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Introduction
The Downtown Falls Church Planning Opportunity Area (POA) is
identified in the 2005 Comprehensive Plan as Planning
Opportunity Area 5 of eight identified Planning/Economic
Development Opportunity Areas throughout the City. These
Planning Opportunity Areas cover the City’s commercial areas
and are meant to encourage commercial development,
redevelopment, and expansion in the existing commercial
corridors to promote economic development and the generation
of additional tax revenue. It was decided in 2011 that the
Downtown Falls Church POA would be the third to be planned,
after the North Washington Street POA and the South
Washington Street Corridor POA. Together, these three areas
cover the Washington Street (US 29) north-south commercial
corridor through the City. The current time schedule has the
plans for all eight Planning Opportunity Areas being completed
by the end of 2015.
The future of the Downtown Falls Church POA has been the
focus of debate since the City’s establishment in 1948. Over a
dozen plans or studies have been published examining the area,
studying its potential, and making recommendations for
redevelopment.
Many of these plans were stymied by
controversy, lack of interest, or unsatisfactory economic
conditions. Most were abandoned, and a few were minimally
realized. However, many concepts from these past plans remain
relevant and can be used to help guide development in the
Downtown Falls Church POA.
The Downtown Falls Church POA represents the commercial
heart of the City and has potential to become a local and
regional destination focused around the regional crossroads of
State Route 7 (Broad Street) and US 29 (Washington Street).
Chapter 4 of the 2005 Comprehensive Plan calls for a more
urban environment in the POA and notes Peter Calthorpe’s
urban vision of walkable streets, public transportation, and
integrated civic and commercial spaces.
It recommends
buildings reach maximum allowable heights under their
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respective zoning districts and suggests the creation of an
identifiable central business and retail area that links with the
South Washington Street Corridor POA.
The past two decades have seen a substantial lack of private
investment in the area.
There have been no large
redevelopment projects since the 1980’s. The 1990’s saw the
renovation of the State Theater, which has helped to bring a
regional crowd into the City. The first decade of the new
millennium brought the potential for large-scale redevelopment
with the City Center project by Atlantic Realty Company.
However, the City Center project did not materialize due in part
to the recession that began in 2008. A proposed redevelopment
of the old Post Office and adjacent properties with a mixed use
development, 301 West Broad Street, was approved by City
Council in May, 2013. This project has the potential to add
momentum to revitalization of the area by serving as an anchor
for surrounding retail and by increasing pedestrian activity.
Future redevelopment is envisioned to be denser, walkable, and
environmentally sustainable and will leverage existing popular
businesses unique to Falls Church.

framework and illustrative concept for revitalization of the area,
as well as case studies of these proposed concepts from other
cities. The illustrative concept is not a specific development
ideal for implementation by a master developer. This Plan and
the concepts herein are meant to be a conceptual framework for
individual developments within the Downtown Falls Church POA
that, when combined, will create a vibrant, economically viable,
diverse, walkable, bicycle friendly, destination in the heart of the
City. The recommendations in this Plan are meant to provide a
starting point for public and private investment into general
improvements to the area.

Nearby nodes of dense office, retail, and living are rapidly
expanding in Merrifield and Tysons Corner. If Falls Church is to
be a viable community and a destination in its own right, the City
must differentiate itself from these giant complexes by
emphasizing its human scale and developing its unique
businesses, restaurants, and entertainment establishments. The
key to this will be in building on the existing structural
components of the downtown, particularly north of Broad Street,
rather than pinning hopes on the consolidation of parcels and
large-scale redevelopment envisioned by many previous plans
for the area. It also helps keep the unique businesses that make
the City special.
This plan will provide a general concept for the Downtown Falls
Church POA that can serve as a reference for the City,
landowners, and developers. Redevelopment will be able to
occur at a natural pace relative to economic conditions while
conforming to the City’s vision. The Concept chapter provides a
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Purpose
The purpose of the Downtown Falls Church POA Small Area
Plan is to provide a framework for higher density, pedestrian
oriented redevelopment that takes advantage of the area’s
central location and provides a unique business and shopping
destination that enhances the character of the City.



To formally establish a Core Entertainment Area that would
support the expansion of existing small businesses and
encourage the establishment of new small businesses with
supporting hotel and limited residential uses in a central
location at the crossroads of the City’s two major commercial
corridors.



To promote large scale, pedestrian-oriented, community
compatible mixed-use redevelopment in the informal MixedUse Area (MUA).



To promote the integration of new development into the
fabric of the surrounding areas by establishing a framework
for merging density levels and architectural designs.



To promote redevelopment of underutilized commercial
properties in order to increase the tax base and to improve
quality of life.



To increase the amount of public open space and decrease
impervious surface in order to help improve the area socially
and environmentally.



To encourage environmentally sustainable development that
incorporates stormwater mitigation, LEED Silver, and Energy
Star into site and building design.



To build on the City’s reputation as the oldest Tree City USA
by focusing on a consistent and sustainable streetscape that
encourages green space and promotes canopy growth.

The goals of the Downtown Falls Church POA Small Area Plan
are:


To provide a community and City approved guide for City
Council, developers, and the Planning Commission when
considering future development in the Downtown Falls
Church POA.



To create a Great Place that accurately reflects the
community, culture, and character of the City.



To prepare for the installation of new public transportation
options along the Route 7 corridor and to establish better
connections with existing public transportation options.



To provide the information necessary to develop
consolidated parking structures and a relaxation of parking
requirements on individual properties.



To encourage higher density mixed-use pedestrian and
bicycle-oriented redevelopment.



To improve pedestrian and bicycle facilities and access to,
from, and within the area.



To formally establish a Core Commercial Area that would be
a high density cluster of primarily office and hotel
development with ground-floor retail in an area that has the
least impact on established low-density residential
neighborhoods.
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Methodology

outlining general concepts and specific concerns of the various
discussions, which have been incorporated into this Plan.

This plan is a product of the City of Falls Church Department of
Development Services, Department of Economic Development,
and Department of Public Works. Quantitative data was acquired
from a number of sources, including the U.S. Census Bureau,
the Virginia Department of Transportation, and the City of Falls
Church Real Estate Assessor. GIS data for map creation and
analysis was created by the City of Falls Church. Site pictures
are from Google Images, Google Earth, Bing Maps, and some
were taken on-location by City officials. Qualitative data was
acquired from community meetings, developers, Planners, the
City of Falls Church City Council, and the City of Falls Church
Planning Commission.

A Draft Plan was presented to the public at a November 23,
2013 public meeting at the Community Center. A presentation
outlined some of the key concepts of the Draft Plan and was
followed by tabletop discussions facilitated by City staff that
covered the same topics as the initial public meeting. The
meeting was attended by members of the public including
current and future City Council members as well as members of
various community groups. At this meeting the new name for the
POA, Downtown Falls Church, garnered general agreement and
has since been applied to the area.

The boundary of the Downtown Falls Church POA used in this
plan is the same that is defined in the 2005 Comprehensive
Plan. The boundary, which has changed over time, was drawn
to encompass the commercial properties at the heart of the City
which generally surround the intersection of State Route 7
(Broad Street) and US 29 (Washington Street). Within the
Downtown Falls Church POA boundary, two sub area
boundaries are proposed, the CCA and the CEA. The proposed
boundaries for these sub areas have been drawn in a manner
that includes existing uses that fit within the context of the vision
for the respective area and which would allow expansion of
these uses in the future.
The initial Downtown Falls Church POA Community Meeting was
held on June 1, 2013 at Columbia Baptist Church. At this
meeting local stakeholders, residents, and City staff came
together to discuss the future of the area. City staff formed four
teams that discussed specific areas of interest with attendees.
Areas of interest included: Culture & Community, Land
Use/Height/Density, Open Space, and Transportation. Staff
members circulated to each of the tables in the meeting and
listened to attendees’ thoughts and concerns on these issues
within the Downtown Falls Church POA. Notes were taken
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The Draft Plan was referred by City Council to City Boards and
Commissions for review and comment on April 16, 2014.
Comments were received and edits were made to select
sections of the Plan which were then presented to the Planning
Commission on June 16, 2014. The Planning Commission
referred the plan to City Council and further edits were made
based on comments from Planning Commissioners and City
Councilmembers. Prior to formal approval the mayor and City
Council convened a walking tour of the proposed CEA which
resulted in the identification of City investment needed for
infrastructure improvements and the suggestion of the creation
of a formal Action Plan that could identify specific projects that
would be added to the CIP. The City Council then reviewed the
plan and unanimously approved it, with edits to select sections,
on June 23, 2014.

Location
The Downtown Falls Church POA is generally located at the
geographic center of the City of Falls Church, VA. Two major
regional roadways, US 29 (Washington Street) and Rt. 7 (Broad
Street), intersect within the POA. The intersection of these two
major roadways has led to a variety commercial activity in the
vicinity. The East Falls Church Metro Station on the Orange
Line, which will be the westernmost transfer station along the
future Silver Line upon completion of the first phase in 2014, is
located approximately ¾ mile from the center of the POA.
Adjacent POAs include the North Washington Street POA (POA
1) to the northeast, the South Washington Street Corridor POA
(POA 2) to the south, and the West Broad Street Corridor POA
(POA 3) to the west. The City’s municipal center, including City
Hall, the Community Center, and the library, is on the northern
border of the POA. The Falls Church is located at the southern
border and the Lawton House is located along the eastern
border. The Winter Hill neighborhood and Big Chimneys Park
border the POA along the western border.
Nearby office districts in the Northern Virginia area include
Ballston in Arlington County and Tysons Corner in Fairfax
County. Nearby retail centers include Seven Corners and
Merrifield in Fairfax County.
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History
The Downtown Falls Church POA area is the historical
foundation of Falls Church. The history of the area dates to the
founding of the community in 1699. This date was inscribed on a
datestone at Big Chimneys, a large log house named for its two
huge chimneys, which was located adjacent to the border of
what is now the Downtown Falls Church POA. Prior to the
settlement of the area by European colonists, it was the juncture
of two Native American trails.
In the 1700’s two tobacco rolling roads intersected near the
modern day intersection of South Washington Street and
Annandale Road. Big Chimneys became a rest stop for travelers
along the roads. William Gunnell’s Church was built in 1733,
which became known as The Falls Church by 1757 due to its
location along a main road from the Little Falls to the Potomac
River. The Falls Church was rebuilt of brick in 1769 and still
stands at its current location at the corner of South Washington
Street and East Fairfax Street, adjacent to the POA.
Around 1838, the Leesburg & Alexandria Turnpike was
completed, with a stretch along what is now known as State
Route 7 (Broad Street), after nearly 25 years of construction.
The community grew around the new Turnpike, which increased
trade opportunities for farmers along the route. It was during this
time, in 1851, that Williston Clover bought 100 acres in the area
and built what is now known as The Clover House initially facing
the Leesburg & Alexandria Turnpike, but moved in 1949
approximately 100 feet to its current position.
Star Tavern was constructed in 1852 along the Leesburg &
Alexandria Turnpike, at the western corner of what is now the
intersection of Route 7 (Broad Street) and US 29 (Washington
Street). In addition to providing lodging for travelers along the
Pike it served as a prominent landmark due to its unique signage
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that featured a green glass star on a tall pole. The Star Tavern
building would later serve as the community post office until the
1870s and was being used as a grocery store by 1910. The
building was demolished and replaced by the Falls Church Bank
in 1924.
Home Hill, also known as the Lawton House, was built just
outside of the borders of the Downtown Falls Church POA in
1854. It was built on 10.1 acres bought by Robert Judson for
$100. The wooden home was used by both sides during the
Civil War. In 1861 it was used as a regional Confederate
headquarters commanded under General James Longstreet and
also has marks on the rafters that identify later Union troop
activity. The house was used as a private girls’ school in the
1880s and was bought as a private residence by General Henry
Ware Lawton in 1889, who was later killed in the SpanishAmerican War. From 1893 until 1899 the house was rented by
Mattie Gundry and Miss Weller to start the Gun-Well School, a
school for mentally disabled children. The house has been
renovated and enlarged several times since 1900, but still retains
its original 2-story frame core, hipped roof, and clapboard siding.
The potential demolition of the structure galvanized the
reestablishment of the Village Preservation and Improvement
Society (VPIS) in 1965 after a few decades of inactivity.
In 1899, Mattie Gundry moved the Gun-Well School out of the
Home Hill house and purchased the Shuyler Duryee house in the
300 block of Broad Street near the modern day intersection of
West Broad Street and Little Falls Street. The new house was
enlarged and the school renamed to the Gundry Home &
Training School for Feeble Minded, and later to Virginia Training
School. Mattie Gundry became nationally known for her work
teaching mentally disadvantaged children basic knowledge and
skills, and served on the Falls Church town council in 1921. The
school was successfully operated at this location until 1946 and
was the only school of its kind in the South and the secondlargest in the United States at the time. The building was
demolished in 1947.
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Lawton House

Broad Street in 1910.

In the 1880’s a Town Hall building was constructed along what is
now US 29 (South Washington Street). The Town Hall was a
simple frame building and had a bell that rang to alert citizens to
fires and for Town Council meetings. The building was later
used as a police station until it was demolished in 1953.
In 1924 the Falls Church Bank replaced Star Tavern at the
western corner of the intersection of modern day Route 7 (Broad
Street) and US 29 (Washington Street). It was built of rare pink
granite (trondhjemite) quarried by the Tinner family from the
base of Tinner Hill. The Falls Church Filling Station, later a
Texaco Station, was also constructed from Tinner Hill pink
granite at the southern corner of the intersection.
Both
structures were demolished in the 1970’s and the stone was
gathered by area property owners to build landscape walls. In
the 1990’s, over 30 property owners donated the remaining
stone for the construction of the Tinner Hill Monument at the
corner of South Washington Street and Tinner Hill Street in what
is now the adjacent South Washington Street Corridor POA.
The Downtown Falls Church area’s extensive planning history
began shortly after the City’s incorporation in 1948. Since then,
there have been over a dozen plans for the area. Initial plans
called for increased automobile traffic circulation, surface
parking, and the creation of a regional shopping district. At the
time, many were concerned that the construction of Interstate 66
as a bypass around the City, combined with the establishment of
large shopping centers in the Seven Corners area, would starve
area businesses of customers. Limited redevelopment occurred
th
during the second half of the 20 century, some at the expense
of historic structures such as the Falls Church Bank and the Falls
Church Filling Station.
th

The former Falls Church Bank at the western corner of Broad Street and
Washington Street (Top Left), during demolition (Top Right), and during the 1952
Memorial Day Parade with part of the Falls Church Filling Station also visible
(Bottom).

Much of the development during the 20 century is focused
along the main roads of SR 7 (Broad Street) and US 29
(Washington Street). The State Theatre, located on North
Washington Street at the intersection with Park Avenue, was
constructed in 1935 and served as a movie theater until 1988
when it was shut down. It was renovated, expanded, and
reopened in the 1990’s and continues to serve as a popular
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regional venue for live music, shows, and private events. The
Robertson Building, constructed in 1950 at the eastern corner of
the intersection, continues to be one of the more valuable
structures in the Downtown Falls Church POA. Other structures,
including shops at 150 South Washington Street, the Brown’s
Hardware building, the small shops north of the Robertson
Building, and many of the small shops along the northern edge
of West Broad Street between Washington Street and Little Falls
Street were also constructed in the 1950’s. The Falls Church
Bowl building was constructed in 1960. A 35,000 square foot
five story office building at 150 South Washington Street was
constructed in 1970 and continues to stand adjacent to the
George Mason Square parking garage.
An expansion of office space occurred in the Downtown Falls
Church POA area during the 1980’s. George Mason Square, a
three building 91,000 square foot office complex, was
constructed in 1980 on the former site of the Falls Church Bank.
Two 13,000 square foot office buildings were constructed at 500
and 510 Annandale Road, also in 1980. The current National
Association of Plumbing office building was constructed at the
intersection of Annandale Road and South Washington Street in
1984. Independence Square, an office condominium complex,
was constructed in 1985 on the former site of the Falls Church
Filling Station in an historic small-town architectural style. That
same year, 1985, Kaiser Permanente constructed a 291,000
square foot medical complex at the northern corner of North
Washington Street and Park Avenue. Also, the Falls Church
Professional Centre, a five story office condominium, was
constructed in the mid 1980’s at the eastern corner of the Park
Avenue and Little Falls intersection.
The 1990’s through the present saw a lack of development in the
POA. Other than the State Theater renovation, an Applebee’s
was constructed in 1996 just east of the Robertson building
along East Broad Street on the site of a former Boar’s Head
restaurant. It was during this time that stretches of the Broad
Street streetscape were improved and Atlantic Realty Company
proposed the City Center development. However, due in part to
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Aerial view of the Downtown Falls Church area in 1972.
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the 2008 economic downturn, the Atlantic Realty project did not
materialize.
No new structures have been built in the Downtown Falls Church
POA since the Applebee’s restaurant in 1996.
However,
developer interest has recently sparked investment into a new
mixed-use redevelopment project at 301 West Broad Street that
is to include a Harris Teeter grocery store on the ground floor.
The project was formally approved by City Council in May, 2013.
A new outdoor dining area was recently constructed at the
Dogwood Tavern as well. In addition, recent shared public
parking agreements between the City and the owners of two
private parking garages in the area could serve as a framework
for the provision of parking that could serve to reduce the parking
burden on individual properties.

George Mason Square

Current

Independence Square
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Existing Conditions
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Broad Street & Washington Street Intersection
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Park Avenue
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West Broad Street
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West Annandale Road & South Maple Avenue
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