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Civic Association Advocacy Group
 (25,000+ households)

Alcova Heights                      Glebewood                      Old Glebe
Arlington Forest                    Glencarlyn                       Penrose
Ashton Heights                      Green Valley                   Rivercrest
Bluemont                                John M. Langston          Tara-Leeway Heights
Chain Bridge Forest               Leeway Overlee             Waycroft-Woodlawn
Cherrydale                              Lyon Park                         Williamsburg                   
Donaldson Run                       Maywood                        Woodmont
Dover-Crystal                          Old Dominion                  Yorktown
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(ex-1830 Patrick Henry) – 
WESTOVER 2022
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Our Group’s August 2023 Position Paper

• Lot coverage study is long overdue, ever since staff identified the need in 
the 2014 Stormwater Management Plan.

• In 2021, FNRP public engagement confirmed the need to
• “Discourage or limit development of large homes on small lots”
• “Increase or strengthen requirements for tree protection”
• “Place restrictions on single-family home sizes.”* 

• Lot coverage study should include
• definition of lot coverage, which now excludes some impervious surfaces
• oversized lot problem (e.g., 10,000 sq ft lot in R-5 district)
• main building footprint limits 
• Extra 3% and 5% lot coverage now permitted for front porches, rear garages

• Prompt action critical to stop further irreparable damage from teardowns 

Online Engagement Summary, April 2021.



“Giant White Houses”* Are the Real Problem

• Clear cutting of mature trees on entire lots
• Heat island, CO2, and related climate effects
• Depletion of dwindling stock of smaller, more affordable homes
• Impacts on adjacent homes (the classic reason we have zoning rules)
• Blocking of access to alternative solar energy sources
• Much greater stormwater runoff problems than sidewalks/patios
• Increased electricity and water consumption

Dan Kois, "How Giant White Houses Took Over America," Slate, 
Mar. 6, 2025.  Mr. Kois lives in Arlington



How Big Is This Problem?

• 2014 Stormwater Plan:  “issue of single family home redevelopment and lot 
coverage” needs “a more comprehensive look,” forming 60% of increased area

• The late County Board Member Erik Gutshall agreed: 
 “Home sizes that were once the theoretical maximum are now the de facto 
minimum for new home rebuilds.  Arlington needs to initiate the modernization of 
our zoning ordinance with a frank discussion of just what character do we want in 
our neighborhoods.”  ArlNow, June 24, 2019.
• 125 homes a year on average are torn down and replaced with homes more than 

three times the size of the original house, for an average price of $1.7 million.*  
• November 2024 staff report trend line

• building footprint is the principal change: from 21% to 34% of the lot in R-6; from 18% to 
28% in R-10

• other impervious surfaces have increased only “slightly.”  

7Housing Market Pressures, at 8, July 2020
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Board Finally Commits to Lot Coverage Study
(Pre-November 2024)

• 2014 Stormwater Plan:  need for “more comprehensive look”
• 2019 Stormwater Action Plan again emphasizes need for review
• 2019-2020:  DRCA asks CB for review, meets with members
• 2022:  majority of CB members ask staff for lot coverage study
• August 2023:  civic associations outline scope/timing ideas for study
• 2023:  in Forestry & Natural Resources Plan, CB again directs study
• April 2024:  CB once again directs study, and funds added planner
• July 2024:  civic associations amplify ideas on scope/timing of study
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Staff and County Board Reverse Position
• No added planner appears to have ever worked on the CB-directed lot coverage study
• Staff delays meeting on civic associations’ July 2024 recommendations until November 2024
• November 13, 2024:  staff report to CB changes focus from FNRP-directed lot coverage study to impervious surface approach
• January 23, 2025:  staff cancels meeting with civic associations requested to discuss new focus
• January 28, 2025:  staff “preliminary thoughts” to CB include more limited option to reject lot coverage study in favor of study of  

impervious surface limits, with focus on stormwater management 
• Staff recommends CB avoid any study of “[r]educing the existing main building footprint limits”
• Staff also recommends CB Reject FNRP-directed study of “square footage cap on lot coverage” (e.g., oversized lot problem)
• Staff includes option not only to ignore but also to eliminate lot coverage limits (which include building footprint limits) 

•  February 2025:  CB accepts staff option to change from lot coverage to impervious surface study
• May 2025:  staff provides “initial thinking” on staffing, public engagement, and timing of new impervious surface study
• July 2025:  civic associations ask CB:  “How could impervious surface limits alone capture the principal problem [of] building size?”
• September 2025:  CB response does not address this question
• CB agrees to staff timeline for impervious surface study, which does not provide for CB action even on more limited proposals until 

2027.
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Lot Coverage/Building Footprint Limits 
Implement State Zoning Authority

• The current lot coverage limits are 20 years old.
• They include limits on “main building footprints.”
• Planning Commission supported these limits, designed for “limiting 

the large size of one-family dwellings” and “protecting the character 
of the neighborhoods.”*  

• Virginia law provides broad zoning authority for such regulation of 
“size, height, area, bulk, [and] location” of “structures.”  Va. Code 
15.2-2280.

11Staff Report, November 2, 2005, at 4.



Lot Coverage vs. Impervious Surfaces
• Like our group, the FNRP asked whether lot coverage limits should be revised to add in certain impervious 

surfaces that are not currently counted.  Vienna’s 25% lot coverage limit does so.
• Instead of looking to plug this hole, the County has now abandoned lot coverage reform, proposing as one 

option to repeal lot coverage limits.  These include building footprint limits.
• This new approach ignores the elephant in the room:  there is no assurance that capping impervious 

surface limits can have any significant impact on the real problem, which is the dramatic increase in building 
footprints (not sidewalks or patios) since the County last addressed lot coverage 20 years ago.

• In fact, under its new impervious surface approach, the Board hopes to provide flexibility for builders, to 
expand the size of the house by restricting the size of other impervious surfaces.

• This reversal of approach also misuses stormwater rules as an unnecessary overlay on zoning regulation, 
trying to fit a round peg into a square hole.

• Stormwater rules do not target any of the other zoning problems posed by “giant white houses.”
• They do not differentiate between the major stormwater runoff problems of these houses and those of sidewalks/patios.
• Although these rules provide up to 75% credits for pervious driveways,* the proposal would call them “impervious” for 

purposes of these new limits.  

 

12Virginia DEQ Stormwater Design Specification No. 7, Permeable 
Pavement, Jan. 1, 2013.



What “Plantable Spaces” Misses

• While impervious surface limits may create “plantable spaces” in place of sidewalks and 
patios, this is a minor fix, compared to preserving stands of mature trees from clear 
cutting for teardowns.

• As noted at the September Restore NoVa Forests dialog, “There is not enough value and 
emphasis given to the preservation of existing trees and too much to the value of 
replacement trees, resulting in an ongoing canopy deficit.” 

• In the past 3 years, private land redevelopment has destroyed at least 2,487 more trees 
than trees planted.

• In contrast to their broad zoning authority, local governments in Virginia have limited 
authority to require planting of new trees to replace mature tree canopy.

• The maximum is 20%, and only if the new trees mature in 20 years.
• Even if this could be expanded by changes to state law (over past objections of the homebuilding 

industry), the County has limited ability to monitor progress of plantings over time, or to apply the 
obligation to new owners.

• Only lot coverage/building footprint limits can help meet our 40% canopy goal. 

13



Shifting Criticisms of Lot Coverage

• Last year, staff told the Board (for the first time) that it actually didn’t have 
good data on lot coverage.

• But in 2007, a staff report touted its “GIS analysis capabilities to determine lot 
coverage characteristics for every single family parcel in the County.”

• While that doesn’t include some impervious surfaces, staff says it has the data for 
those, which can be added to the building footprint data it says it already has.  

• Some Board members have suggested that we could try out this new 
approach, and consider later how well it actually works.

• Given past delays and flip flops, and the views of other members, this is no solution.
•  Delays from 2014 have already put us on a path of no Board action even on this “low 

hanging fruit” until 2027.  
• Waiting years more after that, even to assess the effects of such action, would 

continue to increase the irreparable damage to our neighborhoods that brought us 
to this point. 
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What Can the Planning Commission Do?

• Commission serves “primarily in an advisory capacity” to the County 
Board.*

• Staff has indicated that it cannot change the limits on the Board’s charge.
• There are now widespread concerns, from highly diverse neighborhoods, 

about the impact from the Board’s abandonment of its commitments in 
the FNRP.  

• These mirror the 2021 FNRP comments.
• Commission should recommend that the Board 

• expand its charge to include options, as in 2005, to address main building footprint 
and lot coverage limits for single-family homes

• use funding provided to complete the study and provide CB options by 2Q 2026, to 
avoid further irreparable damage to our neighborhoods

15Va. Code 15.2-2210.



What About Lot Coverage for EHOs?

• For many years, civic associations have been concerned about lot 
coverage/building footprint rules for single-family homes.

• The status of the EHO ordinance will likely remain uncertain for some time, 
pending Virginia Supreme Court review and any necessary proceedings on 
remand to the lower courts.

• The County should not delay any longer in addressing the irreparable 
damage from teardowns of smaller homes for larger single-family homes.  

• If and when the EHO ordinance is reinstated in some form, the County can 
determine whether and how lot coverage limits should apply to EHOs.

• This judgment should be informed by a careful analysis of whether any 
infrastructure costs of EHOs are outweighed by any housing affordability 
benefits.  
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Questions?

Bill Richardson
kwrr2674@gmail.com

703 447 8328
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