TRANSFORMING OUR URBAN AND URBANIZING LANDSCAPES INTO “PLACES”

FAIRFAX COUNTY PLANNING COMMISSSION POSITION PAPER

PURPOSE

Placemaking is one of six key themes of the Fairfax County Strategic Plan.! This position paper
outlines actions that will effectively bring this theme to fruition, with a specific emphasis on
land use and infrastructure factors that support placemaking. Implementation will also amplify
the Board of Supervisors’ policy directives captured in the County’s Strategic Plan,
Comprehensive Plan, Economic Development Initiatives, and One Fairfax Policy.?

Placemaking offers a framework within which work can be accomplished by multiple parties
and can guide entitlement application reviews, capital investment decision-making, and
resource priority-setting. Such a framework is essential, as placemaking is by its nature multi-
agency internal to the County, while also requiring cross-sector collaboration among the public,
private, and nonprofit sectors.?

OUTCOMES

The Planning Commission envisions a connected network of streets, parks, and public spaces
that is inclusive of all people, fosters vibrant environments reflecting the unique identity of our
urban communities and activity centers, meets the diverse needs of residents, and ensures that
our urban areas remain safe, attractive, economically viable, and thriving hubs of activity.

Therefore, we recommend that the Board direct staff, in coordination with the Commission, to
review the existing standards and guidelines for future development in the County’s urban and
urbanizing centers.

1 “Placemaking is about creating environments where people can thrive, where members of the community want
to gather, and where businesses want to locate and grow.... This theme represents an area where the county can
work across multiple community outcome areas and county departments, to strategically direct resources to
places most in need of investment.” Countywide Strategic Plan, Updated June 2024. Page 8.
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/strategicplan/sites/strategicplan/files/Revised%20CSP_July%202024.pdf

2 This initiative’s primary focus is the physical infrastructure, such as streets and open spaces, which is synergistic
with the work of nonprofit, Fairfax County supported, organizations like Southeast Fairfax Development
Corporation, Tysons Community Alliance, and ArtsFairfax, who provide the programming that activates spaces. An
analogy is the digital world, where the power of the “software” (programming) is enabled and enhanced by the
“hardware” (infrastructure) within which the software operates.

3 This mix of parties arguably includes in some fashion most of the non-safety functions of County government.
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/sites/topics/files/assets/documents/pdf/county-org-chart.pdf.
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The review should:

1. Identify policies, standards, and guidelines that together establish an urban placemaking
framework;

2. Prioritize policies, standards, and guidelines that need updating to promote effective

placemaking and support designs that transform the urban landscape;

Identify any placemaking gaps that need to be addressed;

Evaluate the placemaking actions recommended by the Commission; and

5. Propose a project plan, including actions, timeline, organizational considerations, and
required resources.

W

While the Commission primarily focuses on streets and open space infrastructure in this paper,
we also address key elements such as community engagement, open space activation, and art
and cultural expression. Importantly, placemaking creates an environment that fosters the
vitality of private enterprise.

BACKGROUND

Fairfax County's urban environments and activity centers are evolving, with an increasing
demand for higher-density residential development. As a result, it is an opportune time to
update the County’s policy and regulatory framework related to street design and open space
development and activation. These updates should aim to transform urban spaces into vibrant
places that enhance residents' quality of life, foster a sense of belonging, encourage social
engagement, improve accessibility, and support economic development and urban vitality.

Placemaking has evolved into a widely recognized concept and framework in contemporary
planning and development. Major organizations like the American Planning Association (APA),
Urban Land Institute (ULI), and The Project for Public Spaces (PPS) view placemaking as an
important tool in urban planning for creating vibrant, sustainable, and equitable communities.

APA and ULI focus on creative elements of placemaking, such as public arts-based strategies
and activated parks and open spaces that serve communities. Beyond promoting better urban
design, PPS believes placemaking is an outcome of paying particular attention collectively to the
physical, cultural, and social identities that define a place.?

Fairfax County already has nationally recognized examples of outstanding urban development
and placemaking, including the Boro in Tysons, Fairfax Corner, Lake Anne Village Center, Mosaic
District, and Reston Town Center. The Commission believes the elements incorporated into
these successes can be applied elsewhere in the County’s other urban and urbanizing centers.

4 Project for Public Spaces, What is Placemaking? [https://www.pps.org]
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This conclusion stems from a workshop organized by the Planning Commission’s Urban
Development and Placemaking (UDAP) Committee to explore how to extend the legacy of
placemaking in open spaces and streets to future development. The workshop aimed to identify
opportunities and constraints related to land development, infrastructure, and public/private
partnerships that could be addressed either during the entitlement process or through policy
and regulatory recommendations for Board of Supervisors' consideration.

A key recommendation from the workshop is that the Board strengthen its commitment to
placemaking in urban areas, particularly those experiencing increased density, commercial
development, redevelopment, and shifts in land use as they evolve into more urban

environments, such as Centreville.5%7

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Planning Commission's recommendations are organized into two categories: (a) those
specific to streets and open space infrastructure, and (b) those related to area-wide
placemaking, at a scale appropriate to each urban area and activity center.

Streets and Open Space Infrastructure

A. Create placemaking synergy through enhanced collaboration across the range of public,
private, and nonprofit sectors [see Workshop recommendation #2]. VDOT and street design
is one obvious example where collaboration is essential for placemaking to be realized.
Perhaps a less obvious example is with Dominion Energy, specific to street lighting.

Streetlights are fundamental components of an urban streetscape and are essential for
pedestrian safety. They are also integral to creating a sense of place in the public realm.
Dominion controls street light design by providing a catalogue of light fixtures that it
stockpiles. Over time, the ad hoc deployment of fixtures from the Dominion catalogue by
developers and the County has produced mismatched lights in our urban centers.
Additionally, these lights are most often placed atop tall poles, the height of which is not
scaled to promote a pedestrian-level street experience.

> The Workshop took place during the mornings of June 20" and 21° of 2024. The workshop agenda, reference
materials, and final report can be found at https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/planningcommission/pc-workshops .

6 The forty-five workshop participants were a mix developers, land use attorneys, professionals in civil engineering,
transportation, recreation and parks, and landscape architecture, County planning commissioners and staff.

7 A six-minute video incorporates commentary on placemaking against a backdrop of the Workshop: [see:
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/cableconsumer/channel-16/placemaking-building-future-fairfax-county].
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Placemaking emphasizes the need for consistent streetscape lighting design in urban
centers and commercial revitalization districts, at a scale that enhances the pedestrian
experience. With Reston as the target opportunity, the Urban Centers and Revitalization
staff worked with Dominion to add -- after extensive technical review -- two new
streetlights whose design and deployment are better suited to urban settings.

Apply coordinated, high-quality design standards to achieve a cohesive public realm
throughout an urban area [see Workshop recommendation #1]. The Comprehensive Plan’s
Policy Plan, currently being updated, County regulations such as the Public Facilities Manual,
the Zoning Ordinance, and building codes, should be coordinated with the design guidelines
and the Comprehensive Plan. There are several design guideline documents for areas such
as Tysons and McLean that are considered exemplary. Fairfax County, in collaboration with
private developers, has successfully implemented placemaking using good standards in
other places such as the Mosaic District and The Boro.

Establish and implement comprehensive placemaking standards for public and private
streets to ensure they are attractive, safe, and welcoming for all users. Conflicting and
rigid road design standards and regulations are important barriers to implementing
placemaking characteristics and practices. Table 1 lists a set of placemaking characteristics
of safe and attractive public and private streets, candidate standards for each, and the
update status of each.

Continue to promote private sector investments in streets and open spaces as a key
priority in entitlements [see Workshop recommendation #6]. Private sector investment has
played, and must continue to play, a substantial role in developing streets and open spaces
in the public realm.

For private streets, incorporate placemaking special infrastructure that is safe and
attractive. Examples of such placemaking infrastructure include the following:

e Tabletop or raised pedestrian crossing e Pedestrian Scramble (exclusive
e Multi-color painted crosswalks pedestrian signal)
e In-street pedestrian crossing sign e Separated pedestrian and bicycle

crosswalks (cycle tracks)

Explore the transfer of street ownership and maintenance from VDOT within discrete,
well-defined geographic areas, such as an activity center, that might present placemaking
and economic development opportunities [see Workshop recommendation #8]2

8 Learn from the County’s experience implementing an agreement that establishes a different working relationship
with VDOT regarding Tysons street-design standards that might present placemaking and economic development
opportunities in other urban areas.
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Street ownership enables the County to exert greater control over street design, including
roadway engineering standards and capital investments. The Countywide Strategic Plan
recommends exploring the transfer of street ownership and maintenance from VDOT to
county. responsibility if there is a corresponding transfer of revenue to pay for on-going

maintenance.?

Table 1. Placemaking Characteristics of Safe and Attractive Public and Private Streets with
Candidate Standards and Status for Each

Characteristics

Standard

Status

Travel Lanes

11 feet maximum

Current standard for urbanizing
streets, with a few exceptions,
such as for bus routes. Existing
streets generally fall under old
standards of 12'+ lanes.

Turning Radii

25-foot radius - 35 mph streets
15-foot radius - 25 mph or less streets

Requires analysis and update to
current standards.

Ramps for the Handicapped

Double ramps at each corner (ADA
preferred)

Current standard requiring waiver
for exceptional circumstances.

Area of Refuge

8 feet wide, located in medians of divided
streets to improve pedestrian access and
safety

Requires analysis and update to
current standards.

Crosswalk Type

Continental or ladder design for all
crosswalks

Current standard for activity
centers.

Crosswalk Width

14 feet wide or more for crosswalks with
high volumes of pedestrians

Requires analysis and update to
current standards.

Curb Design

Straight curbs (eliminate use of rolled or
open curbs)

Requires analysis and update to
current standards.

Cross Slopes Adjacent to
Curbs

Maximum 2 percent slope for a horizontal
distance of 15 feet including the sidewalk
area

Current VDOT standard.

Vehicle Stop Bar

Locate 8 feet from the crosswalk (ADA
preferred)

Requires analysis and update to
current standards.

Right Turn on Red

Eliminate right turns on red in areas with
high volumes of pedestrians

Would have a positive impact on
walkability and pedestrian safety.
Will require VDOT policy change.

® Mobility and Transportation Proposed Strategies. Page 49.
https://www.fairfaxcounty.gov/strategicplan/sites/strategicplan/files/Revised%20CSP July%202024.pdf
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G. Review and update open space calculations and guidelines that are more conducive to
placemaking, including the following:

1. Calculations
o Review commercial project calculation to potentially increase open space
requirements.
o Review residential project calculation to potentially decrease open space
requirements.

2. Urban Design Guidelines (UDG) and Urban Parks Framework (UPF)
o Update the Urban Design Guidelines, as may be needed, to ensure that the following
key qualitative characteristics that promote placemaking and community gathering
are captured:

= Sun access and orientation = Trees and landscaping

= Seating = Building access

= Public access = Free speech access

= Publicart = Security and enforcement

o Assess whether the coverage of both the UDG and UPF should overlap. For example,
the UPF covers areas designated on the Concept for Future Development as Mixed-
Use Centers and seeks a balance between residential and employment uses. These
areas, planned for the most intense mixed-use development, include Tysons, Transit
Station Areas, Community Business Centers, and Suburban Centers. Should other
areas of the County, such as Centreville and Lorton-South Route 1, that are covered
by the UPF also be covered by UDG?

Area-Wide Placemaking at the Scale Appropriate to Each Activity Center

A. Inspire communities to embrace placemaking initiatives to enhance their overall quality
of life [see Workshop recommendation #5]. Change and adaptation can be difficult for
community members. Traditional community engagement is often project driven. In order
to build support for placemaking initiatives and mitigate the potential for conflict and
confusion build a placemaking “civic infrastructure.”

B. Explore the full range of public funding and resource options that may, over time, be
invested in a networked public realm [see Workshop recommendation #4]. A networked
public realm that physically connects places requires strategic resource investment, like the
County’s recent $100 million commitment to promote sidewalk connectivity and those
available from federal, regional, and state sources.
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C. Create a framework for collaboration between Fairfax County and private property owners
and/or businesses to implement small-scale or low-cost interventions that capitalize and
engage with existing assets for placemaking initiatives [see Workshop recommendation
#7]. Such collaborations can help enhance urban areas that lack large-scale private
development, improving streets and open spaces. This is especially important for promoting
equity by elevating places without relying on significant new investment.

D. Address requirements for street trees and landscaping, particularly focused on factors
that limit tree deployment in road design and construction. Trees should be considered an
essential component of transportation projects. Funding and project scopes should
mandate the integration of street trees, rather than treating them as optional or “nice-to-
have.” Regulatory changes, such as reducing speed limits to allow for shorter sight lines,
should also be considered. This highlights the need for strategies that bring together
multiple County agencies with overlapping missions, in collaboration with VDOT, to drive
effective solutions.

E. Continue efforts to implement streetlight designs that enhance placemaking and safety,
while reflecting the area's design characteristics and culture, building on the staff's
extensive experience working with Dominion Energy.

F. Use policy, guidelines, and regulations to incorporate public art into the fabric of the
community gathering locations. The entitlement review process should utilize tools such as
proffers, along with the County's control over infrastructure projects, to ensure the
integration of public art in both infrastructure and open space development. Additionally,
the County faces challenges in generating accurate cost estimates for proffers, developers
are not mandated to engage with the public, and County infrastructure projects often lack
effective public engagement, quality control measures, and reliable funding mechanisms.
Other considerations are as follows:
¢ Community Engagement: Involve local artists and residents in the planning and creation
of art projects.

o Diverse Artistic Expressions: Integrate various forms of art that reflect the community’s
culture and history.

o Public Art Spaces: Designate spaces for public art installations and create art walks.

e Best Practices: Apply Appendix A notional guidelines for incorporating art and culture
into placemaking.
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PROPOSED NEXT STEPS

A. Planning Commission engage with Board on proposal.

B. Board Refer to Staff for Analysis and Recommended Path Forward. The analysis should
include staff organizational considerations, such as the assignment of implementation
responsibilities, impacts on work plan priorities and timelines, resource implications of
proposed actions, and project management requirements, along with a recommended path

forward.

C. Board Direction in Response to Planning Commission and Staff Recommendations.
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APPENDIX A -- NOTIONAL STRATEGIES FOR INCORPORATING
ART AND CULTURE INTO PLACEMAKING

1. Community Engagement in the Arts

Collaborative Projects: Involve local artists and residents in the design and creation of
public art projects, ensuring that the work reflects community values and stories.

Art Workshops: Host workshops where community members can participate in creating
art, fostering a sense of ownership and connection to the space.

2. Diverse Artistic Expressions

Variety of Art Forms: Incorporate different types of art, such as murals, sculptures,
installations, performances, and interactive art.

Cultural Representation: Highlight diverse cultural heritages through art that reflects
the community’s demographics and history.

3. Public Art Programs

Art in Public Spaces: Designate areas for murals, sculptures, and installations that are
easily accessible to the public.

Art Walks: Create curated routes that guide people through neighborhoods featuring
public art, encouraging exploration.

4. Festivals and Events

Cultural Festivals: Organize events that celebrate local art, music, and culture, bringing
the community together and attracting visitors.

Pop-Up Events: Use temporary art installations or performances to animate public
spaces and test new ideas.

5. Integrate Art with Urban Design

Functional Art: Incorporate art into functional elements, such as benches, bike racks,
and light fixtures, enhancing usability while adding aesthetic value.

Landscaping and Nature: Use landscaping as a canvas for art, such as community
gardens with artistic elements or natural sculptures.

6. Collaborations with Local Artists and Organizations

Artist Residencies: Invite artists to live and work in the community for a period,
resulting in site-specific works that engage with local themes.
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¢ Partnerships with Cultural Institutions: Collaborate with local museums, galleries, and
cultural organizations to bring more art and cultural programming to public spaces.

7. Art Education and Workshops

o Educational Programs: Offer classes and workshops in art-making, encouraging skill
development and fostering appreciation for the arts within the community.

e Art and Culture Programs for Schools: Involve local schools in placemaking initiatives,
integrating art and culture into educational experiences.

8. Storytelling and History
o Historical Markers and Murals: Use art to tell the history of the community, featuring
significant events, figures, and stories that resonate with residents.

¢ Interactive Storytelling Installations: Create spaces where people can engage with the
history and culture of the area through multimedia or interactive displays.
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