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The management of Arlington’s 
public spaces requires attention 
not only to the capital assets, 

facilities and natural resources of the 
County, but also to the management 
practices, funding, land acquisition, 
planning considerations, technologies, 
and relationships within and external 
to the County. This section gives an 
overview of administration and planning 
and findings from the benchmark com-
parisons. 

A.  OVERVIEW OF PUBLIC SPACES 
MANAGEMENT AND SERVICES

The day to day management of the 
County’s public spaces lands, facili-
ties and related services is primarily 
handled by the Department of Parks, 
Recreation and Cultural Resources 
(PRCR). This Department manages 
County-wide services and administra-
tion related to park development, com-
munity recreation, parks and natural 
resources, sports and cultural affairs. 
Since many of the recreational and 
cultural facilities, athletic fields and 
grounds are operated by the Arlington 
Public Schools, schools administrators 
are integrally involved in the provision 
of public spaces and services.

Several other departments work closely 
with PRCR to provide related land 
management activities, services and 
administration. The Department of 
Environmental Services (DES) manages 
County-wide services and administra-
tion related to transportation, environ-
mental services, utilities services and 
other related areas. The Department 
of Community Planning and Housing 

Development (CPHD) oversees planning 
and long range development, range of 
housing choices and quality neighbor-
hood planning. The Department of 
Management and Finance provides 
County-wide budgeting, finance, and 
other administrative support and over-
sight. The Department of Technology 
Services implements and plans for infor-
mation technology and data manage-
ment. Arlington Economic Development 
provides information and support servic-
es for the business community, tourism 
industry and real estate development.

Citizen participation is a vital aspect of 
Arlington County civic life. The County 
Board appoints several key advisory 
commissions and boards with various 
authorities to advise them on public 
space issues. They are the: 

k Bicycle Advisory Committee

k Commission for the Arts

k Environment and Energy 
Conservation Commission

k Historic Affairs and Landmark 
Review Board

k Neighborhood Conservation 
Advisory Committee

k Park and Recreation Commission

k Planning Commission

k Sports Commission

k Transportation Advisory Committee

k Urban Forestry Commission

A wealth of other public spaces are 
privately owned or on regional or fed-
eral property. Other spaces are pri-
vately owned but have a recorded public 
access easement which allows the public 
to use and enjoy them. These spaces are 
found primarily in the urban corridors. 

The Northern Virginia Regional Park 
Authority owns and manages three 
regional parks within Arlington County. 
County residents also have access to 
approximately 10,500 acres of regional 
parks throughout Northern Virginia.

The federal government, mainly through 
the National Park Service and Depart-
ment of the Army, manages federal 
properties located primarily on the 
northern and eastern boundaries of the 
County. County residents also have con-
venient access to thousands of acres of 
federal public space in Washington, D.C. 
and throughout the metropolitan region. 

B.  TRADITIONAL FUNDING 
MECHANISMS 

Capital Improvement
Arlington County’s land acquisition and 
public space improvements are primar-
ily funded through bond financing and 
pay-as-you-go (PAYGO) capital fund-
ing and are reflected in the County’s 
Six-Year Capital Improvement Program 
(CIP). The County typically seeks voter 
approval of bond issues in even-num-
bered years. A twenty year history of 
bonds is in Appendix C.
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From 1994 to 2000, the largest single 
park bond program was land acquisition. 
Beginning in 2002, the focus shifted 
to parks and open space development 
and recreation and cultural facilities. 
This shift in priorities reflects the need 
to develop what was acquired over the 
previous decade as well as complete 
renovation of major parks and com-
munity centers such as Barcroft and 
Greenbrier Parks and Walter Reed and 
Langston Brown Community Centers. 

The adopted CIP for Fiscal Years 2005-
2010 projects the following amount for 
Local Parks and Recreation:

* CAPP is the Capital Asset Preservation 
Program

Cost Recovery

Cost recovery is an important indicator 
of performance and responsible use of 
public tax dollars. For this plan, cost 
recovery is defined as the amount of 
funding for non-capital items that comes 
into Arlington (not from the General 
Fund or tax subsidy). Total cost recovery 
for the management of public spaces 
is 16%. This means that the County is 
recovering 16% of the total operating 
revenue from fees and alternative fund-
ing. This is a relatively low percentage as 
compared to agencies nationwide (aver-

aging 25-50%). It is positioned towards 
the middle range for most of the larger 
urban communities as shown in the 
Benchmarking Comparison on page 40.

C.  ALTERNATIVE FUNDING 
MECHANISMS

The County has historically used a variety 
of funding mechanisms to supplement 
its traditional financial resources. It is 
important to continue to make use of 
a variety of techniques such as grants, 
partnerships, sponsorships, donor pro-
grams, capital campaigns, and volunteers 
to acquire, protect and preserve public 

spaces. The schematic 
on page 36 shows the 
wide variety of types 
of funding mecha-
nisms available.

D. OPEN SPACE 
ACQUISITION

When purchasing 
open space, the County considers a 
variety of factors. Both a geographic 
and functional balance is important 
throughout the County. The following 
criteria are considered: 

k Geographic Location – location of 
the site in relation to other existing 
or potential sites 

k Environmental Conditions – com-
plex of climatic, edaphic (soil) and 
biotic factors that act upon the 
site and ultimately determine the 
form and survival of its ecological 
community. This also includes the 
social and cultural conditions of 
the site

k Multiple Community Objectives – 
capacity of the site to support sev-
eral public space activities and/or 
facilities desirous to the commu-
nity or to achieve several environ-
mental objectives. The site should 
provide sufficient space to accom-
modate the intended uses either 
as a stand alone or in combination 
with adjacent open space

k Compatibility with Potential and 
Identified Uses – site will accom-
modate and complement the poten-
tial and identified intended uses

k Provide Additional Recreational 
Opportunities – capacity of the site, 
by itself or in combination with 
adjacent open space, to provide 
additional recreational opportunities

k Protection and/or Conservation of 
Existing Open Space – value of the 
site in protecting an existing open 
space site from urban degradation, 
protecting or preserving a cultural 
and historic site, protecting an 
existing natural area or conserving 
a watershed

k Incorporates a Unique Feature Into 
an Existing Open Space Area – 
opportunity to acquire an open 
space site that offers a single, rare, 
uncommon, or unequaled natural, 
man-made or cultural and historic 
resource

k Makes an Existing Open Space 
Area More Accessible or Usable – 
provides additional access and/or 
other benefits to an existing open 
space site, making it more usable

Parks and Open Space Development  $68,200,000

Land and Facility Acquisition  $8,000,000

Recreation and Cultural Facilities  $30,600,000

Parks and Recreation CAPP*  $11,000,000

Public Art Program $950,000

Total 6-Yr CIP $118,750,000 
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Arlington County Cost Recovery 
Philosophy and Pricing Policy

Funding 
Sources

Traditional 
Funding

Alternative 
Funding

General Fund

Revenue and  
G.O. Bonds

Development 
Impact Fees

Fees and 
Sales

Sales Tax 
Revenues

Philanthropic Grants Partnerships

Donor 
Programs 

and Capital 
Campaigns

Volunteers/ 
In-kind 
Service

Single Agency

Multi-Party

Marketing 
Partnerships 

and 
Sponsorships

k Provides a Greenway Corridor Which 
Connects Existing or Potential Open 
Space – links other open space 
areas, thereby allowing uninter-
rupted use by people and/or wildlife

k Provides Green Space for Urban 
Residents, Visitors and Workers – 
located in a high density residen-
tial or commercial area which is 
deficient in open space

k Mitigates the Negative Environmen-
tal Impacts of Urbanization – mit-

igates the impact on surrounding 
land areas

k Protects Shoreline and Wetlands, 
Non-Wetlands, Wildlife Areas, and 
Other Natural Assets and Vistas 
– directly influences the future via-
bility and survivability of shorelines, 
wetlands, and non-wetlands which 
act as pollution filters, wildlife 
areas, and natural assets and vistas

k Acquisition Value – amount to be 
paid for acquisition of the site, 

which includes the cost of the 
land and any improvements, clos-
ing/settlement, site investigation 
(includes soil contaminants, asbes-
tos, lead, environmental), and site 
security costs (includes demolition, 
fencing, revegetation)

The County has identified a number 
of potential open space sites which 
would be desirable for acquisition. The 
list of potential acquisition parcels in 
Appendix K represents sites which were 

ALTERNATIVE FUNDING MECHANISMS
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identified in the 1994 Open Space 
Master Plan, as well as additional sites 
identified through the Potomac Yard 
Phased Development Site Plan, North 
Tract Area Plan and sector plans. 

E. PLANNING CONSIDERATIONS

Accessibility and Usability
Since the Americans with Disabilities 
Act (ADA) became law in the early 
1990’s, Arlington has been committed 
to going beyond the letter of the law 
to incorporate its spirit of the law into 
each and every public space the County 
designs or renovates. 

For example, playgrounds should 
be designed to meet or exceed the 
Consumer Product Safety Commission 
(CPSC) guidelines and American Society 
of Testing Materials (ASTM) standards for 
playground safety, as well as ADA regula-
tions. When existing playgrounds are ren-
ovated, they are minimally being brought 

up to the current standards of these reg-
ulations. Some communities have cho-
sen to meet the minimum requirements 
of accessibility at most of their play-
grounds and then provide one playground 
that is fully accessible to children with 
mobility disabilities. Arlington’s approach 
to playground accessibility is to elevate 
the accessibility of all of its playgrounds 
so that children of all abilities can play 
side-by-side in their own neighborhoods. 
This recognizes that play is not only a 
physical activity; it is also an important 
social activity.

Attention should continue to focus on 
providing facilities that not only are 
accessible by law, but also strive to 
being usable for people with all levels of 
ability or disability. Individuals who are 
disabled, in rehabilitation from injuries, 
heart attacks, strokes and surgeries, 
as well as those suffering from chronic 
pain such as arthritis can benefit from 

various forms of adaptive exercise and 
aquatic therapy. For many individuals 
who have a physical disability, water 
exercise is the only viable alternative.

Environmental Building Initiatives
Arlington is a leader in the design and 
use of environmentally sound buildings. 
The use of sustainable technologies to 
help minimize the impacts of build-
ings on the environment has gained in 
popularity over the past 10-15 years. 
The U.S. Green Building Council’s 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental 
Design (LEED ™) Green Building Rating 
System is a voluntary, consensus-based 
national standard for developing high-
performance, sustainable buildings. The 
LEED Rating System addresses many 
aspects of the design and building pro-
cess. Reduced site disturbance, water 
efficiency, energy efficiency, construction 
waste management, and indoor environ-
mental quality are some examples of the 
design and building strategies incorpo-
rated in LEED. While the LEED program 
has been around for nearly ten years, 
it has gained in popularity since 1998 
when the first LEED version 1.0 Rating 
System was released. 

One Arlington facility, the Langston 
Brown Community Center and John 

An Example of Successful Open Space Acquisition and Development

The County’s recent development of Powhatan Springs Park demonstrates many of the 
attributes that the County should incorporate into planning new public spaces. The new 
5.34-acre park features the County’s first skate park and a small soccer field, two much-
needed active recreational facilities. These facilities were developed on the site of three 
former houses, an already developed part of the site and the least valuable part of the 
park for preservation as a natural area. The site contained an early 20th century house and 
the remains of another early residence, which was documented through an architectural 
and archeological investigation, thereby maintaining a historical record of the previous 
residential use. The County preserved a heavily wooded area near a small intermittent 
stream and removed invasive plant materials, thus protecting the park’s most significant 
natural resource. The County also developed a children’s rain garden contained within the 
bioretention area. This allows children to learn and explore the natural filtration system. The 
new park lies between Upton Hill Regional Park and Ashlawn Elementary School, providing 
a future trail link and wildlife corridor. The park received the 2005 Virginia Recreation and 
Park Association Award for “Best New Facility” for populations greater than 150,000. 

Powhatan Springs Park
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M. Langston School, has been 
recently rebuilt and has the honor of 
being the first public building in the 
Commonwealth of Virginia to be LEED 
Silver certified. Other public spaces, 
including the Walter Reed Community 
Center currently under construction and 
the Arlington Mill Community Center 
currently being designed have a goal of 
being LEED Silver certified as well. 

Information Management and 
Technology
Arlington has an abundance of highly 
educated residents and has been very 
progressive in adopting and maintaining 
new technologies for registration, web-
based services, and scheduling. The 
County needs to continue to maintain 
the priority on these systems to help 
maintain the high level of customer ser-
vice satisfaction. 

Stakeholder interviews indicate a need 
for a study that would help identify more 
strategic uses of technology for public 
spaces management. There are plans to 
create a technology investment plan that 
will detail the future needs, strategic 
direction, and business systems analy-
sis that would clearly define the future 
needs and required investment for infor-
mation management and technology. 

Maintenance 
The County’s maintenance plan is 
designed to maximize resources and 
is based upon functional activities 
that occur in the park or facility. Each 
park, related park areas or facility is 
examined for the cultural and natu-
ral resource benefits and recreational 
opportunities and placed in a main-

tenance classification. The functional 
areas are aimed at grouping tasks 
in terms of their common elements. 
For each classification staff performs 
housekeeping tasks (curb appeal), rou-
tine and preventive maintenance, pro-
gram support requirements, emergency 
repairs and scheduled improvements. 
The tasks performed for each of these 
maintenance types are maintained in a 
database work order system.

Administrative, recreational and cul-
tural buildings are maintained by the 
County or Arlington Public Schools. 
Services include routine maintenance, 
predictive and preventive maintenance 
and emergency repairs. 

F. BENCHMARKING

Benchmarking is an important tool that 
allows the comparison of certain attri-
butes of the County’s management of 
public spaces (parks, recreation, arts 
and cultural and related services) with 
those of other similar communities. 
For this plan, Arlington was compared 
to six other communities. The com-
munities were chosen primarily for 
their similarities in population density, 
income levels, bond ratings, NRPA Gold 
Medal Award status, and adjacency to 

major metropolitan areas. The results 
are shown on the following page.

Some of the most significant findings 
include:

k Arlington is the second highest in 
terms of expenditures per 1,000 
population. This is consistent with 
the County’s goal of providing 
“World-Class” community ameni-
ties and tracks with the high satis-
faction levels demonstrated in the 
four community surveys. 

k Arlington is second lowest in terms 
of locally-owned acres per 1,000 
population. This is primarily due 
to the high population density and 
lack of available undeveloped land. 
While this number is low, it is off-
set by the significant amount of 
federal, regional and private open 
space that are available to the 
community. 

k The cost recovery of 16% is near 
the middle. While it is average for 
the benchmarked communities, 
there is a trend toward increasing 
cost recovery throughout the U.S. 
An average of 25-50% is becoming 
common for agencies nationwide. 

Arlington is a unique community, and 
comparisons and benchmarking are 
difficult because few communities are 
truly comparable. It is more important 
for Arlington to benchmark against 
itself over time rather than with other 
communities in order to track whether 
the current high level of resident satis-
faction is being sustained. 

Langston Brown Community Center


