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Zoning Committee of the Planning Commission (ZOCO)  
Meeting Summary 

March 12, 2019, 7:00pm 
 

Ellen M. Bozman Government Center 
2100 Clarendon Blvd., Room 715 

Arlington, VA 22201 
 
Planning Commissioners in attendance:   
Daniel Weir (Chair, ZOCO) 
Elizabeth Gearin 
Stephen Hughes 
Nancy Iacomini 
James Lantelme 
Kathleen McSweeney 
Elizabeth Morton 
James Schroll 
 
Planning Commissioners absent: 
Devanshi P. Patel 
David W. Ricks 
Jane C. Siegel 
Sara Steinberger 
 
Staff in attendance:  
Blake Bowen, Associate Planner, CPHD - Zoning 
Kellie Brown, Associate Planner, CPHD - Planning 
Joel Franklin, Associate Planner, CPHD - Housing 
Nick Rogers, Principal Planner, CPHD - Planning 
Tim Murphy, Associate Planner, CPHD - Planning 
Jennifer Smith, Comprehensive Planning Team Supervisor, CPHD - Planning 
Kelsey Steffen, Associate Planner, CPHD - Planning 
 
Relocatable Classrooms for Public Schools (briefing).   
Kelsey Steffen presented staff’s work on a study focused on improving the review and approval 
process for relocatable classrooms when they are utilized by Arlington Public Schools (APS) to 
account for limited increases in school enrollment. Ms. Steffen noted that the placement of 
relocatable classrooms currently triggers the need for a use permit amendment since customary 
use permit conditions specify a maximum design capacity for a public school. The addition of 
student seats at a school via a newly placed relocatable classroom typically breaches the 
maximum capacity specified in the condition. Since required parking for schools is calculated 
using the school’s design capacity, relocatable classrooms often result in public schools 
needing to provide more parking to comply with the Zoning Ordinance’s parking standards.  
 
Ms. Steffen specified that staff’s study reflected direction by the County Board in 2018 to 
explore options for amending the Zoning Ordinance in a manner that would allow relocatable 
classrooms to be placed at public schools without requiring a use permit amendment.  
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Ms. Steffen outlined staff’s approach to this study, which entails clarifying that relocatable 
classrooms would be excluded from the calculation of a school’s design capacity as defined in 
the Zoning Ordinance. This approach comes from staff’s consideration of relocatable 
classrooms as a temporary measure for addressing short-term fluctuations in school enrollment. 
This consideration is consistent with APS’s utilization of relocatable classrooms, and it would 
allow administrative review and approval of applications for placement of relocatable 
classrooms. The applications would involve reviews by CPHD’s Zoning Division, Inspection 
Services Division, and the Department of Environmental Services (DES).  
 
Ms. Steffen briefed the ZOCO on the interagency coordination with DES and the Department of 
Parks and Recreation (DPR) which has led to staff’s approach. She discussed staff’s 
development of placement standards for relocatable classrooms that would minimize impacts to 
trees and school play areas, while aligning with existing interagency agreements. Ms. Steffen 
share the study’s project schedule, which anticipates public hearings for the Planning 
Commission and County Board in May for adoption.  
 
Clarifying Questions: 
• What does “temporary” mean for APS? What is APS’s long-term plans for the use of 

relocatable classrooms, and could this entail their utilization at a given school site for up to 
10 years? 

• Should relocatable classrooms be permitted on lots which are not contiguous to the school? 
• Would the placement of relocatable classrooms trigger the need for the Planning 

Commission to make a finding that they are features shown in accordance with Code of 
Virginia § 15.2-2232? What criteria would be used to assess whether such a finding would 
be needed? Should an increase in design capacity be one of those criteria, unless the 
increase was within a stated, approved increment deemed to not change extent? 

• Can APS provide an inventory with the number of relocatable classrooms existing at and 
proposed for each school site? The inventory should indicate how long the existing 
relocatable classrooms have been utilized at each school site.  

• How would relocatable classrooms be replaced if a replacement was necessary? 
o Staff indicated that the same administrative review process could be used for 

replacement relocatable classrooms, and that the draft text allowed for modifications 
of the placement standards subject to the approval of a use permit by the County 
Board.  

• How do other jurisdictions account for relocatable classrooms in their Comprehensive 
Plans? 

• Could APS see a need to utilize two-story relocatable classrooms at some point in the 
future? 

• How does the Zoning Ordinance define building height? 
• Is there a master planning process in the works related to school facilities? 
• Does staff concur with APS’s position that relocatable classrooms are a temporary use? 
 
Other Questions and Comments: 
• Commissioners considered a recommendation to incorporate a maximum number of 

relocatable classrooms at any given site into the draft text, a term limit for the relocatable 
classroom, or a maximum percentage of seats above the school’s approved design capacity 
that could be accommodated using relocatable classrooms.  

• Commissioners expressed their desire for relocatable classrooms to truly be a temporary 
solution to periodic increases in enrollment on a case-by-case basis.  
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• Commissioners discussed how placing a relocatable classroom on an athletic field has long-
term planning implications because it can impact long-term planning for recreational field 
usage.  

• Commissioners expressed unease with a 2232 review process that would be perceived as 
an effective “rubber stamp” on the use of relocatable classrooms at a school site.  

• Commissioners discussed the accuracy of APS’s projections, with some Commissioners 
stating that the projections had accurately predicted the influx of students currently entering 
the APS system.  

 
Detached Accessory Dwelling Units.   
Joel Franklin presented the background history on previous zoning ordinance amendments 
focused on accessory dwelling units (ADUs). He recounted the County Board’s action in 2017, 
which resulted in increased flexibility for the establishment of ADUs based on recommendations 
in the 2015 Affordable Housing Master Plan (AHMP). Specifically, he discussed the Board’s 
actions to withhold final adoption on a recommended setback distance of one foot for detached 
ADUs, and to direct the County Manager to develop and present alternative setback options.  
 
Mr. Franklin shared highlights of the staff analysis conducted as part of this direction. He 
detailed staff’s work on analyzing options for 1-, 5-, and 10-foot setbacks, and the rationale for 
staff’s recommendation for a 5-foot setback. Mr. Franklin stated that five feet was a commonly 
used setback by other jurisdictions surveyed as part of this study. He also discussed several 
considerations that staff accounted for in their development of this recommendation. These 
included the applicable regulations in the Virginia Uniform Statewide Building Code (VUSBC), 
the proximity of a detached ADU to a neighboring property, the administration complexity of the 
regulations, and the potential supply of ADUs which could be established depending on the 
setback distance.  
 
Tim Murphy provided an overview of other study recommendations in addition to the five-foot 
setback for detached ADUs. Staff’s recommended zoning text would enable accessory buildings 
constructed prior to the date of the County Board’s action on this zoning ordinance amendment 
to be vertically added to during the conversion to an accessory dwelling. Mr. Murphy 
summarized other editorial changes, such as listing the maximum building footprint for an ADU 
in Article 12 instead of only Article 3.  
 
Finally, Mr. Murphy outlined two recommended edits to Article 16, Nonconformities. The first 
would enable additions and expansions to nonconforming accessory buildings, so long as the 
expansion complied with all applicable, current standards. He explained that this edit was 
previously included in Article 16, but erroneously struck as part of the Fall 2018 zoning 
ordinance amendment focused on additions to nonconforming two-family dwellings. The second 
change would further clarify the eligible zoning districts where additions and expansions to 
nonconforming one- and two-family dwellings may be permitted.  
 
Clarifying Questions: 
• Would the VUSBC or the Fire Prevention Code permit other building materials besides 

masonry, which could increase the demand for skilled tradesmen? 
• Did staff consider an eight-foot setback? Was the five-foot setback recommended simply 

because it was the lowest setback which would allow the ADU to be constructed without the 
enhanced fire resistance rating? 

o Mr. Murphy stated that staff considered the five-foot setback because of its flexibility 
from building code requirements, as well as the flexibility it provides the homeowner 
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from a site planning and site design perspective, allowing for greater usable open 
space on the property and for the placement of the accessory dwelling so that both 
the accessory dwelling and main dwelling can receive direct sunlight on the lot. 

• Do we know whether other jurisdictions adopted new setbacks specifically for ADUs that 
were different from their accessory building setback standards? 

o Mr. Franklin replied that based on staff’s comparative research and analysis, other 
jurisdictions generally apply the same setback standard for accessory buildings to 
detached accessory dwellings. 

• Where are ADUs being constructed in other jurisdictions? Are there any patterns, such as 
high frequencies of construction near transit stations? 

• Could a design competition be run each year focused on ADUs? 
• Are there areas within Arlington where staff has identified concentrations of properties with 

accessory buildings that are nonconforming? If so, could these concentrations be mapped? 
o Mr. Franklin specified that staff has identified through the analysis of eligible lots 

where eligible lots are located for different setback options.  He indicated that staff 
could review the analysis of eligible lots and could potentially generate a map of lots 
that could be eligible for a detached accessory dwelling.  

• Would these standards apply to tiny houses? Would tiny houses be considered detached 
ADUs? 

• What differentiates a one-foot setback for an accessory building, and a five-foot setback for 
an accessory dwelling unit? What is the zoning perspective or reasoning behind different 
setbacks? 

• How close can a 1½ story accessory building be to a property line? 
o Mr. Franklin stated that the Zoning Ordinance would allow such structures to be 

located as close as one foot from the property line. 
• Is there still a requirement that there be eight feet of separation between the main dwelling 

and an accessory dwelling? 
o Mr. Franklin explained that this is the existing standard for all accessory buildings 

and that staff is not proposing a change to this standard for accessory dwellings. 
• Under what circumstances, in compliance with the recommended text, could a property 

owner construct a vertical addition to an existing accessory building that is located one foot 
from the property line? Under what circumstances would the vertical addition need to be 
stepped back to comply with the recommended five-foot setback standard? 

• Would lots which do not meet the minimum lot size requirement still need to meet the 
minimum lot coverage requirements when seeking approval for an ADU? 

o Mr. Franklin explained that lot coverage standards would still need to be met.  
• What would the required setback distance be for other accessory buildings such as 

greenhouses? 
• How many ADUs have been established in basements since 2017? How are these ADUs 

distributed geographically throughout Arlington County? 
• Can a detached ADU have a basement? 
• Can a property owner have an accessory building located one foot from the property line in 

conformance with the accessory building setback, and then convert the building to an ADU? 
 
Other Questions and Comments: 
• Commissioners broadly discussed community engagement. Some Commissioners had not 

heard about staff’s work until the ZOCO meeting. Commissioners inquired about the 
prospect of outreach to the Civic Federation or civic associations in general.  
o Staff discussed plans to reach out to these organizations through invitations to the 

March 5th open house focused on the ADU study. Staff mentioned that the open house 
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had approximately 40 attendees. Several attendees expressed their interest in 
constructing ADUs at their own properties. Staff recounted feedback that was collected 
regarding vertical additions to existing accessory buildings, which some meeting 
attendees felt would be feasibly difficult.  

• Commissioners expressed their preference for seeing the use case for new detached ADUs 
and questioned whether a regulatory framework was being created that would prevent 
conversions. Commissioners requested any available data from the open house and/or 
online feedback form on this topic.  

• Commissioners discussed the impacts to existing trees on neighboring yards if a detached 
accessory dwelling unit was constructed in close proximity to a property line. Commissioners 
highlighted an example of a residential property adjacent to the home of one of the 
Commissioners. The property was sold, and the new property owner demolished the house 
and constructed a new, larger dwelling. The construction process had damaged the critical 
root zone of an off-site tree; in those instances, Commissioners discussed the merits of a 
tree replacement standard when such impacts occur.  

• Commissioners discussed the prospect of a landscaped screening requirement, with 
consideration to reforestation.  

• Commissioners conveyed concerns with a one-foot setback for new detached ADUs 
contributing to overbuilding on residential properties.  

• Commissioners noted that a one-foot setback could allow two detached ADUs on different 
properties to be located two feet from one another. 

 
Parking Modifications for Social Service Institutions. 
Nick Rogers presented staff’s work on a zoning ordinance amendment that would permit 
modifications to certain parking standards for uses categorized as social service institutions. He 
discussed the recent staff review of a use permit amendment request for a minor expansion of 
an existing residential center for drug and alcohol treatment. Such uses have frequently been 
reviewed and approved as dormitories, and the Zoning Ordinance requires such uses to 
provided parking based on the number of beds in the facility, the number of employees, and the 
number of doctors assigned to the staff. This parking rate was first incorporated into the Zoning 
Ordinance during the 1960s, and is similarly applicable to hospitals.  
 
Mr. Rogers noted that the existing treatment facility subject to the recent use permit amendment 
would be categorized as a social service institution. This categorization covers residential uses 
which provide treatment for psychiatric, alcohol or drug problems, as well as transient housing 
for social service programs. Social service institutions have varying parking demands based on 
the operational rules and regulations they employ, and such rules frequently restrict or prohibit 
the use of personal vehicles by residents.  
 
Mr. Rogers recounted the direction staff received from the County Manager’s Office for CPHD to 
develop a more flexible way for these types of uses to meet the Zoning Ordinance’s parking 
requirements. After considering several options, staff recommends adding modification authority 
for the County Board, as part of its use permit review, to approved reduced or off-site parking for 
social service institutions. Such modifications would need to meet criteria related to the 
operations of the facility and the mitigation measures used to reduce the parking demand.  
 
Clarifying Questions: 
• How would an approved parking modification be administered if a permitted use changes 

over time? What would trigger a change that would necessitate a new use permit or a use 
permit amendment? Would a programming change be such a trigger? 
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• Could there be unintended consequences for adding this type of flexibility to the Zoning 
Ordinance? 

 
Other Questions and Comments: 
• Would staff be presenting this study to the Transportation Commission? The Transportation 

Commission would be interested in such subjects.  
• Commissioners mentioned that social service institutions could be helped by reduced costs 

with the ability to obtain parking modifications.  
• Commissioners requested some additional examples of previously approved dormitories 

and/or social service institutions.  
• Commissioners questioned the need for both criteria to be satisfied in order for the County 

Board to grant a parking modification to a social service institution. Commissioners 
discussed revisions to the recommended text which would add further flexibility for a social 
service institution to satisfy one criterium and/or the other.  

• Commissioners expressed caution with not allowing such flexibility to result in problems with 
overflow parking in adjacent residential neighborhoods and with forcing externalities on the 
surrounding community.  

 
Public Comments. 
 
1. Mr. Dan Gilbert spoke about an accessory building on his property that had been 

constructed in 1983 that he would like to convert into an accessory dwelling unit. He stated 
that the recommended draft text for detached ADUs would preclude his ability to make the 
conversion. 
 

2. Mr. Phil Dales spoke about the conversion of existing accessory buildings into accessory 
dwellings, noting that the 1½-story maximum height requirement is prescriptive and should 
be examined. Mr. Dales also suggested reviewing the standard regarding placement of 
exterior stairs to a second-story accessory dwelling; the measurement of the proposed 
setback for new detached accessory dwellings from the lot line to the nearest face of the 
building rather than the nearest edge of the eave; and the requirement that an existing 
accessory building must conform to the maximum building footprint in order to convert to an 
accessory dwelling. 
 

3. Mr. Mike Cavanaugh spoke about the maximum height limit for accessory buildings and how 
the height limit is interpreted. Mr. Cavanaugh also spoke about the relationship between 
accessory dwellings and pipe-stem lots. He commented that the construction of an 
accessory building with a one-foot setback would require accessing the neighbor’s yard and 
that there would not be enough space to meaningfully direct water runoff. He also 
commented that accessory buildings should be placed behind the main dwelling or not be 
forward of the main dwelling on the lot. 
 

4. Mr. Charlie Hughes commented that he prefers the proposed five-foot setback option to the 
one-foot setback option. He commented that a key criterium in the consideration of the 
setback options was the potential effects of the accessory dwelling on adjacent neighbors. 
 

5. Mr. Jon Kinney spoke about the draft text for the social service institutions parking 
modification agenda item. He stated that, as written, the conjunctive “and” would require a 
provider seeking the modification to satisfy both criteria, and that requiring both criteria could 
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be problematic for some providers in some locations in Arlington County. He asserted that 
there were some situations where providers would be unable to satisfy both criteria.  
 

6. Ms. Debby Taylor, President and CEO of Phoenix House, identified her organization as the 
recent use permit applicant that had been mentioned previously as part of the social service 
institutions agenda item. Ms. Taylor discussed how her organization had operated a facility 
at its current Arlington location on North Quincy Street since the mid-1960s. She discussed 
Phoenix House’s request to utilize four additional beds, and that she has been forced to turn 
people away every day who are seeking rehabilitative care. She referenced the current 
opioid crisis, and the support of the five neighboring civic associations to the Phoenix House 
facility for their current request to expand by four beds.  

 


