
Abstract 

Description of the Award Nomination/Nominee – City of Fairfax Zoning Rewrite 

After an inclusive process spanning approximately 2.5 years that was highlighted by engaging community 

workshops and work sessions with various city boards and commissions to gather input, as well as a thorough 

review by a broad-based advisory committee, the City of Fairfax adopted a new zoning ordinance on July 12, 

2016. The ordinance, which became effective on October 1, 2016, represented the first comprehensive rewrite 

of the City’s zoning ordinance in 30 years. While much has changed regarding land development in those three 

decades, the City’s ordinance had remained largely intact. In that time, the City’s land development approval 

process had become increasingly reliant on complex, negotiated special approvals rather than on standards 

prescribed in the ordinance, so the City undertook the Zoning Rewrite to implement a more predictable set of 

land use regulations for the community, developers, and city officials.    

Why this is Worthy of Recognition 

The City of Fairfax is a small (6.3 square miles) independent jurisdiction of approximately 24,000 residents 

located less than 20 miles from the nation’s capital that had a desire to retain its strong community identity 

within Northern Virginia while advancing the forward-looking approaches to development recommended in the 

City’s Comprehensive Plan. Fairfax is a community that cares deeply about both the history and tradition of the 

city as well as its position as a community of the future.  Accordingly, local residents, business owners, and 

industry professionals actively contributed to the development of the ordinance throughout the rewrite process. 

The outcome of this collaborative approach was that a small community in large metropolitan area produced an 

updated zoning ordinance to implement its vision of a 21st century Fairfax and support its objectives for sound 

and responsible economic development, robust multimodal transportation, thoughtful historic preservation, 

and sustainable development practices.   

How it Advances Planning in the Commonwealth 

The Zoning Rewrite first advances planning in Fairfax, by implementing the City’s Comprehensive Plan, but it 

provides a model for other jurisdictions around the Commonwealth desiring to update antiquated zoning 

ordinances. The simple innovation of the rewrite is that it took a straightforward approach to zoning to 

eliminate the complex regulations and outdated or contradictory language that had evolved over the years. The 

structure of the ordinance was reorganized in a more logical manner and the number of articles were reduced to 

create a more clear and user-friendly document. The new ordinance uses graphics to depict measurements and 

calculations, tables to summarize use types and development standards, and review authority and process are 

clearly outlined in tables and flowcharts. The new ordinance is built to more readily adapt to market shifts by 

ascribing use types to groups and outlining a process to assign uses that might not exist today (but could in the 

future) to the appropriate districts. The new ordinance also introduced greater flexibility for larger-scale planned 

development projects as development trends change by including less restrictive district standards in exchange 

for benefits that make the community better. The new ordinance acknowledges societal shifts in housing 

preference by including new residential use types such as duplexes and upper story residential/mixed use and 

introducing some residential uses into commercial districts. Dimensional standards in both residential and 

commercial districts were revised to reduce nonconformities with the intent of breathing new life into dormant 

commercial properties and providing residential homeowners with options to modernize their homes. The 

ordinance also recognizes the growing scarcity of land resources by instituting shared parking provisions, 

creating parking maximums, and adjusting underlying parking requirements to better reflect actual demand. The 

comprehensive rewrite of City’s zoning ordinance advances Fairfax’s vision of a 21st century community, but 

also serves as model for other Virginia communities with a similar vision of what they can become in the future. 

http://www.fairfaxva.gov/home/showdocument?id=7891


Award contact information: 

Mr. Brooke D. Hardin, AICP 
Director, Department of Community Development & Planning 
City of Fairfax 
10455 Armstrong Street 
Fairfax, Virginia 22030 
brooke.hardin@fairfaxva.gov 
(703) 385-7821 (office) 
(571) 329-0822 (cell) 
 
 
Those who will need to be included on the award recognition: 

Mr. Robert Sisson 
City Manager 
robert.sisson@fairfaxva.gov 
 
Mr. Brooke Hardin 
Director, Department of Community Development & Planning 
brooke.hardin@fairfaxva.gov  
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