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Testimony Opposing Comprehensive Plan Amendment 2014-I-B2 
Fairfax County Planning Commission Public Hearing 

5 November 2014 
 

Clyde A. Miller 
3436 Skyview Terrace 

Falls Church, Virginia 22042 
 
Honorable Commissioners, Ladies and Gentlemen, I am Clyde Miller.  I am opposing the plan 
amendment for the SE Quadrant on behalf of the Holmes Run Valley Citizen’s Association.  On 
31 October, I submitted a paper to the Commission expressing opposition for two reasons: 
 
• The proposed school site on the SE Quadrant, Sub-Unit B-2, is not a suitable location for an 

elementary school, and 
• The amendment has not been vetted with the community 
 
Thank you for this opportunity to summarize the paper. 

Proposed Site on the SE Quadrant Is Not Suitable for a School 
Virginia guidelines for public school facilities (*) state that the quality of the school environment 
has a profound effect on the well being of students.  Benefits include better student performance, 
increased attendance, and opportunities to use the facility as a teaching tool.  The guidelines for 
an elementary school boil down to a safe, reasonably quiet site of sufficient size to accommodate 
the building, transportation, and outdoor areas, including a certain amount of green space for 
educational activities, play equipment, and non-structured play.  I will return to these basic 
quality criteria in a moment. 
 
I don’t know how tall an elementary school may be.  Ultimately, it’s a matter of ensuring the 
capability safely to get the children out in the event of a fire.   In any case, I propose that we 
banish the terms, “urban,” “vertical,” and “high-rise” when discussing our schools.  No one 
seems to know what they mean or what they imply.  Let’s call our elementary schools, 
“elementary schools,” and let’s find sites for these schools that are safe and reasonably quiet with 
sufficient land area.  Such sites are within our grasp.  One is the Willston School site. 
 
This first slide shows the SE Quadrant on Columbia Pike with the proposed apartment building 
on the right and the school as a gray square on the left.  At the top of the slide, the north face of 
the school is set back only 20 feet from the curb along Columbia Pike, which is planned to be 
widened to six lanes. The building would be 80 feet tall, enough for eight stories in a 
conventional office building.  The school with structured parking and outdoor play facilities only 
on the roof is separated from the apartment building only by a one-lane fire road. 
 
Off-street transportation space for parking and to service bus and automobile traffic for the 
proposed 950 students is located behind the school. 
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The proposed site is not suitable for a school for a number of reasons: 
• The school, 20 ft from the curb of a six-lane highway, with play facilities confined to the roof 

does not satisfy the quality criteria described a moment ago, 
• And the limited off-street transportation space behind the school appears inadequate for 

handling 950 students. 
• More seriously, the windows on the west side of the apartment building would look directly 

into the windows a few feet away on the east side of the school risking the safety of children 
and staff in this era of school shootings. 

• Finally, in the event of a fire, how will elementary school children walk down however many 
flights of stairs to ground level, exit the school, and assemble clear of the building.  With 
emergency vehicles on the side streets, the only apparent escape route for the children would 
be to the south.  Is the single escape route adequate for 950 students?  And where on the site 
would the children assemble so that heads could be counted to assure that everyone had 
escaped.  Perhaps fire safety experts have reviewed this proposal.  But, surprisingly, on the 
slide, a line of trees obstructs the fire road on the east side of the school to the point that 
emergency vehicles would be blocked.  It seems likely that fire safety issues in the proposal 
have not been addressed. 

 
The 5-acre Willston School site on Willston Drive opposite Seven Corners is far superior to the 
proposed 2-plus-acre site on Columbia Pike.  In particular, the Willston site IS suitable for a 
school; it has been used for that purpose.  The competition for the site is in the county’s plan to 
construct an East County Center for human services on the property. 

Move Planning for the School to the Willston School Site; Alternative Sites Exist for the 
East County Center 
The county is in the process of completing its Mid-County Center for human services shown on 
this slide.  The Center is just south of Route 50, one block west of the Beltway.  The $100M 
building will provide 200,000 square feet of floor area.  The East County Center is planned to 
provide an additional 180,000 square feet of floor area for human services, at the moment, on the 
Willston site, 5 miles east of the Mid-County Center.  The objective of the East County Center is 
to consolidate human services in a county-owned building. 
 
A number of alternative sites are available for the East County Center.  I will mention two.  One 
option is to locate the Center on the SE Quadrant in place of the proposed school.  In fact, last 
year the county’s plan for the East County Center was exactly that, to put the Center on the SE 
Quadrant next to an apartment building.  Since that time, the Bailey’s International Center has 
been added to the SE Quadrant plan, and the East County Center has been moved to the Willston 
site. 
 
A second option is to locate the East County Center in existing commercial office space 
purchased or leased on a long-term basis.  The county is home to more than 18 million square 
feet of vacant office space.  Presumably, it’s a buyer’s market that offers cost-effective options 
for consolidating human services. 
 
 
 



 

 Page 3 of 4 

While a number of alternative sites are available for the East County Center, the Willston site is 
uniquely valuable as a school site. I believe that the large majority of county citizens would cast 
their vote for building a school on the Willston site instead of building on the SE Quadrant. 

Plan Amendment Has Not Been Vetted with the Community 
I want to change the subject briefly to the closed-door process that produced the plan 
amendment.  As described in the 31 October paper, the county provided no opportunity for the 
community to review the plan amendment proposal and submit comments that would be 
incorporated prior to publication of the final document.  The process excluded dialogue with the 
community during the proposal formulation period, yet the proposal concerns an issue vital to 
our interests, namely our public schools. 
 
I believe that we all agree that it is imperative that county government is transparent in its 
activities and that a balance is maintained between the rights of citizens to participate and the 
prerogatives of elected and appointed officials.  I ask the Commission to protect that balance and 
to redouble its effort to ensure that county business practices fully recognize and respect the 
rights of citizens to engage in the management of their communities and their schools. 

Conclusion and Petition 
Finally, our public schools are important.  Our public schools should be the pride of Fairfax 
County.  County office buildings are important too, but not to the degree that our schools are 
important.  I respectfully ask the Commission: 
1. To recognize the limitations of the proposed school site on the SE Quadrant and to not 

approve the plan amendment on that basis, 
2. To support eventual construction of a school on the Willston School site, a school at Willston 

in lieu of the school currently proposed on the SE Quadrant, and  
3. In the formulation of any new amendment proposal, to provide the community the requisite 

opportunity to participate in the proposal formulation process. 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to speak. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Guidelines for School Facilities in Virginia’s Public Schools, Virginia Department of 
Education.  June 2010, Revised February 2013. 
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Proposed SE Quadrant Multi-Level Elementary School and High-Rise Apartment Building 

(FCDPZ Briefing on Plan Amendment 2014-I-B2) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mid-County Human Services Center 
8221 Willow Oaks Corporate Drive, Fairfax 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cost: $100.8 M 
FA: 200 k sq ft. 


