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August 30, 2020 
 
ATTN:  Alexandria Planning Commission 
301 King Street 
Alexandria, VA 22314 
 
Re:  Docket Item #9 (September 1, 2020) - Zoning Text Amendment #2019-00007 
 
Dear Chair Macek and Members of the Planning Commission: 
 
We urge the Planning Commission to deny the proposed zoning text amendment for school 
density (docket item #9) on September 1st.  We support the analysis and conclusions supplied by 
the North Ridge Citizens’ Association (NRCA).  Additionally, we concur with the Rosemont Civic 
Association commentary that the staff report is largely deficient, and does not adequately 
support the proper evaluation of many of the claims and objectives that it references.  
 
No one can argue that we don’t need more school capacity in Alexandria. Larger schools stacked 
higher and wider may be a necessary long-term approach given the lack of surplus ACPS property 
and our growing school population, but we should retain our case-by-case review process, which 
ensures that significant increases in building size meet the character and needs of the 
neighborhoods they serve.  
 
If approved, this proposal would give the city automatic allowance to build new schools with a 
FAR of .60 “by right,” without a public hearing – even though such buildings could be more than 
double the size of any surrounding structures in low-density residential neighborhoods. For 
example, in an R20 zone that currently limits FAR to .25, this would allow for more than double 
the bulk.  
 
A city council member indicated to us that the proposal would assist new school building projects 
in high-density areas, such as Landmark, Eisenhower and Potomac Yard.  Yet as drafted, this 
change would also impact ACPS sites in single-family housing areas – where low-density zoning 
restrictions under the city’s own Master Plan have served to protect and preserve what little 
remains of dwindling community open and green space areas.  
 
There is simply no justification for doing away with a maximum limit for school building FAR, nor 
do we understand why schools would be altogether exempt from the same zoning rules that 
apply to other surrounding buildings.  



 
In reviewing city approval applications for recent school building projects, the city has routinely 
approved school designs that satisfied “by right” zoning requirements. In practical terms, if the 
City moves ahead with this proposal, citizens will have little recourse to prevent the allowable 
doubling of school size.  
 
There is also no assurance that the city wouldn’t take advantage of its expanded authority to seek 
potentially controversial uses for school buildings that go beyond the core educational mission 
of ACPS, such as the collocation of housing with schools.     
 
We need to think creatively about ways to maximize space and services for our schools. As 
Alexandria continues to grow within its confined boundaries, it is more important than ever to 
involve residents in school zoning decisions and to maintain the process protections that exist for 
neighborhoods.    
 
If the city is truly seeking a zoning change to help build bigger schools in higher-density areas of 
the city, why not seek a less sweeping modification of the zoning code to apply more narrowly to 
such projects?  
 
In summary, the Commission should reject the proposed text Amendment for Zoning Code 
Section 7-2100 and retain the important constraints and limits that exist regarding school 
building design and approval. ACPS modernization projects can still be achieved with more 
reasonable and moderate changes to code. 
 
Sincerely, 
Mr. John Fehrenbach, NRCA Vice President 
Mr. Lyn Gubser, Past President, NRCA 
Ms. Meghan Rainey, Past President, NRCA 
Ms. Kay Stimson, Past President, NRCA  
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August 31, 2020 
  
  
Planning Commission 
City of Alexandria 
301 King Street 
Alexandria, Virginia 22314 
  
Re: Zoning Text Amendment #2019-00007/Increased Density for Public School Sites 
  
Dear Commissioners:  
  
Thank you for this opportunity to comment on the proposal to fast-track zoning approvals for 
larger new school buildings. I also thank you for your service on the Planning Commission and 
to our community.  
  
In 2017, the city adopted a strategic plan for FY 2017 to FY 2022.  The vision adopted in the plan 
embodies the elements which have made Alexandria a special place to live and in which to raise 
a family: 
  

Alexandria’s VISION 
 

In 2022, Alexandria is a historic, inclusive city of kindness, with distinct, vibrant and 
safe neighborhoods, a well-managed government, flourishing arts, culture, and 
recreation, a strong economy, thriving children and youth, active and secure older 
adults, environmental sustainability, healthy residents of all ages, and multimodal 
transportation. 
 

Perhaps no commission in our city government carries more responsibility in seeing this vision 
realized than the Planning Commission.  The impact of the decisions you make will be felt long 
after the 2022 target date.   As we have seen in other jurisdictions, transformational zoning 
decisions are often irreversible, and bring with them unintended consequences.   How to 
manage the need to accommodate our city’s growing student population could be one such 
decision.  
  
The strategic plan sets forth a vision and specific goals for our neighborhoods: 
  

Distinctive and Vibrant Neighborhoods 
  

In 2022, Alexandria values its history, honors its diverse communities, and respects 
its distinct, vibrant and walkable neighborhoods. The city has a small-town feel 
and is committed to sustaining a high quality of life in its urban, suburban and 
commercial areas. . . Alexandria has complementary and varied architecture and 
a beautifully built environment, and the City ensures that new development and 



infill are compatible with the character of Alexandria’s neighborhoods, natural 
environment, and historic resources. 

  
The Zoning Amendment before the Commission is inconsistent with these visions for our city 
and our neighborhoods, and will make achieving the benchmarks for public support set forth in 
the strategic plan less likely, if not impossible.   
  
1.                  Impact on Neighborhoods 
  
Despite the mandate that the city “ensures that new development and infill are compatible 
with the character of Alexandria’s neighborhoods, natural environment, and historic 
resources,” the amendment would permit massive expansion in schools located in single-family 
housing areas – where low-density zoning restrictions under the city’s own master plan have 
served to protect and preserve what few open and green space areas remain.   
  
Specifically, the amendment would allow the construction of new schools with a FAR of .60.  
This represents a significant increase over the FAR in an R20 zone, which is currently limited to 
.25.  The result could be buildings more than double the size of any surrounding structures in 
such zones, changing the character of neighborhoods and bringing with it traffic and congestion 
on roads unable to accommodate them.  
  
2.                  Process 
  
One of the factors that makes Alexandria unique is our community.  We are diverse.  We are 
giving.  We care about our neighbors.  Maintaining that sense of community is not easy.  Our 
city government has traditionally done its part by engaging citizens in the process of 
government, allowing for, and respecting, the impact of civic associations, and seeking to 
govern through consensus.  
  
Yet, the Amendment would give the city automatic allowance to build new schools with a FAR 
of .60 “by right,” and without a public hearing.  Residents will have little, if any, ability to 
prevent permanent changes to their neighborhoods.  Conceivably, the City could use this new, 
expanded authority to implement highly controversial proposals such as the ones that surfaced 
earlier this year to build housing on top of MacArthur school, and eliminate environmentally 
sensitive greenspace behind George Mason school.  
  
3.                  Community Support 
  
Under the goals set forth in its strategic plan, the city government is compelled to seek, 
maintain and build community support.  Specifically, when it comes to neighborhoods, its goals 
include maintaining “the percentage of residents with a positive view of the overall quality of 
new development in Alexandria at or above 2016’s 64%,” and “the percentage of residents with 
a positive view of their neighborhood as a place to live at or above 2016’s 83%.” 
  



The proposed amendment, by giving the city carte blanche to permanently and “by right” alter 
the character of neighborhoods, and do so without community involvement, will make it less 
likely, if not impossible for the city to meet these benchmarks for community support.  
  
Conclusion 
  
The proposed amendment has far-reaching and likely permanent implications.  It has the 
potential to impact the lives of Alexandria residents and do so perpetually.   It runs counter to 
the strategic plan’s requirement the city respect its “distinct” neighborhoods and be 
“committed to sustaining a high quality of life in its urban, suburban and commercial areas.”  
  
A change of this potential magnitude should not be pushed through in the midst of a pandemic 
where residents are unable to petition the board in person in a public session.  Rather, efforts 
should be undertaken to work with the community to develop a consensus approach to the 
issues raised by our increasing student population.  That is a better way to preserve the sense 
of community which has for decades defined our city, and to meet the goals set forth in the 
strategic plan.  
  
Thank you for your consideration of my views.   
  
Regards, 
  
  
Darryl Nirenberg 
Alexandria, Virginia 
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