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Zoning Committee of the Planning Commission (ZOCO)  
Meeting Summary 

May 16, 2018 
 
Planning Commissioners in attendance:   
Elizabeth Gearin (Chair, ZOCO) 
Nancy Iacomini 
Jim Lantelme 
Kathleen McSweeney 
David W. Ricks 
James Schroll (Vice Chair, Planning Commission) 
Jane Siegel (Chair, Planning Commission) 
Daniel Weir 
 
Staff in attendance:  
Kellie Brown, Associate Planner, CPHD 
Andrew Douglass, Associate Planner, CPHD 
Nick Rogers, Principal Planner, CPHD 
Jennifer Smith, Comprehensive Planning Team Supervisor, CPHD 
 
Introductory Comments.  Jennifer Smith introduced Nick Rogers, the new Zoning Amendment 
Coordinator for CPHD. Mr. Rogers provided a brief summary of his background and experience.  
 
Two-Family Dwelling Nonconforming Issues Zoning Study.  Kellie Brown provided an 
overview of the issues staff has focused on for this study. Ms. Brown highlighted four key zoning 
barriers that property owners of two-family dwellings encounter when making home 
modifications: 
 

1. Building on lots with either lot area or lot width that are nonconforming 
2. Expansions to nonconforming two-family dwellings 
3. Interior alterations to nonconforming dwellings 
4. Maximum square footage limits on additions for nonconforming two-family dwellings 

 
Ms. Brown reviewed key concepts pertaining to nonconformities listed in Article 16 of the Zoning 
Ordinance, and provided an overview of the zoning regulations applicable to structural 
alterations for nonconforming structures.  
 
Commissioners noted that the Zoning Division’s webpage had been recently updated with 
regards to the interpretation of §16.1.1, stating that staff would interpret the regulation on an 
interim basis to provide relief for lots with either nonconforming area or nonconforming width 
until the Zoning Ordinance could be amended to change the language from “and” to “or”.  
 
Ms. Brown explained staff’s approach of using two phases for this study: 
 

• Phase 1 would consist of updates to Article 16 to address the “and/or” phrasing of 
§16.1.1, examine the removal of barriers to expansions to nonconforming one- and two-
family dwellings, and examine the removal of barriers to interior alterations in 
nonconforming dwellings. Staff’s goal would be to allow more nonconforming two-family 
dwelling owners to apply for use permit approval from the BZA for additions to their 
homes. Staff anticipates County Board action in Fall 2018. 
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• Phase II would evaluate the existing dimensional standards for two-family dwellings to 
assess whether changes would be warranted to allow home expansions to 
nonconforming two-family dwellings through by-right, administrative review. Phase II 
would also explore possibilities for two-family dwellings to be a permitted use in 
additional zoning districts in line with future efforts to address “missing middle” housing. 

 
Clarifying Questions 

• How many two-family dwelling lots are impacted by the current regulations pertaining to 
nonconformities? 

• How would conversions of one-family dwellings to two-family dwellings be affected by 
this zoning ordinance amendment? 

• What sorts of changes to walls, either interior or exterior, would impact the legal 
nonconforming status of a dwelling? 

• Under what conditions would the Zoning Administrator determine that proposed home 
modifications would be considered a structural change? 

o Example: An upper-story addition to an existing dwelling often requires a beam 
or riser to be installed in the supporting wall beneath the addition. Would this be 
a structural change? 

  
Other Questions and Comments 

• One outcome of this study will be a transition from treating these two-family dwellings as 
nonconforming uses that should eventually be discontinued to nonconforming uses 
which will remain legally nonconforming for the foreseeable future. 

• A matrix of common questions pertaining to the zoning regulations for expanding 
nonconforming dwellings would assist the Zoning Committee’s review of the forthcoming 
draft text 

• Concerns were raised about impacts on surrounding properties that could occur with 
by-right, two-family dwellings due to the typically close proximity of two-family dwellings 
to the property’s boundary lines.  

• Should Arlington County consider allowing three-family dwellings? 
• Are there certain types of expansions to dwellings that should not be permitted? 
• How does this study overlap with the Housing Conservation District study? 
• Confirmation was sought that building height is measured to the roof mid-point. 
• What is the rationale for considering granting permissions to two-family dwellings that do 

not exist for single-family dwellings (i.e. reduced setbacks)? 
• The proximity of two-family dwellings to other two-family dwellings, and need for access 

to adjacent lots during construction, should inform preservation of requirements for 
public notification and neighbor consent. 

• Perhaps there are limited modifications that could be considered to approach equity for 
the treatment of two-family dwellings but which do not exceed a certain threshold that 
would cause potential undesired impacts. 

• Would design guidelines be considered if caps on square footage maximums were 
replaced and/or dimensional standards modified? 

 
Public Comments 

• Arlington County would benefit from a checklist, or guidelines, posted on the Building 
Arlington website describing what is and is not permitted for home renovations. Such a 
checklist could be used as a guide to standardize the review process for the Zoning 
Division’s counter staff, who would benefit from more flexibility in interpreting and 
administering the zoning regulations for home renovations.  
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• Pictures and photo examples are very helpful to convey messages in materials for public 
consumption.  

• One attendee expressed support for the prospective amendments to Article 16, but 
remained concerned that the Board of Zoning Appeals would remain unwilling to grant 
use permit approval for certain types of requests for encroachment into required 
setbacks.  


