Draft Input to the PRC Ordinance Review Process

Joe Stowers - July 18, 2006
This is an off-the-top-of-the-head list of suggested Reston inputs to the County staff review of the Planned Residential Community (PRC) ordinance.  It is written for those who have attended one or more of the community presentations made by Jim Zook, Director of the Fairfax County Department of Planning and Zoning, in recent weeks.

This paper contains two sections:  (a) a list of suggestions, and (b) an explanation of each of the suggestions.

List of Suggestions

(1) Restonians should provide inputs to the County's process within the next month before County staff prepares a first draft proposal for how the two-phase process will be conducted.

(2) The first phase should include a community dialog about the content and process for the second phase.

(3) The first phase should NOT result in an automatic revision of the current factors for converting the number of dwelling units by type into the number of persons for purposes of estimating the population of Reston in the process of applying the existing PRC density cap of 13 persons per acre.  Any staff-recommended change to these factors should not be acted upon by the Board of Supervisors before completion of adequate community discussion of the implications of such a proposed change.

(4) The entire process of reviewing the PRC ordinance should be thought of as an opportunity to improve the planning and (re)development of Reston, rather than simply a process intended to make technical corrections for the purpose of clarifying how County staff reviews and acts upon developer proposals.  

(5) The proposed addition of a new definition of "redevelopment" should be done in a manner that does not create new barriers for desirable community change, but instead is designed to facilitate desirable community change, as defined through careful dialog within the community.

(6) The primary goal of the overall process of reviewing and modifying the PRC ordinance should be to facilitate implementation of Reston's basic goals, and the primary objective of the overall process should be to create effective mechanisms to implement the goals of the PRC ordinance, subject to refinements of those goals as might be desired as a result of the study process.

Explanations of Suggestions

(1) Restonians should provide inputs to the County's process within the next month before County staff prepares a first draft proposal.  

Experience demonstrates that it is far easier to achieve community goals and objectives if we take the initiative early in the process rather than waiting to respond to staff proposals (particularly if we wait until after Board of Supervisors buy-in of staff proposals has already been obtained).

(2) The first phase should include a community dialog about the content and process for the second phase.

Such a dialog is very likely to have a substantial influence on the outcome of the first phase, since community leaders will have had much greater opportunity to influence the outcome of the first phase, particularly the decision-making process at the end of the first phase.

(3) The first phase should NOT result in an automatic revision of the current factors for converting the number of dwelling units by type into the number of persons for purposes of estimating the population of Reston in the process of applying the existing PRC density cap of 13 persons per acre.

If the first-phase technical analysis process results in a confirmation of the current staff conclusion that Reston's population is very close to the density cap, this could likely generate significant reaction to the results based on community consideration of its implications (e.g., concern that it might interfere with the widely supported Lake Anne Revitalization process).


On the other hand, if the technical analysis process is carefully done, it is likely to result in a far different conclusion -- i.e., that the current population of Reston is far below what the County staff has tentatively concluded, and that therefore well over 10,000 additional high density units can be built before the current cap of 13 persons per acre is approached.
  In the event that this occurs, then it is likely that any concern over the potential negative consequences of the result among Restonians is likely to vanish before we can logically react and develop an appropriate response.


Far better if we begin now to develop an appropriate response with our eyes open to the possibility of either staff conclusion….

(4) The entire process of reviewing the PRC ordinance should be thought of as an opportunity to improve the planning and (re)development of Reston, rather than simply a process intended to make technical corrections.

This should apply to both the first phase as well as the second phase.

If we approach the process as an opportunity we are likely to focus on trying to find ways of revising the PRC ordinance to create incentives to achieve Reston's goals and objectives, as identified in Suggestion #6.


An example of such an incentive is an explicit County commitment to waive the density cap if a developer is committed to achieving an affordable housing objective of 10% of all dwelling units.  Another example might include specific incentives for traffic congestion reduction (such as was incorporated in Town Center rezoning proffers).  Other incentives might include specific incentives for environmental improvements, architectural standards, pedestrian or transit improvements.

(5) The proposed addition of a new definition of "redevelopment," as proposed by Jim Zook should be done in a manner that does not create new barriers for desirable community change.

As an example, the County staff's current interpretation of redevelopment rights based on recent proposals (e.g., KSI's proposed high density residential development of the Lutheran Church in Lake Anne) is probably acting as a deterrent for potential investment in the revitalization of Lake Anne, despite the high degree of community support that was demonstrated for some of the conceptual plans for relatively high density redevelopment during the charrette last year.  That deterrent could be eliminated if the PRC ordinance was revised to make it easier for redevelopment plans to be approved under such circumstances where community support has been demonstrated.  

On the other hand, if the ordinance was revised to require new hurdles to be overcome by potential redevelopers, the resulting deterrent might effectively block the community's desire to see Lake Anne revitalized.


We need to discuss specific options for achieving these goals through the refinement of the PRC ordinance.

(6) The primary goal of the overall process of reviewing and modifying the PRC ordinance should be to facilitate implementation of Reston's basic goals, and the primary objective of the overall process should be to create effective mechanisms to implement the goals of the PRC ordinance.

The easiest example of how this might be achieved is to leave the current population density cap in place, but introduce provisions in the ordinance for generous waivers of the cap for redevelopment proposals that would achieve desired objectives for the provision of affordable housing.


The degree to which such an incentive would be effective in attracting desired investment would probably be much greater if the factors defined in the PRC ordinance for converting dwelling units by type into population would be left unchanged, at least in the near term, for reasons explained above in the explanation of Suggestion #3 and in the footnote to this explanation.

� Contemporary conventional wisdom is that Reston's population is well in excess of 60,000; whereas, it is probably about 51,000, based on my analysis of 2000 Census data.





The U.S. Census does not provide an estimate of the population of unincorporated places such as Reston.  However, it does regularly provide estimates of "Census Designated Places" which include tax districts such as Fairfax County's Small District 5 -- the tax district that supports the Reston Community Center.  In 2000 Small District 5 had an estimated population of 56,407.  





However, Small District 5 includes thousands of people who live in numerous subdivisions surrounding Reston on the north, east, and south sides.  At the time that 2000 data were published about four years ago, I fairly carefully estimated the 2000 population of Reston as about 49,500, based on review of the Census population estimates for each of the 9 Census Tracts and Sub-Census Tracts that were partly in and partly out of Reston (none of these Census boundaries follow Reston boundaries although 2 of the 9 tracts are wholly contained within Reston).





Since 2000, Reston's population has probably increased by about 1500 or so due to the addition of high-density units in Town Center -- to about 51,000 people.  It may have increased somewhat more than that if the average household size trend has been reversed due to immigration and an increase in the birth rate, or less than that if the reverse has occurred.  That will increase to about 53,000 or so as the high rises currently being built in Town Center area are completed and occupied.





Jim Zook reports that his staff came up with an estimate of Reston's current population of 72,700 based on staff estimates of the current number of dwelling units by type and the factors that are in the PRC ordinance for converting dwelling units by type to population.  This implies that those factors are, in their aggregate application to Reston data, about 40% too high (due primarily to the continuing decline nationally in the average size of households).  This implies that Reston could be more than 10,000 high-density units away from the current population cap of 13 persons per acre.





Jim Zook estimates that the PRC District of Reston contains 6,224 acres, making the cap of 13 persons per acre equal to a total population of 80,912 -- almost 30,000 more than today's population of about 51,000.


� See Article 6 Part 3 Section B-301 (Purpose and Intent) of the Fairfax Zoning Ordinance (Planned Development District Regulations), at � HYPERLINK "http://www.fairfaxcounty/dpz/zoning" ��www.fairfaxcounty.gov/dpz/zoning� ordinance.
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