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Staff in attendance:  
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Introductory Comments.  ZOCO chair Elizabeth Gearin introduced the proposed Zoning Ordinance 
Amendment and briefly described the issues it was meant to address. 
 
Two-Family Dwelling Nonconforming Issues Zoning Study.  Kellie Brown provided background on the 
definition of nonconformities, what nonconforming lots and dwellings in different residential districts 
are permitted to do, and gave an overview of the current process for seeking exceptions for 
nonconforming lots and dwellings. Ms. Brown then presented the three issues that planning staff aim to 
resolve, along with their proposed solutions: 
 

1. Issue: Exterior expansions and additions are not permitted in nonconforming one- and two-
family dwellings in two-family and multi-family districts without a BZA variance. 
Nonconformities are very common in these districts, and variances for additions and expansions 
are difficult to justify in most cases because a change in the Zoning Ordinance is reasonably 
practicable. The county has interest in maintaining this type of housing. 
Solution: Remove limitations on adding to and/or expanding nonconforming one- and two-
family dwellings in the R2-7 zoning district. 

2. Issue: Interior structural alterations are not allowed in nonconforming one- and two- family 
dwellings in townhouse and multi-family districts, despite being permitted in all single-family 
districts. The county has interest in maintaining this type of housing. 
Solution: Remove limitations on structural interior alterations in nonconforming one- and two- 
family dwellings in the currently excluded R and all RA districts. 

3. Issue: A strict interpretation of § 16.1.1 does not align with the County’s desired administration 
of this section. 
Solution: Remove mismatch between Zoning Ordinance text and longstanding ability to build on 
nonconforming lots that are substandard in lot area and/or lot width. 

 
Ms. Brown also informed the committee about a technical update proposed to reorganize § 16.2 for 
improved readability.  
 



To illustrate the effects of the proposed changes to the Zoning Ordinance, Ms. Brown presented staff’s 
findings on how many lots and buildings have been identified as non-conforming in the R2-7 district, and 
showed maps depicting the location of the dwellings that will likely be affected by the proposed 
amendment. She also explained the current process for property owners to go through to seek 
exceptions for non-conforming buildings and lots, and contrasted it with the streamlined process after 
adoption of the amendment. 

Ms. Brown spoke on the anticipated schedule for the proposed amendment and gave an overview of 
what would be addressed in phase 2 of the study: 

• September 22, 2018: County Board Request to Advertise
• October 9, 2018: Planning Commission final consideration and recommendation
• October 20, 2018: County Board final consideration

Finally, staff is recommending further study of two-family dwellings in Arlington County to evaluate the 
potential of removing restrictions on additions and/or expansions in additional zoning districts where two-
family housing is currently found and/or allowed by-right, such as RA districts beyond HCDs and R-5 and 
R-6, consider potential for creating additional flexibility for additions and/or expansions by-right, and
opportunities to encourage development of new two-family dwellings. This future study would consider
modifications to dimensional standards for two-family dwellings (setbacks, lot coverage, width, and area),
address the cap on gross floor area for additions to nonconforming dwellings, and more broadly develop
potential scope elements for a future Missing Middle Study.

Clarifying Questions 
• Do the maps depict parcels or lots? While they are synonymous in most cases, in some instances

they are not.
• What was the methodology for determining dwelling types in the study’s districts?
• Does Arlington County permit residents to file for a permit in anticipation of an expected Zoning

Ordinance amendment?

Other Questions and Comments 

General Comments 
• Staff should highlight the fact that Arlington County is making an effort to provide for more

flexibility in its Zoning Ordinance while many other jurisdictions are trying to make much more
restrictive Zoning Ordinances.

Exterior Additions and Expansions Amendment 
• Why not change R2-7 standards now so that most of the nonconforming lots and dwellings are 

conforming?
• There are equity considerations and neighborhood change impacts to consider in modifying 

dimensional standards; a majority of the single-family homes in R2-7 are in neighborhoods with 
a significant cultural, racial, and historic legacy, such as Nauck and Langston Brown. 

Interior Structural Alterations Amendment 
• The current restrictions on interior structural alterations to non-conforming one- and two- 

family homes are consistent with the standard practice in zoning to phase out nonconforming



conditions.  However, one and two-family homes are dwellings of value to the County and not 
structures that we desire to deteriorate or be replaced. 

• While the General Land Use Plan does represent the future land use vision for the County, 
historic General Land Use Plans sought to align land use designations with existing zoning 
districts.  Given this historical context, it is not clear that the Low-Medium Residential 
designations reflect in all cases a clear vision for the entirety of those areas to be developed up 
to the level of residential density supported by that GLUP designation.  The GLUP is intended to 
be general.   

• Supportive of the staff’s recommendations; there is no reason to restrict interior structural 
alterations. 

• Allowing interior structural alterations in RA districts is particularly important for those dwellings 
that are “orphaned” and have no real redevelopment opportunity. 
 

Proposed Text Amendments 
• Will “or as otherwise provided” be included at the end of § 16.2.3.A as a reference to § 

16.2.3.B? 
 
Other Discussion 
 
Expansions and Additions in RA Districts 
• There was considerable discussion about the question of whether nonconforming one- and two-

family dwellings in RA districts should also be allowed to expand by right.   
o There is need for additional study to determine how one and two-family dwellings in RA 

districts should be treated, given their entitlement as multi-family districts in a County in 
need of more housing. 

o Housing in RA districts is the subject of study in the Housing Conservation Districts, 
including one- and two-family dwellings.   

o The reasons for supporting structural alterations in RA districts should extend to exterior 
additions as well, regardless of whether these dwellings are located in R2-7 or RA 
districts.  

o Not currently allowed to expand, are nonconforming one- and two-family dwellings in 
RA districts being replaced with luxury housing?    

o Will Phase 2 of this study address one and two-family housing located in RA districts?  
o Should Arlington County only be concerned with fitting more dwelling units into each 

development in RA districts? What about considering smaller lots and buildings while 
also pursuing denser development? 

 
Considerations for Additional Study of Two-Family Housing (Phase 2) 

• The Planning Commission should consider staff resources when asking them what to study. 
What questions can fit into existing parts of the work plan? 

• Concerns were raised that if Arlington County waits until a study on missing middle housing is 
concluded, it risks losing its current stock. Ad-hoc action has to be taken now to preserve 
missing-middle housing. 

• Current zoning standards have shut down the market for two-, three-, and four-family 
developments. Arlington County needs to make changes to its ordinances to make housing of 
that type easier to produce. 



• How can the county ensure that there is incentive for developers to build missing middle 
housing over large, single-family, detached housing? 

 
 
Public Comments 

• Members of the public in attendance were supportive, but wanted reassurances that they 
would be permitted by-right to construct their desired additions. 

• Urged the expeditious passage of the proposed amendment so expansions and additions could 
be constructed before winter. 

 


