
  

County Manager:  _____________ 
 
Staff:  Wei H. Smith, DCPHD, Planning Division 

 ARLINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA 
 

County Board Agenda Item 
Meeting of September 17, 2005  

 
 
DATE:  September 6, 2005 
 
SUBJECT:  SP #196 SITE PLAN AMENDMENT to renew and extend conversion of 
approximately 3,802 square feet of retail space to office located at 3701 Fairfax Dr. 
(Ambassador, Inc.) (RPC #14-030-050) 
 
Applicant:   
Ambassador, Inc. (Owner) 
  
By: 
M. Ryan Jenness, Attorney 
Greenstein DeLorme & Luchs, P.C. 
1620 L Street, N.W., Suite 900 
Washington D.C. 20036 
 
C.M. RECOMMENDATION:   
 

Approve the conversion of 3,802 square feet of retail space on the ground floor to office 
uses until either April 30, 2011, or the vacancy of the building by DARPA and Frontier, 
Inc., whichever is sooner, subject to amended Condition #34.  

 
ISSUES:  None. 
 
SUMMARY:  This is a site plan amendment to convert 3,802 square feet of retail space on the 
ground floor to office uses until either April 30, 2011, or the vacancy of the building by two 
major tenants (DARPA and Frontier, Inc.), whichever is sooner.  Currently, the subject space is 
accessible only from the lobby, which limits pedestrian access except for pedestrians visiting the 
building.  The building is secure and only tenants and official visitors are allowed to enter.  Staff 
supports the temporary conversion of the space.  While extending the conversion of the space is 
contrary to the County’s goals, as outline in the Retail Action Plan, of achieving vibrant retail 
activity along Fairfax Drive, there are business-related impacts that must be addressed.  Having 
DARPA maintain its headquarters in Arlington provides a strategic economic advantage to the 
County in establishing a very important federal presence.  Therefore, it is recommended that this 
site plan amendment request to convert 3,802 square feet of retail/restaurant space to office space 
until either April 30, 2011, or the vacancy of the building by DARPA and Frontier, Inc., 
whichever is sooner, be approved, subject to amended Condition #34 in the staff report.  
 
BACKGROUND:  The site plan was originally approved in November 1982 as a four-building, 
office complex containing approximately 407,000 square feet of gross floor area (GFA) on a site 
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area of 120,590 square feet with an F.A.R. of 3.38.  The original site plan included a new 10- 
story office building (3701 North Fairfax Drive), two existing office buildings (3801 and 3803 
North Fairfax Drive), and a new eight-story office building addition on the west side of the 3803 
North Fairfax Drive office building which was later amended to be a 10-story office building 
(3811 North Fairfax Drive).  The Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency (DARPA) and its 
current subcontractor, Frontier Systems, Inc. (Frontier), currently occupy the 10-story office 
building.  DARPA, which now occupies four (4) floors, has renewed its lease, on a long-term 
basis, and expanded its presence in the building with leases running until April 2011.  Frontier 
currently occupies Suite 160 and five (5) floors of the building under a lease which runs through 
2007 with a three (3) year option to renew.  
 

Site:  The L-shaped, 10-story office building is located at the intersection of North Fairfax 
Drive and North Nelson Street, directly across the street from the Virginia Square Metro 
Station.  The raised plaza on the corner of North Fairfax Drive and North Nelson Street 
contains the entrance to the lobby of the building.  This site is surrounded by predominantly 
high- and low-rise residential buildings, single-family dwellings, and small retail businesses.  
The subject 3,802 square feet of space fronts on the North Fairfax Drive side of the subject 
building and wraps around to the west side of the plaza area.  Currently Suite 160 is used as 
DARPA’s main mail processing facility inside the building.  The space has never been 
occupied by a retail tenant.  
 
Zoning:  The site is zoned “C-O,” Commercial Office Building, Hotel and Multiple-Family 
Dwelling District. 
 

 Land Use:  The site is designated on the General Land Use Plan as “High” Office-
Apartment-Hotel. 

 
Neighborhood:  The site is located within the boundaries of the Ballston-Virginia Square 
Civic Association.   

 
In 2001, the County Board approved a renewal of an earlier minor site plan amendment relating 
to the conversion from retail to office space on the ground floor of the subject building.  This 
conversion includes: 

Suite Square Footage Location Expiration Date 
Suite 120 3,874 s.f. North Nelson Street 

frontage 
April 2011 

Suite 100 725 s.f. Northwest corner of 
the building 

April 2011 

Suite 160 3,802 s.f. North Fairfax Drive 
frontage 

April 24, 2006 

 
The existing deli/restaurant use continues to lease the balance of the first floor space (1,054 
square feet).  As part of the approved 2001 site plan amendment, the building owner agreed to 
make certain upgrades and enhancements to the North Fairfax Drive frontage of the building.  
These enhancements were approved for consistency with the site plan as required.  The upgrades, 
some of which are already completed, are listed in the attached letter.  The completed upgrades 
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include granite planter boxes and a flag pole.  Additionally, the applicant was required to 
develop and submit a marketing plan for Suite 160 on, or before, April 25, 2005.  A copy of the 
marketing plan is attached.   
 
The applicant proposes to amend the site plan to extend the conversion of Suite 160 (3,802 
square feet) from 2006 to either April 30, 2011 or the vacancy of the building by DARPA and 
Frontier, Inc., whichever is sooner.  The space would be used as the central mail sorting facility 
in the building for these two major tenants.   
 
DISCUSSION:  The applicant states that Suite 160 plays an integral part of maintaining the 
building’s exterior security perimeter and security operations.  There is no exterior entrance to 
the space and access is only through the lobby and visitor center security check process.  No 
public use of the parking garage is permitted at any time and there is no on-street parking 
adjacent to the building for security reasons.  The GSA also requires armed security guards to 
walk the perimeter of the property.  These security measures affect any interest that a retailer 
may have for Suite 160.  This space has never been occupied by a retail tenant since the building 
opened.  
 
In addition, the subject space does not have high visibility to the street and the black window 
glazing prohibits visibility into the space.  The ground floor level of the space is not on the same 
elevation as the sidewalk fronting the building and there is no direct access from the sidewalk 
level.  Since the conversion in 2001, the applicant has made efforts to improve the exterior of the 
subject building, including installation of granite planter boxes and a flag pole.  New stairs and 
handrails, pedestrian lighting within the stairs, and signs, are being installed at or near the 
entrance of the building.  The applicant has committed to place tables, chairs and umbrellas at 
the plaza entrance to provide outdoor seating once the plaza renovation is completed (see 
attached illustration).  
 
While extending the conversion of such space is contrary to the County’s goals, as outlined in 
the Retail Action Plan, of achieving vibrant retail activity along Fairfax Drive, there are 
business-related impacts that must be addressed.  DARPA engages in advanced basic and applied 
research and development projects that are essential to the Department of Defense (DOD).  
Having DARPA maintain its headquarters in Arlington provides a strategic economic advantage 
to the County in establishing a very important federal presence.  DARPA manages and directs 
the work of many other government agencies and private contractors who are located in 
Arlington because of DARPA’s presence.  The Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) 
Commission recently voted to keep DARPA in Arlington.  
 
Civic Association:  The Ballston-Virginia Square Civic Association and the Ashton Heights 
Civic Association were notified of the site plan amendment.  Staff has not heard any comments 
from either civic association and will continue to seek their input.  
 
Public/Private Partnership:  The Ballston-Virginia Square Partnership was notified of the site 
plan amendment.  The Partnership expressed its support to the site plan amendment in a 
telephone with staff.  
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CONCLUSION:  The subject space is designated as retail space and the Retail Action Plan calls 
for personal- and business-serving street level retail along North Fairfax Drive.  However, the 
space lacks marketability as regular retail space due to the lack of direct street accessibility.  
Staff supports the temporary conversion of the subject space.  It is recommended that the site 
plan amendment to convert conversion of 3,802 square feet of retail space on the ground floor to 
office uses be approved, until either April 30, 2011, or the vacancy of the building by DARPA 
and Frontier, Inc., whichever is sooner, subject to amended Condition #34. 

 
34. The applicant agrees that the 3,802 square feet of space located along the North 

Fairfax Drive frontage that is shown as “Suite 160” on the drawing shall be converted 
to office from retail for a maximum of five (5) years until either April 30, 2011, or the 
vacancy of the building by DARPA and Frontier, Inc., whichever is sooner.  The 
applicant agrees that in the fourth year (beginning April 24, 2005) it will begin 
marketing this space as retail, consistent with condition number 32 above. 
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PREVIOUS COUNTY BOARD ACTIONS: 
 
November 16, 1982 Approved a site plan (Z-2221-82-5) for a three 

building office project with an F.A.R. of 3.38 over 
the allocated site area. 

 
June 14, 1986  Approved a subdivision of the office site plan  

(Z-2221-82-5) into three parcels. 
 

November 19, 1988 Deferred a site plan amendment to replace the third 
office building with a residential building to the 
January 7, 1989 County Board meeting. 

 
January 10, 1989 Approved a site plan amendment to replace the third 

office building with a group of three residential 
apartment towers. 

 
May 22, 1990 Deferred site plan amendment to convert 5,678 

square feet of restaurant and retail space to office 
use. 

 
July 10, 1990 Approved a site plan amendment to convert 5,678 

square feet of restaurant and retail space to office 
use, except the approval is for conversion of only 
4,143.7 square feet of restaurant and retail space to 
office use on a temporary basis for the duration of 
the current DARPA lease or ten (10) years, 
whichever is sooner. 

 
April 6, 1991 Deferred a site plan amendment to convert 3,725 

square feet of retail space to conference or office 
use. 

 
May 11, 1991 Deferred a site plan amendment to convert 3,725 

square feet of retail space to conference or office 
use. 

 
June 4, 1991 Approved conversion of 3,725 square feet (actual 

gross floor area of 3,235 square feet) of retail space 
to conference, display and computing use. 

 
August 8, 1998 Site plan amendment (#196) authorized advertising 

on the County Board’s own motion to permit the 
addition of approximately 40,000 square feet of 
office/commercial GFA to an existing office 
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building with associated parking; on premises 
known as 3803 North Fairfax Drive. 

 
November 14, 1998 Deferred a site plan amendment (SP #196) for an 

addition of approximately 40,000 square feet to the 
existing medical office building; on premises 
known as 3803 North Fairfax Drive; and associated 
with a request to permit a single office building of 
approximately 159,285 square feet office space and 
approximately 1,943 square feet of retail space; on 
premises known as Virginia Square Lot 1-A, North 
Fairfax Drive to the December 12, 1998 County 
Board meeting.  

 
December 12, 1998 Deferred a site plan amendment (SP #196) for an 

addition of approximately 40,000 square feet to the 
existing medical office building; on premises 
known as 3803 North Fairfax Drive; and associated 
with a request to permit a single office building of 
approximately 159,285 square feet office space and 
approximately 1,943 square feet of retail space; on 
premises known as Virginia Square Lot 1-A, North 
Fairfax Drive to the January 23, 1999 County Board 
meeting. 

 
January 23, 1999 Approved site plan amendment (SP #196) for an 

addition of approximately 43,045 square feet to the 
existing medical office building; on premises 
known as 3803 North Fairfax Drive; and associated 
with a request to permit a single office building of 
approximately 159,285 square feet office space and 
approximately 1,943 square feet of retail space; on 
premises known as Virginia Square Lot 1-A, North 
Fairfax Drive, subject to the new conditions.   

 
February 10, 2001 Deferred site plan amendment request (#196) to 

convert 8,449 square feet of retail space to office 
use to the March 17, 2001 County Board meeting. 

 
March 17, 2001 Deferred site plan amendment request (#196) to 

convert 8,449 square feet of retail space to office 
use to the April 21, 2001 County Board meeting. 
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April 24, 2001 Approved site plan amendment request (#196) for 

conversion of 3,874 square feet of restaurant/retail 
space on the North Nelson Street frontage and 725 
square feet in the center of the building (currently 
the visitor control center) to office for a period of up 
to ten (10) years (April 2011), subject to all 
previous conditions, and revised conditions number 
31 and 32 and new conditions number 33 and 34; 
and for conversion of 3,802 square feet facing the 
North Fairfax Drive frontage for a period not to 
exceed five (5) years (April 2006), subject to all 
previous conditions, and revised conditions number 
31 and 32 and new conditions number 33 and 34. 
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Approved Conditions: 
 

35. The applicant agrees to submit final plans, for approval by the County Manager or his 
designee, of the proposed upgrades and enhancements for the North Fairfax Drive 
frontage of the building.  The plans shall be approved by the County Manager or his 
designee for consistency with this site plan approval, prior to the issuance of a 
Certificate of Occupancy.  

 
36. The applicant agrees to develop a marketing plan including strategies for retail users 

in all retail designated spaces in the subject office building.  The plan shall include an 
interest survey demonstrating efforts made to date to lease the property to retail users.  
The plan shall be submitted for review and approval by the County Manager on or 
before April 24, 2005, which is one (1) year prior to the expiration of the subject site 
plan amendment request (April 24, 2006). 

 
37. The applicant agrees that the conversion from retail to office for the space located in 

the interior of the first floor and shown as “Suite 100” on the drawing, approximately 
725 square feet, shall be for no longer than ten (10) years from the date of County 
Board approval (April 2011).  The applicant also agrees that the 3,874 square feet 
which runs along the North Nelson Street frontage and which is shown as “Suite 120” 
on the drawing shall be converted to office for a maximum of ten (10) years (until 
April 24, 2011).  

 
38. The applicant agrees that the 3,802 square feet of space located along the North 

Fairfax Drive frontage that is shown as “Suite 160” on the drawing shall be converted 
to office from retail for a maximum of five (5) years. The applicant agrees that in the 
fourth year (beginning April 24, 2005) it will begin marketing this space as retail, 
consistent with condition number 32 above. 

SP #196 Site Plan Amendment -  8  -  
Conversion of retail to office space 
PLA - 4101 


