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TYSONS CORNER URBAN CENTER

Since the late 1950s, Tysons Corner has evolved from a rural crossroads with a general store and
gas station to one of the most successful suburban business centers in the United States (see Figure 42).
In 1993, Tysons Corner is the second largest center for business and commerce in the metropolitan area,
with only Washington D.C.’s Central Business District having more commercial square footage.. For
these reasons, Tysons Corner is considered Fairfax County’s Urban Center. Furthermore, this Plan
recommends that Tysons Corner continue to carry this concept forward into the future.

Over the next 20 to 30 years, Tysons Corner is envisioned to evolve into a more urban
environment, while retaining the best features of a suburban activity center. On one hand, the Tysons
Corner area should continue to combine all the kinds of businesses and activities that create an exciting
and attractive city with activity beyond daytime business hours. Many of these businesses and housing
units will be in high rise buildings, but these buildings will be sited closer together to be better served by
pedestrian facilities and transit. The highest development intensities and the most "urban" areas of
Tysons Corner will be located within designated core areas and within walking distance of future rail
stations. On the other hand, Tysons Corner should preserve those highly valued suburban features such
as usable open space and a scale of development appropriate to serve as a good neighbor to adjacent
single-family residential areas.

FIGURE 42: EVOLUTION OF TYSONS CORNER

Tysons Corner, 1962

...and 1993
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BACKGROUND
Location and Boundary

Tysons Corner is a 1700-acre area located in northeastern Fairfax County, about halfway between
downtown Washington, D.C. and the Washington Dulles International Airport at the intersections of
Interstate 495 (the Capital Beltway) with the Dulles Airport Access and Toll Roads, Route 7 and Route
123. Because of its outstanding regional highway access and convenience to National Airport and
Washington Dulles International Airport, Tysons Corner has become one of the most strategic and
sought-after locations in the Washington metropolitan area for the development of commercial office
and retail space (see Figure 43).

The residential communities surrounding Tysons Corner, which include McLean, Vienna and Falls
Church, continue to enhance the area as a strategic business location. These communities provide a
wide range of housing types and a relatively large supply of housing near Tysons Comer employers.
The Greater Tysons Corner communities also have many outstanding community facilities, such as
public schools that are among the best in the nation, and have among the most well-educated and highly
trained labor pools in the nation.

FIGURE 43: TYSONS CORNER LOCATION WITHIN THE
WASHINGTON, D.C. METROPOLITAN AREA
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Tysons Comer is roughly triangular in shape and contains the highest natural elevations in Fairfax
County (see Figure 44). The 1700-acre area is bounded on the southeastern side by Magarity Road and
on the southwestern side generally by the limit of commercial development along Gallows/Old
Courthouse Roads and the natural areas of Old Courthouse Stream Branch. The residential areas on the
western side of Gosnell Road flanking Old Courthouse Road are also part of the Tysons Corner area.
On the north, the third side of the triangle is generally bounded by the Duiles Airport Access and Toll
Roads. Tysons Corner’s boundary, for the purpose of this Plan, is more specifically defined by Figure
44 on the following page.

Character

Tysons Corner’s growth since the early 1960s has been characterized by the development of large
office complexes, hotels, super-regional retail malls and community-serving retail uses. With over 35
million square feet of development, Tysons Corner is one of the largest suburban business centers in the
country. The level of commercial development is greater than that within many of the nation’s largest
downtowns, and makes Tysons Corner the second largest center for business and commerce in the
metropolitan area, with only Washington D.C.’s Central Business District having more commercial
square footage.

The transformation of Tysons Corner from a rural cross-roads into a major center for business and
commerce was part of the nationwide phenomenon that shifted many traditional downtown business
functions to suburban locations. Tysons Corner was at the forefront of suburban locations to be
reshaped by this phenomenon which occurred over the last thirty years due to numerous technological,
social and economic changes. With the Capital Beltway and the Dulles Airport Access Road being
planned in the 1950s and constructed in the 1960s, the area’s regional access and access to air
transportation was greatly improved. This made Tysons Corner one of the region’s most strategic
locations for capturing the evolving suburban office and retail demand.

By 1993, approximately 70,000 employees worked in Tysons Corner. These employees were
chiefly employed by businesses in office-related "white collar” professions. Businesses were
predominantly high-tech firms; professional services and consulting firms; financial, accounting, and
legal services; corporate and regional headquarters; federal government uses; and professional and trade
associations. In 1993, these service sector jobs occupied most of Tysons Corner’s 20.5 million square
feet of office space. Office space was the predominant land use in Tysons Comer and accounted for
nearly 30 percent of the total office space in Fairfax County.

Retail uses in Tysons Comner included fashion stores, shopping malls, restaurants, general
merchandise, and home furnishings, to name just a few. Tysons Corner’s identity as a retail center
began with the 1968 construction of the Tysons Corner Shopping Center--the first covered shopping
mall in the County and the largest in the region--which drew national attention to the area. The two
primary retail areas are the original Tysons Corner Shopping Center, and the newer Galleria at Tysons
II. Both shopping centers are located on Route 123 just west of the Beltway. Because of the proximity
of these two super-regional malls, which together accounted for more than 3.5 million square feet of
retail space, and the availability of a variety of smaller retail centers nearby, the area attracts thousands
of consumers from Fairfax County, the greater Washington area and beyond.

In addition to the large amount of retail space, Tysons Corner’s locational advantages have resulted
in high concentrations of other commercial uses, particularly hotels, and motor vehicle sales and service
facilities. About 50 acres were developed in hotel uses. Although the hotel developments comprise
only 3 percent of Tysons Corner’s land area, they represented the highest concentrations of hotel rooms
and meeting spaces in the County (more than 30 percent of the County’s hotel square footage), and the
third highest concentration within the region, with only downtown Washington and Crystal City having
more hotel space. In 1993, six of the County’s 10 largest hotels were located here, providing more than
3,400 rooms and 100,000 square feet of meeting space.

Motor vehicle-related uses, such as automobile dealerships and service centers, were developed on
about 85 acres and totaled about 713,000 square feet of gross floor area. Although these auto-related
uses comprised a relatively small portion of Tysons Corner’s land area, they represented more than
one-half of the County’s total square footage for these uses, and one of the greatest automobile
dealership concentrations in the region.
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A wide range of housing is found in Tysons Corner, with multifamily units being the predominant
housing type. As of 1993, there were about 5,700 dwelling units, covering about 300 acres, or 18
percent of the land area. Housing ranged in cost from low income assisted housing units to luxury
condominiums. More than 90 percent of all dwelling units were either low rise or high rise multifamily
developments, such as the Lincoln Apartments and the Rotonda. Only 9 percent of the total units were
townhouses, and the remaining 1 percent were single-family detached houses. The most notable single
family house and the oldest structure in Tysons Corner is Ash Grove, built in the late 1700s and once
owned by Lord Fairfax.

The remaining land uses included industrial/warehouse uses, institutional/governmental facilities,
parks/open space, and vacant land. All industrial, warehouse, manufacturing and construction-related
uses together occupied 60 acres, or 3 percent of the land area. Institutional/governmental facilities
occupied 35 acres, or 2 percent of the land area. Governmental facilities included a post office, a fire
station, an elementary school, and a Virginia Department of Motor Vehicles office. Public open space
uses such as parks, buffer areas, dedicated open spaces and other public facilities for recreation
comprised about 71 acres, or 4 percent of the land area. Vacant land, defined as parcels without
buildings and without specific use of the land, constituted about 260 acres, or 15 percent of the land
area. The largest concentrations of currently vacant land were adjacent to the Galleria at Tysons II and
in the West Park office park; the rest of the vacant land was scattered throughout Tysons Corner, mostly
on small parcels. Almost all of these parcels had existing infrastructure, such as roads, water lines, and
sewer lines, but additional infrastructure may be necessary depending on the scale and type of future
development. (see Figure 45 for graphic comparisons of the land use characteristics).

FIGURE 45: TYSONS CORNER’S EXISTING (1993) LAND USE CHARACTERISTICS
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While Tysons Corner contains most of the uses and facilities typically associated with a downtown
in a major city, its land use pattern and character are very different. Whereas urban downtowns are
relatively compact in size, Tysons Corner has developed over an area of 1700 acres, stretching about 2.5
miles along Route 123 and about 2.5 miles along Route 7. Tysons Corner’s sprawling size has resulted
in an auto-oriented suburban development pattern in which buildings are generally developed on
individual lots, set well back from roadways, and surrounded by large areas of surface parking.
Although Tysons Corner contains many unique and attractive buildings, there is little visual integration
and few pedestrian and transit linkages among developments. The overall effect of the current
development pattern is a lack of cohesiveness and identity.

Tysons Corner is still a young and evolving suburban "downtown." The prestige enjoyed by
Tysons Corner’s existing nucleus of high intensity development and its location within the high quality
living and working environment of Fairfax County provides a unique opportunity to create a center
where employment, shopping, housing and recreational facilities can be better integrated, to create a
more urban living environment within the suburbs. The challenge ahead is to encourage this continued
evolution of Tysons Corner as the County’s Urban Center. This will require a planning framework that
(1) fosters attractive, well designed, functionally efficient and integrated developments; (2) includes a
wide range of relatively high intensity uses beneficial to the quality of life and economic well-being of
the County; (3) protects the environment and the surrounding low density residential areas by
mainlaining a compatible scale and intensity at Tysons Corner’s edges; and (4) strives to provide Tysons
Corner with adequate transportation systems.

Planning History

Since the 1960’s, Tysons Corner has been viewed as having the potential for becoming Fairfax
County’s "downtown". With the Capital Beltway and the Dulles Airport Access Road being planned in
the 1950s and constructed in the 1960s, the area’s regional access was greatly changed. The greatly
increased regional access and accompanying strategic importance was clearly identified during the
1960s in several Fairfax County planning studies which planned the area for regional retail, office parks
and multifamily development. Tysons Corner as it evolved in the 1960s and early 1970s was an
increasingly dynamic and complex business center which required restudy by County planners every few
years.

On August 25, 1975, the Board of Supervisors adopted the Area II portion of the Comprehensive
Plan, which established the Tysons Corner Complex Area as ". . . a special study area requiring
continual monitoring and restudy . ..." On September 8, 1975, the Board of Supervisors commissioned
a special study and created a broad-based task force with representation from large and small businesses
in the area, landowners of major undeveloped tracts, and residents of the area, as well as citizen leaders
from the swrrounding McLean and Vienna communities. As a result of this study, a revised
Comprehensive Plan was adopted on June 19, and 26, 1978. The detailed land use recommendations
that were provided by this amendment were the primary guide for land use and zoning decisions through
1993.

Since 1978, the Tysons Corner plan has been amended by means of the Annual Plan Review or
Out-of-Turn Plan Amendment processes. The most significant change was the addition of building
height guidelines as a result of the 1984 Tysons Corner Height Study. These guidelines established
maximum building heights to be used as a component to be considered during the zoning process, along
with building mass, architectural interest and other features, in order to achieve the Plan’s urban design
objectives.

More recently (1989-1991), the County’s Comprehensive Plan underwent a major review known as
the Fairfax Planning Horizons process. The first phase of the Fairfax Planning Horizons resulted in the
creation of the Policy Plan, which was adopted by the Board of Supervisors on August 6, 1990. Also on
this date, the Board adopted in concept The Concept for Future Development and Land Classification
System to be a planning guide for the second phase of the Planning Horizons, the update of the Area
Plans. The Concept for Future Development designated Tysons Corner as the County’s Urban
Center,provided guidance on how the current character should change to a more urban and pedestrian
environment, and set forth a need for a Tysons Corner special study to identify amendments to the
Comprehensive Plan that would accomplish the objective of guiding the area’s evolution to a more urban
and pedestrian oriented environment.
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In 1990, the Board of Supervisors authorized a study of the Tysons Comer Urban Center with
study area boundaries corresponding to the boundaries set forth by the 1984 Tysons Corner Height
Study (See Figure 44 for boundaries). At the end of the year, the Board completed appointments to a 24
member task force including representatives of local businesses, developers and civic associations, to
work with staff during this planning effort. The resulting Plan Amendment incorporates the concerns of
the community, applicable countywide goals, and the overall objective to develop the Tysons Corner
Urban Center as the "downtown" of Fairfax County.

PLANNING ISSUES: OPPORTUNITIES AND CONSTRAINTS

From the 1960s through the 1990s, planning issues focused on establishing Tysons Corner as the
"downtown" of Fairfax County. An all-encompassing issue has been how to encourage the area’s
economic growth while balancing and shaping this economic success within the context of the area’s
transportation capacity and the protection of adjacent residential neighborhcods. Both the area’s access
and the adjacent residential areas have provided resources which significantly contribute to Tysons
Corner’s economic success. Both continue to be important factors in shaping the area’s future. Three
other planning themes have been to plan for the eventual redevelopment of some existing uses; to
encourage mixed use developments, including more residential development; and to create a distinct
identity for Tysons Corner through improved urban design.

Transportation Capaci Development Potential

One of the major attractions of Tysons Corner is the excellent accessibility to the Washington,J
Metropolitan region afforded by its location adjacent to the Capital Beltway, Dulles Airport Access and
Toll Roads, Route 7 and Route 123. However, these highways are primarily intended to provide for
through traffic and not access to individual properties. The amount of commercial development in
Tysons Corner combined with through traffic along these roadways has resulted in traffic congestion
during peak periods of travel. The congestion occurs during the traditional morning and evening rush
hours, during the lunch hour and during peak retailing periods. This transportation level of service

deterioration also leads to a corresponding reduction in the regional accessibility of the area.

Existing zoning (in 1993) would potentially allow approximately 18 million square feet of
additional office and commercial development in Tysons Corner. To accommodate the amount of traffic
likely to be generated by this level of development, the planned transportation system would need (o be
fully implemented. This would include providing for 18 additional lanes of roadway capacity, and rail
service in the Dulles Access Road Corridor along the periphery of Tysons Corner. To accommodate
higher levels of development (significantly above the current zoning), not only would the planned
roadway system have to be implemented, but rail transit service serving the core area of Tysons and
other transit enhancements would need to be provided. Transportation demand management programs
which include carpools, vanpools and other employer-based measures, should be expanded to
accommodate development within an acceptable transportation level of service as part of an overall
transportation plan.

Planning for Redevelopment of Existing Uses

Within Tysons Corner, there is relatively little vacant land and much of this has already been
approved for high-intensity office development. However, opportunities exist for the long-term
redevelopment of existing, low intensity uses where a greater economic return can be achieved. Such
uses include the auto dealerships, some retail centers along Route 7 and business service and storage
uses along Tyco Road. Many of these sites already have the potential to redevelop to higher intensity
use under the existing zoning. This has not occurred because the uses remain economically viable. In
planning for the long-term future of Tysons Comer, methods should be found to retain these uses even if
their physical surroundings change. For instance, auto showrooms and other retail and service uses
could be incorporated within the ground floors of higher intensity mixed use complexes.

95



Residential and Mixed Use Development

One of the principal goals outlined in the Policy Plan is to expand housing opportunities in or near
employment centers, as a way to minimize the impacts of commuters on the road system and to make
use of public transit more feasible as a transportation alternative. Specifically, additional residential
development would result in fewer peak-hour trips. than non-residential use and could result in more
people walking to and from work and shopping. Planning for a mixture of residential and
non-residential uses in the County’s employment centers should also aid in expanding the opportunity
for affordable housing and higher density residential development in areas that can be served by transit,
and that can offer convenient access to retail and other services. In each of the Suburban Cenlters
identified on the County’s Concept for Future Development Map, residential uses have been planned
where there have been opportunities for residential or mixed-use development as evidenced by vacant
land or through redevelopment opportunities.

The Tysons Corner area contained approximately 5,700 housing units in a variety of housing types
in 1993. Existing zoning (in 1993) would allow about 700 additional housing units. In planning for
additional residential uses in Tysons Corner, the greatest opportunities are to include higher intensity
residential developments within mixed use projects and areas. In the Policy Plan, a mixed use area is
defined as a specified area which includes three or more different types of uses within its boundaries
with these uses on separate but interrelated sites. A mixed use project includes two or more physically
integrated uses on one site or within one structure. When the term mixed use development is used in
this Plan, it is intended to encompass both mixed use area and mixed use project.

Mixed use development which includes a housing component should create a quality living
environment in areas that will primarily be developed as non-residential uses. Incorporating recreational
and other amenities on-site and adequately protecting residential development from noise, light and
other nuisances generated by commercial uses will aid in creating a quality living environment. In
Tysons Corner, additional residential development would also help reduce traffic congestion and create a
more pedestrian-oriented, day and evening activity center.

Protecting Existing Low Density Residential Areas

Given the scale and amount of existing and future development in the Tysons Corner Urban
Center, it is important that this development not negatively impact the surrounding residential
communities. Most of the residential communities adjacent to Tysons Corner are low density and
comprised primarily of single-family detached homes. In most cases, these communities are effectively
separated from Tysons Corner by transitional uses, such as low-rise office buildings, physical barriers
such as roadways, and environmental features such as stream valleys, public parkiand, and conservation
easements. It is important that adequate screening, buffering and other design measures be incorporated
into new development to mitigate any adverse impacts, and to maintain an "edge" to define the limits of
the Tysons Corner Urban Center.

Urban Design

Tysons Corner, like a traditional downtown, contains many relatively tall buildings. However,
buildings in Tysons Corner are not located side-by-side along streets and sidewalks but are generally
designed as separate self-contained sites, set well back from roadways in campus-like settings and
surrounded by large areas of surface parking. Because the "edges" of Tysons Corner are generally
well-established, it is clear where Tysons Corner "begins" as one approaches. However, in driving
through Tysons Corner, there are few landmarks to give definition to its interacting uses. The overall
effect is the lack of a "sense of place".

The pattern of relatively tall buildings separated by large expanses of parking lots and some open
space and the dispersion of uses - a restaurant here, an office building a fair distance away- forces
people to get into their cars to travel even short distances. Walking is difficult because there is no
integrated system of sidewalks or trails between individual buildings or complexes. Such a land use
pattern is also difficult to serve by transit because places where people can be picked up or dropped off
are spread out. This pattern makes it difficult to operate an efficient or convenient transit system which,
in turn, discourages ridership.
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The tendency of people to walk between two locations is dependent on necessity, safety, weather or
climate, time availability, proximity and the interesting character of the route. People will walk
reasonable distances if the route is attractive and safe. Although attractive pedestrian-oriented places are
found in parts of Tysons Corner, in general there is a lack of public amenities and usable open space.
Similarily, in order for transit to be a desirable alternative, it must be safe, clean, and run regularly, often
and predictably. Efficient operation requires that the number of stops be limited and that a relatively
large number of people be picked up or dropped off at each stop. In order for Tysons Corner to evolve
toward a more pedestrian and transit oriented place in specified areas, future buildings will need to be
better integrated with the surrounding area through the placement of buildings closer together and closer
to the roads. Pedestrian facilities are needed which create a comprehensive pedestrian and open space
system with urban open space features, such as plazas, courtyards and mini-parks.

CONCEPT FOR FUTURE DEVELOPMENT: VISION FOR THE URBAN CENTER

Over the next 20 to 30 years, Tysons Comer is envisioned to evolve into a more urban
environment, while retaining the best features of a suburban activity center. On one hand, the Tysons
Corner area should continue to combine all the kinds of businesses and activities that create an exciting
and attractive city with activity beyond daytime business hours. Many of these businesses and housing
units will be in high rise buildings, but these buildings will be sited closer together to be better served by
pedestrian facilities and transit. The highest development intensities and the most "urban” areas of
Tysons Corner will be located within designated core areas and within walking distance of future rail
stations. On the other hand, Tysons Corner should preserve those highly valued suburban features such
as usable open space and a scale of development appropriate to serve as a good neighbor to adjacent
single-family residential areas.

Tysons Corner is envisioned to contain more housing within walking distance of jobs; circulation
systems that are not auto-dependent; and a wide variety of community level retail and service uses that
meet the daily needs of workers and residents alike. While the automobile will remain the major
transportation mode serving Tysons Corner, more workers and residents in Tysons Corner will have the
opportunity to get to their destinations by walking, by rail, or by riding on a shuttle bus system or
"people mover" circulation system. More future commuters and visitors to Tysons Corner will be able
to leave their cars at home and travel by rapid rail transit and local circulation systems. More people
will arrive in carpools or vanpools, or work flexible hours to avoid the rush hour traffic. Workers and
residents in Tysons Corner will be able to do everyday errands, or meet a friend for dinner and a movie,
without getting into an auto. Shoppers will be able to go to both regional malls safely and easily,
without moving their cars from one parking structure to the other. Out-of-town visitors will be able to
take rapid rail from Dulles International or National Airport to Tysons Corner, stay in a hotel, and attend
a convention in a trade center: they should be able to take clients to dinner or relax at the local health
club, all without renting a car. The Tysons Corner of the future should function efficiently without
exclusive reliance on the auto to reach home, shops, work and recreation.

Extensive streetscaping with tree-lined sidewalks connecting buildings, will make walking safe and
pleasant. Urban parks and plazas will be enhanced for year-round visual enjoyment with landscaping,
works of art, benches and fountains. Opportunities for recreation will be created throughout the Urban
Cernter. Recreation might take the form of an after-work game of basketball on a court on top of a
parking structure; or it might be a lunch-hour jog on a trail up Old Courthouse Branch Stream Valley
Park; or a brown-bag lunch in a plaza. Overall, Tysons Corner should incorporate some of the best
features of the urban environment in terms of its efficiency and vitality, while retaining some of the
suburban character that befits its function and location as one of this nation’s premier suburban centers.

Maior Obijectives for Tysons Corner

The following major objectives for the Tysons Corner Urban Center provide a general framework
to achieve the Goals for Fairfax County and to pursue this future vision. The following objectives are
all important and are not prioritized.
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1. Preserve and enhance Tysons Corner as a vital employment, retail and general business center
serving the metropolitan Washington region and beyond.

2. Create an improved sense of place and function to promote the market success of the area,
recognizing that meeting the present and future functional needs of commercial, employment and
residential uses is important to protect and enhance existing economic activities and to provide for
future high-quality development.

3. Preserve and protect existing stable residential neighborhoods adjacent to the boundaries of Tysons
Corner.

4. Create centralized areas of relatively more intense development (core areas) for large-scale
development, and less intense non-core areas that provide a transition to neighborhoods outside
Tysons Corner’s boundaries.

5. Encourage development of additional housing, including affordable units, in Tysons Corner so that
employees may live near their workplaces, thus reducing the number and length of commuter auto
trips.

6. Encourage mixed-use development that permits a combination of uses for market synergy. Such
development should include pedestrian and auto circulation systems which integrate the
development both internally and externally, resulting in high-quality design for a transit- and
pedestrian-friendly environment.

7.  Encourage development to achieve a more urban form through appropriate building heights,
setbacks, building bulk and site design.

8. Develop a cohesive pedestrian circulation system linked to open spaces such as plazas, courtyards,
greenways and parkland, in order to facilitate walking and reduce reliance on private automobiles.

9. Develop mass transit options, transportation strategies and planned highway improvements to
mitigate traffic impacts in Tysons Corner and in adjacent residential neighborhoods.

10.  Encourage improvement of environmental management regarding air and water quality.

11. Protect the remaining environmentally sensitive areas by preserving them as private or public open
space.

12. Implement mechanisms that are necessary to carry out the intent of the Tysons Corner Plan, to
ensure that its vision can become reality.

The attainment of the above objectives for the Urban Center, as well as the general and specific
land use recommendations presented in this Plan, will assist in accommodating projected growth in
employment and population while reducing dependence on the private automobile for local travel. This
will be facilitated by encouraging a more urban form through such techniques as reducing minimum
buildi