To the Editor, Reston Times: (12/6/06)
The density debate in Reston reached a new milestone this week as the Fairfax County staff gave the Reston Planning and Zoning (P&Z) Committee a draft of its revisions to the Planned Residential Community (PRC) Ordinance which governs development in Reston. The draft proposes two major changes. 

The first change would treat proposed PRC plans in Reston like other development in the County by providing review by the full county planning staff, the Planning Commission and the Board of Supervisors, including public hearings. This is a good idea, on which there is community consensus, and it should be implemented without delay. It was approved by a wide margin by the P&Z committee.
The second change increases the density factors associated with various types of housing in Reston. The impact of this change would be to permit an additional 3,815 high-rise condominium units above the 4,107 already available under the cap of 13 persons per acre using the current factors. The total of 7,922 would allow 30% more housing units than we have in the Reston PRC today.  Any increases in the areas near the Metro stations and in other non-PRC locations, such as the South Reston Park and Ride would be in addition to this. The county justifies the increase based on changes in the average number of family members in different types of dwelling units. These numbers have declined since 1975, when the current density factors were established. 

However, the county ignores the change in driving habits during the same period. Between 1975 and 2004 (the last date for which data is available on the VDOT web site), miles per person have increased by 54% (cars per person have increased by 80%!). The county’s estimated population for the Reston PRC, using the proposed new county factors, is 64,276, well below the target population of 80,912 (based on the 13 person per acre cap). But if we adjust for the 54% increase in driving, then we are currently at the equivalent of a 99,206 population in terms of our impact on the roads. This explains the apparent contradiction between a lower than expected population and higher than expected delays when we drive, and it is not captured in the county analysis. We would have to tear down 5,644 units to have the same impact as 80,912 residents with 1974 driving habits.
The proposed changes also fail to address two additional problems: where to put any additional development, and how to maintain affordable or “worker” housing in Reston. With the new factors, development could go anywhere, and would not necessarily be in areas where it might benefit the community. The new development proposals now in the pipeline (and expected in the future) are almost exclusively for high-rise condos, which under current county rules are not required to provide an affordable housing offset.
The vote at the P&Z committee this week was 7 to 6, with two abstentions, to recommend approval of the factor changes. This hardly constitutes consensus. It makes far more sense to approve the process change quickly and to establish a Reston community group to review the Reston Master Plan and the PRC ordinance, together with planned development in the Metro station and other Reston areas. The P&Z approved a motion to recommend establishing such a group by a wide margin. Once we have reviewed the overall approach to planning and zoning in Reston, we can decide how much, where, and what type of additional development we want.
The best time for Reston residents to voice their opinions on these issues to Supervisor Hudgins is right now, while the proposal is in draft. Next best will be at the Planning Commission public hearing planned for February 22 next year. Our current master plan is over 40 years old. It is time to plan for our next 40 years.
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