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Two-Family Nonconforming Dwellings ZOA   

Comment Origin Staff Response 

Clarifying Questions 

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

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting 

There are 1,477 two-family dwellings located in R2-7, 317 located in 

R-5 and R-6, and 432 located in RA districts.  Two-family dwellings 

with nonconforming features in these districts are impacted by the  

current regulations related to nonconforming dwellings subject to 

study in this effort. Data on types of nonconformities is located in 

Attachment 3 of the July 24 ZOCO memo. 

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  
 

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting 

 
The building.arlingtonva.us webpage features an FAQ on 
nonconformities that addresses common questions pertaining to 
zoning regulations for modifying and/or expanding nonconforming 
dwellings.   

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. 

Public 
Comment, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting 

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

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting  

Quoted from the building.arlingtonva.us FAQ : “The Renovation to 
an existing dwelling, where the renovation is completely contained 
within the interior walls of a one- or two-family dwelling located in 
the R-20, R-10, R-8, R-6, R-5 or R2-7 zoning district is allowed. This 
allowance includes replacement, enlargement or creation of new 
doors, windows or other openings in existing exterior walls, but 
does NOT allow replacement of an entire exterior wall (§16.2.2.B).” 
 
Replacement of an exterior wall is allowed in nonconforming one-
family dwellings located in R-5, R-6, R-8, R-10, R-20 yet must comply 

https://building.arlingtonva.us/nonconforming-buildings-structures-faqs/
https://building.arlingtonva.us/nonconforming-buildings-structures-faqs/
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with the regulations of the district in which it is located. (§16.2.5) A 
BZA use permit may be sought for encroachment into a required 
yard or setback for structures in R-20, R-10, R-8, R-6, R-5, and R2-7 
(§15.6.6) 
 
The only changes to exterior and interior walls that would impact 
(i.e. eliminate) the legal nonconforming status of a dwelling would 
be new construction conforming to all the regulations of the district 
in which it is located.  
 

 

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

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting  

A structural alteration is any change that would tend to prolong the 
life of the supporting members of a building or structure, such as 
bearing walls, columns, beams, or girders.  

How does this study overlap with the Housing 
Conservation District study?  
 

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting  

Two-family dwellings are permitted by-right in RA districts where 
they can be found in limited quantities.  However, two-family 
dwellings in these districts will be studied through the ongoing 
Housing Conservation District study, an Affordable Housing Master 
Plan implementation effort.  The HCD recommendations will inform 
recommendations for the limited number of two-family dwellings 
located in RA zoning districts elsewhere.  

Questions Specific to Phase I 

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

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting  

Apart from building code requirements, structural changes to an 
existing one-family dwelling to convert to a two-family dwelling are 
subject to the regulations of the district in which it is located and 
the provisions of §16.2.2.B and §16.2.4 regarding interior structural 
alterations.    
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The proposed zoning ordinance amendment would enable one-and 
two-family dwellings located in R15-30T, R10-T and RA districts to 
make interior structural alterations, which are currently restricted 
from doing so.  Thus, one-family dwellings located in these districts 
seeking to convert to two-family dwellings would now be able to 
make interior structural alternations by-right.  However, as with any 
such conversion, the provisions of the district in which the dwelling 
is located (i.e. lot width, area, floor area, setbacks) and all other 
provisions of the ZO would apply.   
 
Phase II would study potential impacts of modification to district 
standards on the existing stock of one-family dwellings.   

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.  
 

Public 
Comment, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting 

The proposed zoning ordinance amendment includes modification 
to §16.2.2.A allowing two-family dwellings to construct an addition 
over an existing area of encroachment into required setback or yard 
by-right, provided that there is no more 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. 
 
These modifications would remove the need for many of the non-
conforming two-family dwellings to obtain a variance to do 
additions that otherwise meet the requirements of the zoning 
ordinance. The BZA would therefore see less applications made to 
them for small additions. 

Questions Specific to Phase II    

What is the rationale for considering granting 
permissions to two-family dwellings that do not exist 
for single-family dwellings (i.e. reduced setbacks)?  
 

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting 

Two-family, semidetached dwellings in R2-7 face the common 
condition of nonconformity for lot width, lot area, and setbacks less 
than the current ZO standards for the R2-7 district.  As a result of 
this nonconforming status, the ZO effectively requires any two-
family dwelling in the R2-7 district to seek a variance for an addition 
or expansion.  
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In single-family districts, cases of substandard lot width, area, or 
setbacks in single-family dwellings exist yet are not as common as is 
the case with two-family dwellings.  Furthermore, current setbacks 
for one-family structures are less than those for two-family 
dwellings, despite often being located on substantially wider lots. 
 
While the proposed zoning ordinance amendment in Phase I will 
eliminate the need for a variance for nonconforming two-family 
dwellings in R2-7, given this universal condition of nonconformity 
for two-family dwellings in R2-7 and the County desire to preserve 
and potentially promote this dwelling type, study is recommended, 
in a Phase II study, to determine the appropriate form, density, and 
scale of this housing type and if any of the standards of the districts 
in which two-family dwellings are allowed should be modified to 
support further reinvestment in existing stock and potential new 
construction of this housing type in areas where the GLUP supports 
this land use.  
 
As with one-family dwellings, BZA use permits would still be 
required for exceptions for placement. 

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.  
 

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting 

 
 
 
These factors should be considered in development of a refined 
scope of work for a Phase II study.   
 

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.  
 

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting 
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Would design guidelines be considered if caps on 
square footage maximums were replaced and/or 
dimensional standards modified?  
 

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting 

Should Arlington County consider allowing three-
family dwellings?  
 

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting  

Are there certain types of expansions to dwellings 
that should not be permitted?  
 

ZOCO 
Member, 
5/18 ZOCO 
Meeting  

  

  

  

 


