5. Character & Urban Design
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Importance of the Human Scale
Human scale design focuses on creating objects or
environments that are the size and shape comfortable for
people to use. In terms of City planning, human scale design
involves creating pedestrian centered developments that
include smaller walkable blocks, narrower streets, plenty of
walking room, flexible public spaces, engaging
streetscapes, and welcoming ground floor building facades.
This style of design is key to making cities walkable, vibrant
places. In contrast, automotive scale is characterized by
wide, fast-paced streets, intimidating crossings, long blocks,
blank walls, buildings set back far from the sidewalk
network, and expansive parking lots.
With its proximity to a middle and high school, a regional
bicycle route, and a metro station, the City’s West End is
well-positioned to move away from the existing automotivescaled environment while enhancing the area’s multimodal
infrastructure and responding to user needs. The following
sections outline recommendations to transform the West
End into a healthy and safe pedestrian-friendly
environment.

Pitt Street Mall, Sydney Australia
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Urban Foundation

1-Square Mile Comparison of City Blocks

There are a number of design elements that impact how
pedestrians interact with a development including block
design, depth of building setbacks, building height in relation
to street width, building façade lengths, and frequency of
doors and windows. POAs 4 & 7 currently consist of low
density automobile-focused development, leaving plenty of
opportunities to enhance the pedestrian environment along
West Broad Street. This section provides urban design
recommendations to create a framework for attractive and
engaging pedestrian experiences.
Block Design
Generally, small to moderate block sizes of 300-500’ are
conducive to healthy walking environments. Larger blocks
can be sustained and enjoyable to walk when they include
an interior hierarchy of smaller pedestrian-scaled streets,
active alleyways, and public spaces.

Phoenix, Arizona has a typical block size ranging from
750’ to 2,300’.

A portion of the Gordon Triangle extends 1,700 feet before
a break created by Gordon Road. The Federal Reality
property is divided by Birch Street into two blocks roughly
600 and 800 feet in length along West Broad Street. In
comparison, downtown Falls Church’s best example of a
walkable block between Little Falls St and N Maple Ave
along W. Broad Street is 370 feet long.
Oversized blocks need to be broken up through the creation
of new streets, commercial alleyways, parks and plazas,
and quality pedestrian facilities. In addition, better
connectivity is needed between these three POAs as well
as the rest of the City. One option is to extend Birch Street
across West Broad Street through the Gordon Road
Triangle to Shreve Road.

Savannah, Georgia has a typical block length of 550’
by 650’ broken up by secondary mid-block lanes and
green public squares.
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The West End POA would benefit from a revised street grid
which breaks up the large blocks and creates interior
pedestrian paths. Pedestrian and bike connections from the
W&OD Trail and West End Park to Haycock Road and the
school’s campus are desirable and would help to activate
this area. Although the current site is not pedestrianoriented, the Falls Plaza shopping center receives an
unusually large amount of foot traffic from September to
June when the school day ends. Redevelopment of the Falls
Plaza Shopping Center could complement and extend the
new redevelopment project on the adjacent 9.45-acre
property, providing gathering places for students on their
way home from school.
The Street Network Connections map on page 5-4 shows a
conceptual plan for a new street grid in the City’s West End.
Street realignments including the realignment of the Birch
Street Intersection are encouraged. The map is provided for
illustrative purposes with flexibility for final locations to be
determined in coordination with the City and through the
development review process.
Strategy: Work with property owners during redevelopment
to align streets to create a new street grid with smaller
walkable blocks that enhance connectivity between the
POAs and the rest of the City.
Strategy: To the extent that aligning the Falls Plaza
Shopping Center entry on Haycock Road to the West Falls
Church Economic Development site creates orphaned land
along the back of the Falls Plaza property, encourage that
area to be used for open space and allow density to be
shifted elsewhere on the site.
Strategy: With the creation of a new street grid, require block
lengths to be no more than a maximum of 500 feet long.
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Setback
Having buildings front on the sidewalk network rather than
on a surface parking lot helps to create a more engaging
pedestrian experience. Having storefronts and outdoor
dining lining the sidewalks provides exciting visual stimulus
for pedestrians. Setbacks can provide opportunities for
placemaking such as seating and places to pause through
intentionally placed ledges, steps, along with adequate
space for street tree growth and other landscaping.
Relatively uniform setbacks should be encouraged along
the buildings’ ground-floor frontages to create a consistent
street wall that frames the pedestrian realm. However, this
should not preclude the incorporation of architectural details
that breakup facades and create a visually engaging
environment such as the development of building
colonnades, recessed entries, or modified building setbacks
at special corners. Ground floor setbacks or recesses
should not occupy more than 25 percent of the street
frontage.
Existing conditions found in POA 7 can be enhanced
through infill development along West Broad Street. By
designing new buildings that meet the sidewalk an active
retail space is created along West Broad Street. This will
help to break up the existing sea of surface parking which

3:2
Ratio
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currently is a barrier to visiting the Falls Plaza Shopping
Center in anything other than an automobile.
In the long-term, the goal is to shift parking from surface lots
located in front of buildings to the rear of buildings, on-street
parallel parking, or structured garages (preferably
underground). The existing surface can then be
redeveloped with additional development blocks, public
plazas, and green space.
Stepbacks
The use of stepbacks in building
design can give the impression
of a lower-scale building while
still allowing for higher density.
Stepbacks can also be important
to supporting the healthy growth
of
street
trees.
Building
stepbacks
are
encouraged
above to reduce the building’s
perceived massing and relate to
surrounding building heights.

Example
showing
how
stepbacks can provide the
impression of a lower-scale
building.

Building / Street Ratio
The height of a street’s buildings in relation to the width of
the street provides an important first impression for an area.
There is no precise ratio and a ration should not preclude a
particular building height but there should be consideration
in how the ratio impacts the feel of an area. Wider roadways
typically lead to faster thoroughfares designed to funnel cars
from one point to another. On the other hand, narrower,
urban streets create more intimate and lively spaces which
can be shared by all modes of transportation. A more
balanced ratio helps to create a comfortable sense of
enclosure.
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West Broad Street has two 11-foot travel lanes in each
direction and a center turn lane totaling 55 feet of roadway.
The shopping outlets in POA 7 are far removed from any
street activity with the exception of the gas station, credit
union, and funeral home. On the other side of West Broad
Street, the Gordon Triangle’s industrial uses have little to no
separation from the street but at only one story in height feel
dwarfed by the roadway.
The first step in creating a more pedestrian scaled
environment is to incorporate infill development in the
parking lots with storefronts oriented along West Broad
Street. Sidewalks along West Broad Street should also be
widened to include a shared use path to encouraging safe
cycling to the school sites and new development.
Transforming the center turn lane of West Broad Street into
a landscaped median and crossing island will enhance
pedestrian connectivity throughout the area. In the longer
term, surface parking can be consolidated in a garage
above or below ground ultimately being replaced by new
development blocks with a variety of amenities from urban
parks to food halls. This concept is illustrated on the
following page.

Example of improved streetscape through infill development (The
Sprawl Repair Manual, Galina Tachieva).

Example of an automotive centered place versus a more walkable place
(The Sprawl Repair Manual, Galina Tachieva).
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Existing Conditions of West Broad Street

The graphic above illustrates (1) the current urban pattern of West Broad Street. (2) Future infill development
could provide an initial transition into a more pedestrian friendly environment with development located closer
to the street. The center of the block would still be dedicated to parking. (3) If consolidating parking in
garages or underground lots is economically feasible during later stages of development the central space
can be reclaimed as green plaza or communal gathering hub such as a food hall or beer garden.
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Urban Form
Scale & Rhythm
At the automotive scale (25+mph), fewer and bolder details
are needed to capture attention. Wide, repetitious horizontal
building masses become monotonous and off-putting to
pedestrians. Considering a pedestrian’s pace (approx. 3
mph), compact, narrow units housing a wide variation of
functions and services provide a more intriguing streetscape
encouraging patrons to explore. Additionally, heights are
encouraged to vary across sites to create visual interest. It
is recommended this design form be applied to larger
commercial buildings and anchor retail which can often
dominate a block’s ground floor.

Pedestrian

Automotive

Transparency
The walking experience is further enhanced through
transparent retail frontages that allow passersby a preview
inside buildings. This also gives patrons a front row seat to
street life. Buildings which turn their back on the street do
not encourage pedestrians to slow down, observe, and
explore.
Appeal to Many Senses
Well-designed buildings will provide interest while the best
buildings provide opportunities for interaction. Aside from
being visually engaging, buildings can invite pedestrians in
from the street. For example, the waft of aroma from
restaurants that open onto the street with outdoor dining
enliven the senses, building the anticipation of taste. The
sound of lively music, or simply an opportunity to take a
break on a comfortable seat out front provide further
opportunities for pedestrian interaction.

*Images from Jan Gehl’s Cities for People
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Celebrate Heritage of the Area
Redevelopment of the West End provides the opportunity to
incorporate elements that reflect the unique history of the
area. The area should consider opportunities for new
restaurants or other commercial redevelopment to
incorporate designs that reference back to past industrial
buildings and uses such as the railroad. Redevelopment
should consider public art and other placemaking features
that tell the historic nature of the City including its origin as
a colonial settlement, and before that as the home of Native
Americans.

Pedestrian

Automotive

Ground Floor Texture and Details
The ground floor is a critical feature of the building because
it is the primary element pedestrians see and interact with.
Appealing ground floors offer texture, quality materials, and
visual details. The elements which create successful
commercial and retail areas are numerous and overlap with
streetscape.
Strategy: Provide opportunities to sit (architectural ledges,
steps, chairs, benches).
Strategy: Encourage restaurants to include outdoor dining
areas. If opportunities for phased development are
expanded to POA 4 and 7, provide flexibility that supports
outdoor dining.

*Images from Jan Gehl’s Cities for People

Strategy: Provide decorative lighting on facades and break
up facades with pedestrian alleyways to make ground floor
blocks engaging.
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Streetscape
This Plan envisions transforming the West End into an
attractive, vibrant and unique area with streetscapes and
public spaces that contribute to the area’s sense of place.
The safety and functionality of pedestrian and bike facilities
is critical to consider when designing the streetscape in this
area. In addition, it is also important to consider how the
buildings heights relate to the street widths. Wider, multimodal zones are more appropriate in areas with higher
heights and more activity. These considerations can help to
create a successful space that encourages visitors and
residents to walk and bike, gather, and linger.
As the West End redevelops into a more active area with
higher building heights, wide, multi-modal zones that are
free of any obstructions (signs, utility poles, streetlights, and
other infrastructure) should be incorporated. See the figures
on pages 5-12 and 5-13 for general concepts for
streetscape along Haycock Road and West Broad Street.
Strategy: In accordance with the City’s adopted Streetscape
Design Standards for Commercial Streets, ensure public
infrastructure projects, infill development, and building
retrofits along Broad Street includes a minimum 20-foot
setback for streetscape.
Strategy: To support the vibrancy and transportation needs
associated with higher density developments and taller
buildings, encourage larger scale redevelopments to
provide streetscapes that are wider than the minimum
established in the City’s adopted Streetscape Standards
which could include multi-use paths, shared streets, and
wider sidewalks.
Examples of wide, multi-modal zones in Indianapolis (top image) and
Denmark (bottom image).
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Sidewalks
As the primary space for pedestrian activities sidewalk
design is critical to creating a successful pedestrianoriented development.
Strategy: In order to prioritize alternatives to automotive
travel and create a vibrant destination, provide wide,
multimodal zones for walking and biking.
Strategy: Work with developers to provide engaging
streetscape and where necessary acquire space through
dedications or easements for future streetscape
improvements.
Street Furniture
Experiences of a pedestrian can be defined as spaces that
move people towards destinations or places to stop and
linger. The majority of the urban landscape is dedicated to
moving people – along sidewalks, through plazas and
parks, and into and out of buildings to their next mode of
transportation. Street furniture provide design cues,
conveying places to pause, rest, and linger. These spaces
are equally important and often overlooked in the
streetscape design process. Currently within the West End,
there are no elements incorporated into the streetscape to
encourage people to stop and enjoy the space.

Fisherman’s Wharf Redesign – San Francisco

Strategy: Incorporate a variety of street furniture such as
regular benches along the sidewalk, moveable seating in
plazas and parks, planters, and public art.
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Typical Cross Section – Haycock Road
Notes:
1) This figure is intended to provide general zone locations and dimensions. Exact design to be determined as part of the
development review process.
2) To the extent practicable, encourage reducing the number of travel lanes on Haycock Road to further narrow the roadway. A
road diet and/or flexible on-street parking during non-peak travel periods may be appropriate.
3) Location of bicycle facilities (on- or off-street) to be determined as part of the development review process.
4) Buildings are shown for illustrative purposes only.
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Typical Cross Section – West Broad Street
Notes:
1) This figure is intended to provide general zone locations and dimensions. Exact design to be determined as part of the development
review process.
2) Location of bicycle facilities (on- or off-street) to be determined as part of the development review process.
3) Buildings are shown for illustrative purposes only.

5-13

5

Gateway
The new West Falls Church Economic Development Project
will become a new marker for those entering the City.
Additional improvements to the West End can further
enhance this sense of arrival. Gateways are first
impressions and uniquely connected to placemaking and
identity. It can become an opportunity to convey what the
city prioritizes and values.
Built elements along the West Broad frontage — including
buildings, landscaping, streetscape design, signage and
art—should establish a sense of arrival and provide a variety
of visual cues that express the special qualities of West Falls
Church and a notable transition from neighboring Fairfax
County. The following strategies should be incorporated to
create a vibrant western gateway into the City.
Strategy: Expand and enhance
streetscape along West Broad Street.

landscaping

Short North district arches – Columbus, OH

and

Strategy: Incorporate branding, public art, and unique
signage within the medians and architectural elements on
building facades, rooftops, and building frontages to
reinforce the gateway experience and celebrate the City’s
historic and cultural heritage.

Example of urban branding through building façade – Helsinki, Finland
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Environment and Landscape
Expanding tree canopy coverage and landscape spaces
provides both aesthetic and environmental benefits.
Currently there are street tree plantings along West Broad
Street. More efficiently placing curb cuts along West Broad
Street would help to minimize disturbance to the streetscape
and enhance the pattern and density of these plantings.
Plantings and tree canopy coverage throughout the West
End could be expanded. Larger sites (5 acres or more)
provide the opportunity for coordinated redevelopment that
can thoughtfully incorporate trees and green spaces to
maximize benefits such as shade, comfort, and enhanced
air and water quality.
Strategy: Encourage the use of green infrastructure over
conventional grey infrastructure in the West End.

San Jacinto Plaza in El Paso, Texas

Strategy: Enhance existing tree canopy coverage and green
space throughout the West End and encourage the
selection of native species.
Strategy: Encourage sites that can be planned at 5 acres or
more to set aside 10% of the site for dedicated open space
that includes native plantings and trees.
Strategy: Encourage redevelopment to pursue certification
under LEED for Neighborhood Development (LEED ND).
Strategy: Incorporate biophilic planning and design
principles into future development to expand natural
elements within the City’s built environment.

Gathering Spaces, Squares, Plazas

Gathering Space, Pike & Rose

Historically gathering spaces, squares, and plazas were the
center of communities. These public places serve as places
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to congregate, celebrate, and recreate. The following
strategies should be incorporated to create gathering
spaces that create a unique sense of place:
Strategy: Encourage the inclusion of multiple attractions
(food and beverage vendors, café seating, fountains, music,
art, areas to play) and amenities (seating, lighting, shade) to
create vibrant destinations. Where appropriate spaces
should be flexible to accommodate a variety of uses and
events.
Strategy: Incorporate programming (ice skating, outdoor
cafes, concerts, markets, and pop-up spaces) to create
vibrant year round spaces that come alive each season.
Public-private partnerships can help support the operation
and maintenance of these spaces.

Well-lit streets in Sommerville, MA

Strategy: Ensure gathering spaces are easily accessible
locations for community activities.

Lighting
Adequate lighting is needed at night to make a place feel
safe. Lamp posts should be placed within the sidewalk
furniture zone interspersed with street trees. Lighting should
be human-scaled, LED, and ideally dark sky compliant.
Strategy: Ensure adequate, dark sky compliant lighting is
provided throughout the West End.

Example of colored lighting paired with public art to spark interest down
a pedestrian alley.
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Wayfinding
Wayfinding signage should be incorporated into new
development to further enhance placemaking. Wayfinding
strategies should align with City-wide wayfinding efforts to
establish a distinctive identity and sense of place that
connects West Falls Church to the rest of the City.
Orientation can also be provided through unique and iconic
objects or buildings.
Strategy: Incorporate wayfinding throughout the West End
and to key destinations in the City. Examples of areas where
wayfinding should be placed include destination attractions,
intersections, and areas where transportation modes shift to
pedestrian (transit stops, W&OD entrance and exits, etc.).

Directional signage and local maps create a simple yet powerful synergy
to provide orientation.
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Public Art
Public art contributes immensely to fostering a “sense of
place” within an urban environment. Public Art is about more
than aesthetics – it plays an important role in community
history and culture. Public Art can reveal and reflect society,
enhance meaning in civic and public spaces, add
uniqueness to communities, and engage people in places at
a deeper level. It can humanize the built environment at the
same time that it can humanize past, present, and future
narratives.
The West End in many ways, provides a clean slate for
public art and reimagined spaces. The blank walls that lend
themselves to murals, the future open spaces that provide
a scenic backdrop for sculptural works, and the
infrastructure that can be creative while practical, all provide
opportunities for art that builds a sense of place.
In order to adequately embrace the diversity and complexity
of the urban environment while nurturing creativity, public
art guidelines should be flexible. At the same time, while
art’s value to a place is highly subjective, a general goal for
public art is that it embraces, complements, and responds
to its immediate surroundings. A variety of art media (i.e.
sculptures, murals, audio/light installations, etc.) provides
further visual interest. Public art should also be blended into
the streetscape and infrastructure projects as appropriate.
Ideal locations for public art include gateways, areas of
transition or respite, areas that terminate paths or vistas,
and areas where pedestrian interaction and lingering is
encouraged.
Strategy: Incorporate a variety types of public art such as
murals, sculptures, temporary art installations, and mosaics.
Public art comes in all shapes & sizes from creative use of facade materials to
interactive murals, colorful paneling, and sculptures.
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Strategy: Explore partnerships with the George Mason High
School art students to include student art in the West End.
Strategy: Incorporate public art that celebrates the unique
heritage of the area including the railroad, past industrial
uses, and other key points in the City’s history.
Art can be practical
Urban art can go beyond simply adding visual interest and
interactive elements, it can be creatively ingrained to
provide practical functions.
Strategy: Enhance everyday infrastructure (bicycle racks,
signage, seating, etc.) by designing these features to be
practical art pieces.

Practical public art is about finding opportunities to turn necessary urban objects and features into extraordinary ones.
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