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Comments on Fairfax Forward Process Evaluation Staff Report dtd 6 April 
Submitted to Planning Commission Public Hearing 

20 April 2016 
 

Clyde A. Miller 
3436 Skyview Terrace 

Falls Church, VA 22042 
 

I was surprised to read on page 6 of the process evaluation report that the Seven Corners planning 
activity concluded with consensus among stakeholders.  Certainly that is NOT the opinion of the 
residents involved.  I did notice that the report describes the consensus as among “stakeholders,” not 
“residents”.  So who were the satisfied stakeholders?  More importantly, who ultimately is the 
customer of the land use planning process? 
 

1. The Seven Corners Planning Activity Was Imposed on the Community. 
Seven Corners is and has been a thriving shopping center providing essential retail outlets and services 
to surrounding neighborhoods as well as a treasure trove of low-income housing.  Without consulting 
the community, Supervisor Gross kicked off a Seven Corners redevelopment planning process with 
two community meetings in the spring of 2012.  Residents were invited to offer suggestions for 
realizing their “vision” of the future Seven Corners.  The first task force meeting was held the 
following October.  Soon after, Mr. John Thillman was appointed co-chairman. 
 
The design charrette was held on 27 Jun 2013.  In July, staff proposed to brief the charrettte results in 
the next task force meeting, but Thillman called them off explaining that he needed first to get the 
reaction of the Seven Corners property owners.  Finally, in the April 2014 task force meeting, 10 
months, nearly a year, after the charrette, county staff described their design for Seven Corners - an 
astonishing 6000 apartments.  To add vinegar to the design, the county proposed to demolish and not 
replace 500 units of low-income housing and to provide no site whatsoever for a school. The obvious 
school site was Willston, but Super. Gross wanted that property for her $125m county office building. 
 
The community’s first opportunity to respond to the county’s 6000-apartment plan came in Jun 2014 and, 
long story short, the uproar was sufficient to shut down the task force the following Oct with only 2 of the 3 
areas planned.  The community had learned that Thillman is and was a developer with active interests in 
local projects and had learned that Super. Gross personally had selected every resident member of the task 
force.  Neighborhood associations had not been allowed to provide representatives.   This news plus the 
county’s egregious plan shocked the community into action, and the task force imploded. 
 
In the meantime, the community had met with Thillman to ask where the extraordinarily large number of 
apartments came from. Reportedly he stated that the density numbers originated with the Seven Corners 
property owners as estimates of densities that would be profitable.  That is, the 6000-apartment plan 
came from private discussions outside task force meetings between developer and co-chair John 
Thillman and the property owners whose profits naturally would increase with density.  There was no 
community participation in or awareness of the discussions. 
 
In the 28 Jul 2015 Board hearing, 70 residents stood up to demonstrate their opposition to the plan, and 
37 spoke against it.  Supervisors Herrity, Cook, and Hyland refused to support it.  The three 
supervisors rescued the low-income housing and assured that the plan would designate the Willston 
site for a school.  The community still is saddled with a very high redevelopment density. 
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A documented critique of the Seven Corners planning process is on line at 
https://holmesrun.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/task_force_plan_revd.pdf. 
 
2. Gross’s 2015 Out-of-Turn Plan Amendment for SE Quadrant Was Not Vetted with Residents. 
In parallel with the Seven Corners task force activity, Super. Gross convened a working group in 2013 
managed by Barbara Byron, director of the Office of Community Revitalization. The group had a two-part 
mission: 
• Redevelopment of the SE Quadrant of Bailey’s Crossroads with an urban school and a multi-family 

residential development (apartment building). 
• Redevelopment of the Willston site to incorporate the East County Government Center, Super. Gross’s 

$125m county office building. 
 
Byron’s team included Scott Herrick, president of Landmark Atlantic Holdings LLC and part owner of the 
Landmark building at Bailey’s Crossroads; John Thillman, task force co-chair and vice president at 
Landmark Atlantic Holdings; Jon Cox, senior vice president at Avalon Bay; Supervisor Gross; and county 
staff.   Byron recused herself from the group at some time prior to 2 Sep 2014. 
 
The SE Quadrant redevelopment plan was intended to serve three purposes.  Designating the site for a 
school would take the pressure off Super. Gross to give up the Willston site for a school to support the 
Seven Corners redevelopment.  Secondly, Herrick would be able to sell his Landmark property; the 
apartment building would need the land.  The apartment building would provide workforce housing. 
 
In Jun 2014, Avalon Bay submitted a rezoning application to allow a 251-unit multi-family residential 
building and an elementary school to be constructed on the SE Quadrant. On 1 Jul, Super. Gross asked the 
Board to authorize the necessary out-of-turn plan amendment (2014-I-B2).  The Board approved the 
amendment on 13 Jan 2015 despite strenuous opposition from residents.  The staff report supporting the 
amendment noted that Avalon Bay had entered into negotiations to purchase the Landmark property. 
 
Super. Gross did not vet the plan amendment with residents.  There was a single briefing to fewer than 
15 residents in a BC7RC meeting two days prior to amendment publication in final form on the Planning 
Commission Web site. The community had no opportunity to submit comments that could have influenced 
the plan amendment. 
 
To date, nothing has come from the rezoning application.  Herrick has not sold his building, and the Board 
designated Willston for a school in the 28 July 2015 Seven Corners hearing. 
 
3. Gross’s 2016 Plan for SE Quadrant Was Not Vetted with Residents.1 
SE Quadrant planning was revived on 12 Jan this year when the Board held a hearing on real estate 
agreements proposed by Super. Gross.  This time, the county would purchase Herrick’s Landmark 
building.  The purpose of the agreements was to lay the foundation for a rezoning application that 
would allow development of a 375-unit multi-family residential building and a “pad” for a county 
office building – unquestionably the new site for Super. Gross’s $125m project. 
 
Once again, Super. Gross did not vet her plan with residents prior to initiating the hearing 
process.  There was a single briefing.  On 7 Jan, two business days prior to the 12 Jan hearing, she 
hosted an information meeting attended by 65 residents to describe her plan.  Twenty-two residents 

                                                 
1 The Mason District Land Use Committee was NOT consulted on either of the two SE Quadrant plans prior to 
publication in final form and was not consulted regarding acceptability of the Seven Corners plan amendment. 

https://holmesrun.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/task_force_plan_revd.pdf
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expressed concerns, including the fact that the price the county proposes to pay for the Landmark 
property exceeds its 2015 assessed value by more than 70% and no site has been identified for 
permanent relocation of the homeless shelter currently on the SE Quadrant.  No resident supported the 
plan. 
 
Notwithstanding strong opposition from residents, with one recusal and two abstentions, the Board 
approved the real estate agreements on 16 Feb. 
 
4. Lack of Due Process in Fairfax Forward Invites Abuse. 
On page 14, the Policy Plan of the Comprehensive Plan states “Citizen participation is the foundation 
of the planning process in Fairfax County.”  Where a supervisor would deliberately exclude 
appropriate citizen participation in planning, s/he would not only be violating policy, s/he would be 
abusing the legitimate rights of citizens.  But I notice that there is nothing in the Fairfax Forward 
process that requires citizen participation, nothing that makes note of whether the opportunity for 
participation in a planning project is adequate or not, and nothing that would stop a project where the 
opportunity for participation is inadequate.  There is only the state requirement for hearings on two-
weeks notice.  Supervisors are free to pack task forces with allies, appoint chairmen with conflicts of 
interest, and bring plans and amendments to hearings without first vetting them with citizens.  What is 
there, then, that enforces the Policy Plan principle that citizen participation is the foundation? 
 
The Fairfax Forward process solicits plan amendment projects from developers and property owners, 
and it empowers supervisors to both select the projects the county will undertake and to produce those 
amendments with staff support.  Surely it has occurred to someone that serious money could change 
hands between developers and supervisors under these conditions!  Thillman, as task force co-chair, 
withheld disclosure of charrette results for months while he collaborated with property owners to 
assure that development densities would be attractive financially, in the process naturally promoting 
property development opportunities for his company and himself - all quietly out of the public eye.  
Ethical or deceitful? 
 
It is not impolite to establish safeguards against abuses by elected officials and their assignees.  
American government demands transparency and due processes that provide checks and balances.  
There is no assumption that elected officials will do the “right” thing.  It would not be difficult to 
develop a citizen-participation process in Fairfax Forward that would provide essential 
transparency, checks, and balances.  Please add the task to the evaluation report. 
 
5. County Residents Are the Legitimate Customers of the Land Use Planning Process 
The resident is the ultimate customer of land use planning.  The process and its products deeply affect 
his or her family, home, and community.  If the process is not working for residents, it’s not working.  
From the recent examples above, the process clearly is not working for the residents of Mason District.  
Where page 6 of the evaluation report states that the Seven Corners planning activity concluded with 
consensus among “stakeholders,” presumably it is speaking of Supervisor Gross, John Thillman, Scott 
Herrick, other prospective developers, and the Seven Corners property owners.  It is not speaking of 
residents.  When I was asked to evaluate the Seven Corners process, I described it as a “fraud,” and it 
was.  It did not intend to realize any vision of Seven Corners other than the county’s.  The evaluation 
report should point out the need for a new direction. 
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