

pages you reference is the information backing all of that.   Commissioner Malis says that that’s 

really important to understand if there is any questions with any of the text.  It’s all being presented 

as it would be policy guidance as opposed to just information.  Ms. Griffin confirmed this.   

 

Commissioner Malis moves to her second point about clarifying the action plan in document versus 

the action plan in staff report.  Ms. Griffin responds that what is portrayed in the staff report was not 

intended to be an action plan per se in defining the different agencies or timing around it, but what it 

was intended to do in taking a cue from the work of Commissioner Cole, was recognize we have 

broader policies and documents and regulations and how does this compare to that.  Taking what 

exists in the action plan and cross referencing different policies and documents.  We are having 

discussions about whether it makes sense this way or makes more sense under declarative 

statements.  Commissioner Malis indicates one of the things it does with the staff report is clarify the 

timeline of whether it is something we are adopting today versus in the future.  She said she 

personally thinks the staff report version is more specific and clear about what we are adopting and 

where we are going.  Ms. Griffin asks a follow up, that if others agree it will help. 

 

Commissioner Malis says in terms of ordering discussion we could go back to the agenda and say 

that one is the overarching questions about general intent and background.  Two and three would be 

working through using the staff report, recommendations – declarative statements and staff report 
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recommendation to identify any issues anyone has.  The last part of the discussion would be about 

Street typology and maps.  Commissioner Malis concludes report.  Commissioner Cole said he 

would let people raise substantive issues based on specific policy recommendations. 

 

Overarching Questions 

Commissioner Iacomini asks a question about mutability of the draft since this is an RTA that we 

typically would not hear.  If we have issues with what’s here, is it imperative that if it is a problem, 

we flag it staff or go to bat at the RTA stage?  This doesn’t really have a scope issue like Zoning 

Code language.   Ms. Griffin clarifies that for plans like this with an RTA it is more of a standard 

practice to provide information and see it. Ms. Griffin replies that is correct in that it is not like a 

Zoning Ordinance Amendment in scope where it is more related to the entirety of the plan.  There is 

the ability to make the changes, but having discussions about certain things is helpful to allow 

changes to be made between the period between the RTA and adoption.  Commissioner Cole adds 

that the fundamental difference in recommending a letter to the County Board, the County Board 

would direct staff to make these changes.  If we direct staff to make changes here tonight, some 

things will rise to the Board’s attention and other things may not.  Part of the difference is that the 

County Board can make a decision to agree or disagree if it is a recommendation to the Board but 

will only be deeply buried in a letter if it is a recommendation by the Planning Commission to staff.  

There is a different impact.  Commissioner Iacomini said she does not know if she agrees the impact 

is different just a different way to go about it. 

 

Commissioner Kumm Morris says that there is no place where all terms are defined in the policy 

report. There also doesn’t seem to be a vision that comes out of the street typologies.  She says it 

needs to have all the terms somewhere closer together and defined.  A glossary would be helpful and 

some statement of the maps as a vision.  She said it seems that retail equivalents are in all the 

different street typologies and it creates a vision for how the retail plays out.  It’s there but not 

recognized. Also, it seems that retail equivalents are in all the street typologies; all the streets and 

mixed use areas would allow retail equivalents except as mentioned on page 33. These are those 

retail equivalents that are identified as not being appropriate in all locations because they may not 

generate much activity due to hours of use or opaque store fronts.  The maps don’t identify premiere 

locations so it’s not clear where we would not allow these. 

 

Commissioner Mails says she understands the concern of Commissioner Kumm. She said there is a 

vision implicit in the maps but the vision is not stated.  This leads to her other issue of general 

interest that we have promulgated the urban village model and there are many communities that still 

want that.  Part of what this plan is saying, is that it’s not possible to achieve that as broadly as we 

might have in the past.   Mr. Mandle says we have to have good retail to get good economic 

development.  We are getting the story that we don’t have enough density to support it.  The 

question is, is this document suggesting a different vision for retail in Arlington from what we 

thought about, that every neighborhood gets a coffee shop, nice restaurants, and a books store.  We 

talk about clustering and having a full range of retail in every place.  The vision question is 

important and starting to gel for her as she reads what’s actually being suggested.  The community 

and Board need to know, are we changing our vision for retail in Arlington or are we not, this is 

simply reinforcing that everyone is part of the urban village and gets some of that retail in every 

place. 
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Commissioner Sockwell says there is a fundamental definitional issue.  It seems like we’ve dropped 

the urban retail theme which is getting at what Commissioner Malis suggests.  He suggests the need 

to expand more on what urban retail means because it is a useful concept.  Staff could develop a 

number of interesting statements by doing this.  For instance, because land is expensive in an urban 

environment, retailers may want to consider multi-floor type of arrangements. Or because we pursue 

smart growth strategies, retailers could save on expensive parking spaces because we emphasize 

mass transit.  There’s a whole wealth of thinking that can be applied to this urban retail model but it 

gets to the vision thing.  What are we pushing here?  Urban Village?  Is it a more extensive vision or 

attractions that Arlington has to offer?  What are we doing specifically here?  There is a certain 

confusion in his mind from the get go of the general purpose. 

 

Commissioner Gutshall says he has a couple of questions on general intent. He also sees the 

confusion and puts on the hat of thinking that months and years down the road and in between the 

implementation actions and some things are frankly not to get implemented as laid out in the 

document.  He said we need to understand the weight of the document so when applicants come 

forward and there is the understandable likelihood to cherry pick which documents suit their needs, 

we can sort this out with this document. Part of the issue is that this document is coming from 

outside typical planning sphere.  In large part that’s a good thing, but now we are at the place where 

we are making recommendations to the County Board of how to move forward and how it will be 

used by others is of great concern.  How the rubber meets the road and not just an academic exercise.  

Off the bat on the cover, the title of things makes a difference.  Maybe a more relevant title is Road 

Map and Action Plan.  A question/suggestion to consider moving forward.  Another question is that 

his understanding is that there are existing adopted site plan conditions that reference the Retail 

Action Plan (RAP).  By replacing the RAP this gives this more weight; that this is governing and 

regulating in some ways.  How has this been thought through in avoiding unintended consequences?  

Ms. Griffin replies that first she agrees that an appropriate title means a lot and personally likes the 

term of Road Map and will take that into consideration.  With respect to existing site plan 

conditions, we modify them over time and now we include, as per the RAP “or any subsequent 

adopted retail policy”. We would look at how the site plan was approved, what was the condition 

and what was the intent.  It’s not necessarily doing a wholesale change when it was intended over 

time to reference any subsequent adopted document.  Commissioner Gutshall says he is concerned 

about existing site plan conditions that reference the Retail Action Plan and how this would affect 

existing site plans as existing property owners under site plan, this would not open up some things 

that were unintended.  Ms. Griffin says that’s not the intent.  We have been working through it.  We 

updated conditions, that specific site plan condition, to reference “and then current policies”.  That is 

the case with site plan conditions generally.  There may be other policies in place at the time of 

adoption and so they reference “and then current policy” and it is for a variety of different types of 

things.  Commissioner Cole asks a clarifying question of Ms. Byrd about if an applicant with a site 

plan approved this year or in previous years decides that the new policy serves them better than the 

conditions they agreed to under the original approval can ask for an amendment to their conditions.  

Commissioner Gutshall says it’s incorporated by reference.  It is already amended.  Commissioner 

Gutshall says we are effectively amending every site plan today that references the RAP.  Mr. 

Gutshall says he is suggesting we should be aware of this.  Ms. Byrd confirms that the standards 

reference RAP and also then current policy. No one would need to come in for an amendment.  If 

they are not to the point where they have to meet the requirements, depending on where they are in 

their permitting and construction process, what is in effect at the time they go through is what they 
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would have to adhere to.  Gutshall states that the language of and successors and assigns is not his 

point.  It is are there unintended consequences?  Were there some aspects of the existing RAP that 

apply to those site plans that this the new policy doesn’t apply to in the same way or would not be 

appropriate because we are not evaluating those site plans against these new standards in the same 

way.  He is worried about the changes and how that might affect older site plans.  He believes staff 

gets the point and will accept the answer.  Commissioner Malis supports Commissioner Gutshall’s 

question that in referring to a new policy document, there may be a void left in an existing site plan.  

Ms. Griffin in conferring with Ms. Byrd states that many of the older site plans have been built out 

so the question is how the use evolves and just that specific use.  There may be changes as pulled out 

and highlighted in the implementation maps and how that may change in that we may allow more 

flexibility. It does not say as to the uses permitted so it wouldn’t be a wholesale change.  Also one 

thing this does is capture changes and practices we have already been doing, such as addressing 

transparency.  This document reflects the modifications we have already been making to conditions 

and in practice.  Commissioner Gutshall thanks Ms. Griffin. Commissioner Cole reminds 

Commissioner Gutshall that the RAP only applies to the RB corridor and not elsewhere in the 

County. 

 

Commissioner Ciotti says her confusion in reading this is that sometimes it reads as policy and 

sometimes it reads as retail theory.  Some of the way it is organized, it just reads oddly compared to 

other documents we review.  How does Zoning feel about this?  Ms. Griffin indicates working very 

closely with the Planning Division.  She describes how planning and zoning work together in 

administering the Zoning Ordinance and crafting Zoning Ordinance amendments.  She has been 

working closely with planning staff.  Commissioner Ciotti also asks with regard to the statement of 

retail looking like retail, is there any conflict between this and the implementation that would be in 

conflict with the current sign ordinance.  Ms. Griffin responds, at this point in time, no.  There may 

be a point where a review of the sign ordinance is warranted but not at this time.  Commissioner 

Ciotti follows up; does our current sign ordinance reflect this theory that’s here about retail and 

signage.  Ms. Griffin says yes.  This drove the discussion for sidewalk signs, encouraging creativity 

versus formal sign bands where everything looks the same.  A change to the sign ordinance was 

intended to allow for flexibility and creativity and branding.  Many of the changes in the sign 

regulation did address that. 

 

Commissioner Kumm Morris references the table on pages 9-15 and asks to clarify that what is 

meant by guidance is both administrative and legislative.  Ms. Griffin responds, that is correct and 

refers to page 9. 

 

Specific Issues – Declarative Statements and Supporting Narrative  

Commissioner Iacomini indicates that one of the things we talk about is making sure retail is usable 

when it is built or being retrofitted.  One of the pages talked about accessibility to loading areas and 

access to service corridors.  How is that going to be captured as a recommendation or as something 

on a check list when we are doing site plan buildings; would it ever be put into a zoning code or is 

that the intent to do so?  If there are some things that are universal and really important they need to 

be in the code if they will apply also to by-right.  She asks if she is correct about this.  Ms. Griffin 

replies that she is correct.  She notes it is not necessarily intended to codify this in our Zoning 

Ordinance to be prescriptive about the ground floor layout.  Commissioner Iacomini asks if it would 

be in the building code to regulate by-right development. Ms. Griffin responds she is unsure and will 
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follow up.  Commissioner Iacomini says it would be nice to know if it is found elsewhere as it may 

be related to health safety.  She asks how this is reviewed with special exception requests for site 

plans and use permits.  Ms. Griffin notes that staff typically flags this to the applicant and also it 

becomes a topic of discussion through the SPRC process. 

 

Commissioner Brown says she is looking at this a little differently based on looking at Lee Highway 

which is kind of a blank slate.  She is looking at this as something to be helpful to developing an area 

plan or sector plan.  It’s very helpful in new planning. 

 

Commissioner Kumm Morris thinks overall it is a useful document.  One of the declarative 

statements about retail liking to cluster, she suggests adding that retail likes street visibility.  

Nowhere is that in the document and that’s one reason why retail sometimes does not succeed.  Also, 

a big issue with the overall policy of this plan is that it seems that we are loosening and giving a lot 

more flexibility for allowable uses.  Financial institutions, banks and other service oriented 

businesses would be allowed to be in redlined retail locations.  These businesses can out compete 

with some other local authentic retailers.  She is concerned that somehow we need a document to 

protect successful, local, authentic retail which gives us an interesting range of retail and retail mix.  

It’s a national issue faced by many communities.  This is what retail plans try to do, prevent the 

national chains and financial institutions from out competing or being the dominant use on the street 

or taking the prime corner location. 

 

Commissioner Gutshall says he does not see anything that addresses economic viability under 

declarative statements.  He is not sure how this document or road map will address a distortion in the 

market in having a lot of empty space but rates don’t seem to be coming down and he is not sure the 

market is operating perfectly. Building owners/operators would rather space sit empty than provide 

another use.  Flexibility is a good thing but can also backfire in a way.  He references several 

examples such as ACE hardware store not being able to manage in Arlington’s rent structure and a 

Children’s Museum that could not afford to rent in Arlington and so went to Bethesda.  He also 

references the 2201 Pershing Drive site plan amendment where childcare is now going into a space 

that was to be a grocery store.  He said this shows how flexibility, when it allows uses that may not 

be as activating but can pay the higher rents can backfire in a certain way.  Flexibility can be good 

but we must be careful that it doesn’t down grade.  How does this document address economic 

viability?  Ms. Griffin notes that the purpose is to create a strong retail environment so this helps all 

different uses on the ground floor.  With respect to providing the assistance and economic 

sustainability, we request continued support of what we call our biz launch program through this 

document, to provide detailed information to starting businesses, working through a business plan, 

and helping find financing opportunities with local banks.  All of this is captured in the way we are 

supporting small business and economic sustainability to help them to grow and expand and go into 

these various types of spaces.  Commissioner Cole asks Mr. McCauley to speak to this, the 

affordability of retail spaces. Commissioner Gutshall clarifies his comments that he is not suggesting 

in any way that there would be a subsidy or set aside for retail or anything similar to affordable 

housing.  He specifically stayed away from the term affordability in his question.  It’s not about a 

good business plan, it’s just not economically viable for a certain use.  The market needs to deliver 

space that’s viable or we just don’t have it.  Mr. McCauley responds that individual tenant decisions 

are hard to unpack.  Our retail and ground floor market is diverse with a range of rents.  Some retail 

types would find some tenant rents in Clarendon daunting.  The rents do adjust if the market is over 
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supply.  Also, there are not a lot of retail vacancies but rather pockets of retail vacancies.  Often rent 

is only one part of the discussion.  He thinks that we purposely stayed away from determining tenant 

mix issues here.  How you create the opportunities for wider diversity of ground floor uses is part of 

the intent of the document. To allow certain types of uses not classically seen as retail be allowed to 

go in the ground floor. Commissioner Gutshall says he is not satisfied with this answer.  He said he 

does not think the document addresses economic viability and notes that hopefully this is something 

that can be discussed over e-mail. 

 

Commissioner Siegel says she is unclear on the status of the document.  She supports Commissioner 

Gutshall’s concern.  She has a very real concern about economic viability related to medical services 

in Pentagon City.  She knew of a hospital interested in coming and the discussion foundered on the 

rent.  Her comment on that is that the document can be read to over promise things.  The community 

was very interested in having such a facility.  A document such as this could encourage a belief that 

the County has the power automatically to make something happen and it doesn’t.  She worries this 

document raises expectations to a level the County can’t meet and to think carefully about that.  

Second, she does not understand the status. She remains confused.  She thinks policy for the 

Commission has a specific knowledge and the application of that knowledge.  Things like 

declarative statement or lens through is not clarifying. How does the document operate?  Paragraphs 

make sense as guidance for staff to unpack problems and aspirations and move them forward with 

background thinking and development of further strategies.  Is that a good way to read this?  Ms. 

Griffin notes that this is an action plan. It is for both staff, Commissions and different groups to use 

as that lens when they review projects.  Commissioner Siegel asks for a synonym for lens.  Ms. 

Griffin uses the term, a different perspective.  Commissioner Siegel notes her understanding that 

what is meant by this is it is an aspect of retail development in the County that staff is urging 

everyone to include in deliberations of a site plan or other public exercise.  Ms. Griffin replies, 

absolutely. It is the same as you consider aspects of the environment or how streets are designed.  

This would just be looking at ground floor uses. 

 

Commissioner Sockwell wants to discuss a fairly specific item. Page 11, grocery store policy being 

confirmed.  How would you go about confirming that?  Ms. Griffin say that this document 

recognizes this policy provides latitude and is still important today to ensure we have grocery stores 

in our various urban villages.  It also gets to having a variety of different uses for our ground floors 

in our urban villages.  It is confirming we want these grocery stores.  We recognize however the way 

it has been applied and administered by staff has been on an ad hoc basis.  It would be then to 

confirm the policy and have more specifics around how it’s applied. Commissioner Sockwell says 

then, would staff develop more unified standards for application?  Ms. Griffin replies, that is the 

intent.  Commissioner Sockwell suggests that this is fairly controversial.  The Grocery store policy is 

dated and allows bonus density.  In site plan meetings some have questions as to whether this is still 

an appropriate policy or not. To say the existing policy is okay and we are just going to work with it 

may be taking on a bigger value judgment than staff may realize.  Commissioner Cole agrees with 

Commissioner Sockwell completely.  He notes that since he has been on the Planning Commission 

we have had four (4) grocery stores approved and we were hit or miss in applying the policy.  He is 

not sure that the grocery store policy was the defining factor on whether a grocery store was needed 

in any of those cases.  Creative attorneys are always looking for ways to get their clients additional 

density.  If a grocery store on the ground level gives them two additional floors above, let’s see if we 

can do that.  A simple confirmation that it is a useful tool in its current form is questionable. 
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Commissioner Cole suggests that he is increasingly concerned about bike parking for retail access.  

Our metro stations are located where retail hubs around.  If people commute and lock up their bikes 

there is no place for shoppers who would come in during the day to lock up their bikes.  Having bike 

parking meters would be a useful idea.  They would run on timer and if you exceed the timer you get 

a citation. It’s an idea worth pursuing.  He makes a final comment on the discussion in the document 

on the County’s regional malls.  The document timing to the extent we are beginning to review 

changes to regional malls, the document should provide at least the vehicle and tools necessary to 

allow development of our regional malls in an orderly and consistent manner that benefits the 

community.  There are no tools laid out in the document, but thinking about that is encouraged. 

 

Commissioner Forinash says it is not a useful document.  This is a replacement to the RAP.  The 

RAP is a plan.  It has specific actions and policy statements.  He suggests that we need a parallel 

structure and if we dismiss this, we should have a specific and explicitly stated reason for this. He 

said it would be a huge help to be able to crosswalk from the existing RAP to the adopted successor, 

for the community and Board.  This is in reference to the document only.  The ideas in the document 

are key to everyone’s understanding to what we are trying to do, and approach.  The principles are 

very good, but the document as it stands is not a very useful document. 

 

Commissioner Malis expresses concern about the recommendations in the staff report matrix that are 

classified as either a change in practice or clarification in practice, things to be adopted now and 

others have a process that will follow.  She thinks the grocery store policy was a now action.  She 

suggests there needs to be a discussion in the staff report or document itself of how we are expected 

to incorporate the guidance of things that are now, but still need work.  We seem to be adopting 

something now but it’s not really done now; and the things that are going to be later, what weight in 

terms of policy do those have if there is still a process that goes forward.  It would be useful to 

discuss that further in terms of how we take this document and use it going forward.  She provided a 

quick tally that it looks like 11 recommendations are for later, nine (9) for now and six (6) no 

change.  This goes back to the crosswalk issue. If there is no change from the RAP or no change 

from other policies, the crosswalk idea is actually useful to clarify no change from what, or what is 

our practice, or what is our policy.  Sitting down and saying I can support this or I recommend this is 

difficult if I don’t know what the weight is. Conceptually yes, but if implementing now I don’t know 

what it means; it gets a little harder. 

 

Implementation Maps 

Commissioner Iacomini said that it seems in all cases that the typology is put down the street and 

implies that typology applies to both sides of the street, is that correct? Ms. Griffin says yes.  

Commissioner Iacomini says that with that in mind, was that done specific to the notion in the text 

that retail functions better double sided.  Ms. Griffin states that it gets to the two ways, two sided 

approach as we get to the crosswalk and it’s an homage to the existing RAP and how it was laid out 

and looking at most current discussion with other frameworks.  Commissioner Iacomini continues, 

that when we look at Courthouse, she is saddened that it is a decision already that the  typology has 

to be on both sides of street because on page 53 there is a policy problem in that we have the 

commerce street extending along N. Courthouse Road along what will be a public square.  It will 

have no retail as described in the commerce street.  It has existing retail similar to commerce street 

in one half of the block.  Given the direction we are going with policy and a plan coming forward for 



12 

Courthouse, the yellow doesn’t work where it is on N. Courthouse.  She said she is flagging this as a 

discussion to be had with planning staff.  Ms. Griffin asked Ms. Iacomini would there be a particular 

color if she had her druthers.   Commissioner Iacomini said, no and makes some suggestion but says 

there will be a direct policy difference with the Courthouse plan underway.  Also the map on page 

61, Ballston, the narrative says that over time Wilson Blvd has seemed to become the retail street 

which is not the case nor what is envisioned in the Sector Plan.  She is worried about commerce 

typology for N. Fairfax Drive.  She is worried about buildings with existing uses like the restaurants 

that may not get more enforcing retail to help them.  She prefers to see red or orange for hybrid 

which gives encouragement to build on what’s there.  It is a physical built case of some of what 

Commissioner Gutshall was talking about under the older vision of the Retail Action Plan where 

some things are built out to that and others want to come in and retrofit. She flags this for staff. 

 

Commissioner Kumm Morris comments on Rosslyn, the street typology showing for 18th Street 

extended.  She is certain the Rosslyn update is calling for a lively, active pedestrian way and no 

street because of the topography.  That whole segment of 18th running down toward Lynn is intended 

to be more active retail locations.  To designate a portion as hybrid she doesn’t think is what is 

intended.  Someone from CPHD should look at this again. She said it doesn’t seem to be consistent 

with the vision that they have been hearing.   On Clarendon, the document captures the stint of retail 

happening in Clarendon and the commerce streets of 10th Street and some of the other edge areas 

seems to be appropriate.  She concurs with Commissioner Iacomini on Ballston.  Also N. Glebe, 

maybe not an entirely hybrid street. Think about it more.  She said she would like to see the maps 

not just called street typology but retail vision or something to that extent.  This is really what it is.  

Clarify what these maps are really doing in terms of policy.  The document also references premiere 

locations where you wouldn’t use the retail equivalents.  Use this map to designate.  I don’t know 

where they are.   

 

Commissioner Gutshall with respect to the Clarendon map, Fillmore Street, asks why the green 

doesn’t extend north to Clarendon Boulevard.  Streets where commerce is not precluded seems a 

negative thing to say.  Ms. Griffin notes that it was an oversight on staff part and it needs to be 

updated.  Commissioner Gutshall says he gets a general sense that the success of Fillmore Street is a 

surprise.  Are we doing enough? Have we captured enough of an ability for things to develop 

organically in the less typical places for retail?  Are there other certain forgotten alleys?  He said it 

goes back to his earlier question of economic viability and having different rents based on suitability 

of locations.  

 

Commissioner Siegel, with respect to Crystal City, Pentagon City, and Potomac Yard asks staff to 

detail the differences.  Ms. Griffin states there are no intended differences in the Crystal City Sector 

Plan.  She spoke more generally to retail. Text spoke to retail sales elements and different services.  

Intent is the same but laid out a little differently.   Commissioner Siegel says that the closer it 

matches to the Crystal City Sector Plan, the better, so the County has a unified plan for an area that 

is undergoing major redevelopment.  This would be very helpful.  Please review this.  It needs to be 

as consistent as possible to what is in the Crystal City Sector Plan. 

 

Commissioner Cole when referring to the colors on the maps generally believes the maps should not 

have colors on them.  He said that we will constantly see exceptions by site plans that are not 

consistent with the maps.  An immediate example is the Oliver Carr building where the Wendy’s is 
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where a condition of selling the property is that the bank requires it have the premier ground floor 

site. We will see that over and over again. The market will drive things in a certain direction and 

there is very little we can do to effect that.  It is hard to create a retail plan that tells businesses where 

they ought to locate.  He said that his general view is that we should do away with the colors.  He 

also said he is aware that one of the things we wanted to do in this effort is do away with a 

burdensome requirement in the RAP to have ground floor retail essentially from Rosslyn to Ballston. 

Furthermore, there was a problem we contributed to in that is that we pointed out that many cases 

which staff might have proposed were in conflict with some of the sector plans, the response was to 

draw maps that were completely consistent with sector plans so there were no objections to that 

instead of saying some of the things in the sector plans are old or not accurate.  We in part scared 

staff off of that.  We wanted staff to pay attention to the sector plans and respect them but if staff 

could justify or explain why something should go beyond the sector plan, that is a good thing.  In the 

event staff wants to keep the colors, Commissioner Cole provided comments on the he maps 

themselves.  For each map there is narrative.  Maybe describe the challenges as opportunities.  In 

walking through the maps, the Rosslyn policy framework creates a new 17th and 18th Streets from 

Lynn Street and Arlington Ridge Road.  These blocks don’t appear on the map at all.  Wilson 

Boulevard between Lynn and Oak is the main street in his way of thinking.  To say these few blocks 

should not be retail or of a lower quality, the yellow is mis-categorized for that stretch.  He agrees 

with Commissioner Iacomini on the plaza at Courthouse, as well as on Fairfax Drive in Ballston.  

Also in Ballston he notes the hybrid street for Glebe Road from Wilson to Henderson and believes it 

is an inappropriate classification.  It should be red there.  He believes Glebe will become a major 

commerce street and it will transition from 9 lanes in one place to a street that is 5 lanes with a tree-

lined center median.  A boulevard.  It will be reinvented and retail will contribute to this.  In Crystal 

City the major retail block in the entire area should be red and not orange between 20th and 23rd 

Streets.  Inconceivable.  The block north between 15th and 18th.  Should this be yellow?  He also 

adds his voice to the notion that the nature of retail on both sides of the street is not inherently the 

same.  A map that has different colors on two sides of the street seems sensible.  A final comment is, 

that with all those specific comments, he would ignore them all and get rid of the colors. 

 

Commissioner Forinash makes a comment on the Rosslyn map.  He notes that Key Boulevard 

between Nash and Oak needs to be a retail frontage on the south side of the street since we will be 

building a major grocery store.  Also, he does not see any support for corner stores in residential 

neighborhoods.  He wonders if the successor policy will speak to neighborhood corner stores in any 

way. 

 

Commissioner Iacomini elaborates further on the maps for Virginia Square and Courthouse. She said 

she agrees that two sides of any street don’t have to match.  She notes however, that some of the 

yellow in Courthouse and Virginia Square abuts residential zoned land like Colonial Village where 

we are not going to have retail on that side of the street.  The same with Virginia Square where there 

is some residential we will not lose and it’s not on commercially zoned land, but RA land.  It gets a 

little dicey with the colors if they are not broken down by side of street. 

 

Planning Commission Motion 

 

Commissioner Malis introduces a motion that the Planning Commission recommend to the County 

Board that the Request to Advertise for the Ground Floor Retail and Commerce Plan be deferred for 
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one month to the October Planning Commission and County Board hearings with the following 

recommendations: 

 

1. Provide a glossary of technical terms used in the plan (e.g., popup retail). 

2. Include a section in the plan that discusses the retail vision for Arlington and whether the 

plan confirms the existing vision or suggests a new vision. 

3. Include a discussion in the staff report that clarifies how the document will be applied to new 

site plans prior to the implementation of the declarative statements. 

4. Provide a crosswalk between the existing Retail Action Plan and the proposed plan that 

identifies policies being abandoned versus policies being changed or added. 

5. Evaluate and clarify the status of adopted site plans that reference the current Retail Action 

Plan which is being discontinued. 

6. Revise the plan to incorporate in the document the recommendation matrix that is included in 

the staff report. 

7. Revise the grocery store recommendation to reflect the changes in market conditions that 

have occurred in the last decade and evaluate a whether need for incentives continues. 

8. Rename the maps currently called street typologies to a term that reflects their purpose in 

creating a retail vision.   

9. Reconsider the title of the document to reflect its nature as a road map. 

 

The motion was seconded by Commissioner Gutshall. Discussion on the motion. Commissioner 

Siegel asked commissioner Malis to repeat number two part B.  Commissioner Malis reads it again.  

Commissioner Gutshall asked if the intent of the deferral is that it would go back to long range in the 

interim.  Commissioner Malis responded it is something we could consider.  Commissioner Brown 

asked if there was a way to pull things out that may not need to be part of a large comprehensive 

plan.  The gentlemen from the CCBID talked about the temporary popup retail and the sign 

regulations.  Is there a way to deal with some very specific issues more quickly?  Commissioner 

Cole asked staff to respond.  Ms. Griffin responds that for pop us uses we have an ability but it’s a 

bit cumbersome, but we do have an ability to allow for these uses it just takes a little more time to 

work through our regulations to achieve that.  The intent was that we could reduce the time 

associated with it since they are just that, temporary for a limited time. Typically when we decide to 

amend ordinances or other documents, having that a policy or guidance in a document reviewed by 

the Board makes it easier to write that amendment. 

 

Commissioner Iacomini noted that she was trying to think about how to add something about 

reviewing the typologies and the maps.  She asked for unanimous consent to amend the main motion 

with another bullet item that asks staff to review the typology section in light of the discussion held 

at Planning Commission.  Commissioner Cole objects.  Commissioner Iacomini moved that the 

Commission add to the list that staff review the typology in light of comments made at the Planning 

Commission meeting.  Commissioner Gutshall seconds. Commissioner Cole objected only to ask a 

question, that this would include assessing whether or not the colors should be retained.  

Commissioner Malis noted that we are not voting on whether or not we agree with the individual 

comments of the Commissioners on the maps but rather asking for assessment from staff on what 

they suggest.  Commissioner Cole replies, yes, but he wants to make sure it was included in the idea.  

Seeing no objections, all in favor: 1) Malis, 2) Ciotti, 3) Forinash, 4) Cole, 5) Sockwell, 6) Siegel, 7) 

Gutshall, 8) Kumm Morris, 9) Iacomini, and 10) Brown.  The amendment is added to the list, 10-to-
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0.  Any other comments or questions? None.  The main motion as amended, all in favor: 1) Malis, 2) 

Ciotti, 3) Forinash, 4) Cole, 5) Sockwell, 6) Siegel, 7) Gutshall, 8) Kumm Morris, 9) Iacomini, and 

10) Brown.  Motion passes unanimously, 10-to-0. 

 

 

       Respectfully Submitted, 

       Arlington County Planning Commission 

       
       Steve R. Cole 

       Planning Commission Chair 
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Long Range Planning Committee Meeting Summary  November 13, 2014; 7:00 pm.  Arlington County 

Retail Plan.  PC Members in Attendance: Inta Malis (LRPC Chair), Steve Cole, Chris Forinash, Erik Gutshall, Nancy Iacomini  

Staff in Attendance: Jill Griffin, Deborah Albert, Marc McCauley.  

 
This meeting was a continuation of the October 20 meeting, to discuss the final agenda item from that meeting, 
maps in the proposed Arlington County Retail Plan.  Jill Griffin also provided an overview of changes incorporated 
into the draft plan since the previous meeting.  The principle comments from the LRPC are summarized below.  
 
1. MAPS 

 LPRC members inquired about the process for reviewing a request for a personal service use on a hybrid 
street.  Staff shared the flow chart included in the Request to Advertise Staff report dated November 5, 
2014. 

 Suggestion that the SPRC process would have to change to account for this process.  Staff responded that 
the process already includes review of ground floor uses. 

 Inquiry as to why four different street types are necessary, suggesting that the market works, and specific 
regulation of retail is not necessary; that higher paying tenants will always drive exceptions to the policy; 
and that in areas where more uses are allowed (e.g. yellow streets), there will be more people, so the 
designations seem counter-intuitive.  Others disagreed, as follows: 

o There are clear understandings of what are activating uses, as described on the proposed 
“shopping and dining” streets, as demonstrated by the use lists included in the Form Based Code. 

o Retail likes to cluster.  The synergy created from clustering is beneficial for the success of that 
retail.  This is how FRIT, for example, designs successful streets, by using a very careful mix of 
active shopping and dining uses; however, it would be beneficial to allow up to 25% of other 
types of uses on the “shopping and dining” streets to avoid a situation where there are no 
exceptions. 

o The purpose of planning is to provide predictability 
o The maps provide the opportunity to preclude banks and other personal service uses in site plan 

buildings on certain streets 
 Staff explained the evolution and assignment of the retail typologies, as follows: 

o Intent is to allow for flexibility 
o Where long-standing plans anticipate a certain type of retail, it is reflected on the maps because 

it is part of the established vision for those areas.   
o Assignment of street types was less a focus of where to have “shopping and dining streets” 

because this was reflected in the established visions.  Instead, the focus was on where to 
recommend more flexibility. 

o The maps also help small business and other potential tenants understand the vision, as there is 
no consistent legend for retail types across adopted Sector plans 

o Refining the policy also includes codifying this policy in the zoning ordinance through updates to 
terminology and defining characteristics for retail uses so there is more consistency between 
policy and regulations 

 Not sure what guidance is intended by the “optional” (green) streets.  How are they different from the 
unmarked streets where retail is not recommended? 

 “Shopping and Dining” and “Hybrid”  (red and orange) streets seem too similar, because the applicant will 
still ask the County Board for exceptions on the shopping and dining (red) streets.  It was suggested that it 
is more important that the street is built out for retail, than what uses actually fill those spaces.  One 
suggestion is to 1) delete hybrid (green); 2) make the “hybrid” (orange) streets “personal service” 
(yellow); resulting in just two colors: red and yellow. 

 Ensure consistency with sector plans.  Specific comments on this topic included: 
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o Ballston was an early sector plan when mixed-use was a relatively new concept, so while there 
are places that call for retail, there was no vision for breaking it down in any finer way, so in this 
case the sector plan does not provide a lot of guidance  

o Why is the horseshoe in market common not shown?  It does not seem like a careful cross-walk 
was done in Clarendon.  It was suggested that the retail designations should have been cross-
walked from the frontage type map in the sector plan rather than the use mix map.  Others 
indicated that the frontage type map was intended to provide design guidelines, not retail 
frontages, which are shown on the use mix map. 

o The note at the bottom of all the maps explaining how buildings behind open space are denoted 
on the maps is misleading.  Not showing the open space on the maps could lead someone to 
claim that the open space is not required. 

 Inquiry as to what extent the definitions are legal definitions.  Staff confirmed that the definitions are 
policy, not regulatory, and that they are designed to define terms as they are used in the document. 

 Inquiry as to the definition of  retail equivalent and whether it is discussed in the plan?  Staff confirmed 
that retail equivalents are discussed, but that the definition could include additional information from the 
text of the document to provide a quick reference 

 For example, a bowling alley would be a great use in Clarendon, but would not be allowed on a “shopping 
and dining” (red) street. 

 What was the community process for where changes to sector plan recommendations for ground floor 
retail are included in the proposed plan?  Suggest that staff do some additional outreach to 
neighborhoods where sector plans are proposed to be changed.  Consider delaying approval for this 
reason. 
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Memorandum 

 

To:  Members of the Arlington County Board Date: January 28, 2015 

From: Barbara Donnellan, County Manager 

Subject: Work Session Summary – Arlington County Retail Plan 

 

Overview 

On January 20, 2015, the County Board held a work session with members of the Economic 

Development Commission (EDC), the Planning Commission (PC) and County staff to discuss 

the Arlington County Retail Plan (Retail Plan). Staff provided a brief overview and County 

Board members asked the members of the EDC and the PC for comments. 

 

The County Board devoted the remainder of the work session to discuss key issues raised by 

staff which are discussed below in more detail. The general theme of the work session was to 

ensure that the Retail Plan provided adequate flexibility to address shifts in retail markets and 

trends while supporting the shared vision: 

 

Arlington will be a place where retail is convenient, appealing, activating and 

sustainable; that provides interest and authenticity, entertainment and experiences, and 

goods and services to residents, employees and visitors; and where local, independent, 

regional and national businesses thrive. 

Key Issues  

As mentioned in the summary, staff raised questions with the County Board around several key 

issues including:  

 Role of the Retail Plan 

 Level of flexibility  

 Street typologies  

 Lobby size and placement 

 Design elements 

 Application to sector plans  

 Grocery store policy 

 

The remainder of this summary memo highlights the key discussion points for each of the key 

issues. Specific action items for staff have been included within each section. 

http://www.arlingtonva.us/
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Role of the Retail Plan 

Staff focused on implementation elements of the Retail Plan: the retail street maps, the design 

guidelines and the action plan and suggested that the role of the Retail Plan was to: 

 Provide normalization of retail street typologies using a common nomenclature 

 Provide consistency across planning documents 

 Provide additional flexibility both administratively and legislatively 

 

County Board members agreed that having common terminology is helpful and can provide 

clarity. However, there was concern that normalization and consistency could lead to a guide that 

was not as flexible as desired. 

 

The County Board clearly stated that the Retail Plan was to provide guidance in making 

decisions about ground floor uses found within special exception site plan projects. Therefore, all 

parties (developers, staff and Board members) will have a common point of reference when 

considering appropriate retail uses given the applicable typology.  Should limitations of a given 

typology not be appropriate or desirable in a given circumstance it would then be a subject for 

discussion through the site plan approval process. Additionally, the County Board suggested that 

the Retail Plan would limit the number of retail conversions requiring site plan amendments. 

 

ACTION 1: Staff will enhance the language in the Retail Plan to indicate that the document 

remains a guide and provides a perspective when analyzing ground floor uses. 

Level of Flexibility  

The theme of the work session was flexibility. In its presentation, staff stated that it fully 

supports a high level of flexibility. Marrying the call for greater flexibility to visions for ground 

floor retail found in sector plans required a balancing act.  

 

In its discussion, the County Board did not have complete agreement as to the absolute level of 

flexibility – ranging from complete flexibility to flexibility with limitation. However, the County 

Board agreed that the current iteration of the Retail Plan did not provide the level of flexibility 

determined necessary for the retail market and trends of today. Staff was tasked with determining 

how to best define the term flexibility. 

 

Additionally, the County Board discussed the possibility of using a temporal concept in applying 

flexibility. They suggested that projects should design the ground floor space (discussed in more 

detail below) to accommodate a variety of uses over time. 

 

ACTION 2: Staff will explore ways to incorporate more flexibility within the Retail Plan. 
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Street Typologies 

Staff reviewed the four street types with the County Board: 

 Shopping and Dining Street (red) – Streets planned for retail sales, food & drinking or 

entertainment establishments. Limited lobby frontage. 

 

 Hybrid Street (orange) – Streets planned for retail sales, food & drinking or entertainment 

establishments. Personal service retail, repair retail and retail equivalents may be 

considered on a case by case basis. Limited lobby frontage.  

 

 Personal, Business and Retail Equivalent Street (yellow) – Streets planned for any type of 

retail use or retail equivalent.  

 

 Optional Street (green) – Streets where any retail uses or retail equivalents are optional. 

 

After discussion, the County Board agreed that the Shopping & Dining Street, as currently 

defined, does not provide the level of flexibility desired. Therefore, the County Board 

recommended that number of street types be reduced to three and the Shopping & Dining Street 

and Hybrid Street be combined. Additionally, there was discussion that the amount designated as 

Shopping & Dining may be too high. 

 

Members of the County Board requested that a pyramid listing the various uses envisioned for 

each street type be provided. This pyramid will provide a graphic way to express how the various 

streets will function. 

 

ACTION 3: Staff will reduce the number of street types to three (3) and update the definitions. 

 

ACTION 4: Staff will update the retail street maps to reflect the new typologies and incorporate 

a greater degree of flexibility. 

 

ACTION 5: Staff will create a graphic depicting the pyramid of flexibility for uses and street 

types. 

Lobby Size and Placement 

Staff explained the concept of clustering retail and having a continuous stretch of storefronts 

with limited to no gaps. Large lobbies fronting on retail streets may not provide interest, a level 

of activity and can create a large gap in the retail continuity. Lobbies are important – the 

placement and resulting address can be quite valuable in marketing the property. Staff clarified 

that the term “limited lobby frontage” is a lobby located on the appropriate street but managed in 

size or activity. 

 

The County Board did not want to preclude lobbies. However, it was generally agreed that 

maintaining the rhythm of storefronts is an important element. The form, feel, lighting and 

activity within the lobby was of more importance than the specific size. 

 

ACTION 6: Staff will provide clarification within the Retail Plan about lobbies. 
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Design Elements 

The County Board was supportive in having design guidelines for ground floor space. The intent 

of the guidelines is to allow the space to accommodate a variety of uses into the future. It was 

reiterated that the Retail Plan provides guidance and is not regulation. 

 

ACTION 7: Ensure language in the Retail Plan provides for some degree of flexibility around 

the design guidelines. 

 

Application to Sector Plans 

Staff had questions around specific locations and the street type designation. The County Board 

did not address all of the locations.  

 

North Glebe Road – Certain County Board members stated that the portion south of Wilson 

Boulevard should have a Personal, Business & Retail Equivalent Street designation. 

 

Wilson Boulevard & North Glebe Road Intersection – No specific discussion. However, gleaning 

from the information about North Glebe Road, it may be that certain County Board members 

prefer a more flexible designation. 

 

Courthouse Plaza – There was consensus of the County Board that a designation of a Personal, 

Business & Retail Equivalent Street is more appropriate than a Hybrid Street designation. 

 

Fairfax Drive – There was no discussion. 

 

ACTION 8: Staff will review the retail street maps and make changes as appropriate. Staff will 

hold two public forums to review these proposed changes with the community 

Grocery Store Policy 

There was general consensus among the County Board members that having and maintaining the 

Grocery Store Policy is a good thing. The policy is another tool that provides a level of flexibility 

to accommodate a use that requires certain modifications being parking, design, merchandise, 

etc.  

 

The County Board agreed that standardizing the application of the policy is appropriate. This 

review and standardization allows for predictability and limits the ad hoc review that currently 

occurs. 

 

ACTION 9: Maintain the recommendation within the Retail Plan.  
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