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Memorandum 

 

To: Zoning Committee of the Planning 

Commission (ZOCO) 

Date: March 8, 2019 

From: 
 

Nick Rogers, AICP, CZA, Principal Planner 

Department of Community Planning, Housing and Development 

Subject: 
Zoning Ordinance Amendment – Parking Modifications for Social Service 

Institutions 

 

 

Introduction 
 

Staff has developed text for a zoning ordinance amendment that would authorize the County 

Board, through its special exception use permit authority, to modify the number of required 

parking spaces and/or permit off-site parking for uses that the Arlington County Zoning 

Ordinance (ACZO) categorizes as social service institutions. The amendment would enable the 

County Board to approve these parking modifications when the demonstrated parking demand 

would be lower than the required minimum parking, taking into consideration the social service 

institution’s operations and programs. In addition, the amendment would enable modifications as 

a result of a shared parking program, off-site parking arrangement, transportation demand 

management (TDM) program, or similar procedures that would reduce the use’s parking 

demand. 

 

Background 
 

The ACZO establishes a regulatory framework for social service institutions, a use category that 

includes dormitories.  Social service institutions are generally categorized in ACZO 12.2.4.J as 

“uses that primarily provide treatment of those with psychiatric, alcohol, or drug problems, and 

transient housing or shelters related to social service programs.”  Dormitories are specifically 

defined in Article 18 (Definitions) as: 

 

A residence, not operated for commercial gain, for groups who are associated 

with an organization such as a school or a university, a religious order, a health 

care program or a nonprofit, charitable, benevolent, educational or governmental 

agency providing shelter for needy persons or persons who are recipients of the 

agency's charitable, benevolent, educational or governmental activity; which 

institution customarily provides housing quarters with a single kitchen and living 
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area for the group and may include groups residing with one or more resident 

counselor(s) or other staff person(s). 

 

During the review of a recently filed use permit amendment request to expand the programmatic 

elements of an existing dormitory that specifically operates as an alcohol and drug treatment 

facility, staff evaluated the ACZO parking requirements for this use in comparison with the 

program needs as described in the application.  Based on consultation with the Zoning 

Administrator, this type of dormitory would be required to provide the same amount of parking 

as hospitals, rest homes, sanitariums, convalescent homes & institutions, as this grouping of 

institutional uses would be the most similar listed use in the parking table.  Such uses must 

provide one off-street parking space for every four beds, plus one space for every two employees 

and one space for each doctor assigned to the staff.   

 

In this case, the use permit amendment applicant indicated that residents are not permitted to 

have cars at the facility while receiving treatment and thus the treatment facility has a lower 

parking demand.  Staff noted that the parking standards for this type of use have not been studied 

recently and were developed at a time when personal vehicles were the main mode of travel for 

residents and staff, and perhaps when alternative programs that have different parking demands 

were not envisioned. It was also noted that the County Board cannot currently modify the 

parking standard when approving a use permit for this type of use.   

 

Given the discrepancy between the zoning requirements and the expressed lower parking 

demand, the County Manager’s Office requested and prioritized that staff investigate potential 

changes to the zoning ordinance that might account for differing parking needs for dormitories or 

other similar social service institutions like this recent application and other similar future 

applications.   

 

Analysis 
 

Staff’s approach to this study focused on options for aligning current understanding on the 

parking needs of dormitories and similar facilities with improved or adjustable zoning standards 

to adequately address these uses’ parking demand.   

 

Initially staff considered amending the required parking table specified in §14.3.7 to add 

dormitories as an enumerated use, and to develop a lower required parking ratio appropriate for 

dormitories in the context of Arlington’s multimodal transportation system.  Since this option 

would require a more significant level of staff research, study time, and assessment of the full 

array of previously approved dormitory use permits, staff did not select this approach for 

achieving the desired parking flexibility.   

 

Staff also considered a new parking ratio similar to the requirement listed for colleges and 

universities in 14.3.7, which authorizes the County Board to determine the appropriate parking 

requirement as part of the use permit review process.  Staff did not explore this option further 

because dormitories are a more frequently recurring use in Arlington County and because such 

broad standard would be difficult for staff to administer and evaluate effectively for basing a 

recommendation on parking for this specific type of program to the County Board. 
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Additionally, staff considered structuring the County Board’s modification authority to focus on 

social service institutions, those uses that primarily provide treatment of those with psychiatric, 

alcohol, or drug problems, and transient housing or shelters related to social service programs.  

The ACZO lists several uses which qualify for this categorization, such as alternative- or post-

incarceration facilities, rehabilitative clinics, and homeless shelters.  Upon consultation with the 

Zoning Administrator, staff confirmed that dormitories, as defined in Article 18, are categorized 

as social service institutions.   

 

This grouping of land uses is often operated by nonprofit organizations or local and state 

government agencies.  The facilities provide temporary residential quarters while persons 

complete treatment programs in a rehabilitative setting.  Operators typically institute structured 

rules and standards for residents, with security and access of paramount importance.  In most 

instances, residents are not permitted to drive and/or have access to a personal vehicle during 

their treatment program.  Transportation is provided via shuttle service or other individual 

alternatives by the program operators.   

 

Because of this highly structured environment, social service institutions as categorized in the 

ACZO do not generate the same level of traffic and parking demand as similar uses such as 

hospitals, medical offices, and multifamily residential buildings.  Social service institutions are 

permitted in every zoning district by County Board use permit, except for S-D, RA7-16, RA-H, 

and C-TH.  Because the County Board must individually approve each type of social service 

institution, each application provides an opportunity for staff to conduct a site-specific analysis 

of the operator’s program to assess the actual parking needs.   

 

If an operator’s program would restrict the use of need for personal vehicles, or if the operator 

can demonstrate that parking demand can be managed through transportation demand 

management (TDM) or similar measures, then compliance with 14.3.7’s parking standards is not 

necessary and modifications may be appropriate.  Such modifications would also be reviewed 

within the surrounding land uses and transportation network to ensure the operator’s proposal for 

reducing parking would not create unintended adverse impacts on adjacent neighborhoods and 

properties.  Given this assessment, staff recommends this option for further consideration as it 

would allow the County Board to modify the parking regulations for social service institutions 

and be an appropriate way to account for differing programmatic and locational needs, which 

without this flexibility may prevent an existing facility from expanding or new facilities to meet 

needs in Arlington. 

 

In the case of the use permit amendment application that staff recently reviewed, the applicant’s 

facility exists in the Ballston Metro Station area and is limited from expanding the treatment 

center’s capacity due to the existing parking requirements. This facility does not permit residents 

receiving treatment to keep a personal vehicle on site.  With this potential zoning ordinance 

amendment, the County Board could consider the program proposal, and the site location and 

context, when determining the appropriate amount of parking for residents, staff, and visitors to 

the facility. 
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Proposed Amendment 
 

Staff recommends amending §14.3.7.C, as shown in Attachment 1, to add provisions which 

permit the County Board to modify the number of required off-street parking spaces, and/or 

permit off-site parking for social service institutions. Since this term is not defined in Article 18, 

staff recommends referencing §12.2.4.J in the amendment to ensure the modification is properly 

administered and applied only to uses which can be categorized as social service institutions per 

these use characteristics.  

 

Staff recommends adding a criterium which enables the County Board to consider the 

programmatic and operational characteristics of the social service institution and the manners in 

which those operations would preclude the need for providing the minimum required parking.  

 

Staff recommends adding a second criterium which enables broad consideration of parking 

demand management strategies when evaluating the appropriateness of a parking modification 

request. Staff recommends referencing shared parking programs, TDM, and off-site parking as 

specific measures for consideration, but to structure the Board’s modification authority in a 

broad manner to give applicants flexibility to demonstrate their ability to reduce parking 

demands.  

 

Engagement Process 
 

Given the specificity of this amendment, focused on parking modifications for a particular 

category of land uses, staff used tools primarily from the Communicate level of engagement.  

 

Communicate: Staff will list a summary of staff’s work on this amendment on the Zoning 

Studies website to act as a centralized resource for interested community members. Staff contact 

information and the project schedule are available on the website. 

 

In addition to these stakeholders, staff will continue standard outreach to County email 

subscribers who have signed up for email updates related to ZOCO meetings and for zoning 

ordinance amendments. Public notice will be given in accordance with Code of Virginia 

§ 15.2-2204, with notices for the Planning Commission and County Board public hearings 

placed in the Washington Times during the two preceding weeks before each meeting. 

 

Staff will present its findings and recommendations to the Planning Commission’s Zoning 

Ordinance Committee (ZOCO) on March 12, 2019. This meeting will provide staff with an 

opportunity to receive comment and feedback from Planning Commissioners on this zoning 

ordinance amendment. 

 

Anticipated Schedule 
 

• March 12, 2019: Zoning Ordinance Committee (ZOCO) Meeting 

• March 16, 2019: County Board Request to Advertise 

• April 8, 2019: Planning Commission final consideration and recommendation 

• April 23, 2019: County Board final consideration and action 
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Attachments  

 

• Attachment 1: Recommended Edits to Parking Modification Regulations (§14.3.7.C)



Attachment 1 

 

 

Zoning Ordinance Amendment – Parking Modification for Dormitories 

 

Proposed amendments are shown with bold underline to denote new text, and bold strikethrough to 

denote deleted text.  

 

Where paragraphs are added or deleted, all subsequent paragraphs are renumbered accordingly, and all 

references throughout the Ordinance are updated accordingly. 

 

*** 

Article 14. Site Development Standards 

§14.3.     Parking and Loading 

§14.3.7. Required parking and standing space 

C. The County Board may, through Use Permit approval pursuant to §15.4, modify the 
regulations set forth in §14.3.7, as follows:  

3. Modify the number of required off-street parking spaces and/or permit off-site 
parking for uses categorized as social service institutions, as specified in §12.2.4.J, 
when the County Board finds that the modification is in accordance with the 
following criteria: 

(a) The operation of the social service institution, associated with the treatment and 

support provided by the operator to the care recipients, would preclude the need 

to strictly adhere to the minimum required parking specified in §14.3.7 due to 

reduced parking demand; and, 

 (b) The potential adverse impacts associated with reducing the required amount of 

off-street parking or permitting off-site parking in lieu of on-site parking can be 

mitigated through measures such as, but not limited to: 

(1) Utilizing a managed or shared parking program at times when parking 

demand is highest; 

(2) Implementing Transportation Demand Management (TDM) strategies, 

and/or demonstrating that transit or other transportation options exist 

that may offset parking demand; and/or,  

(3) Demonstrating that off-street parking spaces at a nearby off-site location 

have been secured through a written agreement with the owner or 

controlling party of the off-site parking facility in terms acceptable to the 

County Board that shall not result in parking being unavailable for the 

primary use of the off-site location.  

 

 


