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Arlington’s neighborhoods and 
demographics continue to evolve 
as the community becomes 

more urban. This chapter discusses the 
demographic profile of the community; 
national leisure trends that are influ-
encing the field of parks, recreation 
and public space management; and 
important findings developed through 
facilitated community involvement 
throughout the planning process.

COMMUNITY PROFILE

Arlington is an urban county of about 
26 square miles located directly across 
the Potomac River from Washington, 
D.C. Originally part of the ten-mile 
square surveyed for the nation’s capi-
tal, the portion on the west bank of 
the Potomac River was returned to the 
Commonwealth of Virginia by the U.S. 
Congress in 1846. This area was known 
as Alexandria City and Alexandria 
County until 1920, when the county 
portion was renamed Arlington County.

Although perhaps best known to visi-
tors as the home of the Pentagon and 
Arlington National Cemetery, Arlington 
boasts high quality residential neigh-
borhoods and award winning managed 
growth policies. Residents are actively 
involved in the community; there are 
over 50 civic associations, dozens of 
citizen boards and commissions, and 
over 100 community service organiza-
tions in Arlington. 

Arlington’s central location in the 
Washington metropolitan area, its ease 
of access by car and public transporta-
tion, and its highly skilled labor force 

have attracted an increasingly var-
ied residential and employment mix. 
Arlington has focused high-density 
commercial and residential develop-
ment around Metrorail stations in the 
Rosslyn-Ballston and Jefferson Davis 
corridors (which includes Pentagon City, 
Crystal City and Potomac Yards) and 
transit corridors along Columbia Pike 
and Shirlington Village, while maintain-
ing lower density development in the 
remainder of the County. 

Arlington is nationally recognized for 
the quality and diversity of its public 
space system. In 2003, the County 
was selected by Sports Illustrated 
and the National Recreation and Park 
Association (NRPA) as the Sportstown 
for the Commonwealth of Virginia. 
The County was recently chosen as 
one of four communities (the others 
being Houston, Minneapolis and San 
Diego) to participate in a grant study 
awarded by the Robert Wood Johnson 
Foundation to investigate the relation-
ship between health and local park 
and recreation uses in adults ages 50 
and older. In addition, Arlington was 
also selected by the National Institute 
of Health (through the National Heart, 
Lung, and Blood Institute) and NRPA 
to be one of two pilot programs for the 
Hearts N’ Parks initiatives. The County 
also received an “Innovations Award” 

for its Arts Incubator and Bilingual 
Outreach Programs. 

A. DEMOGRAPHICS

Arlington has a population of almost 
200,000, and is expected to continue 
with slow and steady growth, roughly 
1% per year, for a total increase in 
population of approximately 28,000 by 
the year 2030. Compared to the rest 
of the Commonwealth of Virginia and 
the nation, Arlington has significantly 
higher populations in the age groups 
of 25-54 and significantly lower popu-
lations in the older youth and young 
adult populations ages 5-24 (Appendix 
E). Arlington’s population densities vary 
with some census tracts in Metro cor-
ridors indicating 30,000 people per 
square mile, making it one of the more 
densely populated communities in the 
nation. The high population density 
and the high land costs reflecting the 
County’s attractiveness create challeng-
es for improving environmental health, 
securing public spaces and meeting 
recreational needs.

Arlington is a highly educated com-
munity, with 60% of the population 
having at least a Bachelor’s degree 
or higher, and over 30% having a 
Graduate degree. Income is also sig-
nificantly higher than for the rest of the 
state and nation, with almost 30% of 
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residents making $100,000 per year or 
more. Arlington’s population is racially, 
ethnically, and culturally diverse. About 
40% of residents are Hispanic, African-
American, Asian, or multi-racial. More 
than one in four residents was born 
outside the United States and one in 
three speaks a language other than 
English at home. 

Arlington’s daytime population exceeds 
the residential population due to the 
influx of employees into the County from 
other areas. This daytime population is 
expected to reach 322,500 by the year 
2010. This differential is important to 
consider because a significant number 
of these non-residents make use of 
Arlington County facilities and services. 
The public spaces and recreation needs 
of the daytime population are very dif-

ferent from those of residents in that the 
demand is highly concentrated during 
the lunch time period and after work 
hours. Arlington workers are also more 
likely to favor spaces and amenities con-
veniently located near their jobs due to 
time constraints. 

B.  COMMUNITY AND 
STAKEHOLDER INPUT

Substantial community effort has 
contributed to the development of 
this plan. Formal public input was 
obtained through four community-wide 
forums, 15 citizen task force meet-
ings, and over 25 focused working 
group meetings that met to discuss six 
topical areas. Three additional com-
munity-wide forums were held at the 
end of the planning process to get 

input on the draft plan. In addition, 
the County administered its first Parks 
and Recreation Resident Survey and a 
Youth Survey of middle and high school 
students. Two additional surveys were 
also conducted, one related to the 
building of the new North Tract park, 
and a Community-Wide Survey of all 
County services. 

Major Findings from Community-
Wide Forums

k Arlington residents want natural 
resources protected and expanded.

k Residents desire a multi-use sports 
facility that includes both an indoor 
facility and outdoor athletic fields.

k Arlington residents support a state-
of-the-art, world-class aquatic cen-
ter with diving well, leisure pool, 
Olympic sized competition pool 
and therapeutic programming.

k Land acquisition and maintaining 
the open space we have are high 
priorities for Arlington residents.

k Residents’ focus on policy issues 
emphasized maintenance, park 
uses, park planning, open space 
and development and education.

k Other important ideas included 
improving access to trails and the 
Potomac River, protecting urban 
open space, and adding more com-
munity canine areas.

Major Survey Findings 

k Three-fourths (75%) of household 
respondents indicated they had 
visited a park in Arlington County 
during the past year.

Fort Scott Park
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k Over 85% of respondents rated the 
physical condition of parks they 
had visited most often in Arlington 
County as either excellent (30%) 
or good (55%). 

k 90% of respondents rated the parks, 
recreation and arts programs as either 
excellent (37%) or good (53%). 

k Biking and walking trails were, by 
a wide margin (71%), the facilities 
most widely used.

k When asked how respondents would 
allocate $100 among seven vari-
ous public spaces facilities goals, 
“Improvements/maintenance of 
existing parks, playgrounds, and 
recreation facilities” got top priority 
with an average allocation of $31. 

k The top 5 activities (out of 54) 
that residents participate most 
often in are walking/jogging (61%), 
biking (42%), fitness/aerobics 
(41%), outdoor concerts/music 
(39%) and attending performance 
arts/theater (38%).

k Outdoor concert/music (20%) is 
the leisure activity/recreation pro-
gram that the highest percentage of 
households would participate in if 
more program space were available.  
Other top activities are swimming/
aquatics (15%), festivals/special 
events (13%), and attend perfor-
mance arts/theater (12%).

k 90% of respondents indicated it 
was either very important (52%) or 
somewhat important (38%) to fund 
improvements to parks and recreation 
facilities compared to other priorities.

k 89% of those surveyed reported 
that convenience of location was 
the most important reason for 
determining participation in recre-
ation, sports, or fitness activities.

k 67% of residents indicated that 
walking is one of the ways they trav-
el to County parks. 85% of youth 
respondents indicated that they 
walk to the park nearest their home.

k 57% of the youths say that “hang-
out with friends” is what they do at 
the park nearest their home.

k 92% percent of youth respondents 
indicated that a teen complex 
should be developed in Arlington.

C. CURRENT TRENDS

In order to plan and manage effec-
tively, it is essential to stay current with 
trends affecting the field of parks and 
recreation. Some of the national trends 
most pertinent to Arlington are:

k The biggest trend is demograph-
ic: the large number of “Baby 
Boomers” is now reaching and 
passing the age of 50. In becoming 
“seniors”, this cohort is once again 
affecting how leisure activities are 
redefined for the “senior market”.

k Baby Boomers continue to increase 
their focus on exercise, fitness and 
leisure lifestyle activities that pro-
vide better quality of life, including 
an emphasis on natural and pas-
sive outdoor activities.

k The top three sports nationwide are 
exercise walking, swimming and 
aerobic exercise.

k America is dealing with an unprec-
edented level of obesity and it has 
become a national health crisis.

k For youth, participation in most 
of the “tried and true” activities 
such as basketball, baseball and 
softball is declining, while there is 
an increased focus on individual 
sports and activities such as skate-
boarding, in-line skating, and golf. 
The hot team sports are soccer and 
ice-hockey.

k With Arlington’s large popula-
tion of “Generation Xers”, young 
adults born between 1965 and 
1975, there needs to be a larger 
emphasis on drop-in activities, a 
wide variety of active adult sports, 
nature and productive volunteer 
opportunities, fitness and outdoor 
activities. 

k National trends show a consistent 
pattern of 40% of the population 
participating in the arts.  With the 
population projected to grow nearly 
50% by 2050 and 80% of Baby 
Boomers planning to work during 
retirement, local governments from 
Seattle to Miami are making huge 
investments in cultural facilities as 
being essential to sustained eco-
nomic growth.

k The Metro DC area is the second 
most active theatre community in 
the US when measured by total 
number of productions mounted, 
following NYC—but ahead of LA 
and Chicago.

 

 


