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PLANNING COMMISSION 
 
AGENDA for March 11th 2025 

 
AGENDA 

 

REGULAR MEETING 

Call to Order by Chairman and Roll Call 

Public Comment on Items Not on the Agenda 

Review and Adoption of Minutes 

1) Minutes of March 11th 2025 

Old Business 

None 

New Business 

1) Conditional Use Permit, Certificate of Appropriateness, and ROW Abandonment – Blocks 
25 & 31, Section 5 (SVU) 

2) Staff report on Code of Virginia changes to site plan approval process 

Report of Secretary 

Adjournment 
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Members and Term Expirations 

Dennis Hawes, Chairman, 7/31/2028 

Harold Kidd, 6/30/2026 

Justin Wiseman, 8/31/2025 

Marolyn Cash, 6/30/2028 

Sarah Henson, 9/30/2027 

Melvin Henson, City Council Representative, 
9/30/2027 

Bryson Adams, 12/31/2028 

Timothy Petrie, 12/31/2028 

Jason Tyree, Ex Officio member 

 

Staff  

Tom Roberts, Director of Community Development 
City Hall, 2039 Sycamore Avenue, Buena Vista VA 24416 
(540) 261-8607 | troberts@bvcity.org | buenvistava.org/planning  

Meetings 

Members of the Buena Vista Planning Commission meet in Council Chambers, 2039 Sycamore 
Avenue, at 7:00 p.m. on the 2nd Tuesday of each month, unless otherwise announced. Meetings 
may be held and business conducted without a quorum, but no votes may be taken unless a 
quorum is present. A majority of members constitutes a quorum. A motion passes with a 
majority vote; a tie constitutes defeat of the motion. 

 

mailto:troberts@bvcity.org
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PLANNING COMMISSION 
 
MINUTES of March 11th 2025 

 
Meeting location: City Council Chambers 
Meeting time: 7:00 PM 
 

Members Present: 
Dennis Hawes, Chairman 
Bryson Adams 
Sarah Henson 
Harold Kidd 
Marolyn Cash 
Justin Wiseman 
Timothy Petrie 
 
Members Absent: 
Jason Tyree, Ex Officio member 
Melvin Henson, City Council Representative 
 
Staff Present:  
Tom Roberts, Director of Community Development 

 
Meeting is called to order. 

Public Hearing 

Zoning Map Amendment, Conditional Use Permit, Site Plan, ROW Abandonment – 600 block 

Magnolia Ave 

Mr. Roberts noted that there had been no substantive changes in the proposal since the 

meeting last month in February. It is a two acre site with 22 townhouses and two internal 

driveways. He reviewed the different aspects of the proposal. Mr. Hawes asked Mr. Adams, 

who is both on the Commission and the representative of the developer, if he wished to speak 

about the project. Mr. Adams directed specific questions to Mr. Hunter Young, engineer for the 

project, who was in the audience. 

Mr. Hawes asked about the utility relocations. Mr. Young responded that there was three phase 

power overhead and a significant gas line running through the site close to the alley, and they 

were working with both Columbia Gas and Dominion Energy on this. The developer will pay for 

the relocations. Mr. Hawes asked about vehicular line of sight, and Mr. Young explained that 

the one-way design of the driveway was to account for better sight distances turning on 

Magnolia, and that the buildings are set back far enough to avoid sight distance problems. 
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Mr. Hawes opened the public hearing. Mr. Lester Wheeler, 575 Magnolia Ave, spoke. He does 

not like the project in general, but if it is there, he thinks it should be set back 25’ in the front. 

Next Mr. David Hawes (spelling?), 536 Magnolia Ave spoke. He is concerned about the visibility 

of turning from 6th Street onto Magnolia Ave looking south. He is also concerned about more 

vehicles using the alley between 5th St and 6th St, which is gravel and can’t support more traffic. 

Mr. Hawes closed the hearing. 

Mrs. Cash began discussion by stating her support for the project because it will bring life to 

Buena Vista. Mr. Petrie asked about the traffic control and vehicular safety for the project 

especially at 6th St and Magnolia Ave. Mr. Adams rose to speak and noted that vehicles 

sometimes speed down Magnolia Ave, but if they added a turn lane this would narrow the 

lanes and slow down vehicles. 

Discussion of the turn lane brought up street parking. It was noted there is street parking on 

the west side of the street but no one typically parks there. Mr. Hawes suggested that parking 

on the east side be prohibited. Mr. Kidd stated that he is concerned that people will turn from 

Magnolia Ave onto 6th Street and try to turn, against the one way traffic, into the development. 

He is also concerned that residents will not park in their garages, but will fill them with stuff, 

and this will push residents parking on Magnolia Ave and nearby streets. He also believes that 

in the future the private street will eventually become public. Mr. Adams noted that there are a 

total of 61 parking spaces on the site, including garages, which is almost three per unit. 

Mr. Kidd also stated that he is concerned that the developer does not yet have agreements 

with the utility companies, and that the FEMA floodplain changes are not finalized. In general, 

he thinks that more third party approvals should be completed before zoning approval. He 

stated he thinks this is a good site for housing. 

Mr. Hawes asked about the floodplain changes to clarify whether any proposed buildings are in 

the current floodplain. Mr. Young responded that yes, a corner of a building is, but more 

importantly the site grading and stormwater features are in the floodplain and relocating the 

line is essential to the design. 

Mr. Hawes and Mr. Wiseman asked to clarify about the front setback. The building wall is 20’ 

set back and the stoops are within the setback but are uncovered. Mr. Hawes then went 

through some of the concerns that had been raised about the project. He noted that the site 

distance issues had been resolved in his opinion by the setback and the one-way drive. He 

appreciates the aesthetics of the project. He believes that in conjunction with this project 

parking on the east side of Magnolia Ave should be prohibited. 

Mr. Kidd asked about the water lines and water meters. Mr. Roberts clarified that there will be 

private lines on the site going to the units, but individual City meters. Meters are radio read so 

meter readers don’t need to go on the property, and there will probably be an access 

agreement for installation and maintenance of the meters. The City at this point has paid for a 

new main extension across Magnolia Ave at 6th Street to serve the townhouse development 
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because the existing line on that side of the street is undersized. The main extension will 

benefit the whole neighborhood if there is a future extension down the alley. 

Mrs. Cash motioned to recommend approval of the zoning map amendment from R3 to R4 with 

the condition that there be no parking on the east side of Magnolia Ave in front of the project. 

All voted yes except Mr. Kidd no, and Mr. Adams abstain. 

Mr. Petrie motioned to recommend the conditional use permit for reduced setbacks and 

maximum height. At this point Mr. Kidd noticed an error in the staff report, which call the front 

stoops covered and not uncovered. Mr. Roberts stated clearly that this is an error, confirmed by 

Mr. Adams, and apologized. Mrs. Cash seconded, and all voted yes except Mr. Kidd no and Mr. 

Adams abstain. 

Mr. Petrie asked about the process for changes to the site plan after approval, and Mr. Hawes 

and Mr. Roberts explained that minor changes did not need to come back to Planning 

Commission but major changes do. Mr. Petrie motioned to approve the site plan, Mrs. Cash 

seconded, and all voted yes except Mr. Kidd no and Mr. Adams abstain. 

Mr. Wiseman motioned to recommend approval of the ROW abandonment. Mrs. Henson 

seconded and all voted yes. 

Mr. Hawes asked Mr. Roberts to convey to City Council that the reasons the Planning 

Commission recommends approval are that the project looks attractive and will be an asset to 

the City; it will generate meaningful tax revenue; and it provides important additional housing 

options; and the project is well-engineered and designed. Mr. Kidd added to this that he 

believes the project is good but zoning approval is premature. 

Minutes 

For minutes of 2/11/2025 meeting: 

Corrections: typo on 2nd page – spelling of “site” 

Motion to approve: 1st by Mr. Petrie, 2nd by Mrs. Henson 

Abstentions: none 

New Business 

None 

Secretary’s Report 

 The City is creating a Tree Board as part of the tree canopy master plan. Mr. Petrie has 
indicated interest in the board. 

 

Adjournment 8:10 PM 

Approved: __________________________________________________________________ 
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PLANNING COMMISSION Staff Report 
Conditional Use Permit, Certificate of Appropriateness, and ROW 
Abandonment 
SVU Blocks 25 and 31 Residence Hall 

7/1/2025 
 

Synopsis 

SVU proposes a new 600-bed residence hall with associated demolition of existing structures, 
site work, infrastructure, and new parking. 

Site Information 

Address/Tax Map: Blocks 25 and 31 of Section 5, 2700 blocks of Magnolia Ave and 
Sycamore Ave; tentative address 2727 Magnolia Ave 

Zoning: INST Institutional 

Existing land use: University housing and parking 

Proposed land use: University housing and parking (same) 

Size: Approximately 1 acre of land disturbance, new building 
approximately 215,000 sf 

Staff Recommendation:  

Tentative 
Timeline 

Preliminary Commission Discussion 7/8/2025 

Planning Commission Public Hearing 8/12/2025 

City Council Public Hearing 9/7/2025 

City Council Adoption 9/21/2025 

 

Overview 

To accommodate recent and future enrollment growth, SVU proposes transforming the 
western end of their campus by construction of a 600-bed residence hall. The site of the 
proposed building and associated parking is currently occupied by a wooded area, gravel 
parking lots, one single-family home, one administrative/residential building, and five modular 
student residence buildings (“the Mods”). 

Elements Under Review 

This is a major project but is a by-right use in the Institutional Zone. The following aspects 
require review and approval by Planning Commission and/or City Council: 

1) Conditional Use Permit for single large building – Section 506 of the Land Development 
Regulations requires that single large buildings exceeding certain thresholds obtain a 
conditional use permit. In the INST zone that threshold is 25,000 sf. 
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2) Certificate of Appropriateness – this project is located within the Seminary Hill District 
(SHD). Review by the Planning Commission acting as the Architectural Review Board is 
required for both demolition and new construction for compliance with the SHD section 
as well as the Design Standards for the City of Buena Vista (Appendixes A-F). 

3) Right of Way Abandonment – the project site is crisscrossed with multiple public streets 
and alleys. SVU proposes abandonment of these. 

In addition to these City staff will conduct site plan review and Erosion & Sediment 
Control/Storm Water Management review. 

Project Overview 

1. Layout 

a. The proposed building will transform the western end of the campus. It will 
replace seven existing one-story buildings and erase the remaining street grid 
west of Magnolia Ave. The 215,000 sf five-story building is oriented more or less 
east-west, in line with the City’s overall street grid. It is surrounded by a fire lane 
and new parking lots. 

2. Setbacks and Height 

a. The INST zone does not have setbacks. 

b. The height of the building from the main entrance level (east end of the building) 
to the roof is 60’. The false gables at the end of the building add approximately 
10-12’, and the west end of the building is approximately 11’ below the main 
level, resulting in a max height of about 71-73’. It is five stories. 

c. The SHD regulates height thus: 

i. …In the institutional district new buildings located to the east of Beech 
Avenue to the West side of Chestnut Avenue and to the North Side of Park 
and 25th Streets to the south side of 28th Street buildings may be not 
greater in height than six stories if the base of the building is located at 
the foot of the ridge and the height of the building does not exceed 1,000 
feet above mean sea level (48 feet above the base elevation of Main Hall) 
without a conditional use permit granted by the city council. In no event 
shall any building or structure be built that would materially obstruct the 
view of Main Hall from the south looking northward…. 

d. The syntax of the text above is a bit confusing, but the intent is clearly that new 
buildings should not obstruct the view of Main Hall from the downtown area, 
should be no more than six stories, and should not exceed 1,000’ absolute 
elevation. The ground elevation on the east end of the proposed building is 
approximately 920’ above sea level (ASL), resulting in an absolute building height 
of 990’ +/- a few feet. 

3. Vehicular Circulation and Parking 
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a. Currently, Magnolia Avenue runs north-south at the east end of the project site, 
and 27th Street runs roughly east-west through the heart of the site. 27th Street 
cuts through the apex of the ridge down to 28th Street. This cut through runs 
partly in a platted alley and partly crosses SVU private property, and the travel 
way is very narrow. At the entrance to 28th Street, it is also steep. There is a 
partial block of Sycamore Ave, but this functions more like a “jog” of 27th Street 
and is not labeled as Sycamore. 

b. As proposed, the 27th Street alignment will remain a travel way, extending 
westward from Magnolia in front of the library then forming the aisle of a 
parking lot on the south side of the new building. The Sycamore Ave alignment 
will cap the west end of the building, then a fire lane will wrap around the north 
side of the building and connect at the intersection of Magnolia Ave and Ridge 
Ave. The 27th St connection to 28th St will remain roughly in its current 
alignment. 

c. The existing site has an two gravel parking lots and street parking along 
Magnolia, 27th St, and Sycamore Ave. The spots are not all marked or well 
defined, but there are roughly 100 existing spaces that will be eliminated. The 
proposal calls for 99 new spaces in a lot to the south of the building (plus four 
handicap spaces near the entrance), and an additional 93 spaces two future 
parking lots to the northwest of the building. All of these spaces would be 
private off-street spaces. 

i. The off-street parking requirement for dormitories (703.03) is one space 
per bedroom, which would be 600 spaces required. However, this 
requirement is not binding in the CUP process; the project may be 
approved with fewer spaces. 

ii. Typically, off-street parking must be provided on the same lot as the 
given use. However, Section 703.01-2.2 reads: For uses located in the 
Institutional zoning district, required off-street parking may be provided 
at any location within the Institutional district regardless of proximity to 
the associated use. Location of off-street parking for uses located in the 
Institutional zoning district shall not require a conditional use permit. Off-
site parking located in a zoning district other than Institutional, for a use 
located within the Institutional district, must be within 600 feet of the 
district or receive a conditional use permit as provided in 703.01-2.1. The 
school has other parking lots on campus, including a new parking lot at 
the Fields. 

4. Pedestrian Circulation 

a. The site currently has no sidewalk. Pedestrians use the roadway or informal 
pathways in the grass to reach the Mods buildings. 

b. The proposed building will have sidewalks around it. The main entrance is in the 
center of the building on the east side, in the courtyard. There are secondary 
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entrances on both the east and west ends. There are no connections shown to 
the surround pedestrian network. 

5. Landscaping and Screening 

a. The draft proposals submitted do not show landscaping or screening, other than 
representative trees in the renderings. 

6. Trash Collection 

a. The university uses a commercial trash service. The dumpsters will be in an 
enclosure on the south side of the building, accessed from the parking lot. 

7. Water, Sewer, and Stormwater 

a. The engineers are working with the City to determine how to connect to the City 
system and what upgrades to public infrastructure might need to be made. 
Those details are not available at this time. This project is subject to an SWM 
permit and will go through the full review. SWM design will be done after zoning 
approval. 

Right of Way Abandonment 

SVU owns the majority of the land on this ridge, and the project is crisscrossed with developed 
and undeveloped streets and alleys (see exhibit). The project will require the abandonment of 
some streets and alleys. Although 27th Street will still function as a thoroughfare around the 
building and connecting down to 28th Street, the portion through the project site is proposed 
for abandonment. Consolidating the parcels under single, SVU ownership will simplify design 
and construction. Staff support the proposed abandonments shown. The proposed 
abandonments are intended to limit the number of adjacent property owners affected. The 
total area to be abandoned is approximately two acres. 

Analysis 

1. Zoning 
Dormitories are a by right use in INST (617.02-3.3). However, “Single large buildings 
meeting or exceeding the size limits set forth below must receive a conditional use 
permit in accordance with article 8 of these regulations prior to construction” (INST limit 
is 25,000). This section does not supply any criteria on which it is to be considered, 
however, staff interprets the intent of this to be consideration for overall appropriates 
of the scale of construction in a given context. In other words, is the building too big for 
the location? This consideration is very similar to the Certificate of Appropriateness 
considerations. 
While the use of the building is not explicitly a consideration for the CUP, staff believe 

construction of on-campus single student housing will be positive for the City’s housing 

market, aside from any benefits to the students themselves or the university. Affordable 

rental housing is a critical need for workers in the Rockbridge region, and availability of 

housing is one of the primary constraints to manufacturing attraction. Additionally, 
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there may be slightly less incentive for investors to purchase houses to rent to groups of 

single students. 

2. Seminary Hill District 
The Seminary Hill District requires a Certificate of Appropriateness (COA) for both 
demolition and new construction. The intent of the SHD is  

…to protect the Seminary Hill Neighborhood to preserve the unique historical, 
architectural, cultural and archaeological resources in this portion of the city and 
their settings, in order to protect the quality of life of the city's residents, to 
strengthen the city's economy by promoting and enhancing business and 
tourism, and to protect property values. 

The criteria for consideration of COAs are the following (Sec 615.10): 
615.10-1 Exterior architectural features, which are subject to public view from a 
public street, way or place. 
615.10-2 Design, arrangement and relative size or mass. 
615.10-3 The relation of the proposed construction to buildings and structures in 
the immediate surroundings. 
615.10-4 The extent to which the building or structure would be harmonious with 
or obviously incongruous to the historic aspect of the surroundings. 
615.10-5 In the case of a building to be razed or moved, a primary consideration 
shall be the extent to which its continued existence would tend to protect 
irreplaceable historic places and preserve the general historic atmosphere of the 
city. 
615.10-6 The extent to which the proposed construction or demolition will 
promote the general welfare by maintaining and increasing real estate values, 
generating business, creating new positions, attracting tourists, and making the 
city a more attractive and desirable place in which to live. 
615.10-7 The extent to which the proposal adheres to the design district 
guidelines for the City of Buena Vista adopted by the city council and 
incorporated herein by reference. 

Staff have reviewed the proposal and have identified the following particular issues to 
consider and recommendations: 

a. The seven buildings proposed for demolition, in the opinion of staff, are not of 
historical or architectural merit. The two oldest buildings to be demolished are a 
mid-twentieth century brick ranch single family dwelling (212 W 27th St) and a 
mid-twentieth ranch-style building that has housed a variety of university uses 
over the decades (115 Ridge Ave). The other five buildings are one-story modular 
student residence buildings erected in the mid-2000's. These modular buildings 
are architecturally plain and not of high quality construction. As such, staff 
recommend approval of demolition of these buildings. 

b. The building is very large and very tall and will be highly visible from the City, 
both from the south (downtown) and the north (29th Street corridor). The 
appearance of the building from the City, and not just from on the ground on 
campus, should be factored into the design. For this reason, staff request images 
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or renderings that superimpose the proposed building on the current view, as 
seen from different perspectives. 

c. Although the SHD is a large area with a wide range of time periods and styles, 
the SVU campus is a more cohesive unit, although it too exhibits multiple periods 
and styles: Queen Anne, Georgian Revival, Neoclassical, etc.. One of the most 
difficult tasks for contemporary architects is to echo and relate to historical 
buildings in a given context while making a new building architecturally true to 
itself. Staff note that the architects made an effort to reference some of the 
existing campus buildings in their choice of Doric order for the pilasters and 
frieze, Adamesque fanlights over entrances, brick arches with cement keystones, 
and decorative panels in window bays on some sections of the elevation. Staff 
are concerned about the architectural styling and its coherence with the campus, 
specifically: 

i. The faux gables at the ends of the building will be very obviously fake 
from all angles except looking dead-on. In particular, they will be 
obviously fake when viewed from a distance from most of the City. Staff 
recommend they be eliminated entirely and the flat roof embraced. If a 
gabled pediment feature (which is found on a number of buildings on 
campus) is strongly desired, staff recommend modeling the north 
elevation of the Kimball Student Center, which has a flat roof but a 
gabled pediment topping a pilastered central bay. The pediment is scaled 
appropriately for the bay, but is barely tall enough to peek over the 
parapet wall on the flat roof. This approach could easily be adopted on 
the proposed residence hall, which already has central bays on the end 
walls delineated by pilasters. This approach may reduce the total height 
of the building by a few feet also. (Of course another option would be 
putting a gable roof on the entire building—this would be fantastic and 
look better than a flat roof—but staff assume cost/maintenance drove 
the choice and accept that.) 

ii. The balustrades on top of the entrance porticos on the ends of the 
building have an X shaped. Staff could not find this style elsewhere on 
campus and recommend copying the balustrade on the Kimball Student 
Center north elevation, which uses classic rounded balusters. 

iii. Most windows on campus are multi-pane double-hung. Staff strongly 
recommend this appearance (e.g. 6 over 6 or 8 over 8) because it will be 
more consistent with other buildings and add visual detail to the building. 
Staff do not think true (exterior) divided light windows are necessary, and 
divisions inside the double-pane sandwich are sufficient to achieve the 
visual effect. 

iv. Staff appreciate the use of cement keystones in the brick lintels on the 
first and second floors of the building, and the stucco lintels with 
keystones on the upper floors, but this detail is not found elsewhere on 
campus. Could any money be saved by using plain brick flat arches on the 
lower levels, and plain stucco flat lintels on the upper levels? If multi-
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pane windows are uses, there should still be enough visual interest on 
the elevations. 

3. Buena Vista Design Standards (Appendices) 
Per 615.04-4 of the Seminary Hill District section, “New buildings must comply with 
appendix B of the Buena Vista Land Development Regulations.” This section addresses 
building and urban design and promulgates design choices that are human scale and 
pedestrian-friendly. They are written primarily for downtown contexts rather than 
institutional campuses and not all of the principles transfer, however, there are a few 
items staff have identified. These overlap some with the COA items. 

a. Because of the slope of grade down from east to west, there are long stretches 
of bare wall below the first floor. Have the architects considered a basement 
level, which could increase the number of rooms or provide other space? It 
appears that the northwest corner of the building might be as much as 15’ below 
the first floor level. The best case would be a use in this space that has multiple 
entrances and windows on the exterior (i.e., high pedestrian activity), such as 
student activities space or offices or even classrooms. If a basement is not an 
option, could there be some blind windows in the brickwork? (This is not ideal 
but may help.) 

b. Another idea to increase permeability of the building and interactivity at the 
pedestrian scale would be to give some or all first-floor units direct exterior 
access, like “regular” apartments. Staff recognize this may not be an option 
because of security/access control but something to consider. 

4. Other Site Design Analysis Items 
a. 27th Street connection - this connection to 28th Street is critical to maintain (or 

improve), as it is a key alternate route off Seminary Hill in the event one of the 
other streets were blocked. Currently, this project does not propose 
improvements to the entrance form 28th St and it would remain a narrow 
secondary/emergency route, but could be improved in the future. Going 
forward, this street will be labeled and given a street sign indicating it is 27th 
Street. Staff recommend designing the site to accommodate a 50’ ROW for the 
street in the future along the current alignment (which may require some non-
SVU private property), or designing a new alignment. 

b. Parking – As noted in the site design overview, the number of spaces to be 
provided in the new parking is far less than the number required in the off-street 
parking regulations. Additionally, the project will eliminate roughly 100 spaces. If 
only the parking lots to the south of the building are built, and not the lots 
marked “future parking lots,” there will no net gain of parking spaces. However, 
the large new parking lots at the Fields will soon be completed. The new lots at 
the Fields will add 113 spaces. A key question to ask is what, if any, policies SVU 
has or will have about car ownership and use for the students living in the 
proposed building. If parking availability is a concern, the CUP could include 
requirements about parking policies for residents. 

c. Pedestrian circulation and connectivity – the current plans show very limited 
pedestrian connectivity. 
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i. Crosswalks at the intersection of (what is now) 27th St and Magnolia Ave, 
and at the intersection of Ridge Ave and Magnolia Ave, will be required. 
These will tie into new sidewalk shown on the proposal and existing 
campus pathways, and are essential as large numbers of students will be 
crossing this public street. 

ii. Sidewalk on the north side of the building, either on the building side or 
north side of the fire lane, will be required. This will provide a route for 
pedestrians coming up from 28th Street or from the future parking lots to 
the northwest of the building. 

iii. Stairs/path from the building down to 28th Street will be required to 
provide pedestrian access north of Seminary Hill. This would be a fairly 
short run down from the proposed fire lane on the north of the building. 
The only existing stairs to 28th St from the hill are in very poor condition. 

iv. Stairs/path from the parking lots south of the building down to University 
Hill Dr will be required to provide a logical route for pedestrians going to 
and from downtown. The preferred location for these would be from the 
southwest corner of the parking lots, so they take pedestrians closer to 
the intersection of University Hil Dr and Park Ave, but there are other 
potential locations. 
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Looking north from Sycamore Ave & Park Ave toward project site.

Kimball Student Center - architectural reference



Library - architectural reference

Modular dorms, looking northwest from 27th St near Magnolia Ave



115 Ridge Ave, to be demolished

Intersection of Ridge Ave & Magnolia Ave, from Ridge Ave, looking west;
new building will be straight ahead



Modular dorms to be demolished, looking from behind 115 Ridge Ave west;
new building will be straight ahead

115 Ridge Ave rear, to be demolished



Modular dorms, looking north from 27th Street near Sycamore Ave

27th Street looking west; new building will be immediately to the right

new building will be right here



Parking lot at western end of 27th St, looking northwest; Sycamore Ave to
the right

212 W 27th St, to be demolished, looking west



27th St connection looking east; new building will be straight ahead

27th St connection looking west, 28th St is ahead around the corner



View toward Residence Hall from East

June 30, 2025



View toward Residence Hall from West

June 30, 2025



Aerial of Residence Hall from Northwest

June 30, 2025



Aerial of Residence Hall from Southwest

June 30, 2025



Aerial of Residence Hall from Northeast

June 30, 2025



Aerial of Residence Hall from Southeast

June 30, 2025
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PLANNING COMMISSION Staff Report 

Legal Update – Site Plan Review 
6/30/2025 

 

Synopsis 

Effective July 1, Planning Commission is no longer the site plan review authority. The Code of 
Virginia was updated to assign the authority for site plan and subdivision review solely to a staff 
person, in this case the Zoning Administrator. 

Detail 

There are two three types of land use review: judicial, legislative, and ministerial. Judicial, which 
is done by the Board of Zoning Appeals, is review of whether a land use decision was properly 
made in accordance with the law. Legislative is typically done by the City Council and takes the 
form of a zoning text amendment, zoning map amendment, or conditional use permit. Council 
has wide latitude in what factors it considers and what it can decide because they are elected 
representatives and they are essentially making new “laws” when they approve a zoning action. 
Ministerial review is checking to see if the law was followed, as in reviewing a site plan to make 
sure that the required improvements were made. 

Most localities in Virginia assign ministerial review to staff persons. Buena Vista has 
traditionally assigned site plan review to the Planning Commission, meaning a site plan is not 
valid unless it is approved by the Commission. (Sec 1504.01 of Land Development Regulations 
“All site plans … shall be approved by the zoning administrator and planning commission…”, 
underline added). The City had authority to assign this duty to the Planning Commission 
because of multiple references in the Code of Virginia chapter on Planning, Subdivision of Land, 
and Zoning to submittal of plans and review of plans and plats by “the planning commission or 
other designated agent of the locality…” or similar wording. Buena Vista has assigned approval 
of subdivision plats ultimately to City Council. 

In the most recent session of General Assembly, a bill was passed into law that amended these 
references to (in almost all cases) limit them solely to a “designated agent.” In other words, it 
consolidated authority to the designated agent, who is defined thus: 

"Designated agent" means any agent employed or authorized by a locality and 
designated by the governing body to review and act on subdivision plats, site plans, and 
plans of development. "Designated agent" does not include the local planning 
commission. However, the local planning commission may serve as the designated agent 
of any locality with a population of 5,000 or less. 

Very little attention was given to this bill and I have not read news coverage or commentary on 
it, however, I expect the purpose of this was to streamline development approval and limit the 
influence of “politics.” From a developer perspective, any review by a public body of multiple 
people introduces room for delay, changes, and unpredictability. 
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The full text of the code changes, showing new language and repealed words struck through, is 
included. 

Impact 

Essentially, site plans will no longer need to go to Planning Commission for approval. As the 
designated agent I can choose to bring them to Planning Commission for your consultation but 
cannot unreasonably delay approval solely to wait for PC’s input. There may be a developer 
who submits a site plan and wants approval ASAP and I am able to review and complete within 
a week, and it is the 20th of the month, for example—I could proceed with issuing the site plan 
approval. There may be standalone site plans for review that I desire Planning Commission’s 
consultation on, and there may be some that are simpler and I do not feel the need for it.  

Typically, site plan review is paired with a zoning map amendment or a conditional use permit, 
and sometimes with a certificate of appropriateness or a ROW abandonment. In these cases, 
the project would still come to Planning Commission, and the staff reports will generally 
continue to address the same items they do now. For example, provision of adequate parking is 
a site plan consideration, but it is also a legitimate consideration for a zoning map amendment 
or conditional use permit. For this reason, I do not believe the number of projects coming to 
Planning Commission will not change much. 

In my tenure with the City there has never been a subdivision action that met the definitions 
and thresholds for a subdivision that needed to go to Council (except one small one which was 
withdrawn before going to Council). Based on the new Virginia law, in the future I will review 
proposed subdivisions. 

City Code Updates 

The subdivision ordinance was already on my list for rewriting. In fact, the consultant who 
worked on the regional housing study was given a follow-up task of reviewing and making 
recommendations for the City’s subdivision ordinance. I hope to get that in the next couple 
months. The current language is tuned to stereotypical 50-home greenfield residential 
subdivisions, but does not work well for smaller projects where a developer may want to 
squeeze five houses at the end of a new cul de sac. Additionally, the language on the process is 
outdated and cumbersome. 

The site plan review section will also need revision, focused more on process than substance. 
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