3. Land Use and Zoning
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Existing Land Use
The three POAs west of the W&OD trail include institutional,
commercial, and light-industrial uses.

POA 4 – Gordon Road Triangle
The Gordon Road Triangle currently contains a mix of
industrial and commercial uses, including automobile sales
and service, retail sales, light industrial services, office,
vehicle storage uses, and the City’s property yard. With the
exception of the land acquired through the Boundary Line
Adjustment, the current zoning in this area is M-1 (Light
Industrial). At an FAR of 0.29, these properties are
underdeveloped.
The 20-acre area is owned by multiple property owners. The
Beyer family and the City of Falls Church are the two largest
land owners, owning more than half of the Gordon Road
Triangle area. The Beyer properties are well located with
frontage along West Broad Street and Shreve Road.

POA 7 – West End
The West End of Broad Street currently includes the Falls
Plaza Shopping Center which contains strip retail shopping
facilities such as a supermarket and drugstore. This POA
also include a few pad sites used for banks and gas stations.

POA 8 – Schools-Related Parcels
The Schools-Related Parcels POA is currently used for
George Mason High School and Mary Ellen Henderson
Middle School. The area includes the school buildings as
well as recreation fields including: tennis courts, basketball
courts, baseball fields, and a football field.

George Mason High School Redevelopment
A site plan for the construction of a new George Mason High
School was approved by the Planning Commission on
August 5, 2019. The new high school will be part of a 24acre campus site including new multi-purpose sports fields
and the existing Mary Ellen Henderson Middle School.
Construction of the new George Mason High School is
anticipated to be completed by fall 2021.

EXISTING LAND USE
Land Use Category
Residential
Multi-family Residence
Commercial
Shopping Center
Individual
Retail
and
Service
Office
Industrial
Light Industry/Auto
Institutional
Public
Facilities
&
Institutions
Parks and Open Space
Parks/Open Space
Right of Way
Right of Way
Total

Approx.
Total
Acres

% of Total
Land
Area

0.03

<1%

10.53

16%

4.68

7%

0.21

<1%

9.02

14%

37.97

58%

0.59

<1%

2.37

4%

65.40

100%

Note: All numbers are estimates based on available GIS and Assessment
Data.
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align with the City’s vision for the type and scale of
development at this site. As part of that action, the SchoolsRelated Parcels POA was designated on the Future Land
Use Map as “Parks & Open Space” with two school symbols
and “Mixed Use.” The Future Land Use Map was also
amended to designate the other two areas that were added
to the City as part of the boundary adjustment (City Property
Yard and part of Falls Plaza shopping center) as “Business.”

Special Revitalization District

Rendering of West Falls Church Economic Development Project

Future Land Use
The Future Land Use Map is an official policy document and
an element of the City’s Comprehensive Plan. The Future
Land Use Map shows the preferred uses of different areas
in the City. Future land use maps are intended to be more
general than a zoning ordinance. A zoning ordinance
includes legal definitions and requirements while a land use
map depicts concepts. The City’s Future Land Use Map was
last
reviewed
comprehensively
with
the
2005
Comprehensive Plan. Since then, the Map has been
amended from time to time as part of the redevelopment
process.

Recent Land Use Changes
By default, as part of the 2013 Boundary Adjustment, the
School-Related Parcels POA did not initially have a land use
designation. The City’s Comprehensive Plan and Future
Land Use Map were amended in January 2018 to better

The City’s Comprehensive Plan was revised in January
2018 to designate the Schools-Related Parcels POA as a
“Special Revitalization District for Education and Economic
Development.” This Special Revitalization District is
proposed to be developed with educational uses and a mix
of commercial and residential uses. The goals of this new
district include:
1. Recognize the requirements set forth in the
Voluntary
Boundary
Adjustment
Agreement
between the City of Falls Church and Fairfax County
requiring that 70% of the area is used for school
purposes and 30% for economic development
purposes, while encouraging revitalization and
further development.
2. Provide a gateway to the City which instills a sense
of place through the use of high quality urban design,
a flexible and connected street grid, multi-modal
access within and to adjacent sites, appropriate
buffering between educational and economic
development uses, and green space and plazas to
serve both the educational and economic
development uses.
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3. Encourage creative proposals and successful
economic development to offset school construction
debt service and to provide other community
benefits by developing planning and zoning
guidelines and standards, such as an appropriate
mix of uses, a range of densities and heights within
suitable locations, and explore options for a special
tax district.
4. Promote environmentally-responsible development
that is supported by sustainable systems of green
infrastructure and utilities and that integrates
educational
and
environmental
stewardship
opportunities for the students of George Mason High
School and Mary Ellen Henderson Middle School.
5. Encourage collaboration between economic
development uses and the educational programs
anchored by the Virginia Tech and University of
Virginia Northern Virginia Center and Falls Church
City Public Schools.
6. Provide an inclusive process in the
development and implementation for the site.
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Planning Concept
The vision and goals of this Plan (see Chapter 2), call for
developing a vibrant live/work/play/learn community. At the
district level, this area is envisioned as Mixed-use. This Plan
is not meant to be used as a tool to force redevelopment of
any property within the boundaries of the POAs or
elsewhere in the City.
Step-down Zones
Transitions between redevelopment along the West End
and the surrounding residential neighborhoods are
important to minimize the impact of higher density
development. A softer residential edge, such as
townhomes, can serve as an effective transition from the
commercial area moving towards existing neighborhoods
(general area shown as yellow on the Concept map). The
step-down zone is intended to be part of the overall district
rather than a standalone project.
Active Retail
Greater concentrations of commercial activity are
suggested in the Active Retail area. Generalized boundaries
are shown in red on the concept map. In this area, taller
buildings that taper towards residential areas are
appropriate. Active retail would be an encouraged ground
floor use with residential uses located in upper floors.
Office/Commercial
Additional retail and office uses are recommended
throughout the study area which can serve as destinations
and connections to the active retail areas. Uses that serve
as cultural destinations to bring people together and define
a community such as a music concert venue, music school,
and movie theatre would be desirable. This generalized
area is colored blue on the Concept Map.
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Market Commons in Clarendon provides an example of creating a mixed-use
district with a transitional area that is sensitive to surrounding residential areas.

Light Industrial/Office
Light industrial uses (breweries, data centers, City Property
Yard) and office space may be appropriate within the
Gordon Road Triangle. This generalized area is shown in
orange on the Concept map.

Interior of Market Commons in Clarendon includes an active retail area and open
space amenities.
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Density
Existing Density
Floor Area Ratio (FAR) relates the square footage of a
building to the square footage of the land that it sits on.
Density within the Gordon Road Triangle and West End is
relatively consistent. The aggregate FAR for both areas is
0.30.
The Urban Land Institute (ULI) is an industry group of real
estate and land use experts. ULI provides resources and
research to help plan for development that is appropriately
scaled to the desires and needs of a community. ULI’s “Ten
Principles for Reinventing America’s Suburban Business
Districts” describes the key attributes of existing business
district types. Within the categories described, the City’s
West End most closely resembles a “Dispersed Suburban
Business District.” Key characteristics of this district type
include FAR below 0.5, very high spatial separations
between buildings, buildings set back from the road, and
very high dependence on cars for access. Such
characteristics are consistent with the existing conditions in
the West End.

Proposed Density
Redevelopment should occur at a higher density level than
existing conditions. Higher density redevelopment is
necessary to make ground-floor retail in mixed-use
buildings viable. It also increases the area’s tax base and
provides vibrant communities for visitors and residents.
It is important to note that while there is a correlation
between height and density, more density does not always
translate into taller buildings. The City should assess
structural massing in new developments to ensure
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compatibility with surrounding neighborhoods. Adequate
buffering and transition areas between new development
and adjacent residential properties are also critical. Denser
redevelopment should be focused in areas that have the
least impact on nearby residential properties, such as
towards the planned West Falls Church Economic
Development project site, and taper towards lower density
neighborhoods. Heights are encouraged to vary across
sites to create visual interest.
In 2016, the General Assembly approved amendments to
the Code of Virginia regarding provisions applicable to
conditional
rezoning
proffer
regulations.
These
amendments placed new regulations on the ability of
jurisdictions to accept or amend proffers for residential
development or residential uses however, certain areas
were exempted from the new statute. Exemptions include
areas that have an approved small area comprehensive
plan in which the area is designated as a revitalization area,
encompasses mass transit as defined in §33.2-100,
includes mixed use development, and allows a density of at
least 3.0 FAR in a portion thereof. In August 2016, City
Council adopted revitalization districts throughout the City
which were areas deemed feasible for projects with a FAR
of 3.0 or higher.
The City should aim to create a minimum FAR of 3.0 for the
West End to support the scale of development necessary to
sustain mixed-use buildings and Class A office space.
Within the categories described in ULI’s “Ten Principles for
Reinventing America’s Suburban Business Districts,” a FAR
over 3.0 would correspond to a “Compact Business
Suburban District.” Key characteristics of this district type
include a grid street layout, low spatial separation between
buildings, strong pedestrian orientation, moderate
dependence on cars, and good choice in transit modes.

Zoning
Zoning is a tool for regulating land use with the intent of
supporting the vision of the community. The City’s Zoning
Ordinance limits the kind of uses that can exist on a
particular property, such as residential, retail, office, or
industrial. The Zoning Ordinance also includes other
development standards including maximum building
heights, lot coverage, and building setbacks from property
lines.

a height of 55 feet by-right and up to 85 feet with special
exception.
The Falls Plaza shopping center is zoned B-1.

Although closely related, zoning and land use planning are
separate activities. Land use planning speaks to future
development and what could happen while zoning speaks
to what can happen and what is currently allowed. For this
reason, the zoning map is often more restrictive than the
future land use map.

Zoning Map
The Zoning Map is part of the City Zoning code and, in
combination with the descriptions of the zoning districts
limits the permitted land uses and building sizes.

Zoning Districts
To regulate land use, the Zoning Ordinance divides the land
within the City into various zoning districts or areas. Within
each of the zoning districts, a different mix of land uses and
sizes can be built. The districts present in the West End of
the City are described below.
B-1, Limited Business
The B-1, Limited Business zoning district allows most
commercial uses by-right and mixed-use redevelopment
with a special exception. Buildings in this district can reach

Falls Plaza Shopping Center
B-2, Central Business District
The B-2, Central Business zoning district allows most
commercial uses by-right and mixed-use redevelopment
with a special exception. Buildings in this district can reach
a height of 75 feet by-right and up to 115 feet with a special
exception.
In August 2018, the B-2 zoning district was amended to
provide additional flexibility in height and density that is
needed to achieve a significant economic development
project. Specifically, the zoning text amendment to the B-2
zoning district allows for additional height for by-right
elementary and secondary schools and creates a special
exception for a mix of uses, including residential and
additional density for areas located within a Special
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Revitalization District
Development.

for

Education

and

Economic

The zoning text amendment established a two-step special
exception and site plan approval process for sites within a
“Special Revitalization District for Education and Economic
Development:”


Step 1, Special Exception Entitlement (SEE) –
establishes entitlements for building heights and
uses and the general layout of the site



Step 2, Special Exception Site Plan (SESP) –
equivalent in level of detail to a site plan as called
for in 48-1134 and includes architectural design and
level of detail typical for special exception and site
plan approvals under B-2 zoning.

The Schools-Related Parcels POA was rezoned from R-1A,
Low Density Residential to B-2 in December 2018.
B-3, General Business
The B-3, General Business zoning district allows most
commercial uses by-right and mixed-use redevelopment
with a special exception. Buildings in this zoning district
reach a height of 55 feet by-right and 85 feet with a special
exception.
Within this area only two small parcels at the front of the
Falls Plaza shopping center are zoned B-3.
M-1, Light Industry
The M-1, Light Industry zoning district allow most B-3 uses,
some light industrial uses, and mixed-use redevelopment in
accordance with the Mixed-Use Redevelopment (MUR)
regulations. The (MUR) overlay is intended to promote
parcel
consolidation
and
coordinated
mixed-use
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redevelopment. While the intent of these regulations aligns
with the goals of this Plan, the regulations are too
prescriptive and a development has never been built using
the MUR overlay option. The 2010 Zoning Ordinance
Advisory Committee (ZOAC) report recommended
eliminating the MUR overlay Citywide due to deficiencies
with the regulations.
Parcels within the Gordon Road Triangle with the exception
of a portion of the City’s property yard are zoned M-1.
R-1A, Low Density Residential
The R-1A, Low Density Residential zoning district is
intended to be comprised generally of low-density
residential uses.
The City’s Property Yard and a small section of the Falls
Plaza shopping center are zoned R-1A by default as a result
of the 2013 boundary adjustment.
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Land Use & Zoning Strategies
This Plan recommends transforming the area into a vibrant
live/work/plan/learn community that is thoughtfully planned
to achieve high standards for economic benefits and
environmental sustainability and resiliency including greater
levels of tree canopy coverage. Those goals depend on
public and private investment in the area and partnership
with property owners.
Updates to the City’s land use policies and zoning ordinance
can enable and encourage investments that advance the
community’s goals. The following strategies are intended to
encourage larger scale redevelopment and/or phased
development that allows for greater opportunities for
community benefit.
Strategy: Continue to amend the adopted Future Land Use
Map and Zoning Map on a case-by-case basis as part of the
redevelopment
application
and
review
process.
Amendments should be made for redevelopment proposals
that are consistent with the goals of this Plan.
Strategy: For sites of at least 2 acres, amend the zoning
ordinance to allow M-1, Light Industry district access to B-2,
Central Business uses and the Special Exception (SE)
Application process.

that promotes phased development1 of a master planned
site2.
Strategy: Review and discuss the pros and cons of the
SEE/SESP process.
Strategy: Update industrial district regulations or develop a
new industrial district that supports data centers, breweries,
distilleries, arts and craft markets, maker spaces and food
production.
Strategy: Encourage sites that can be planned at 5 or more
acres to achieve 15% tree canopy coverage.
Strategy: Continue to monitor industry and retail changes
and amend the Zoning Code as appropriate to remain
flexible to an evolving market. For example, flexibility should
be provided if changes in retail result in pick-up zones
becoming more common.
Strategy: Work with Fairfax County on the joint land use
planning of the corner of the Gordon Road Triangle that is
outside of the City. Evaluate a boundary adjustment for that
area.

Strategy: For sites of at least 5 acres, amend the Zoning
Map and Ordinance to replace the MUR overlay with a more
flexible mixed-use redevelopment option for POA 4 and 7

1

Phased development would still include controls for the mix and
percentage of uses within each phase.

3-13

2

Until such time as a new process for phased development is
created for larger, master planned sites, the SE process would
apply for sites proposing a mixed-use development project.
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