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Special General Land Use Plan Study Process Refinements 
DRAFT 11/09/18 

Proposal for LRPC Review 
 
Overview 
In 2008, the County Board adopted the “Policy for Consideration of General Land Use 
Plan (GLUP) Amendments Unanticipated by Previous Planning Efforts” which calls for a 
community review process in those instances when a requested land use change is 
inconsistent with an adopted plan or when the request is in an area without an adopted 
plan.  
 
Staff worked closely with members of the Planning Commission to develop a Long 
Range Planning Committee of the Planning Commission (LRPC) review process that 
would allow for a high-level review of the proposed amendments to the GLUP separate 
from and prior to any site plan or use permit project review.  
 
Since then, eight Special GLUP Studies have been conducted, one of which was a 
Special GLUP Study Plus.   
 
Given the intensive review that these studies involve on the part of staff and the LRPC 
and issues that have arisen during the course of previous Special GLUP Studies, staff 
proposes to refine the existing process to, among other goals, achieve greater: 
 Efficiency; 
 Inclusivity;  
 Predictability; and 
 Cost recovery. 
 
Background 
General Land Use Plan 
The GLUP is Arlington’s primary policy guide for the future development of the 
County.  The Plan establishes the overall character, extent and location of various land 
uses and serves as a guide to communicate the policy of the County Board to citizens, 
the business community, developers and others involved in the development of 
Arlington County.  In addition, the GLUP serves as a guide to the County Board in its 
decisions concerning future development.  The GLUP is one of eleven elements which 
currently comprise the County’s Comprehensive Plan. 
 
The GLUP can be amended in two different ways.  The first is through a County-led 
planning process, such as a sector, area or revitalization planning effort.  The second is 
at the request of a developer and/or property owner.  When a GLUP amendment 
request is made in keeping with the recommendations of a relevant adopted plan, it is 
evaluated in the context of the associated site plan or use permit, along with any 
potential rezoning request.  This is also how GLUP amendments for sites not the subject 
of an adopted plan were historically reviewed. 
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Following the 2007 site plan review process for the northwest corner of the intersection 
of North Pershing Drive and Arlington Boulevard which involved a GLUP amendment 
request in an unplanned area of the County, the Planning Commission recommended 
that a new review process be developed for this type of GLUP amendment.  The concern 
was that the GLUP is a high-level policy guide and that an analysis of whether or not it 
should be amended should be evaluated free of the not influence of a specific 
development project.  Whereas all of the review had previously taken place under the 
auspices of the Site Plan Review Committee (SPRC), there was a desire to separate the 
land use policy discussion from the project-level discussion. 
 
County Board Policy  
As a result, in 2008 the County Board adopted a new policy regarding GLUP 
amendments.  The “Policy for Consideration of General Land Use Plan Amendments 
Unanticipated by Previous Planning Efforts” calls for a community review process in 
those instances when a requested land use change is inconsistent with an adopted plan 
or when the request is in an area without an adopted plan.  The policy includes the 
following language “… a proposed GLUP amendment for any site not identified in a 
County Board adopted planning study as appropriate for such a GLUP amendment will 
not be considered until such a planning study or analysis has been completed and 
presented to the County Board.”  A study of this nature was deemed necessary to assess 
whether proposed changes to the GLUP are consistent with the County’s long-term 
planning principles and goals. 
      
In determining how to implement the County Board’s new policy, staff worked closely 
with members of the Planning Commission.  Staff developed a Long Range Planning 
Committee of the Planning Commission (LRPC) review process that would allow for a 
high-level review of the proposed amendments to the GLUP separate from and prior to 
any site plan or use permit project review.  
 
A typical Special GLUP Study review process comprises the following steps: 
 
 The LRPC holds a series of meetings at which the following information is presented 

and discussed:  
o scope and process; 
o background information on the proposal;  
o current and proposed GLUP and zoning designations for the site and surrounding 

sites 
o preliminary transportation analysis (proximity to transit, potential new streets or 

connections, existing vehicle counts on all frontages, pedestrian counts, etc.) 
o other information as necessary; 

 A “request to advertise” or “not to advertise” GLUP amendment staff report is 
brought, along with a study document summarizing the findings of the study, to the 
Planning Commission for recommended action; 
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 The “request to advertise” or “not to advertise” report and study document are 
then brought to the County Board for final action, thereby concluding the Special 
GLUP Study process.   
o Authorizing advertisement, it should be noted, would not imply that the County 

Board supports the proposed amendment, but that it is in the realm of 
consideration, subject to an appropriate site plan.  

o Should an appropriate site plan be filed in the future for the subject site, staff 
would develop a recommendation on any proposed changes to the GLUP and 
zoning designations that is informed by the findings of the Special GLUP Study. 

 
Completed Special GLUP Studies 
Since the first Special GLUP Study - 2401 Wilson Boulevard Special GLUP Study in 2009 
- there have been seven additional studies.  The most recent study was the 2801 9th 
Street South Special GLUP Study which was completed in 2018.  The typical Special GLUP 
Study focuses on one site which is evaluated over the course of typically two to three 
LRPC meetings.  One of the eight Special GLUP Studies, the Washington and Kirkwood 
Study, was unique in that it evolved into a larger study involving multiple properties and 
property owners.  This study was categorized as a “Special GLUP Study Plus” and was 
similar to a small area plan process.   Most of the Special GLUP Studies have been 
situated in edge locations in areas without a plan or in areas with only limited plan 
guidance. 

 
Identified Issues 
 Staff Resources/Costs 

 There is currently no dedicated Special GLUP Study fee.  Rather, an existing fee, the 
“Rezonings with General Land Use Plan Amendment” fee, which has a base fee of 
$8,740, plus a fee based upon the site size and requested zoning district, plus a 
$4,371 Department of Environmental Services (DES) fee, is charged.  Even if there is 
not an associated rezoning, the Zoning Administrator has determined that the fee 
can be charged for the study.  However, the “Rezonings with General Land Use Plan 
Amendment” fee is “credited” towards an applicant’s 4.1 site plan fees and so there 
is no study fee collected unless a site plan application is not pursued. 

 
 Process Type 

There is currently no mechanism for the County to determine whether the 
requested GLUP Study is the appropriate tool to evaluate potential change on a 
particular site.  Other tools or processes, such as PDSP amendments, small area 
plans, or Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) studies may be more appropriate. 
 

 
Analysis 
Given the issues enumerated above and some additional questions that have been 
raised, which are discussed below, staff evaluated various options, including returning 
to the pre-2008 process.   
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1. Return to the pre-2008 process. The GLUP amendment process in place prior to the 
2008 County Board policy, could be revived, whereby site plan applications are filed and 
reviewed concurrently with rezoning and GLUP amendment requests. The first step in 
the Site Plan Review Committee (SPRC) process would be the review of the proposed 
GLUP amendment at an LRPC meeting, followed by the SPRC review.  

o Pros 
 This could be a potentially faster process. 
 This could also be a potentially less expensive process for staff 

and applicants. 
o Cons  

 It would be difficult to evaluate the policy questions separately 
from the project. 

 The applicant could have more influence over the modeling, 
including assumptions and views. 

 Staff would not have the deeper understanding of the options 
that comes from working through the modeling. 

 The timeline would be set by the site plan review guidelines, 
which may lead to a rushed policy review. 

 There is no clear way to signal the transition from the LRPC review 
to the SPRC review. 
 

2. Stay the course.  Another option is to continue with the current Special GLUP Study 
and Special GLUP Study Plus process. 

o Pros 
 This would be consistent with what has been developed since 

2008 and applicants, commissioners, County Board members and 
staff are familiar with the process. 

o Cons 
 Without amending the fee schedule, no fees are being directly 

recouped for Special GLUP Studies, aside from those projects that 
do not advance to the 4.1 site plan review process. 

 Certain refinements to the process could increase its efficiency 
and inclusivity. 

 
3. Revise the current Special GLUP Study Process.  A third option is to revise the Special 
GLUP Study process.   

• Potential applicants would submit a preliminary Special GLUP Study 
application prior to filing a Special GLUP Study application and pay an 
initial review fee.  This would allow staff to give preliminary input on the 
projected scope, timeframe, number of meetings and cost which could 
help a potential applicant to evaluate whether or not to submit an 
application.  
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• Staff will also evaluate whether or not a Special GLUP Study or different 
type of process, such as a small area planning process, a Phased 
Development Site Plan (PDSP) review or a Transfer of Development 
Rights (TDR) exchange, might be more appropriate and/or expeditious. 

• Special GLUP Study requests would only be accepted during a specified 
window, such as a three-month window beginning on June 1st and ending 
on September 1st, each year.   

• Staff would then preliminarily evaluate the applications and obtain input 
from the Planning Commission. Staff would then prepare a report to the 
County Board for its Work Plan Work Session.  This report would 
recommend or not recommend acceptance of the applications and in 
which order they would be reviewed, taking into consideration the other 
items on the Planning Division Work Plan.   

o Criteria for selection as a study to undertake could potentially 
include: 

1. Would the amendment possibly advance broader County 
goals? 

2. Is there already an existing district designation on the 
GLUP for the subject area and/or adjacent area?  If there is 
an existing plan recommendation for a specific area, a 
change to the GLUP may be less likely. 

3. Is the area currently under study? 
4. Does there appear to be community support? 
5. Is there sufficient staff, leadership and commissioner 

capacity to begin the study? 
• The County Board would then provide input on which applications to 

accept or not to accept and on the prioritization of accepted applications. 
In order to advance, the balance of the study fee would be collected. 
Applications not accepted for review through the Special GLUP Study 
process could be resubmitted the following year for consideration.  At 
the County Board’s discretion, out of cycle applications could be 
accepted. 

o Pros 
 This would be a more efficient process. 
 This would respond to some of the concerns that have been 

raised be former participants. 
o Cons 

 There would likely be a period of adjustment for all involved 
parties. 

 Additional refinements may be necessary as the details of the 
process are developed. 

 
 Corollary Action - Reduce the number of future requests. Staff could undertake a 

broad edge study analysis as an additional Work Plan item, which could reduce the 
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number of Special GLUP Studies by addressing many of the sites that are likely to be 
the subject of Special GLUP Studies. This would allow for a more comprehensive 
approach to such sites and thereby limit the number of individual Special GLUP 
Study applications filed in the future. 

 
As a result of its analysis, staff recommends the third option, outlined above, of 
revising the current Special GLUP Study process.  In addition, staff recommends 
revisiting certain aspects of the existing policy and making the modifications outlined 
below. 
 
Additional Revisions Needed 
Scoping: Is the proposed amendment within the realm of consideration?  Should other 
GLUP categories be considered within the realm of consideration?  Or should the 
current GLUP category be maintained?  
 

Recommended change – Staff proposes to develop guidelines for when a Special GLUP 
Study may not be accepted, such as when an alternative process may be more 
appropriate or when there is an adopted plan and no compelling reason to go against 
its guidance.  Compelling reasons to go against the guidance of an adopted plan could 
include a significant policy shift or market shift that renders the plan’s guidance 
outdated. 

 
Expanding Participation: Representatives of immediately affected civic associations are 
notified of meetings and one representative per association is invited to participate fully 
“at the table” in the LRPC discussions. Representatives of affected homeowner 
associations and relevant commissions and other stakeholders may be invited to 
participate at the discretion of the LRPC member chairing the process.  
 

No change proposed. 
 
Involving the Applicant: Staff typically shows a conceptual three-dimensional model 
similar to the applicant’s proposal and provides a brief and general description of the 
proposal, including use, etc..  Participation by the applicant in the discussion or review is 
permitted only at the discretion of the LRPC member chairing the process.  
 

Recommended Change - Staff proposes that the applicant could verbally present their 
rationale with no graphics or 2-3 presentation slides following staff’s presentation.  
The intent of this presentation would not be to market the project and would in no 
way resemble the type of presentation that an applicant makes at an SPRC meeting.  
The LRPC Chair should also make it clear that the applicant could speak should there 
be a public comment period during the LRPC meetings. 

 
Recouping Costs: Special GLUP Study applicants are required to submit their 
applications and pay the “Rezonings with GLUP Amendment Fees” and the associated 
Department of Environmental Service (DES) review fees to initiate the study process.  
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Applicants may choose to pay the “Rezoning to” fees (charged based on the site area 
and proposed zoning district) at this time or concurrently with their 4.1 site plan 
submittal.  However, the “Rezoning with GLUP Amendment Fees,” which will be 
interpreted as “GLUP Amendment Fees,” and the associated DES fees will remain 
nonrefundable.  The “Rezonings with GLUP Amendment Fees” and the associated DES 
review fees whether or not a proposed GLUP amendment is associated with a proposed 
rezoning.   
 

Recommended Change - A new and distinct line item in the fee schedule for “Special 
GLUP Studies” should be added.  The structure and amount of the Special GLUP Study 
fees is still being discussed internally.  The associated DES fees will still apply.   

 
Addressing Supplemental GLUP Amendment Requests: In at least one instance, an 
applicant has requested that staff evaluate additional GLUP and Zoning categories while 
a Special GLUP Study process is already under way.  This adds complexity, time and 
expense to an ongoing process and staff did not recoup additional costs for these 
supplemental requests. 

 
Recommended Change - Staff will evaluate whether requests to analyze additional 
GLUP and zoning categories once a process has started on a case-by-case basis and 
may choose to ask an applicant to file and pay for a new Special GLUP Study 
application which would be added to the end of the study queue.  A discount will also 
be considered as staff develops its recommendation (see above). 

 
Addressing Associated Zoning Ordinance Amendments: In the event a Zoning Ordinance 
amendment is submitted along with a GLUP amendment request, staff will work with the 
LRPC and the Zoning Ordinance Committee (ZOCO) chairs to determine on a case-by-case 
basis how this specific request should be evaluated, under the auspices of which 
subcommittee it should be reviewed and who should be invited to attend the meetings 
prior to proceeding with the required Special GLUP Study process.  
 

No change proposed. 
 
Concluding Studies - Planning Commission and County Board Actions: A 
comprehensive study document outlining the staff’s analysis, findings and 
recommendations will be presented along with a Request to Advertise staff report to 
the Planning Commission as an action item, permitting public comment and a Planning 
Commission vote with a recommendation or recommendations, and the County Board.  
 
 No change proposed. 
 
 


