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Commercial Environment and Impacts
Leeway’s commercial/business area extends along Lee Highway from N. George Mason Drive to a block west of N. Lexington St. The commercial area encompasses a variety of businesses, including four service stations, restaurants, banks, a video outlet, appliance & paint stores, professional offices, and other retail establishments.  This corridor also includes a church, a private school, small apartment and townhouse developments, and the Lee Center, a multi-purpose facility operated by the County.  The businesses are of modest size and serve the Leeway community and beyond. The present mix of local service and commercial establishments with apartment and townhouse developments along the Lee Highway corridor provides adequate access to retail and community services and to housing alternatives.

The proximity of residential neighborhoods in the conservation area to local businesses results in many positive and negative consequences for Leeway area residents. Positive impacts include walkable access to various kinds of essential services. The renaissance of the Lee Harrison shopping center has attracted many types of new businesses to the area, a trend that is appreciated nearly universally. These conveniences make the Leeway area a highly desirable destination for many Arlingtonians (as reflected in the increased volume of vehicular and foot traffic in and around the shopping center).

A survey of Leeway residents on commercial/business issues assessed the degree of concern they had with 11 issues regarding commercial development. The most problematic issues ranked by the respondents were: “Traffic,” “Parking availability at stores,” “General appearance of commercial area,” “Level of upkeep of commercial area,” “Safety while walking,” and “Safety while driving.”  The least problematic issues ranked in the survey were: “Commercial parking overflow into your neighborhood,” “Bright Lights,” “Noise,” and “Trash.” Most residents who live close to the Leeway commercial areas reported significantly more problems with traffic, bright lights, trash, parking, and commercial parking overflow. “Traffic” remains the most problematic of all the issues. Individuals living further away from the commercial areas ranked all issues lower than those living closer, except for “Safety while walking” and “Ease of use” of commercial areas.  

The majority of respondents would like the County to move forward with a long-term development plan for Lee Highway and would like to require commercial developers to contribute financially to a fund for traffic calming and pedestrian safety in the neighborhood.

Some business facilities along Lee Highway are in relatively poor repair, negatively impacting the surrounding residential neighborhoods. Depending on the date of the issuance of a business use permit, building and environmental code requirements vary, resulting in lack of uniform compliance with modern codes regarding storm water management, environmental pollutants, fencing, light pollution abatement, etc. Businesses operating under older use permits often appear run down and contribute to the degradation of the area. Lack of code enforcement for businesses exacerbates this problem.  

For example, despite the fact that all businesses must adhere to the County’s noise ordinance, repeated infractions occur, which significantly disrupts those living in the surrounding neighborhoods. Deliveries to businesses adjoining residential neighborhoods   occur in pre-dawn hours, and often exceed permitted decibel levels, despite code prohibiting such noise levels. Refrigerated tractor trailers can be heard idling overnight outside of the grocery stores at Lee Harrison shopping center, which is also not consistent with current code. One reason this situation has persisted is that for noise infractions occurring outside of normal business code enforcement hours, residents must make a report to the police department, which is not equipped or charged to provide monitoring of County code. Thus, there appears to be a system break-down within County departments in enforcing the noise code for area businesses.

The shopping centers at the intersection of Lee Highway and Harrison Street lack pedestrian entrances to the facilities (including handicapped access) for those who approach the shopping centers without a car. At the Harris-Teeter shopping center, individuals on foot or in wheelchairs must either jump the curb and approach the shops by weaving through parked and moving cars, or must approach the shops via the vehicle entrance, proceeding in queue with entering vehicles. Obviously, this poses a danger for pedestrians and discourages accessing these shops without the use of cars. County staff who review and approve plans for commercial areas should ensure pedestrian access points to commercial areas.

Other untoward effects of businesses on residential neighborhoods include the following: 

· Residential streets adjacent to the commercial area are often used by vehicles servicing area businesses as an alternative route to Lee Highway. This practice disrupts residential life on many levels and should be discouraged. 

· Some of the business in the Leeway area lack adequate parking for their normal operations. As a result, businesses routinely use residential streets for parking overflow. In issuing new business permits (or renewing existing permits), the County should carefully analyze and determine if the existing property can adequately serve the parking needs of the business. Historical use of off-property street parking should be assessed and discouraged. If parking allotments for the business are not adequate for their routine operations, the business license should not be issued. 

One factor limiting modernization of some properties is that lots are small and not suitable for retail redevelopment.
Recommendations:
1. The County should develop a model for alternatives for small business sites where commercial redevelopment is difficult to attract, such as those small and/or narrow properties.  .
.  

2. The existing zoning code should be enforced to prevent automobile repair businesses from storing automobiles on residential streets.

3. Personnel from the County’s code enforcement office and the Police Department should work together to ensure that codes addressing noise, light, trash, and other issues are enforced in the business areas. 

4. To encourage pedestrian use of shopping areas, the County should ensure adequate pedestrian (including handicapped) access to and from shopping areas.

5. The County should develop new code or enhance existing code regarding the routine use of residential streets by large industrial trucks, including tractor trailers and construction vehicles. 

6. Arlington County should not issue business licenses when the business property has inadequate parking for its routine operations, or make licenses provisional and contingent on parking mitigation measures.
