
	  

	  

Fairfax City Citizens for Smarter Growth 

2014 Progress Report 

Introduction 

Fairfax City Citizens for Smarter Growth is a volunteer group of citizens that supports vibrant, 
walkable communities and a broad range of housing and transportation options. In 2012 we 
conducted a survey of candidates for Mayor and City Council. Candidates articulated their 
positions on a range of issues important to smart growth. With the 2014 election season 
underway, now is a good time to look back at the statements of our Mayor and City Council and 
assess the progress the city has made toward smarter growth.  

Our priorities include: 

● Revitalizing Fairfax Boulevard through making it a more walkable, bicycle-friendly 
street and promoting compact, mixed-use redevelopment 

● Improving the transportation network for bicycling and walking 
● Making downtown Fairfax a more compelling destination 
● Creating a more predictable and transparent land use planning process 
● Improving stormwater management 
● Preserving affordable housing 

What did our Mayoral and City Council candidates say in 2012 about these issues? What have 
the Mayor and City Council have actually done during the past two years? Read on! And visit 
our website at www.fairfaxcitysmartergrowth.wordpress.com. 
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1. Revitalizing Fairfax Boulevard 

Fairfax Boulevard has long been the city’s prime commercial area, but it is in need of 
redevelopment. In 2006-07, the City commissioned a community-wide planning and visioning 
process that resulted in the draft Fairfax Boulevard Master Plan. All of the 2012 candidates 
recognized the revitalization of Fairfax Boulevard as a high priority. As then Mayoral candidate 
Silverthorne observed, “The mayor’s role will be to engage the community -- residential and 
business -- to ensure we focus on our shared goals and vision and then find the will to move 
forward with a bold approach for the future of our community.” 

Signs of progress: 

● The redevelopment of Fairfax Circle Plaza as a more compact, mixed-use development is 
moving through the city’s land use review process.  

● The City commissioned a market study of commercial potential on Fairfax Boulevard by 
Streetsense, a respected consulting firm.  

● The City received a technical assistance award from the national organization, Smart 
Growth America. The organization facilitated a two-day presentation and workshop in 
June with City elected and civic leaders. The technical assistance has helped guide the 
City toward initiating its zoning rewrite and the Fairfax Boulevard market study. 

 

Missed opportunities: 

● There is still no clear plan guiding design and development decisions along Fairfax 
Boulevard. During protracted review processes for both Fairfax Circle Plaza and the Britt 
property in Kamp Washington, developers evidently do not have a clear understanding of 
the City’s expectations for redevelopment. 

● The Mayor and City Council have not acted publicly on the conclusions of the 
Streetsense study since it was presented in Fall 2013 at a joint work session with the 
Planning Commission and Economic Development Authority. 

 

2. Improving the transportation network for walking and bicycling  

Signs of progress: 

● The Mayor and City Council deserve credit for taking a second look at Northfax 
transportation improvements after many citizens expressed concerns. The city worked 
with VDOT to adjust the original proposed designs and make incremental improvements 
for pedestrian safety to the four crosswalks at 123 and Fairfax Boulevard.  

● The City hired Wendy Block Sanford as the new transportation director. Block Sanford 
has a track record of working to plan and implement a balanced network of pedestrian, 
bicycle, transit as well as road improvement projects at her previous position with the 
transportation department of the City of Falls Church. In Sanford’s first year, the 
transportation division has proposed allocating local, state and federal transportation 
funds for key sidewalk improvements and for pedestrian and bicycle master plans. 
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● The Mayor and City Council committed local matching funds for the Mason to Metro 
bicycle project, which was awarded a federal Transportation Alternatives grant in 2013. 

 
 
3. Making Old Town a more compelling destination 

As all the candidates recognized in 2012, creating a more vibrant and pedestrian-friendly 
downtown is critical to Fairfax City’s success. Key ideas that the Mayor and Council put forward 
included creating more housing in and around downtown, and working with the owners of 
Courthouse Plaza Shopping Center to potentially improve the property and better connect it with 
downtown.  

Signs of progress: 

● Expanding housing: The City Council approved a pedestrian-friendly redevelopment of 
the Layton Hall apartments – a good step forward to build a critical mass of residents and 
a true mixed-use environment in downtown.  The Layton Hall redevelopment also 
prompted difficult decisions about housing affordability – an issue covered below. 

● Courthouse Plaza: As the owners of Courthouse Plaza have been pursuing 
redevelopment of Fairfax Circle Plaza (another one of their properties), some public 
officials have taken the opportunity to encourage them to take a stronger look at 
Courthouse Plaza.  As a result, the owners have shown increasing interest in redeveloping 
that property.  
 

4. Creating a more transparent and predictable land use planning process 
Mayoral and Council candidates recognized the need to define more consistent standards for 
reviewing development proposals. They also recognized the need to reform the city’s outdated 
zoning code. As Councilmember David Meyer said, “The Council needs to revise its current 
zoning ordinance to reflect the changing economics of the City and best practice for planning 
and development used by other leading municipalities.” 

Key ideas put forward by candidates included having the Mayor and Council work more closely 
with the Planning Commission on development decisions, adopting form-based codes for priority 
redevelopment areas of Fairfax Boulevard, and streamlining architectural review standards to 
provide more clarity to applicants. 

Signs of progress: 

● Zoning overhaul: The City has contracted with Duncan & Associates to undertake a 
public process for rewriting its zoning code. 

● Engaging Planning Commission: The Mayor and City Council have held several joint 
work sessions with the Planning Commission, and strived to work more closely with the 
Planning Commission than in the decade preceding 2012. 

 
Cause for concern: 

● Lack of a clear role for the Planning Commission: The development review process 
remains controlled by the Mayor and City Council, and the Planning Commission has a 
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relatively weak advisory role. The Planning Commission should be given a clearer role in 
reviewing development proposals.  
 

 
5. Improving stormwater management    

Our local stormwater management affects the health of our local streams such as the Accotink 
and Daniels Run, which flow into the Potomac and ultimately the Chesapeake Bay. Local 
governments face more stringent regulations for controlling runoff and pollution. In 2012, 
Mayoral and City Council candidates were asked how they planned to fund stormwater 
management improvements. Several candidates expressed potential support dedicating an 
additional 0.5-1 % of the property tax rate for stormwater management 

Signs of progress: 

● In the Fiscal Year 2014 budget adopted in 2013, the Mayor and City Council approved an 
additional 1% of the property tax rate to be dedicated to stormwater management funding 
-- an important step toward developing funding sources for updating the city’s 
stormwater management methods and infrastructure.  

● City staff is on track to establish a framework for compliance with state and federal 
regulations. 

Cause for concern: 

● The city is faced with two major, and sometimes contradictory responsibilities: 
maintaining and improving the stormwater infrastructure while at the same time 
complying with new and more stringent federal and state regulations to reduce the 
negative impacts of stormwater on our streams, rivers and the Bay.  The stormwater 
management fund, while not explicitly set aside for regulatory compliance, must be 
carefully administered to avoid drawing it down with incidental projects related to our 
aging and failing infrastructure.  Stormwater expenditures will increase pressure on our 
budget, and new revenue sources will be required. 

6. Preserving affordable housing  

In 2012, Mayoral and City Council candidates expressed a moderate degree of concern regarding 
affordable housing. The response of one candidate was representative: “The City of Fairfax has 
the highest amount of affordable housing per capita in the northern Virginia region. We also 
have a high number of apartments, some of which are long overdue for redevelopment.”  

During the past year, the Mayor and Council have become more proactive on this issue. In 2013, 
the City Council approved the redevelopment of Layton Hall Apartments, resulting in the net 
loss of more than 90 affordable units. More than two-thirds of Layton Hall residents have 
household incomes of less than $60,000 per year. The debate around the redevelopment helped 
prompt a more constructive public dialogue and policy development concerning housing 
affordability.  

Signs of progress: 

● The Planning Commission and Mayor & City Council worked with the developer of 
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Layton Hall to incorporate an affordable dwelling unit set-aside as part of the rezoning -- 
a small but important precedent for future projects. 

● At the direction of the City Council, the Planning Commission created a Housing 
Affordability Working Group, which developed a report that recommended strategies for 
incorporating affordable housing in rezonings and the comprehensive plan.The dialogue 
that the Mayor and Council have created on affordable housing has sent a signal to the 
development community about the need to address this issue as part of their proposals.  

Cause for concern: 

● More than 250 existing lower-rent units within the city are being considered for 
redevelopment. The Mayor has encouraged a redevelopment proposal for the Knolls at 
Main Street, which could eliminate more than 100 rental units affordable by households 
earning $30,000-$60,000 per year. The City still needs stronger policies and practices to 
ensure preservation of its existing affordable units and encourage creation of new 
affordable units.  

 


