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TO:      Zoning Committee of the Planning Commission  

FROM: Kelsey Steffen and Kellie Brown, CPHD  DATE: April 23, 2019 

SUBJECT: Administrative Review of Relocatables Zoning Ordinance Amendments  

 

Introduction  

 

Staff has drafted proposed amendments to the Arlington County Zoning Ordinance (ACZO) to allow 
for the administrative review and approval of relocatable structures at Arlington Public Schools (APS).  
 
Staff recommends the following:  
 

• Amend the definition of design capacity in §18.2, General Terms Defined to specifically state 

that student seats located within relocatable structures do not count toward a school’s design 

capacity. 

 

• Amend §12.10, Short Term Use Standards, to add placement standards for relocatable 

structures.  

 

• Amend §12.4, Public and Civic Use Standards, to state that relocatables structures may be 

added administratively per §15.4.7, subject to the Short Term Use Standards in §12.10.  
 

Background  

In 2018, the County Board directed staff to amend the ACZO to facilitate an administrative review and 
approval process for relocatable structures at APS.   
 
In the past ten years, relocatable structures have been used in increasing numbers as a cost-effective, 
temporary measure to manage rising APS enrollment while more permanent solutions, such as 
drawing new boundaries, new school construction and school additions, are being developed. In 2017, 
relocatable structures were approved on five (5) school sites, requiring use permit amendments for 
each of the five (5) schools. Over the next three years, APS will complete the following new schools 
and school additions:  
 

• Fleet Elementary School – new school  

• Walter Reed Elementary School – new addition 

• HB Woodlawn Middle School – new addition  



DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY PLANNING, HOUSING AND DEVELOPMENT 

Planning Division 

#1 Courthouse Plaza,   2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 700   Arlington, VA 22201 
TEL 703.228.3525   FAX 703.228.3543   www.arlingtonva.us 

2 

 

• Career Center – addition of seats through interior modifications  

• Washington- Liberty High School - addition of seats through interior modifications   
 

The completion of these projects will reduce the need for relocatable structures in the near term. 
However, current enrollment projections indicate that relocatable structures will continue to be needed 
as a tool to manage short-term fluctuations in enrollment. 
 
Currently, APS must request approval of a use permit amendment to place relocatable structures on 
school properties. In instances where schools were constructed prior to the use permit requirement in 
the ACZO, APS must submit a new use permit application. These approvals are required because the 
customary County Board practice is to approve use permits for schools with conditions that prescribe a 
design capacity, which is the maximum number of student seats permitted by the use permit, and a 
parking requirement based on that design capacity. The addition of seats through relocatable 
structures, based on the current ACZO standards, results in an increase in design capacity requiring an 
amendment to the use permit to reflect this new capacity figure. In addition, the increase in design 
capacity triggers an increase in the school parking requirement, as provided in §14.3 in which required 
parking spaces are determined by the school’s design capacity.  
 

Analysis  

 

Based on the direction from the County Board, staff developed the following recommendations which 
would allow relocatable structures to be reviewed and approved administratively. These 
recommendations would streamline the existing review process and improve efficiency for Arlington 
County and APS staff. The recommendations also include placement standards for which relocatable 
structures must comply to qualify for administrative review and approval.  
 
The following discussion outlines the key issues staff considered in developing a proposed ACZO 
amendment to allow for the administrative review and approval of relocatable structures. This 
discussion covers the relationship of relocatables structures to school design capacity and parking, 
consideration as a short term use, and the proposed placement standards. 

 

School Design Capacity and Parking 

 

Design capacity is defined in §18.2 of the ACZO as “the number of students a school is designed to 

accommodate, calculated by the same formula used to calculate capacity for elementary, middle or 

high schools, respectively, shown in the latest Capital Improvement Plan adopted by the Arlington 

County School Board as referenced by the Capital Improvement Plan adopted by the County Board the 

time of application”. This definition was added to the ACZO in 2013 to establish a uniform standard 

for determining school parking requirements. However, APS does not count student seats located in 

relocatable structures in its school capacity numbers included in its APS Capital Improvement Plan 

(CIP). The primary reason for this is that relocatable structures are used by APS to temporarily 

accommodate student growth when enrollment numbers increase beyond what can be accommodated 



DEPARTMENT OF COMMUNITY PLANNING, HOUSING AND DEVELOPMENT 

Planning Division 

#1 Courthouse Plaza,   2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 700   Arlington, VA 22201 
TEL 703.228.3525   FAX 703.228.3543   www.arlingtonva.us 

3 

 

within the existing school building, as provided for in the Arlington Public School Arlington Facilities 

and Student Accommodation Plan.1  This is inconsistent with the recent county practice in counting 

seats added through relocatable structures to the design capacity at any school, requiring a review and 

amendment of the school’s use permit.  

 

Given this treatment of relocatable structures by APS as temporary seats above the existing school 

capacity, staff recommends aligning the design capacity definition in the ACZO with APS’s 

methodology to ensure consistency between the ACZO and the APS CIP. This would eliminate the 

requirement for a use permit amendment to increase approved design capacity as long as the 

relocatable structure(s) comply with the placement standards as proposed below. To clarify this 

designation of relocatable structures as temporary seats above school design capacity, staff 

recommends amending the definition of design capacity in §18.2, General Terms Defined to 

specifically state that student seats located within relocatable structures do not count toward a school’s 

design capacity.  

 

This clarification would also eliminate the need to increase a school’s off-street parking supply solely 

due to the placement of a relocatable structure. The parking requirement for schools, as specified in 

§14.3.7 of the ACZO, is calculated using a school’s design capacity. Staff acknowledges that seats 

added to schools through relocatable structures generate additional parking demand for both teachers 

and visitors at schools, and that several APS schools operate with limited existing on-site parking. 

However, relocatable structures are a commonly used, flexible solution in managing temporary 

increases in enrollment. The Code of Virginia mandates APS accommodate these enrollment 

fluctuations, even in instances when student enrollment exceeds a building’s design capacity. Given 

the temporary nature of the relocatable structures, available on-street parking, public transit, and other 

transportation demand management (TDM) strategies can continue to minimize parking demand.    

 

Short Term Use Placement Standards  

 

Staff recommends classifying relocatable structures as a short-term use, due to their temporary nature. 

Staff also recommends adding text to §12.10, Short Term Use Standards to add placement standards 

for relocatable structures. Like other temporary uses in §12.10, staff recommends that relocatable 

structures be permitted for up to three years and subject to renewal at the end of the initial three-year 

term if compliant with all applicable standards. Replacement of any relocatable structure with a new 

replacement “in-kind” during the three-year term, such as to address a structural damage or other 

mechanical issue, would not require a new application. However, replacement of a relocatable 

structure with a new relocatable structure differing in dimensions would require a new application and 

new three-year term pending application approval.  

 

                                                      
1 https://www.apsva.us/wp-content/uploads/legacy_assets/www/0d3c7be38a-AFSAP-Report1.8-

Web_Revised.pdf 

https://www.apsva.us/wp-content/uploads/legacy_assets/www/0d3c7be38a-AFSAP-Report1.8-Web_Revised.pdf
https://www.apsva.us/wp-content/uploads/legacy_assets/www/0d3c7be38a-AFSAP-Report1.8-Web_Revised.pdf
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In addition to the new short term use placement standards to be described below, under §12.10, 

relocatable structures would be subject to §12.10.2., General Standards for Short Term Uses. These 

standards add additional regulations such as the requirements for a certificate of occupancy, retention 

of parking spaces to maintain parking standards, and ensuring the short term use doesn’t result in 

hazardous conditions for vehicles or pedestrians or result in traffic in excess of a street’s capacity.  

 

Staff’s standard review procedures for all use permits and use permit amendments includes a review 

for compliance with all federal, state and local requirements. These include, but are not limited to, the 

Chesapeake Bay Preservation Ordinance and the Virginia Uniform Statewide Building Code. Such 

reviews for school projects, including current practice of use permit amendments for relocatable 

structures, include this review. Compliance with these additional requirements would remain in effect 

even with the adoption of staff’s recommendation for administrative review of relocatable structures.  

 

To supplement this level of review, staff proposes placement standards which account for APS siting 

needs, the context of the site relative to existing natural features and neighborhood adjacencies, and 

the importance of balancing the need for relocatable structures with the preservation of APS’s 

recreation resources. 

 

APS Siting Needs 

 

When determining the ideal placement for a relocatable structure on a school site, APS considers 

multiple factors including student safety, accessibility, stormwater impacts, and utility access and 

costs. APS staff prefers to place relocatable structures on paved surfaces, adjacent to the permanent 

school buildings based on the following benefits:  

 

• Student safety – Keeping the relocatable structures close together and near the other buildings 

improves safety for students.  

• Accessibility - Surfaces that are already level, such as blacktop paved areas, reduce the ADA 

improvements needed to make a relocatable structure accessible to the rest of the school 

facilities.  

• Stormwater impacts - Placing relocatable structures on already impervious surfaces limits the 

need for any additional stormwater permits or potential mitigation.  

• Utility connections - It is more cost effective for APS to use the utility hook ups of the 

permanent building to connect the utilities needed in relocatable structures. Placing relocatable 

structures too far away from the permanent buildings can incur increased operational and 

maintenance costs for the temporary structures.  
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Site Context - Height and Setbacks 

 

Schools are in S3-A zoning districts, which permits building heights and setbacks as follows: 

 

S3-A Zoning District Standards 

Height 45 feet (Section 4.2.3) 

Rear and Side Setback* 10 feet plus 1 additional foot for each 2 ½ feet of building height above 25 

feet, provided that on interior lots no structure shall be located closer than 25 

feet from a rear lot line (Section 3.2.6.A.2(e)) 

Front Setback* Larger of 50 feet from said centerline or 25 feet from street right-of-way line 

(Section 3.2.6.A.1.D) 

Lot Coverage Not regulated 

Floor Area Ratio Not regulated 

 

Relocatable structures would comply with the by-right maximum building height of 45’. Any structure 

requiring greater height, such as a two-story structure, is not currently under consideration for use by 

APS, nor could it be considered temporary given the construction requirements (i.e. permanent 

foundation) needed for multi-story structures. Furthermore, staff contends that relocatable structures 

conform with the height maximum of main school buildings, given that most schools are located 

within low density residential areas and that relocatable classrooms should continue to integrate into 

the context of the surrounding neighborhood. Staff recommends that relocatable structure conform 

with the setback requirements of the main school building, as indicated in the table above.  

 

Site Context - Tree Preservation  

 

Existing vegetation and trees should be preserved to the maximum extent practical. To that end, 

relocatable structures should not be placed within a tree preservation area as defined by the critical 

root zone (1 ft. radius per 1 inch of diameter (measured at 4.5 feet (DBH))) for a tree greater than 8 

inches DBH, to ensure that existing mature trees are not impacted by relocatable structures. Therefore 

staff has included this standard in §12.10.9. 

 

Athletic Fields 

 

APS athletic fields play an important role in providing recreation opportunities for APS students, and 

in many cases for the broader Arlington community. Athletic fields are programmed by Arlington 

County Department of Parks and Recreation and at middle and high schools play an important role in 

providing regulation sized play spaces for students and community league members.  
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As such, staff recommends a standard that would preclude relocatable structures from being placed on 

or within fifteen (15) feet of middle and high school athletic fields. Although athletic fields at 

elementary schools are also an important recreation asset to APS and the community, there is an 

existing need for field space to remain flexible at elementary schools. As mentioned above, APS 

targets impervious surfaces as a priority for relocatable placement, however this is not always an 

option at all elementary schools. Unlike middle and high school athletic fields, which are programmed 

for both community and school league use and are sites of significant investment, elementary school 

athletic fields are generally not formally delineated from other open field space and are programmed 

for younger community sports leagues. Both APS and County staff will continue to ensure there is 

adequate space for these leagues across APS sites through close communication and coordination in 

the event there is need to add a relocatable structure on a field space in order for APS to meet 

enrollment needs. 

 

APS Ownership/Control 

 

In most instances, APS operates all school uses on its own property. However, there are some 

instances in which APS utilizes County or other privately-owned land through joint lease agreements 

or other written forms of permission. In these instances, permission for the use of relocatable 

structures on any property not under current ownership of APS must be included or added to such an 

agreement prior to administrative approval.  

 

Modifications to Standards  

 

The standards described above are intended to represent the best practice placement strategies for 
relocatable structures agreed upon between APS and Arlington County staff (CPHD, DES, and DPR). 
Although it is preferred that schools comply with the proposed placement standards, there may be 
instances in which there is no other option but to request relief from these standards. These 
circumstances may occur because each school site is a different size, include different features, 
facilities, and topography, and may experience different fluctuations in enrollment. When a request to 
add a relocatable structure cannot meet the proposed placement standards, APS would continue to 
have the option to file a use permit amendment to add the temporary structure and would undergo 
review and approval by the County Board. 
 

Community Process  

• Staff is distributing this memorandum via the ZOCO distribution list.  

• Staff has posted a summary of the amendment on the Zoning Studies webpage. 

A public information session is scheduled for May 2, 2019 at the Ellen M. Bozman 

Government Center (2100 Clarendon Blvd.), Conference Rooms C&D from 6-9 pm 

 

Schedule  

 

• May 18, 2019: County Board Request to Advertise 

https://projects.arlingtonva.us/plans-studies/land-use/zoning-studies/
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• June 3, 2019: Planning Commission final consideration and recommendation  

• June 15, 2019: County Board final consideration  
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Proposed amendments are shown with underline to denote text to be added. Where paragraphs are 

proposed to be added, all subsequent paragraphs will be renumbered accordingly; and all references 

throughout the Ordinance will be updated accordingly. 

 

*** 

 

Article 12. Use Standards 
*** 

§12.4. Public and Civic Use Standards  

*** 

§12.4.7. Schools, elementary, middle and high  

A. A transportation demand management plan shall be submitted with use permit applications 
for elementary, middle and high schools. 

B. Any school operating and accredited by the state board of education prior to August 8, 1992 
may continue to operate without obtaining a use permit as required in §15.4. 

C. Relocatable structures may be added to any public school site through an administrative 
change per §15.4.7 when in conformance with the standards set forth in §12.10.9.  

*** 

§12.10. Short Term Use Standards  

*** 

§12.10.9. Relocatable structures 

Relocatable structures may be added to any public school site that has an existing use permit 

subject to compliance with the standards in §12.10.2 and the standards set forth in this section 

§12.10.9 for up to three years from the issuance of the Certificate of Occupancy and subject to 

renewal at the end of three years, for an additional three year term if the use is operating in 

compliance with all applicable standards. The County Board may, through use permit approval 

pursuant to §15.4, modify the applicable standards in §12.10.9.  

A. Standards  

Relocatable structures can be added to public school sites through an administrative change 
per §15.4.7. subject to all applicable use permit conditions and compliance with the following 
placement standards:  

1. Relocatable structures shall comply with all setbacks and height limits as required in the 
applicable zoning district.  
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2. Relocatable structures added administratively shall not be placed:

(a) Within a tree preservation area as defined by the critical root zone (1 ft radius 
per 1 inch of diameter (measured at 4.5 feet (diameter at breast height (DBH)))) 
for any tree greater than 8 inches DBH;

(b) On or within 15 feet from the boundary of a diamond, rectangular or 
combination athletic fields at middle and high schools as designated in the 
Arlington County Public Spaces Master Plan and the Department of Parks and 
Recreation inventory of athletic fields;

3. Relocatable structures shall only be permitted on property a) that is owned by the 
applicant; or b) that the applicant has written authorization to use.

*** 

Article 18. Definitions 

*** 

§18.2. General Terms Defined 

For the purposes of this zoning ordinance certain terms and words used herein shall be defined and 
interpreted as follows.  

*** 

Design capacity.  The number of students a school is designed to accommodate, calculated by the same 
formula used to calculate capacity for elementary, middle or high schools, respectively, shown in the 
latest Capital Improvement Plan adopted by the Arlington County School Board as referenced by 
Capital Improvement Plan adopted by the County Board at the time of application. Seats added to any 
school site through the addition of relocatable structures shall not count toward the school’s design 
capacity. 

*** 
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Comment/Response Matrix - School Relocatables ZOA 
Comment Origin Staff Response 
Commission Information Requests of APS 
The County is seeking to define relocatables as a 
temporary use however many relocatables have 
been situated for a long time – perhaps as much as 
ten years.  What are the long-term plans for the use 
of trailers at various schools? Would it include the 
use of trailers for as much as 10 years? 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 

This information will be provided at the ZOCO meeting on 4/24/19. 

Provide an inventory of the number of relocatables 
currently at each school, including the duration that 
each relocatable has been on that site as well as the 
student capacity of each relocatable, and the original 
use of that land (i.e. field, open grass area, court) 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 

This information will be provided at the ZOCO meeting on 4/24/19. 

Comments on Scope of ZOA 
A term limit specifying how long the relocatables 
could be located on the site 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 

Staff considered various approaches for regulating the intensity of 
usage of relocatable structures on public school sites including 
specifying a term limit, maximum number of relocatables, or 
maximum coverage of open space.   

Key considerations included the need for a justifiable rationale for 
any maximum term, coverage, enrollment proposed as well as the 
overarching goals of this effort to 1) facilitate the use of 
relocatables by APS, when APS determines that relocatables are 
need to accommodate increases in enrollment in the short term 
while longer term solutions (I.e. school additions, new schools, 
interior renovations) are being developed and 2) balance the need 
for relocatables while accounting for other site features.  

Include factors which controls the by-right 
establishment on a school site (ex. max # of 
relocatables on any site, max % of change to 
enrollment/design capacity) 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 
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Given these overarching goals and the need for a rationale to 
support standards regulating maximum usage, staff is 
recommending that the intensity of relocatable usage be regulated 
primarily by standards for preservation of trees greater than 8 ft 
diameter at breast height (DBH) and restrictions on placement of 
relocatables on middle and/or high school athletic fields, coupled 
with adherence to existing setback requirements for the subject 
zoning district.  Also, the Building Code requires minimum 
separation between relocatables, representing as an additional 
control on coverage.   

 

Staff is also recommending that, as a temporary structure for short-
term accommodation of enrollment beyond the capacity of the 
existing school, relocatables are classified as a short-term use, 
permitted for a three-year period.  Should APS determine that 
relocatables are needed beyond the three-year approval period, 
APS may submit for renewal at the end of the three years and be 
approved again if the use is operating in compliance with all 
applicable standards.  A maximum number of renewals is not 
provided. This is consistent with treatment of pop up parks in the 
ZO, another short term use that is not intended to be understood 
as a permanent use but may be situated for a several years until a 
long-term use for the site is developed.  

 

It should also be noted that these standards will apply to all 
relocatables that APS submits for building permit moving forward.  
These standards will not be applied to relocatables already 
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situated, unless APS requests to replace an existing relocatable 
with something other than an “in-kind” replacement.  

Prevent relocatables on parcels of land that are not 
contiguous to the property where the school 
building is located 
 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 

The proposed standards require that relocatables shall only be 
permitted on property that is owned by the applicant or that the 
applicant has written authorization to use (I.e. County Board 
approved license agreement or other legal agreement with a private 
property owner).  This standard should become a factor in assessing 
whether to consider non-APS property, both contiguous and non-
contiguous, unless an agreement is already in a place granting use of 
that property by APS.   
 
However, if there are non-contiguous parcels in the control of APS 
which APS has determined to be appropriate for use of relocatables, 
the new standards would facilitate use of that property.   

How is height defined? Could 2-story relocatables be 
possible in the future and should this be accounted 
for in recommendations for height? 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 

Setbacks and maximum building height for relocatables would be 
regulated by the dimensional standards of the subject zoning 
district.  As schools are located within S3-A zoning districts, the 
maximum building height for relocatables should be 45’.  This could 
account for two-story relocatables in the future; however, APS does 
not have plans to use two-story relocatables in the future given the 
permanent nature of such structures and additional investment 
needed to build such structures.   

Is staff’s position on structures or classrooms the 
same as APS (that relocatables are temp. and 
shouldn’t be counted as design capacity)? 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 

Yes, staff supports the consideration of relocatables as temporary 
structures used to accommodate enrollment beyond the specified 
‘capacity’ of a given school for a short-term period until longer-term 
solutions can be developed.  They are not intended to be considered 
a permanent solution to increased enrollment. 
 
This understanding of relocatables is as provided in the Arlington 
Facilities Student Accommodate Plan and referenced in the APS 
Capital Improvement Plan adopted by the APS School Board as the 
context for determining priorities for capital investment to add 
permanent seats.  
 

https://www.apsva.us/wp-content/uploads/legacy_assets/www/9ecb0d1f71-AFSAP-Report1.8-Web.pdf
https://www.apsva.us/wp-content/uploads/legacy_assets/www/9ecb0d1f71-AFSAP-Report1.8-Web.pdf
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It is also important to note that the Zoning Ordinance does not 
define the term ‘temporary’ and so there is no conflict with any 
requirements in the ZO with regards to treatment of relocatables as 
a short term use. 

Will relocatable that are not used for classrooms but 
rather for other purposes be addressed? 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 

Yes, there are a few circumstances in which APS uses relocatables 
for auxiliary purposes (I.e. gym or cafeteria).  Moving forward, 
adding any new auxiliary relocatables will be governed by the same 
placement standards as relocatables used as classrooms. 

Requirements for Public Facilities Review (Va Code 2232) 
How does this affect the 2232 process? 

• What would the criteria be for triggering a 
2232 at a school site? 

• It’s a de facto school addition, so it should 
trigger 2232 review unless an agreement is 
in place that specifies a degree of 
incremental change that doesn’t trigger a 
change in extent 

• Discomfort with having to rubber stamp 
these 2232s for relocatables 

• How do other jurisdictions account for 
relocatables in their Comp Planning? 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 

A formal process for public facilities review to meet compliance 
requirements of (Virginia Code Section 15.2-2232) is being 
developed as part of the GLUP Reprint process and will be brought 
forward for review by PC as part of that process.    
  
However, as presented as part of prior Public Facility 
determinations, the Planning Commission is required to determine 
if the general location or approximate location, character, and 
extent of public facilities is substantially in accord with the adopted 
comprehensive plan or part thereof.   
  
All school properties in Arlington are identified on the adopted 
General Land Use Plan. Relocatables are used to accommodate an 
incremental increase in enrollment at schools.  As schools are not 
defined in Arlington County with a specific “extent”, such as 
maximum enrollment, bulk, or coverage, Planning Division staff do 
not see the addition of relocatables as triggering the need for an 
additional finding of substantial accord with the 2232 statute when 
relocatables are added to school sites.    
 

Putting a relocatable on a play field is a Comp 
Planning issue because it changes long-range plans 
for field usage by the community 

ZOCO 
Member, 
3/12/19 

Staff is proposing standards that restrict placement of relocatables 
on athletic fields at middle and/or high schools.   
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 ZOCO 
Meeting 

Other Questions/Comments 
Is there a public facilities master planning process in 
the works? 

 

 Private 
citizen, 
3/12/19 
ZOCO 
Meeting 
 

Staff is preparing to develop a scope of work for a long range public 
facilities plan, in coordination with the Joint Facilities Advisory 
Commission. 
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