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HANDBOOK OF PLANNING TERMINOLOGY

Introduction

This booklet presents a glossary of planning and zoning terms. While most of
the terms in this publication have commonly understood meanings and are used
throughout the United States, some are specific to the state of Virginia, or are

used, as defined here, only in Arlington.

The definitions in this booklet are intended to be educational, to answer ques-
tions that are routinely asked about the language of planning and zoning, and to
help planning in Arlington be accessible to everyone, not just to professional plan-
ners. This is not a legal document. Many of these terms have very detailed legal
definitions, which are available from other sources, such as legal dictionaries,
zoning ordinances, and state and local codes. Previously published books and
pamphlets provided the basis for most of the definitions in this booklet. When the
source of a definition is known and provides the bulk of the definition, it is refer-
enced at the end of the definition. A complete list of references used in develop-
ing this handbook can be found at the end of the handbook.

If you have any comments or further questions, please call the Planning
Division at (703) 358-3525.




Access

A way of approach or physical
entrance to a property. In zoning
and subdivision regulations, lots of
record usually are required to have
direct access to a public street or
highway or to a private street meet-
ing public standards. This is done,
not only to permit entry of residents
and other uses, but also to permit
fire engines to reach buildings. In
the context of land use controls,
access also includes ingress, the
right to enter, and egress, the right
to leave. (The Language of Zoning:
A Glossary of Words and Phrases,
Planning Advisory Service Report
No. 322 (PAS 322)).

Accessory Building or Use

A building or use which: (1) is
subordinate to and serves a princi-
pal building or principal use; (2) is
subordinate in area, extent, or pur-
pose to the principal building or
principal use served; (3) contributes
to the comfort, convenience, or
necessity of occupants of the prin-
cipal building or principal use; and
(4) is located on the same zoning
lot as the principal building or prin-
cipal use. Examples of accessory
uses are private garages, storage
sheds, play houses, and swimming
pools. (PAS 322). See Figure 1.

Air Rights

The rights to the space above a
property for development, usually
for a dissimilar use. Common law
grants the owner of a piece of real
estate ownership of a vertical space
extending an unlimited distance
above the ground. Common uses of
air rights are above transportation
facilities such as highways, railroad
tracks, and subway stations.

(PAS 322).

Arterial Street

An arterial street’s most impor-
tant function is to move vehicles,
while its secondary function is to
provide access to land. Arterials
carry large traffic volumes which
include longer trips from one part
of a county or city to another.

(Local Planning Administration).
At Place Employment

The total number of jobs.in a
jurisdiction. These jobs may be
filled by local residents or by per-
sons from outside the locality.

Figure 1

Board of Zoning Appeals
(B.Z.A.)

In Virginia, a five or seven-
member board appointed by the
local Circuit Court, that hears
requests for variances to the Zoning
Ordinance which demonstrate
‘“undue hardship”. Variances are
usually limited to situations where
the proposed placement or size of a
structure is not in compliance with
the Zoning Ordinance. The B.Z.A.
can also hear appeals of specific
determinations made by the Zoning
Administrator and appeals of viola-
tion notices, as they apply to the
Zoning Ordinance. Arlington’s
B.Z.A. consists of five members
appointed by the Arlington Circuit
Court. See variance.
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Buffer Area

A portion of a lot established to
protect one type of land use from
another with which it is incompati-
ble. Normally, a buffer area is land-

scaped and kept in open space uses.

But the term may be used more
broadly to describe any area that
separates two unlike areas, such as
a multifamily housing zone
between single-family housing and
business uses. (PAS 322).

See Figure 2.

Figure 2

Buildable Area

The space remaining on a zon-
ing lot after the minimum open-
space requirements (coverage, side
and rear yards, street setbacks) have
been met. (PAS 322). See Figure 3.

Building

An enclosed structure anchored
to its foundation and having exteri-
or or party walls and a roof, intend-
ed to be used for sheltering people,
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animals, property, or business activ-
ity. Temporary structures such as
tents are not buildings, but houses,
garages, factories, bams, etc., are
buildings. (Zoning Ordinance,
County of Arlington, Virginia,

PAS 322).

Bulk

The basic term used to describe
the size (including height and floor
area) of buildings.

Bulk Regulations

Standards that control the
height, density, intensity, and loca-
tion of structures. Components of
bulk regulations include: size and
height of building; location of exte-
rior walls at all levels with respect
to lot lines, streets, or other build-
ings; building coverage; gross floor
area of buildings in relation to lot
area (floor area ratio); open space
(yard) requirements; and amount of
lot area provided per dwelling unit.
Their purpose is to assure sufficient
light, air, and open space on the
ground and at all levels of a build-
ing and, secondarily, to maintain a
compatible and pleasing appear-
ance. (PAS 322).

By-Right Zoning

Uses and development standards
which are determined in advance
and specifically authorized by the
zoning ordinance. The ordinance,
as a result, involves no flexibility
and no discretion in its administra-
tion. For example, a single-family
zone would allow single-family
detached residences by-right so
long as site development require-
ments are met (e.g., height, yards,
bulk).




Census Block

Each census block is a well-
defined piece of land bounded by
streets, roads, railroad tracks,
streams or other features on the
ground. It is the smallest area for
which census data is tabulated.
Intermediate in size between census
tracts and blocks are block groups
(or enumeration districts). See cen-
sus tract.

Census Tract

Statistical subdivisions of the
County with a population between
2,500 and 8,000 persons. Census
tracts are used to provide census to
census comparability, thus census
tract boundaries are usually the
same from census to census. (A
Survey of Zoning Definitions,
Planning Advisory Service Report
No. 421 (PAS 421)).

Certificate of Occupancy

Official certification that a build-
ing conforms to provisions of the
zoning ordinance and building
code, and meets other requirements,
and may be used or occupied. Such
a certificate is granted for new con-
struction, for alteration or additions
to existing structures, or for a
change in use or ownership of a
structure. Unless such a certificate
is issued, a structure cannot be
occupied. (PAS 322).

Cluster Development

A design technique that allows
concentrating residential units on a
smaller land parcel for each unit
than specified as the minimum lot
size for an individual unit. The
remaining land is used for recre-
ation, common open space, and/or
preservation of environmentally
sensitive areas. In contrast, in con-
ventional lot-by-lot development,

the units are spread evenly
throughout a parcel, entirely cover-
ing the area being developed.
Some zoning ordinances permit
cluster development for commer-
cial and industrial uses as well.
While commercial and industrial
clustering is not expressly permit-
ted in Arlington, clustering has
been accomplished through the site
plan process. See Site Plan
Process. See Figure 4.

Figure 4

future of a community. It is the
result of considerable study and
analysis of existing physical, eco-
nomic, and social conditions, a pro-

jection of future conditions, and

community review. When adopted
by a public body such as the
County Board, it serves as a guide
for many public decisions including

land-use changes, preparation of

capital improvements programs,
and the enactment of zoning and
related growth management legisla-

tion. Enabling statutes of many
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Collector Steet

Collector streets bisect residen-
tial areas connecting local streets
to arterial streets. Average daily
traffic on the two lane streets
should not exceed 10,000 vehicles

per day.

Comprehensive Plan

A document or series of docu-
ments prepared by the local author-
ity setting forth policies for the

3

states require zoning to be in
accordance with a comprehensive
plan. (PAS 322). Arlington’s
Comprehensive Plan includes the
following elements: Chesapeake
Bay Preservation Ordinance,
General Land Use Plan, Master
Transportation Plan, Open Space
Master Plan, Recycling Program
Implementation Plan, Sanitary
Sewer System Master Plan, Storm
Sewer Plan, and Water Distribution
System Master Plan.




Consolidated
Metropolitan Statistical
Area (CMSA)

If a Metropolitan Area has more
than one million persons, primary
metropolitan statistical areas
(PMSASs) may be defined within it,
according to U.S. Office of
Management and Budget standards
and with local support. A PMSA
consists of a large urbanized county
or cluster of counties that demon-
strates very strong internal econom-
ic and social links, in addition to
close ties to other portions of the
larger area, which can also be des-
ignated as PMSAs. When PMSAs
are established, the larger area of
which they are component parts is
designated a consolidated metropol-
itan statistical area (CMSA). For
example, after the 1990 Census,
Washington-Baltimore was declared
a CMSA, with the Washington and
Baltimore metropolitan statistical
areas each designated as a PMSA.
(Technical Documentation - 1990
Census of Population and Housing).
See metropolitan statistical area,
primary metropolitan statistical
area.

Council of Governments
(C.0.G.)

The regional planning agency
whose member jurisdictions are the
local jurisdictions of a specific
region and whose directing board is
made up of those member jurisdic-
tions. They deal primarily with sys-
tems that are regionally influenced.
The Metropolitan Washington
Council of Governments is made up
of the following jurisdictions:
District of Columbia; Arlington
County, Fairfax County, Loudoun
County, Prince William County,
Falls Church, and Fairfax City in
Virginia; Montgomery County,
Frederick County, Prince Georges

County, Rockville, Takoma Park,
Gaithersburg, Greenbelt,
Alexandria, College Park, Bowie,
and Frederick City in Maryland.

Covenant

A private legal restriction on the
use of land, contained in the deed
to the property or otherwise formal-
ly recorded. There may be certain
legal requirements for formal estab-
lishment of a covenant such as a
written document, a mutual interest
in the property, that the covenant be
concemed with the use of the land
rather than individual characteris-
tics of ownership, etc. Covenants
are most commonly used in the
establishment of a subdivision to
restrict the use of all individual lots
in the development to a certain type
of use, e.g., single-family
dwellings. (PAS 322).

Coverage

The amount of land covered or
permitted to be covered by a build-
ing, usually measured in terms of
percentage of a lot. Coverage regu-
lations are one way to assure provi-
sion of open space on lots and to
limit intensity of use on property.
(PAS 322). In Arlington, coverage
includes accessory buildings and all
areas for parking, driveways,
maneuver and loading space.
(Zoning Ordinance). The term
Coverage should be distinguished
from impervious cover or surface,
which also includes sidewalks and
patios on private property.

See Figure 3.

Daytime Population

The total population of an area
during regular, weekday business
hours. Daytime population is esti-
mated as the number of persons
holding jobs in a jurisdiction plus

the number of local residents who
remain at home or school during
the day.

Density

The average number of housing
units, square feet of office, etc., per
unit of land; density usually is
expressed “‘per acre”. Density is
controlled by limiting the amount
of development on a piece of land
through zoning which has specific
restrictions, e.g., use; height; mini-
mum lot-size requirements; floor
area ratio; and setback and yard
requirements.

Development Rights

The right to develop a piece of
land up to the limits imposed by the
Zoning Ordinance and map, similar
to by-right development.
Development rights can also
include the concept that ownership
rights to a piece of land and any
development existing on it is sepa-
rate from the right to additional
development. The right to addi-
tional development may be held by
someone other than the landowner.

Dillon’s Rule

A rule, used in Virginia and in
several other states, that describes
how local governments obtain their
powers from the state. Dillon’s rule
says that local governments have
only three types of powers: those
granted in express words, those
necessarily or fairly implied in or
incident to the powers expressly
granted, and those essential to the
declared purposes of the local gov-
ernment, not simply convenient, but
indispensable. In addition, if there
is any reasonable doubt whether a
power has been conferred on a
local government, then the power
has not been conferred. In other




words, local governments have only
the powers specifically given to
them by the state governments.
This contrasts with the 43 states
with “municipal home rule”, in
which local governments may
choose their form of government
and powers within limits set by the
state.

Distributor Street

Distributor streets provide direct
access to commercial and high den-
sity office or apartment areas from
arterial streets. The number of trav-
el lanes and the average daily traf-
fic volumes are dependent upon the
type and intensity of the adjacent
development.

Easement

A grant of one or more of the
property rights by the owner to, or
for the use by, another person, the
public, a government agency, a cor-
poration, or other entity. For
example, a property owner may
give or sell an easement on his
property to allow utility facilities
like power lines or pipelines, or to
allow access to another property.
(PAS 421). See Figure 1.

Eminent Domain

The legal right of government to
acquire or “take” private property
for public use or public purpose
upon paying just compensation to
the owner. (PAS 322).

Family

The Arlington County Zoning
Ordinance defines family as (1) an
individual, or two or more persons
related by blood, marriage or adop-
tion, or under approved foster care;

or (2) a group of not more than four

persons (including servants) not

related by blood or marriage living
together and sharing living areas in
a dwelling unit; or (3) a group of
up to eight (8) mentally ill, mental-
ly retarded or developmentally dis-
abled persons who are residing with
one (1) or more resident coun-
selor(s) or other staff person(s) in a
facility which is licensed by the
Department of Mental Health,
Mental Retardation, and Substance
Abuse Services of the
Commonwealth of Virginia. A
fourth definition, listed in the Code
of Virginia, and applying only to
Arlington, states that no more than
eight aged, infirm, or disabled per-
sons who are residing with one or
more residential counselors or other
staff persons in a facility which is
licensed by the Department of
Social Services, shall be considered
a single family. For the purposes of
this ordinance, mental illness and
developmental disability shall not
include current illegal use of or
addiction to a controlled substance
as defined in section 54.1-3401 of
the code of Virginia or its succes-

sor. (Zoning Ordinance, County of
Arlington, Virginia; Code of
Virginia 1950, 1996 Cumulative
Supplement, Volume 3A).

Floor Area Ratio (F.A.R.)

A method of measuring building
density by means of the ratio of
floor area permitted on a specific
parcel of land to the area of the
parcel. Thus, a permitted floor area
ratio of 6.0 on a 10,000 square foot
lot would allow a building whose
total floor area is 60,000 square
feet. FA.R. provisions may be used
in combination with other bulk reg-
ulations, such as height limits, open
space, and building spacing
requirements. When used alone,
they give developers flexibility in
deciding whether to build a low
building covering most of the lot or
taller buildings covering only a
small part of the lot, or in some
places, a combination of buildings,
so long as the total FA.R. allowed
is not exceeded. (PAS 322, from
PAS 111). See Figure 5.

Figure 5
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Forecast

A future estimate, both short and
long range, of employment, house-
holds and population for a jurisdic-
tion. Forecasts are used to help
determine functional plans in the
areas of transportation, water,
resources, air quality, housing, land
use, and energy. Arlington partici-
pates in the Cooperative
Forecasting Program established by
the Metropolitan Washington
Council of Governments, which
includes the other local jurisdic-
tions that are members of the
Council of Governments.

General Land Use Plan

The adopted policy guide for the
future orderly development of land
uses in the County. The Plan initial-
ly was adopted by the County
Board in 1961. Periodically, the
Plan is amended to respond to
changing community concems
related to development or to reflect
areas that are targeted for major
growth (Rosslyn-Ballston and
Jefferson Davis Corridors). The
General Land Use Plan typically
has a time frame of 20 years.

Gross Floor Area (G.F.A.)

The total area of all floors of a
building as measured to the outside
surfaces of exterior walls and
including halls, stairways, and ¢le-
vator shafts. This area excludes
areas within a building used for
parking. (PAS 322).

Historic Preservation
District

Any area that includes or
encompasses such historic sites,
landmarks, buildings, signs, appur-
tenances, structures, or objects as
the County Board may determine to
be appropriate for historical preser-

vation. Such designated district or
districts shall not extend farther than
the property line of the land pertain-
ing to such historical landmarks,
sites, buildings, signs, appurte-
nances, structures, or objects.
(Zoning Ordinance, County of
Arlington, Virginia).

Incentive Zoning

A system in which developers
are given bonuses in exchange for
providing amenities the community
feels are desirable. Bonuses granted
usually are in the form of higher
permitted floor area ratios or heights
to improve a development’s feasibil-
ity; amenities received have been
plazas, public open space, certain
desired site designs, affordable
housing, community facilities,
access to Metro stops, special
streetscape improvements, and infra-
structure improvements such as
streets, utilities, and landscaping.
(PAS 322).

Just Compensation

Compensation which is fair to
both the owner and the public when
property is taken for public use
through condemnation (eminent

domain). (Black’s Law Dictionarv).

Labor Force

All those people who reside
within a jurisdiction, working and/or
looking for work. The labor force
may consist of the employed or
unemployed and the civilian and
military worker.

Level of Service

In transportation planning, a
descriptive measure of traffic flow
on a segment of road. When fol-
lowed by a letter from A to F, iden-
tifies one of six increasingly con-
gested conditions of flow. Level of
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Service A is characterized by free
flow conditions, with total traffic
volume at 60 percent or less of
capacity. Level of Service F is
characterized by long back-ups at
signalized intersections, which are
operating in a stop-and-go patterm,
with volume below capacity and
with effective capacity reduced
because of low speeds and backups
through other intersections. Level
of Service is usually applied to
peak hour conditions, along con-
trolled access facilities, and at one
or more signalized intersections.

Metropolitan Area (MA)

The general concept of a metro-
politan area (MA) is one of a large
population nucleus, together with
adjacent communities that have a
high degree of economic and social
integration with that nucleus.

Some MAs are defined around two
or more nuclei. The Federal Office
of Management and Budget desig-
nates and defines MAs following a
set of published standards. These
standards provide for a structure of
metropolitan definitions that classi-
fy an MA either as a metropolitan
statistical area (MSA) or as a con-
solidated metropolitan statistical
area (CMSA) that is divided into
primary metropolitan statistical
areas (PMSAs). (Technical
Documentation - 1990 Census of
Population and Housing).

Metropolitan Statistical
Area (MSA)

A relatively freestanding metro-
politan area not closely associated
with other metropolitan areas. For
the 1990 Census, the Washington
MSA was defined as the District of
Columbia, Arlington County,
Calvert County, Charles County,
Fairfax County, Frederick County,
Loudoun County, Montgomery
County, Prince Georges County,




County, Prince Georges County,
Prince William County, Stafford
County, Falls Church, Alexandria,
Fairfax City, Manassas, and
Manassas Park. The term MSA was
dcveloped in 1983 and used for the
1990 Census; prior to that time, the
term standard metropolitan statisti-
cal area (SMSA) was used. In
1992, the concepts of consolidated
and primary metropolitan statistical
areas (CMSA, PMSA) were devel-
oped, and the Washington MSA was
redefined as the Washington PMSA.
(Technical Documentation - 1990
Census of Population and Housing).
See consolidated metropolitan
statistical area.

Mixed Use Zoning

Zoning which permits a combi-
nation of uses within a single devel-
opment. Many zoning districts spec-
ify permitted combinations of uses,
for example, residential and
office/commercial. More recently
the term has been applied to major
developments, often with several
high-rise buildings, which may con-
tain offices, shops, hotels, apart-
ments, and related uses. (PAS 322).

National Capital Planning
Commission (N.C.P.C.)

The central planning agency for
the Federal Government in the
National Capital Region. The
Commission routinely reviews
Arlington County plans for their
impact on the Federal interest. The
Commission prepares and adopts
Federal elements of the
Comprehensive Plan for the
National Capital Region. N.C.P.C.
also reviews all proposed Federal
projects, including consideration of
the comments of local jurisdictions
regarding these projects.

~ Nonconformities

Lots, structures, uses of land and
structures, and characteristics of
uses, which are prohibited under the
terms of the zoning ordinance but
were lawful at the date of the ordi-
nance’s enactment. They are permit-
ted to continue, or they are given
time to become conforming. The
continuation of such nonconformi-
ties is based on the principal that
laws cannot be applied retroactively
unless there is a compelling reason -
such as imminent danger to health -
to do so. While ordinances permit
legal nonconformities to continue,
they prohibit the substitution of a
new or different nonconformity, nor
do they permit the extension or
enlargement of nonconforming uses.
Many ordinances permit the rebuild-
ing of a nonconforming use when
destroyed by fire, but if a use is
abandoned for a specified period of
time, it cannot be restored, and the
future use of the premises must con-
form to the requirements of the
Zoning Ordinance. In Virginia,
Zoning Ordinances give a very nar-
row interpretation of what is
allowed in regard to nonconformi-
ties. Some ordinances provide for
the abatement (amortization) of all
or some nonconformities at the end
of a prescribed period. Increasingly,
ordinances are distinguishing
among classes of nonconformities
to include: nonconforming lots,
nonconforming buildings or struc-
tures, nonconforming uses of land
with minor structures only, noncon-
forming uses of major buildings and
premises, and nonconforming char-
acteristics of use, and are providing
for their individualized treatment.
(PAS 322).

Northern Virginia
Planning District
Commission (N.V.P.D.C.)

A regional planning agency
established by the Commonwealth
of Virginia to serve the Northem
Virginia jurisdictions. Members
include: Arlington County, Fairfax
County, Prince William County,
Loudoun County, Alexandria, Falls
Church, Leesburg, Manassas,
Manassas Park, Dumfries, Vienna,
Hemdon, and Fairfax City.

Overlay District

Created for the purpose of
imposing special regulations in
given designated areas beyond the
requirements and standards of the
underlying zoning districts. Overlay
districts, as the name implies, “lay
over” conventional zoning districts,
so that any parcel of land in an
overlay district also lies in one or
more zoning districts on the Zoning
Map. In Arlington, overlay districts
may apply either to the Zoning Map
or to the General Land Use Plan
(GLUP). Examples of overlay dis-
tricts in Arlington include the
Special Affordable Housing
Protection District (SAHPD) and
Historic Districts (HD). SAHPD is
designed to promote the retention of
affordable housing and avoid dis-
placement of tenants due to redevel-
opment of areas in the Metrorail
Corridors. A proposal for redevelop-
ment that includes on-site preserva-
tion or on- or off-site replacement
of existing affordable housing could
be considered for the SAHPD des-
ignation on the GLUP, which would
justify higher density for the rede-
velopment than allowed by right.
Historic Districts are established to
identify, preserve, and protect his-
toric structures and districts in
Arlington. The normal zoning
approval procedure is used to desig-
nate Historic Districts, which are




then placed on the Zoning Map as
overlay districts.

Permitted Use

A use by right which is specifi-
cally authorized in a particular zon-
ing district. It contrasts with special
use permits, special exceptions, or
conditional uses, which are autho-
rized only if certain requirements
are met and after review and
approval by the County Board or
other public body. (PAS 322).

Planned Unit
Development

A development of land that is
under unified control and is
planned and developed as a whole
in a single development operation
or programmed series of develop-
ment stages. The development may
include streets, utilities, buildings,
open spaces, and other site features
and improvements. (PAS 421).

Planning Commission

The public agency in a commu-
nity usually empowered to prepare
a comprehensive plan and to evalu-
ate proposed changes in land use
and zoning, either by public or pri-
vate developers, for conformance
with the plan. (PAS 322). The
Arlington County Board appoints
members of Arlington’s planning
commission, which acts in an advi-
sory capacity to the County Board.
The Code of Virginia has set the
size of a planning commission at
five to 15 members.

Plat

A map, plan, or chart of a city,
town, section, or subdivision, indi-
cating the location and boundaries
of individual properties. A plat may
also show improvements to proper-
ty, and is then called a house loca-
tion plat. See Figure 6.

Police Power

The power, or right, of govern-
ment to restrict and regulate private
rights pertaining to property and
person for the public good. Such
an action must be reasonable and in
the interest of public health, safety,
and/or general welfare. Examples
of police power regulations are ani-
mal control ordinances, building
codes, traffic codes, zoning ordi-
nances, and subdivision regulations.
The use of the police power to
restrict land use does not require
that the owner of land be compen-
sated. (The Citizen’s Guide to

Plannin

Figure 6

Preapplication Conference

Discussions held between devel-
opers and public officials, usually
members of the planning staff,
before formal submission of an
application for a permit, site plan,
or for subdivision plat approval.
This meeting allows the staff to:
(1) acquaint the applicant with the
comprehensive area or precise
plans that apply to his tract, as well
as the zoning and other codes that
affect the proposed development;
(2) suggest improvements to the
proposed design on the basis of a
review of the concept plan; (3)
advise the applicant on ways to
reduce unnecessary costs and
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encourage the applicant to get
financial advice early; (4) encour-
age the applicant to consult appro-
priate authorities on the character
and placement of public utility ser-
vices; (5) help the applicant to
understand the steps to be taken to
receive approval; (6) give the appli-
cant a reading on the likelihood of
acceptance of his plans based on
appropriate laws and ordinances;
and (7) recommend that the appli-
cant contact appropriate civic
groups which may have an interest
in the proposed project. (PAS 322).

Primary Metropolitan
Statistical Area (PMSA)

Consists of a large urbanized
county or cluster of counties that
demonstrates very strong internal
economic and social links, in addi-
tion to close ties to other portions
of the larger area. If an area that
qualifies as a metropolitan area has
more than one million persons, one
or more PMSAs may be defined
within it. (Technical documenta-
tion - 1990 Census of Population
and Housing). See consolidated
metropolitan statistical area.

Principal Use

The main use of land or struc-
tures as distinguished from asec-
ondary or accessory use. A house is
a principal use in a residential area;
a garage or pool is an accessory
use. Zoning ordinances will often
establish a general rule that onlty
one principal structure or use will
be permitted on each lot. Drafters
of such language generally have
single-family areas in mind.

(PAS 322).

Public Hearing Process

The public review and official
decision making process for pro-
posed plans and projects. In

Arlington, the process involves plan
review and the formulation of rec-
ommendations by staff, and culmi-
nates in public hearings by advisory
commissions such as the Planning
Commission and the County Board.
Other relevant commissions may
also make recommendations to the
County Board. The County Board
has the final decision on the plan or
project. Typically, this process takes
up to three months, depending on
the type of proposal. Public com-
ments and testimony are encour-
aged during the review period and
at public hearings.

Resubdivision

The further division or reloca-
tion of lot lines of any lot or lots
within a subdivision previously
made and approved or recorded
according to law, or the alteration
of any streets or the establishment
of any new streets within any sub-
division previously made and
approved or recorded according to

law. (Black’s Law Dictionary).

Rezoning

A change in the zoning map,
i.e., the zoning designation of a
particular parcel or parcels. A
rezoning, like enactment of the
original ordinance, is a legislative
act that, except under rare and
specifically defined circumstances,
cannot be delegated to administra-
tive officials. In Arlington, the
County Board makes rezoning deci-
sions, also known as changes in
land classification.

Sector Planning

A detailed planning process
which examines a specific area
(such as a Metro Station Area),
usually within a larger jurisdiction,
and makes specific recommenda-
tions on land use, zoning, trans-
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portation, utilities, urban design,
and community facilities. These
plans serve to guide development in
that area and are used by citizens,
property owners, the development
community, staff, advisory groups,
and elected officials (such as the
County Board in Arlington), in the
review of specific projects.

Setback

A term usually defined as the
required distance between every
structure and the front lot line on
the lot in which it is located; in
some ordinances, setbacks refer to
the distance between structures and
all lot lines. In the latter case, the
distance so defined is virtually
indistinguishable from yard require-
ments. A yard is defined as an area
to be kept as open space (except for
specified exceptions); a setback is a
distance from a lot line. (PAS 322).
See Figure 3.

Site

A plot of land intended or suit-
able for development; also the
ground or area on which a building
has been built. (PAS 322).

Site Plan

A plan, to scale, showing uses
and structures proposed for a parcel
of land as required by the regula-
tions involved. It includes lot lines,
vegetation, topography, drainage,
streets, building sites, reserved
open space, buildings, major natur-
al and man-made landscape fea-
tures, and depending on require-
ments, the locations of proposed
utility lines. (PAS 322). This is also
known as an engineering site plan.
In Arlington, the term “site plan”
also refers to a particular special
exception development application,
review, and decision-making
process (site plan process) for land




development, which is administered
through Administrative Regulation
4.1.

Site Plan Process

In certain districts within
Arlington County’s zoning ordi-
nance, a site plan option is avail-
able. This form of special excep-
tion allows more flexibility in
development form, use, and density
than that permitted by rightin a
zoning district. Essentially, the
submission and approval of a site
plan permits the County Board to
vary the permitted uses and regula-
tions in a zoning district. As an
element of each site plan approval,
the County Board may assign a
number of conditions deemed
appropriate for the site. Every site
plan application must be filed in
writing at least 90 days before a
County Board public hearing. The
review process is coordinated by
County staff through the Site Plan
Review Subcommittee (SPRS), a
subcommittee of the Planning
Commission. The SPRS prepares
recommendations dealing with the
specifics of the proposed project
and may suggest site plan condi-
tions for Planning Commission and
County Board approval. The
County Board takes final action on
all site plans.

Special District

A district established to accom-
modate a narrow or special set of
uses or for special purposes. The
term can signify any district beyond
the conventional residential, com-
mercial, industrial, and/or office

uses. Examples include coordinated |

development districts, planned
development districts, and historic
preservation districts. The establish-
ment of special districts must have
an appropriate police power basis

(these should be spelled out in the
preamble or statement of intent),
and there should be a reasonable
market demand for the uses permit-
ted to avoid charges of excessive
and unlawful restrictions on the use
of the property. (PAS 322).

Special Exception/Special
Use Permit

A use that is actually provided
for in the zoning ordinance, but
requires specific case-by case
approval. A special exception typi-
cally involves a use deemed appro-
priate in some Jocations within a
zoning district or group of districts,
but only if certain specified condi-
tions are met. The County Board
must determine whether such con-
ditions are met and to attach neces-
sary additional conditions and safe-
guards. Arlington County recog-
nizes two main types of special
exceptions: use permits and site
plans. (Zoning and Subdivision
Law in Virginia; PAS 322). See use
permit, site plan process.

Structure

Anything constructed or erected
on the ground or which is attached
to something located on the ground.
Structures include buildings, radio
and TV towers, sheds, and perma-
nent signs. It excludes vehicles,
sidewalks, and paving, although for
zoning purposes mobile homes usu-
ally are considered structures. Care
should be taken to distinguish the
definitions of “building” and
“structure” when different zoning
regulations are applied. (PAS 322).

Subdivision

The process (and the result) of
dividing a parcel of land into small-
er buildable sites, blocks, streets,
open space, and/or public areas,
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and the designation of utility loca-
tions and other improvements.
(PAS 322).

Subdivision Regulations

Local ordinances that regulate
the conversion of raw land into
building lots for residential or other
purposes. The regulations establish
requirements for streets, utilities,
site design, and procedures for ded-
icating land for open space or other
public purposes to the local govemn-
ment (or for fees in lieu of dedica-
tion), and procedures for plan
review and payment of fees.
Subdivision regulations, which gov-
emn the land conversion process,
and zoning ordinances, which
establish permitted land uses, have
been local governments’ primary
development and land use control
tools. (PAS 322).

Transfer of Development
Rights (TDR)

A system in which the right to
develop a parcel of land (or to
develop additional density beyond
what already exists) is separated
from the ownership of the land and
any existing development on it. In
cases where, for some reason, the
parcel is not suitable for as much
development as allowed by the zon-
ing district it is in, the development
rights may be sold or transferred
for development on a more suitable
parcel of land. This transfer of
development rights reduces the
development rights of the original
parcel, a restriction which then runs
permanently with the land. (The
Citizen’s Guide to Planning).

TDR, also known as density trans-
fer, is not currently permissible in
Virginia.

L



Transitional Uses and
Sructures

Uses or structures, permitted
under the zoning ordinance, which,
by their nature or level and scale of
activity, .act as a transition or buffer
between two or more incompatible
uses such as commercial uses back-
ing up to residences. Some zoning
ordinances recognize conflicts or
frictions across district boundaries
by providing for transitional uses
(such as a doctors’ offices in a
house or a parking lot) or structures
(such as more yard space, walls,
fences, or screening), or intermedi-
ate uses, to minimize conflict.

(PAS 322). See buffer area.

U.S. Census of
Population and Housing

An official enumeration of the
population which is taken every ten
years at the beginning of each
decade. The census process
includes collecting, completing, and
publishing demographic, economic,
and social data pertaining to all per-
sons and housing units in the
United States.

Use Permit

A form of special exception.
Land and building uses allowable
by use permit are generally those
which are necessary in some types
of districts, but which may have
undesirable impacts if proper safe-
guards are not imposed. The use
permit offers a process for consid-
ering and approving such uses, sub-
ject to special conditions particular
to the character of the use. These
conditions assure that the use con-
forms with all requirements. (Use
Permit brochure).

Variance

Zoning ordinances allow a
Board of Zoning Appeals to grant a
property owner relief from certain
provisions of a zoning ordinance
when, because of the particular
physical surroundings, shape, or
topographical condition of the prop-
erty, compliance would result in a
particular hardship upon the owner,
as distinguished from a mere incon-
venience. The Code of Virginia
describes the situation in which
“strict application of terms of the
ordinance would effectively prohib-
it or unreasonably restrict the uti-
lization of the property or where the
board is satisfied, upon the evi-
dence heard by it, that the granting
of such variance will alleviate a
clearly demonstrable hardship
approaching confiscation, as distin-
guished from a special privilege or
convenience sought by the appli-
cant.” The hardship must be unique
to the applicant and not self-
induced. A variance may be grant-
ed, for example, to reduce yard or
setback requirements. (PAS 322;

Code of Virginia).
Vested Right

The right of a property owner to
use a piece of property as permitted
by the zoning district in which it
was located, after the zoning desig-
nation has been changed to one
which would not allow that use.
The property owner has no vested
right merely due to the zoning clas-
sification by itself, since the right to
zone and rezone is a right of the
local govemment. In general, prop-
erty rights vest when the property
owner has relied in good faith, usu-
ally by spending a substantial
amount of money to build or plan to
build, what was allowed in the orig-

inal zoning district. In addition,
legislation in Virginia created a
five-year period from the time of
local approval of a record plat or a
final site plan within which the
locality cannot take action to tight-
en the regulations that apply to that

approval. (Zoning and Subdivision

Law in Virginia).

Yard

An open space on the same lot
with a building or building group
lying between the front, rear, or
side wall of a building and the near-
est lot line, unoccupied except for
projections and the specific minor
uses or structures allowed in such
open space under the provisions of
the zoning ordinance. Because
buildings may be irregularly shaped
or set on an angle to the lot, widths
of yards usually either are measured
from the nearest lot line to the clos-
est point of the building or aver-
aged. Yard requirements traditional-
ly have been included in ordinances
to satisfy aesthetic desires and to
provide room for greenery, to pre-
vent overcrowding of land, to pre-
vent spread of fire and to facilitate
firefighting, to afford general and
service access, to accommodate
landscaping and such outdoor
requirements as parking, storage,
and recreation, to provide the visi-
bility needed for traffic safety, to
permit light access to windows, to
buffer noise, and to provide view.
(PAS 322). See Figure 3.




Zero Lot Line

A development approach in
which a building is sited on one or
more lot lines with no yard.
Conceivably, three of the four sides
of the building could be on the lot
lines. The intent is to allow more
flexibility in site design and to
increase the amount of usable open
space on the lot. Virtually all zoning
ordinances retain yard require-
ments; where zero lot line develop-
ments have been permitted, they
have been handled through vari-
ances or planned unit development
procedure, or other devices which
allow for site plan review. (PAS
322). See Figure 7.

Zoning

A police power measure, enacted
primarily by local governments, in
which the community is divided
into districts or zones within which
permitted and special uses are
established, as are regulations gov-
emning lot size, building bulk, place-
ment, and other development stan-
dards. Requirements vary from dis-
trict to district, but they must be
uniform within districts. A zoning
ordinance consists of two parts: a
text and a map. (PAS 322).

Zoning
Administrator

The person appointed (in
Arlington, by the County Manager)
to enforce and carry out the duties
set out in the Zoning Ordinance,
including granting zoning permits,
interpreting the Zoning Ordinance,
and following a determination by
the Board of Zoning Appeals, grant-
ing permits for special uses and
variances. In Arlington, the zoning
administrator may appoint deputies

Figure 7
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and assistants as are authorized
from time to time by the County
Manager. (PAS 322; Zoning
Ordinance).

Zoning Amendment

A change in the Zoning
Ordinance. Amendments usually
take one of three forms: (1) a com-
prehensive revision or modification
of the zoning text and map; (2) a
change in the zoning text, also
called a zoning text amendment in
Arlington; or (3) a change in the
zoning designation of one or more
parcels on the zoning map, in
Arlington also known as a zoning
map amendment, rezoning, or
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change in land classification. (PAS
322).

Zoning District

A section of a city or county des-
ignated in the zoning ordinance text
and (usually) delineated on the zon-
ing map, in which requirements for
the use of land and building and
development standards are pre-
scribed. Within each district, all
requirements must be uniform. A
jurisdiction may have as few as two
or three or as many as 50 districts,
depending on circumstances and
needs. (PAS 322).



REFERENCES

%

Burrows, Tracy, ed., A Survey of Zoning Definitions, Planning Advisory
Service Report No. 421, Chicago, American Planning Association, 1989.

McLean, Mary, ed., Local Planning Administration, Chicago, ICMA, 1959.
Meshenberg, Michael J., The Language of Zoning: A Glossary of Words and

Phrases, Planning Advisory Service Report No. 322, Chicago, American
Society of Planning Officials, 1976.

Nolan, Joseph R., and Jacqueline M. Nolan-Haley, Black’s Law Dictionary, 6th
ed., St. Paul, West Publishing Co., 1990.

Robin, Stephen P., Zoning and Subdivision Law in Virginia, 2nd ed.,

Charlottesville, Center for Public Service, University of Virginia, 1993.

Smith, Herbert H., The Citizen’s Guide to Planning, Chicago, American

Planning Association, 1979.

Code of Virginia 1950, Volume 3A, 1989 Replacement Volume.

Rezoning (brochure), Arlington County Department of Community Planning,
Housing and Development, 1996.

Technical Documeatation - 1990 Census of Population and Housing, Summary
Tape File 1 on CD-ROM, U.S. Dept. of Commerce, August 1991.

Zoning Ordinance, County of Arlington, Virginia, 1991, with updates through
Supplement 7.

13




