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 ARLINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA

DATE:  February 15, 2024

SUBJECT:  Request to advertise a public hearing on an ordinance to amend, reenact, and 
recodify the Arlington County Zoning Ordinance (ACZO) to amend certain sections of the 
ACZO to permit outdoor visual entertainment in certain retail developments, to define and create 
standards for outdoor visual entertainment, to remove and reserve the existing large media 
screens standards, and to make editorial changes for the purpose of clarity and for other reasons 
required by public necessity, convenience, general welfare, and good zoning practice

C. M. RECOMMENDATION:  

Adopt the attached resolution to authorize advertisement of public hearings by the 
Planning Commission no earlier than April 8, 2024, and by the County Board no earlier 
than April 20, 2024, to consider amending, reenacting, and recodifying the Arlington 
County Zoning Ordinance (ACZO) to permit outdoor visual entertainment in certain 
retail developments, to define and create standards for outdoor visual entertainment, to 
remove and reserve the existing large media screens standards, and to make editorial 
changes for the purpose of clarity and for other reasons required by public necessity, 
convenience, general welfare, and good zoning practice.

ISSUES:  This is a request to authorize advertisement (RTA) of public hearings to consider 
amending the ACZO to permit outdoor visual entertainment in certain retail developments and 
remove and reserve the existing large media screen zoning standards. No issues have been 
identified as of the date of this report.

SUMMARY:  This potential zoning ordinance amendment proposed for advertisement would 
introduce and define outdoor visual entertainment in the form of building-mounted, digital 
screens as a permitted amenity in large retail developments. The amendment would set use 
standards to minimize brightness and clarify hours of operation for the use of outdoor visual 
entertainment. In addition, the amendment would consider eliminating the existing large media 
screens standards, reserving this section for later use. 

These prospective amendments would continue the implementation of the vision laid out in the 
2015 Arlington County Retail Plan (Retail Plan), which encourages a retail environment that 
provides interesting and authentic entertainment and experiences. The Retail Plan dictates that 
Arlington’s shopping centers must increase placemaking efforts, creating activity and attractions 

https://arlington.granicus.com/MetaViewer.php?view_id=2&event_id=783&meta_id=132729
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on the outside as well as the inside, and encourages the County to allow for flexibility and 
creativity to accommodate complementary uses and draw in future customers. Furthermore, the 
Retail Plan recommends that Arlington Economic Development, in partnership with Community 
Planning, Housing, and Development, undertake a periodic review of Article 13 (Signs) in the 
ACZO to ensure that allowed signs meet changing trends in retail as applied to tenants and small 
businesses. 

The concepts proposed in this RTA and in associated future ACZO amendments would support 
the enhancement and longevity of Arlington’s large retail infrastructure by creating the 
opportunity to increase placemaking through the addition of innovative digital elements to create 
an attractive environment that encourages gathering and socializing along with shopping and 
other retail activity. The Commercial Market Resiliency Initiative's (CMRI) online portal 
allowing for public questions and comments remains open, and information about Zoning 
Committee and Planning Commission agenda items will continue to be emailed to interested 
subscribers. 

BACKGROUND:  The prospective zoning ordinance amendment is one of the early proposals 
for CMRI 2.0, which is a continuation of the Commercial Market Resiliency Initiative (CMRI) 
initiated by the County Manager and endorsed by the County Board in April 2022 and 
reconfirmed in September 2022, and throughout 2023 with the adoption of amendments to the 
ACZO. CMRI allows the County to respond to the quickening pace of economic change and 
innovation, as well as shifting consumer behaviors, expectations, and business practices. The key 
outcomes of CMRI 1.0 included the establishment of commercial uses that were not clearly 
defined in the ACZO previously, the integration of modern descriptions of uses into the ACZO, 
and minor restructuring of the ACZO for clarity. The continued application of the nimble CMRI 
approach for new or amended uses allows Arlington to maintain its competitive edge in the 
region and nationally, while moving more quickly than the traditional zoning study. 

In October 2023, the County Manager presented an update on CMRI 2.0 which laid out the next 
round of County priorities to enhance the commercial market in the face of increased office 
vacancy and a decrease in commercial property tax revenue. Where CMRI 1.0 focused on ACZO 
amendments that would broaden the types of potential commercial uses which could be 
established in commercial mixed-use buildings, CMRI 2.0 is focused on removing regulatory 
barriers to achieve market solutions and includes work in three main focus areas - 
1) redevelopment, 2) conversion, and 3) repositioning of retail and office properties. The 
introduction of outdoor visual entertainment into the ACZO as an accessory use to large retail 
development would fall into the repositioning category, since establishing this use would allow 
commercial property owners to make creative investments to upgrade their properties and 
improve their market competitiveness through increased placemaking and programming of 
plazas and privately owned public spaces. The inclusion of outdoor screens for entertainment is 
an increasing trend in many communities across the country, including the example of Studio 
Park pictured below in Figure 1. 

https://us.openforms.com/Form/67065c62-4579-4369-8468-dcfbded10023
https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Departments/Community-Planning-Housing-Development/Commercial-Market-Resiliency
https://arlington.granicus.com/MediaPlayer.php?view_id=2&clip_id=4290
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Figure 1. Studio Park is an entertainment hub in the heart of downtown Grand Rapids, complete with public plaza, 
movie theater, concert venue, restaurants, shops, apartments, condos, and a hotel.
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DISCUSSION:  The key focus of this RTA is a study of how the ACZO defines and permits 
outdoor visual entertainment, which is an outdoor video screen designed and used for the 
viewing of motion pictures, live events, media broadcasts, animation, art displays, and other 
dynamic programming, and the ways in which the definitions and standards could be created to 
allow for a more efficient process for approvals of these amenities complementary to the 
County’s large retail infrastructure. The need to study this use is driven by:

 Ongoing implementation of Arlington County’s 2015 Retail Plan, which envisions a 
retail environment that offers entertainment and experiences.

 The nature of the retail experience and what attracts shoppers is changing. Retail 
experience of the mid-century through the mid-2000s was characterized by a shift from 
walkable downtown districts to islands of retail, surrounded by parking lots, set away 
from any residential development. This is very different from what is seen as an attractive 
and successful retail experience today. Modern consumers and investors are now focused 
on creating and frequenting spaces that are financially and environmentally sustainable, 
such as mixed-use developments, which offer a combination of national and local 
shopping and dining options, where people have the opportunity to live, work, exercise, 
experience parks, entertainment, recreation, and even worship, all in one walkable area.

 The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the need for new and innovative spaces for social 
engagement, and these spaces can also function as a tool for economic recovery, with the 
trend of commercial developments moving toward urban scale, mixed-use places with 
outdoor public spaces. This trend combined with the advent and decline of the pandemic, 
brought the concept of the “public living room” as a component of the retail experience 
to the forefront. The “public living room” concept is varying, but those that are most 
successful combine public spaces and outdoor amenities. These combinations can include 
welcoming landscaping and generous amounts of public furniture, which encourage 
people to stay and hang out, with cafes, restaurants, and even outdoor cinemas.1 These 
are dynamic spaces that can be programmed for community-wide special events, some of 
which are retail-oriented, like holiday markets, but may also include things like fall 
festivals, health and wellness expos, or starting points for local runs.

 In this time of changing consumer preference, for malls and shopping centers, creating a 
sense of comfort and community is more important than ever. What attracts consumers 
has shifted from traditional anchor stores to a mix of restaurants, entertainment, and 
personal service offerings.2 Parks and an activated ground plane are key components, as 
are entertaining features and venues, fountains, cafes, inviting landscapes, and other 
visual stimuli.3 The flexibility to include and fully utilize privately owned public spaces 
to enable programing for a variety of activities, such as outdoor movies, has been an 
essential driver of success. These large outdoor screens offer a range of benefits, 
contributing to both community placemaking and the success of nearby malls.

1 The ‘public living room’ and its role in contemporary urban transformation, ArchitecutreAU.com, Melanie Dodd, 
2023.

2 Successful Retail: How 14 Shopping Centers are Thriving Today, Urban Land Institute, 2023.
3 Ten Principles for Rethinking the Mall, Urban Land Institute, 2006.

https://architectureau.com/articles/the-public-living-room-and-its-role-in-contemporary-urban-transformation/
https://architectureau.com/articles/the-public-living-room-and-its-role-in-contemporary-urban-transformation/
https://knowledge.uli.org/-/media/files/research-reports/2023/successful-retail.pdf?rev=31da73f211224dc79b993f8edfd6b15f&hash=54CC18C2FF02A91ED441981BBAEAA038
https://uli.org/wp-content/uploads/ULI-Documents/Tp_MAll.ashx_.pdf
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 To ensure the continued vibrancy of Arlington’s largest retail properties, including 
Westpost, the Village at Shirlington, The Crossing Clarendon (fka Market Common), 
Courthouse Plaza, Ballston Quarter, Pentagon Centre, and Fashion Centre at Pentagon 
City, the County supports the creative efforts of these properties to reinvest in themselves 
to remain competitive, create a sense of place, offer new amenities and events, and draw 
people to their properties for entertainment, retail and residential experiences.

Staff envisions the anticipated amendment as an opportunity to more closely align the ACZO 
with today’s retail environment and market demands. The proposed amendment is backed by 
best practices and existing trends which have proven beneficial in other communities. The ability 
to augment existing retail development settings with dynamic digital content can help the County 
attract further investment, and such amenities do not have an inherent policy complexity that 
would warrant an expanded length of study; thus, a quicker process is appropriate with 
advertisement of public hearings by the Planning Commission and County Board no earlier than 
April 2024.

PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT:  

Level of Engagement: Communicate 

Staff believes the Communicate level of engagement is appropriate due to limited locations in 
Arlington where sizeable amounts of leasable retail square footage are clustered. This RTA, if 
adopted, will begin the public engagement process, allowing approximately 60 days for public 
input and feedback prior to public hearings. Further, this is a request to authorize advertisement 
that will be proceeded by a presentation to the Planning Commission’s Zoning Committee 
(ZOCO) on March 12th, followed by a presentation and public hearing at the Planning 
Commission’s regular meeting on April 8th , prior to County Board consideration. 

Outreach Methods:

Public notice will be given in accordance with the Code of Virginia §15.2-2204. Staff anticipates 
circulating notices of the Planning Commission and County Board public hearings for this 
ACZO amendment in the March 24, 2024, April 1, 2024, April 8, 2024, and the April 15, 2024, 
issues of the Washington Times for the April 8, 2024, Planning Commission, and April 20, 2024, 
County Board meetings. In addition to the above legal requirements:

 Upon authorization of the RTA, staff would publish information about this study on the 
Commercial Market Resiliency Initiative web page. Staff contact information would be 
available on the website, along with a comment feedback form for submitting comments 
directly to staff.

 Based on further staff analysis and any additional input received, staff will include a 
descriptive summary of any input received related to the proposed action in a legally 
required advertisement prior to the public hearings by the Planning Commission and 
County Board. This descriptive summary would detail the proposed ACZO amendments. 

FISCAL IMPACT:  This Request to Authorize Advertisement has no fiscal impact.

https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Commissions-and-Advisory-Groups/Planning-Commission/Zoning-Committee
https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Commissions-and-Advisory-Groups/Planning-Commission/Zoning-Committee
https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Commissions-and-Advisory-Groups/Planning-Commission/Zoning-Committee
https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Commissions-and-Advisory-Groups/Planning-Commission/Zoning-Committee
https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Departments/Community-Planning-Housing-Development/Commercial-Market-Resiliency
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CONCLUSION: Staff recommends that the County Board adopt the attached resolution to 
advertise public hearings by the Planning Commission and County Board to consider the 
proposed amendments no earlier than April 2024.
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RESOLUTION TO AUTHORIZE ADVERTISEMENT OF PUBLIC HEARINGS BY 
THE PLANNING COMMISSION NO EARLIER THAN APRIL 8, 2024, AND THE 
COUNTY BOARD NO EARLIER THAN APRIL 20, 2024, TO CONSIDER AMENDING, 
REENACTING, AND RECODIFYING THE ARLINGTON COUNTY ZONING 
ORDINANCE (ACZO) TO PERMIT OUTDOOR VISUAL ENTERTAINMENT IN 
CERTAIN RETAIL DEVELOPMENTS, TO DEFINE AND CREATE STANDARDS FOR 
OUTDOOR VISUAL ENTERTAINMENT, TO REMOVE THE DEFINITION OF  
LARGE MEDIA SCREENS AND TO REMOVE ALL REFERENCES TO LARGE 
MEDIA SCREEN STANDARDS, TO MAKE OTHER EDITORIAL CHANGES FOR 
THE PURPOSE OF CLARITY AND FOR OTHER REASONS REQUIRED BY PUBLIC 
NECESSITY, CONVENIENCE, GENERAL WELFARE, AND GOOD ZONING 
PRACTICE.  
 
The County Board of Arlington County hereby resolves to authorize advertisement of public 
hearings by the Planning Commission no earlier than April 8, 2024, and the County Board no 
earlier than April 20, 2024, to consider amending, reenacting, and recodifying the Arlington 
County Zoning Ordinance to permit outdoor visual entertainment in certain retail developments, 
to define and create standards for outdoor visual entertainment, to remove the definition of large 
media screen and to remove all references to  large media screen standards, to make other 
editorial changes for the purpose of clarity and for other reasons required by public necessity, 
convenience, general welfare, and good zoning practice.  


