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SUBJECT:  4. Review Public Land Site Evaluation and Public Land for  

 Public Good Initiative 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:  
 
The Planning Commission recommends the County Board: 
 

1. Ratify as a Board statements on the use of parkland made in recent letters to the 
community from Chair Fisette and other Board members.  

 
Clarify the status of the 1993 policy entitled “Principles of Siting Process and Siting 
Procedures.”  
 
Direct staff that the terms such as parks, parkland, open space, natural areas be clearly 
defined before making statements regarding their use. This task could be included in the 
charge for the Public Spaces Master Plan Update. 
 

2. Organize a broader process, which involves the community, to communicate and discuss 
public facility needs.  Steps to be included as part of this process should: 

a. Reconcile County demographic data being presented to the public in multiple 
ongoing studies (e.g., APS planning, Affordable Housing Study) with respect to the 
various conclusions being drawn, which conclusions are supported by the data, 
and what future needs the data suggest. 

b. Examine the resources available to public facility needs, consider more efficient 
ways to use existing assets, and examine how County needs could be met on 
privately owned land or in commercial buildings. 

c. Result in an understanding of how site selection is conducted and how the public 
participates in the decision. 

d. Clarify the role of the CIP process in scoping capital projects and prioritizing 
their implementation. 

e. Incorporate needs identified by Arlington Public Schools. 
f. Be reconciled with the work on two Comprehensive Plan elements, the ongoing 

Affordable Housing Study and the soon-to-begin update of the Public Spaces 

 



Master Plan. These studies shall include broader criteria for possible affordable 
housing sites. 

g. Define the array of public facilities.  So far, interest has been expressed in 
including schools, fire stations, community centers, affordable housing, parks and 
cultural facilities.  Other uses could be added. 

h. Result in an approach to planning that permits periodic re-evaluation of priorities. 
i. Commence immediately and be concluded in a short period of time. 
j. Establish in County and APS capital project planning the practice of valuing any 

public land being used when assessing the overall cost of the project. 
 

3. Studies for capital projects currently identified in the 2015-2025 CIP that begin in 2015 
should proceed while the broader review is developed and conducted.  A scope of work 
should be developed and communicated for each project as soon as practical. 

 
The “Site Evaluation Guidelines” should be set-aside for now and reconsidered as part of 
the broader process. 
 

4. The criteria used to identify sites for locating affordable housing in the County Manager’s 
Report: Public Land for Public Good should be withdrawn and reassessed in a process 
that would include consultation with the public.  The term “Public Land for Public 
Good” does not capture the importance and benefits of other public facilities and uses 
and should be reconsidered. 
 

5. The criteria used to identify potential County sites for building schools outlined in the 
Manager/Superintendent memo “Public Land for Schools” dated May 13, 2014 need to 
be reassessed in a process that would include consultation with the public and review by 
the respective Boards.  The County Manager should be directed to re-open the issue with 
Arlington Public Schools. 
 

6. Ensure that an aggressive land acquisition policy is developed as part of the Public 
Spaces Master Plan. 

 
Dear County Board Members: 
 
The Planning Commission heard this item at its December 4, 2014 public hearing. Matt Ladd, 
Community Planning, Housing, and Housing (CPHD) gave a presentation on the Public Land for 
Public Good (PL4PG) process to date and the public comments submitted by citizens over the internet. 
Also present was Claude Williamson, CPHD. 
 
Public Speakers 
Michael Thomas an Arlington Forest resident and Coalition for New and Improved Lubber Run 
Community Center member thanked the LRPC for its report and supports the recommendations. He 
offered suggestions including:  
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1. The Planning Commission (PC) should be clear that the County’s process for public facilities 
must not only discuss current needs but also project future needs given the County’s plan to 
increase density and population. 

2. The PC should urge the County Board (CB) to reaffirm that the open space policy remains 
official County policy. 

3. The PC should urge the CB to adopt a statement now that parks and all associated structures 
such as community centers, playing fields, parking lots, and other developed space within park 
boundaries are off the table for development for housing, or any other unrelated private purpose. 

4. The PC should encourage the CB to follow through on its commitment to develop an 
aggressive policy to acquire additional land for parks and recreation facilities to meet the needs 
of the County’s increasing population. 

5. The PC should remind the CB that “The Principles of Siting Process and Siting Process 
Procedures” developed in 1993 exist and should urge the CB to require that they be used as 
intended until such time as they are updated or replaced.  

6. The PC should urge the CB to make a statement now that planning for the Lubber Run 
Community Center and Jennie Dean Park will proceed as described in the CIP as a park and a 
community center without any attempt to add housing or any other private function in the 
limited space available.  

7. The PC should urge the CB to develop a separate facilities acquisition policy to satisfy the 
increasing population’s need for public services. Purchasing or leasing facilities should be 
considered before building on scarce open space and can help alleviate the high vacancy rate in 
commercial real estate. 

 
Stephen Hughes, President, Arlington Heights Civic Association, stated the label “Public Land for 
Public Good” is disingenuous since all of our public land is in service of public good today. He said 
that we are discussing land as a fungible asset. He asked PC to create a distinct present value method 
of valuing land that is changing function. In reference to the Thomas Jefferson (TJ) site, he noted that 
his community followed planning sessions for months and asked directly if Thomas Jefferson was on 
the table and were told it was not.  He noted they were informed by public press release that TJ was to 
be the only site considered for a new elementary school. He said that the County has worked since that 
time in a carefully constructed box known as the Thomas Jefferson Working Group (TJWG) and has 
found the process extremely frustrating, especially since an unprogrammed 1,800 seat high school is 
currently planned five blocks away. He observed that the County will need a high school within a 
decade if projections from schools are correct and that Arlington Heights is already home to a 
multitude of county services including public health, libraries, a community theater, a community 
center, an indoor track in addition to an elementary, middle, and high school. He concluded that the 
schools all need to grow and support can be found for all three schools along with current 
programming if planned as a cohesive unit. Mr. Hughes provided copies of the civic association 
passed resolution and letter to the CB on this issue. 
 
Carrie Johnson, Thomas Jefferson Working Group (TJWG) Chair, shared their experience with 
planning public uses within a crowded County. The TJWG was formed in response to Arlington 
Public School’s (APS) Capital Improvement Plan (CIP) designation of County land at the TJ site as a 
preferred site for a new elementary school. The TJWG is charged with determining if a school should 
be built at this site and, if so, under what circumstances. The TJ process is a test case for how to 
evaluate a site that has already been targeted and how to do so in a short time frame. The TJWG has 
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met seven times since September, filtered an enormous amount of information, and collected many 
comments online and through civic associations. The Working Group’s mid-course report 
recommends leaving the core of the park as it is, but generally agrees a new school can fit on the west 
or south side of the existing facilities as long as structured parking is feasible and transportation works.  
The TJWG is divided on whether a school should be built as proposed. Those in support see it as the 
most expedient and cost effective way to meet the needs in South Arlington; those opposed favor more 
time, more information, and more comprehensive planning for school siting, neighborhood facilities 
and the site as a whole. Everyone is frustrated and there is consensus that a better approach is needed. 
Ms. Johnson’s personal opinion is that the following would feed into a better approach:  
 

1. A solid base of information including population projections that APS and the County agree 
show where and what kind of growth is likely to happen and the implications for public needs. 

2. Public inventory of facilities and needs, much of which exists in-house. 
3. Start the discussion early in public with the community before anyone is locked into particular 

sites. This involves opening areas of planning that are usually done in-house and would be a 
challenge for staff.  Staff should be available as professional analysts, not advocates.  

4. If it’s not possible to develop a full facilities siting plan, it is possible to develop principles and 
policies that can be applied to particular sites or particular challenges. A community group can 
do this. 

 
Commissioner Cole asked if Ms. Johnson was suggesting the public process include site selection and 
site evaluation. Ms. Johnson responded that there is a need to evaluate sites before making a selection, 
and that it is possible to do a general evaluation at the same time you know the needs that must be met. 
Evaluating a site that is already targeted does not lead to best results. 
 
Caroline Haynes represented the Park and Recreation Commission on the LRPC PL4PG review.  She 
agreed that a broader and more inclusive land use review is needed before decisions are made about 
reuse of existing facilities and open space. Ms. Haynes said it is critical to update the Public Spaces 
Master Plan so it can be used as part of the larger land use planning process. One issue that she did not 
raise during the LRPC meeting is that her Commission believes any land considered for alternative 
uses needs to have proper accounting and monetary and economic valuation. No land is free and it 
should not be treated as such. If we claim that a certain alternative is the most economical choice as 
with the TJ site, we must account for the underlying value of that land especially in terms of parks 
where we have increasing need. The Park and Recreation Commission believes that, especially with 
respect to parkland purchased with park bonds and natural or wooded areas, the cost of replacing such 
an asset is prohibitive since mature trees and a functioning ecosystem cannot be replaced in our 
lifetime.  Purchasing previously developed land elsewhere may make more economic sense when the 
value of the land is factored into the equation. In the past, the County and Arlington Public Schools 
(APS) have swapped land, which at least acknowledges that something of real value is being given up. 
Ms. Haynes said asymmetric accounting that skews the discussion should be avoided to provide for 
proper consideration of the real alternatives. 
 
Max Lyons, an Arlington Forest resident, wanted to draw attention to how broadly we think about 
parks in this process. The report notes the comments on the guidelines voiced overwhelming support 
for parks and many of these had much broader view of parks than just open space or undeveloped 
areas. Most of the comments on Lubber Run were not just objecting to using the park for affordable 

4 



housing, but rejected any park land of any kind being used for affordable housing. It is important to 
make this distinction in light of Chairman Fisette’s recent attempt to assuage public concern about 
using parks for affordable housing.  He noted that Mr. Fisette had written that the intent was never to 
place “standalone” affordable housing in an officially designated park, nor was it an intent to disturb 
existing natural park areas. Mr. Lyons said this statement is troubling because by restricting the 
statement to “standalone” affordable housing, he leaves open the possibility of non-standalone.  The 
implication is building affordable housing on an existing structure is acceptable. The comment on not 
disturbing natural or park areas leaves non-natural areas such as parking lots available, which is a 
particular concern of Lubber Run Park supporters since their parking lot is a perennial target for 
housing advocates looking for free land. He asked whether the precedent we want to set if for all 
parking lots are fair game. The public comments were clear in not wanting affordable housing in 
parks, even if it is associated with another building or a parking lot. 
 
Duke Banks, a Waverly Hills resident, stated it is a challenge to find 620 additional acres of parkland 
by 2040 to keep up with population increases. As the principle author of the Civic Federation’s Park 
and Recreation committee’s comment piece concerning PL4PG, he noted this is one of the points 
included. Over the past 60 years, there has been a plethora of documents stating there is a deficit of 
parkland.  He noted at one time this prompted the County Board to implement a strategic parkland 
acquisition plan to set off the anticipated Ballston-Rosslyn corridor that resulted in several parks that 
exist today. In the 2005 Open Space Master Plan, the same theme is mentioned and, since 1995, only 
76.3 acres of parkland have been added even though the County population has increased by 43,000 
people, a drop from 10.8 acres of parkland per 1,000 to 9.2 per 1,000, a 15 percent decline. The 
County projects by 2040 there will be an additional 30,500 households. If so, Mr. Banks noted 
Arlington will need 620 additional acres of parkland to add to the base of 960 acres. He noted the 
challenge to increase parkland coverage by 65 percent, yet Arlington has no land to spare. With 
existing and projected deficits, parkland is not feasible to use for affordable housing. Mr. Banks 
concluded the rollout of PL4PG has been an unmitigated disaster. 
 
Commissioner Malis asked Mr. Banks if his comment piece was adopted by the Civic Federation. He 
responded it was used as information only.   
 
Jim Presswood, President, Friends of TJ Park, urged the PC to adopt the LRPC recommendations with 
a few modifications.  
 

1. The PC should recommend the CB adopt a policy that the parks and recreation centers cannot 
be converted to other purposes including anything at Thomas Jefferson Middle School (TJ).  

2. In conclusion five, the PC should recommend that the parkland at TJ should not be considered 
for a new elementary school until the criteria outlined in the Public Land for Schools memo are 
reassessed.  These criteria and those adopted as part of the Charge to the TJWG are flawed as 
part of a rush to meet a deadline and should not be used as an example for future decision 
making processes. A couple example of good criteria include, first, that parkland should not be 
converted. All of the land surrounding TJ Middle School is parkland and last July the County 
Board decided the new school cannot be built on the wooded area of the parkland, and last 
Tuesday, the Board agreed the parkland to the north and east side are also off the table. The 
parkland on the west side, currently used as a parking lot, is still being considered. There 
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should not be such an ad hoc decision-making process. Parkland is parkland and should be 
preserved. 

3.  The value of the land being targeted for conversion needs to be considered. Arlington Public 
Schools (APS) says building on parkland is the cheapest way to deliver the most seats, but do 
not consider the cost of converting parkland; parkland is not free. At TJ, the middle school and 
community center should be rebuilt to create more seats within the existing building’s footprint 
and it should be built up, not out. 

 
Commissioner Cole asked Mr. Presswood if parks own the west side parking lot.  Mr. Presswood 
responded the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) said it did.   
 
Bill Brasswell, Tara-Leeway Heights, highlight two words in considering Arlington broadly: balance 
and communicate. He said there are multiple needs in Arlington: schools, parks, open space, business, 
and many other needs that must be balanced. On communication, Mr. Brasswell noted that Ms. 
Donellan did not do a good job of rolling out PL4PG to residents and APS has not done a good job of 
telling residents their plans. APS did a bit better this year because they decided to do some open 
communication, but it was yelling and screaming, because APS waited until the last second to tell 
citizens what they planned. An example of effective communication is the Lee Highway Alliance, 
which started out with good people from the ground up who worked to keep everyone informed. The 
Alliance is trying to build communication, consensus, and a vision for the long term. Mr. Brasswell 
said this is the problem with PL4PG and APS. He suggested that we need to think of the whole, and 
the PC needs to recommend the County Board involve citizens, work on the communication, and get 
the facts out. Mr. Brasswell concluded noting the school superintendent said we have a deficit of $20 
million resulting from 550 unexpected new students. That’s $36,000 per student, when we thought we 
were just paying $20,000 per kid. He recommends compiling the data and to providing it to citizens 
because this County can continue to be a great place to live, work, and play. 
 
Jackie Snelling, representing the Civic Federation, stated her group has engaged multiple committees 
for several months. She noted there are many passionate advocates for all potential public uses being 
discussed.  The Civic Federation has committees that are concerned with affordable housing, parks, 
schools, public services, and planning and zoning that have weighed in. The Civic Federation 
overwhelmingly supports a combined resolution that was included in the PC packet. This was in direct 
response to a request from the County Manager for comments on the process. The resolution is that the 
County Board and the School Board undertake a study with community input and review at each step 
to develop a comprehensive public land and facilities plan. This is a specific request to develop a 
planning process to produce a plan for this particular use. There are seven items that are part of the 
plan: 
 

1. Review all land use needs based on several demographic, economic, and technical models 
where assumptions of those models are transparent so the assumptions can be understood and 
discussed.  

2. Produce a list of land use needs based on this analysis.  
3. Produce and make public an inventory of all county owned or controlled land and specific 

conditions affecting use of that land.   
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4. Describe the methods currently used to meet land use needs as well as additional leverage 
through the site review and site planning process for using density currently as a tradeoff for 
public benefits.  

5. Evaluate these strategies and other strategies in context of current information. 
6. Develop an options list 
7. Recommend priorities for site use including alternative strategies, unmet priorities and land 

acquisition.  
 

The Civic Federation believes this process will create the transparency needed to plan future use 
across multiple needs in a way that citizens will be able to understand and support. 
 
Planning Commission Committee Reports 
 
Long Range Planning Committee 
Commissioner Malis prepared a written report, touched on a few points, and offered suggestions for 
moving forward. The County Board charged the LRPC to review site selection guidelines and to offer 
ideas concerning PL4PG. LRPC held two meetings. The first meeting included a general presentation 
by staff and brainstorming by the committee. The second meeting was updated the committee on 
public comments and included discussion of a document prepared by Commissioner Malis that 
included several statements based on the first meeting.  
 
In addition to Planning Commissioners, Chairs of five other County advisory commissions (or their 
designees) were invited to participate. Included were: Housing, Park and Recreation, Transportation, 
Urban Forestry, and Environment and Energy Conservation.  The Chair of the APS Facilities Advisory 
Council also was invited and participated. At least eight Planning Commissioners attended each 
meeting; all commissioners attended at least one of the two meetings.   
 
There were many questions on policy and process in general. There were very few suggestions in the 
public comments about how to improve the guidelines.  Instead, there were calls for more certainty in 
terms of policies or process around the use of public land. Generally, comments revolved around 
transparency in decision making, in how the community is consulted when faced with these questions, 
and what the principles and policies are that we use to guide decision-making. The comments showed 
overwhelming support for parks in general.  There were other community needs noted, including space 
for affordable housing and schools.  
 
Planning Commission and invited Commission representatives reached a consensus on five of six 
statements.  The first statement, on which there were mixed views, concerned statements the County 
Board could make regarding the circumstances under which existing open space could be used for 
public facilities. The second statement addresses the need for a broader process that involves the 
community to discuss public facility needs. Reflecting the fact that the CIP adopted this year includes 
project intended to begin in 2015, in the third statement LRPC members expressed an unwillingness to 
stop these projects and wait for the conclusions of a broader study. The fourth statement suggests 
withdrawing the criteria used in the County Manager’s Public Land for Public Good report on siting 
affordable housing.  The fifth statement addresses the May 13, 2014 memorandum from the County 
Manager to the Superintendent on school siting.  This statement suggests the criteria referred to in this 
memo need to be reassessed as part of a broader study. There was concern that this criteria was 
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developed without consultation with the community and that the community would like an opportunity 
to shape the criteria. The final statement proposed developing an aggressive land acquisition policy as 
part of revisions to the Public Spaces Master Plan. 
 
Commissioner Malis suggested beginning the discussion on the first LRPC recommendation, since 
LRPC did not reach a consensus on whether to recommend the CB make a statement now since the 
Affordable Housing study is currently ongoing and the Public Spaces Master Plan will start soon. The 
question is whether a Board statement at this time would preempt an ongoing public process and 
another about to start that will, in part, address these issues.  
 
One item that was not discussed is what such a statement would be, a question of policy that requires 
hearing from the public. Also, it was recommended that the PC decide whether to stand behind the 
LRPC statements with any changes it wishes to recommend. Commissioners were also encouraged to 
offer any additional statements early in the discussion. 
 
Based on the comments, Commissioner Malis suggested adding statements related to the status of the 
1993 “Principles of Siting Process and Siting Process Procedures” document and on the importance of 
land valuation in the siting process. She noted public land is not free and there is an opportunity cost 
that should not be forgotten.   
 
Planning Commission Discussion 
 
LRPC Statement #1 
Commissioner Iacomini asked Mr. Presswood if his comments on the recreation center were made in 
the context of adding housing or he meant to include all other uses. Mr. Presswood responded that the 
Friends of TJ group has not taken a position on this issue, but his personal opinion is that recreation 
centers should not be converted to other purposes such as affordable housing. Commissioner Iacomini 
clarified that it was the co-location of affordable housing with a recreation center, and Mr. Presswood 
responded that building affordable housing on top of a recreation center might be acceptable, however 
total conversion is not acceptable.   
 
Commissioner Iacomini asked Mr. Thomas about co-location and if the use was not affordable 
housing but another County use. Mr. Thomas responded there is a building envelope within which a 
community or recreation center can fit.  When a portion of that space is taken away and devoted to a 
private purpose, recreational space is being taken. Recreation centers are inherently multi-use places, 
but use for County offices, for example, is space that cannot be used by citizens. Whatever the activity, 
it needs to be public and park-related and not used for private purposes. If the County needs additional 
office space, the County should rent vacant commercial space rather than take space away from 
citizens. 
 
Commissioner Malis noted the County built an extra floor unto Arlington Mill Community Center for 
a “yet-to-be-determined use” because it was efficient and smart over the long term.  She said building 
an extra floor costs less than building a one-story building somewhere else.  With the extra floor, 
Arlington Mill is still within the allowable zoning for that site; the idea of co-location is not a new 
concept for the County. Commissioner Iacomini agreed, stating she was still considering how co-
location fits into the larger discussion. 
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Commissioner Cole noted there are activities and there is siting. An activity can happen that does not 
take office space such as an immunization clinic, which is transient. It seems the community would 
support it although it is not a park use. The next logical step is to ask if we would object to the use of 
office space at a community center for someone to coordinate the immunization clinic. It is a struggle 
to draw the right kind of distinction. It would seem irresponsible to not hold immunization clinics in 
our community centers, but what about the related administrative function, he asked. 
 
Commissioner Malis pointed out that Arlington Mill offers space to Department of Human Services 
(DHS) that does counseling for women and children. The idea of what is a community need is what we 
are talking about. When we talk about a community center, she asked, are we just talking about 
recreational needs or are we talking about community needs more broadly?  
 
Commissioner Gutshall asked where definitions of what are parks and open space enter the discussion. 
 
Commissioner Malis stated there is a problem with definitions of parks, parkland, open space, or 
natural space, or as County Board Chair Fisette stated recently, the term “officially designated parks.” 
The definitions need to be clarified, likely through the soon-to-start update to the Public Spaces Master 
Plan. The problem, first of all, is to figure out the scope of that plan.  Does it cover all public land 
everywhere, Commissioner Malis asked.  Is it all public land used for recreational purposes even 
though community centers are not all recreational? There is a definition issue, and it is difficult to 
make a policy statement about any one until it has been defined. 
 
Commissioner Kumm Morris stated that she has read all of the testimony, participated in many 
discussions as a member of the Urban Forestry Commission, and tends to agree with those who oppose 
the use of parkland for expanded uses. As the County continues to grow, the demand for parks and 
open spaces will continue to grow and existing parks and open spaces should not be reduced.  
Commissioner Kumm Morris said that she understands where the community is coming from in 
saying no net loss of parkland and this actually is current policy as approved in the Natural Resources 
Management Plan.  This past summer, the Natural Resources Joint Advisory Group issued a letter 
asking the CB to recognize this policy. However, Commission Kumm Morris also agreed that we are 
facing a need to do a comprehensive assessment and that the County should be looking at more 
creative ways to meet all the County’s public facilities needs before identifying parks and open spaces 
as potential sites. She suggested the County should be looking at opportunities such as underdeveloped 
public sites where there are poorly programmed, one-story facilities, consider swapping public land 
with private owners or using private land such as church parking lots. Commissioner Kumm Morris 
said she believes that it is not prudent just yet to make a definitive statement on use of park and open 
space policy because we need to go through the comprehensive effort to look at a broader range of 
options.  
 
Commissioner Sockwell said he understands the need to have a statement for clarity. However, it is 
difficult to make hard and fast rules. The TJ site is an interesting hypothetical case for testing such a 
rule that says we should sometimes consider using park space for other uses. There is a fully 
functioning park on the east side of the school. On the west side, there is a parking lot that serves the 
school. It is a historical accident that the parking lot is identified as parkland. Commissioner Sockwell 
suggested there might be a chance to exchange it for green space elsewhere in the County. It will be 
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hard for the CB to come up with a set of definitive rules; waiting for more study is probably a good 
idea. 
 
Commissioner Gutshall associated himself with the comments made by Commissioners Sockwell and 
Kumm Morris. Currently in the Western Rosslyn Area Planning Study (WRAPS) there is a potential 
reverse situation where land that is currently County-owned and used for a fire station might be 
converted to a park. This county has a long, well-established history of looking at mixed-use being as 
efficient as possible and not stove-piping particular uses. There is a need for suitable natural open and 
recreational space, but rigidity is not the best way to maximize this County-wide and could hinder 
future decisions and thwart potential innovation. 
 
Commissioner Iacomini agrees that with absolute statements there is usually something to disprove the 
rule. There may be a way to craft something that identifies what the intent was when the land was 
acquired and perhaps method of purchase. Sometimes the County acquires land that appears open and 
unused but is waiting to be combined with other land that is not open space. Simply saying open space 
is probably incorrect, but we could do something that is more about the intent or what was the funding 
source. She asked if the Public Spaces Master Plan includes an inventory of designated parkland that 
the County owns or would like to acquire. 
 
Claude Williamson, CPHD, responded there is a GIS database that identifies the official designated 
parks. Commissioner Iacomini said we do have a universe of some sort that might go along with a 
definition. 
 
Commissioner Harner stated the idea of making such a statement would give reassurance to the 
community and would serve in the interim to allay the community’s fear about what is happening 
while a broader plan is being developed. He expects the statement would be overruled by the actual 
study. In Item 3 of the LRPC recommendation, it says the site evaluation guidelines should be set 
aside and considered as part of broader process and recommends that current projects scheduled to 
begin in 2015 should proceed. Commissioner Harner said he would find a proposed scope and 
schedule to be more valuable than a holdover policy statement. 
 
Commissioner Cole said that this is not an interim statement but that one of the outcomes is County 
policy on when, if at any time, public land can be used for any of these purposes. 
 
Commissioner Malis stated this conversation mirrors the LRPC discussion. There are three options: 1) 
no statement; 2) making some statement now that is definitive; and 3) as Commissioner Harner stated, 
an interim statement that would be re-evaluated after the study is finished. The question is about the 
best way to make policy. Whether interim or permanent, is it by a statement of our elected leaders or it 
is through a process that includes community members and stakeholders from many different 
perspectives that together work out policy recommendations and present them to the County Board? 
 
Commissioner Forinash stated he would like to see the PC recommend clarification of previous 
individual Board member statements about PL4PG that were provided by email in response to specific 
public comments. Commissioner Forinash also recommends clarifying whether the 1992 open space 
policy and the 1993 facility siting guidelines are still in effect. 
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Commissioner Iacomini stated she is moving away from a statement the community desires about 
open space and parkland that is definitive for all times. We do not have all the pieces of the puzzle in 
terms of knowing what qualifies and what we have. She suggested a moratorium statement stating 
there will be no designation of any building other than in the current CIP until there is the broader 
process that will inform a more firm statement to draw a clearer circle if indeed that process suggests 
one needs to be drawn. 
 
Commissioner Cole stated seems to be a consensus on the need for a community-based process that is 
transparent, based on good information, and that weighs and balances the factors that need to be 
considered to reach a better place than where we are today. In that regard, he agrees we ought to take 
the time to have that conversation because it is an important step. As Commissioner Iacomini stated, it 
may be useful to have an interim or moratorium statement that says this is where we are and this is 
how we will operate until we decide to operate differently. Commissioner Cole stated, in his view, it is 
not helpful to take an absolutist position. The lesson of history for spaces such as the National Mall is 
that sometimes-open space may be needed for purposes that are transitory. Taking an absolute position 
only invites us to change our mind rather than to say there are circumstances that are extenuating 
enough and grapple with that and then try to put those exceptions into words that communicate in a 
sensible way what we would prefer not to happen but might allow to happen. I think we ought to make 
a recommendation on this issue and I’m sensing a growing agreement on this. 
 
Commissioner Ciotti agreed. In addition, she said would recommend the County Board address the 
need to quantify data.  This is important because we are talking about quality of life, which in 
Arlington County is closely linked to our amount of open space. We need to embrace facts about 
amount of open space.  We are going in the wrong direction in terms of losing open space per 
thousand residents. She said she would like to make a strong statement to say this is not what we are 
all about and we need to look at acquiring more land for parks as well as schools. People are really 
nervous about losing more open space, and the numbers speak for themselves. 
 
LRPC Statements 2 through 5 
 
Commissioner Iacomini referred to statement number five, which is the criteria used to identify 
potential County sites for building new schools as outlined in the Manager/Superintendent’s memo, 
and stated she is not totally familiar with many of the school issues, but is worried about drawing a 
tight circle not around designated parkland but other County land. She worried that if the door is 
closed on County lands other than existing parkland, then APS will say they need to overbuild school 
sites and then we will lose open space at schools because they will feel they have no other choice. 
There could be unintended consequences of drawing too tight a circle. 
 
Commissioner Gutshall agrees the “Site Evaluation Guidelines” should be set aside as outlined in 
statement number three, but asked what that means for the status of the 2015 projects, and whether we 
are recommending Lubber Run should not be considered for any other co-located uses. 
 
Commissioner Cole said there is nothing in the CIP that indicates affordable housing would be 
constructed as result of the planning process for the Lubber Run Community Center or the Jennie 
Dean site.  He asked if we want to say that, because citizens have no basis for expecting it and studies 
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are moving forward without considering affordable housing, unless the County Board says otherwise, 
there should be no affordable housing constructed on these sites.  
 
Commissioner Gutshall clarified that LRPC is recommending setting aside the guidelines, but not 
further consideration of other uses, and the only way to move forward with that is with a public 
process. 
 
Commissioner Cole asked staff if the Jennie Dean site had a specific use outlined in the CIP and 
whether it would be part of a larger planning effort that would also encompass the Four Mile Run area. 
Staff responded there was no specific use outlined in the CIP and it would be part of a larger study. 
 
Commissioner Malis said with all of these studies it is the normal course of the planning process to 
have a scope and a charge defined. There is the notion that parts of the community that reside in 
neighborhoods where capital projects are not planned may not know the decision-making steps.  Part 
of the reason for the Siting Guidelines was simply to communicate about the process. If we say we are 
going to proceed in the normal way pending a broader study, this would be the expectation.  We can 
include that in our motion regarding these 2015 sites. Commissioner Malis expressed concern that 
doing anything different would be making a decision without the stakeholders in the room. 
Community centers may be located in a neighborhood, but the entire County funds them and it is 
important to balance neighborhood interests with those of the broader contributing community. 
 
Commissioner Gutshall stated that statement number 3 would read that CIP projects move forward as 
if PL4PG never happened.  He noted, however, that we could not unwind this clock. He said he 
supports the community and it deserves to know what to expect.  He would recommend the County 
Board issue an interim statement to clarify what is on the table and what is not on the table and under 
what circumstances for 2015 CIP projects. 
 
Commissioner Kumm Morris stated the County does have a land acquisition policy but the level of 
allocated budget is so small as to be meaningless and the policy is not being implemented. Aggressive 
may not be correct term, but she would support a statement recognizing the lack of implementation of 
that policy. 
 
Commissioner Cole asked Commissioner Sockwell if the Affordable Housing Study has addressed this 
idea.  Commissioner Sockwell responded there has not been discussion of soliciting the private 
community for affordable housing sites. 
 
Commissioner Harner asked if statement 2(f) sufficiently covered this issue. Commissioner Kumm 
Morris agreed that would be the appropriate placement.  
 
Commissioner Siegel suggested statement number 3 should be separated into two statements to clarify 
that the 2015 CIP projects should move forward on the basis of the County’s standard planning 
processes, on the one hand, and the Site Evaluation Guidelines should not apply to 2015 or other 
projects going forward because there needs to be a broader planning approach. 
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Commissioner Harner asked if, in statement number 2(g), it was worth adding cultural facilities. 
Commissioner Cole responded it has not been explicitly excluded but he would not object to adding 
cultural facilities to the list. 
 
Commissioner Harner stated a preference for removing the word “aggressive” from Item 6, because it 
presupposes an outcome. 
 
Commissioner Harner stated the idea of the scoping and undertaking this plan is that the County would 
be smarter about costs and benefits of acquisition versus modification of existing space.  It may be 
cheaper to use parking lots instead of buying more land. This “buy no matter what” approach 
presupposes the lack of broader analysis of balancing expenditures for acquisition versus development 
versus caretaking. 
 
Commissioner Malis said that the statement proposing an aggressive acquisition policy was suggested 
by the Chair of the Parks Commission and it received consensus. The term “aggressive” is in fact an 
expression of the concern. All of the other recommendations have to do with process, but this was the 
one place where LRPC was making a statement about solidarity with regard to what we are hearing 
from the parks community. 
 
Commissioner Gutshall appreciated the sentiments and recalled from the LRPC discussion the notion 
the word “aggressive” was trying to convey -- a sense that the existing adopted land acquisition policy 
had not been followed as aggressively as many would like. 
 
Commissioner Forinash asked if there were a way to connect our interest in acquiring public land with 
valuing current public land in the siting of public facilities to emphasize the fact that public land has 
value. 
 
Commissioner Cole stated he believes the community conversation about land acquisition is an 
important conversation.  The appropriate venue is during development of the Public Spaces Master 
Plan where it will be extensively debated regardless of recommendations. In the current environment, 
we are all much more sensitive to government spending and want to believe our government is doing 
the right thing. As a result, there is increasing demand to appropriately balance the functions it tries to 
do for us. Commissioner Cole said he wants a land use acquisition policy that is sensible and works, 
even if it means we have to be aggressive. He noted that in the press coverage of the LRPC report, this 
recommendation has drawn significant attention. He does not care if the word “aggressive” is used, 
although he would probably take it out, but would add a statement that the PC thinks it is important to 
take it seriously. On the other hand, he recognizes there will be a community conversation on this 
issue regardless. This recommendation would go toward encouraging that the conversation takes 
place. 
 
Commissioner Iacomini indicated that for statement number 6, aggressive is aggressive.  She 
wondered whether the statement could say a more “vigorous” land acquisition policy that includes 
benchmarks as part of the Master Plan Update.  
 
Commissioner Malis clarified the LRPC report will be presented as written and PC recommended 
modifications would then be separately submitted. 
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Commissioner Harner asked if drafting a charge for a broad process would be a staff responsibility. 
Mr. Williamson said that often a scope and charge are drafted by staff and go directly to the County 
Board. Commissioner Harner said the LRPC report is a good outline for what the PC might say are 
components of a charge.  
 
Planning Commission Motion 
 
Commissioner Malis made a motion that the Planning Commission recommends the County Board 
consider the following in regard to the issue of Public Land for Public Good: 
 
Adopt the six points in the LRPC Report with the following amendments: 
 

1. To respond to the community comments urging firm statements regarding the circumstances 
under which open space and parkland can be used for any public facilities, including affordable 
housing, the Planning Commission recommends the County Board: 

a. Ratify as Board statements on the use of parkland, recent letters to the community from 
Chair Fisette and other Board members. 

b. Clarify the status of the 1993 policy entitled “Principles of Siting Process and Siting 
Procedures.” 

c. Direct staff that the terms such as parks, parkland, open space, natural areas be clearly 
defined before making statements regarding their use. This task could be included in 
the charge for the Public Spaces Master Plan Update. 

 
2. Amend statement 2(g) the list of uses to include “cultural facilities.” 
3. Amend statement 2 to add a letter “j” that reads, “Establish in County and schools capital 

project planning the practice of valuing any public land being used when assessing the overall 
cost of the project.” 

4. Amend statement 3 to add, “A scope of work should be developed and communicated for each 
project as soon as practical.”  
 

Commissioner Sockwell seconded the motion.  
 
Karen Kumm Morris sought unanimous consent to add a second sentence to Item 2(f) to state, “these 
studies shall include a broader inventory of possible affordable housing sites.” Commissioner Forinash 
objected. 
 
Commissioner Kumm Morris made a motion to add a second sentence to Item 2(f) to state, “these 
studies shall include a broader inventory of possible affordable housing sites.” Commissioner Harner 
seconded the motion. 
 
Commissioner Forinash asked what was meant by “broader”.  Commissioner Kumm Morris responded 
she is trying to get to the notion of looking at sites such as parking lots and underdeveloped County 
facilities, but wants to keep the specific sites flexible. Commissioner Forinash stated he would not 
support the motion due to the uncertainty of whether the ongoing affordable housing study already 
includes such broader consideration. 
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Commissioner Malis stated it goes back to the PL4PG report that established criteria for what sites 
should be considered for public land. The motion goes back to a reassessment of the criteria that was 
in that report and makes some suggestions for how to broaden that. But the suggestion is not just 
public land but also private land. 
 
Commissioner Iacomini said she agrees with the notion of pointing back to the PL4PG report, but is 
nervous about identifying privately held land for possible affordable housing sites because it is so 
broad. The wording is open to interpretation and it is unclear if it applies only to PL4PG or to privately 
held land. I can support if it applies to publicly held land, but not both. 
 
Commissioner Malis expressed appreciation of Commissioner Iacomini’s point in terms of an 
inventory of sites. If the motion said criteria, it would be acceptable, but an inventory of private sites is 
problematic. 
 
Commissioner Brown asked about the status of the affordable housing study. Commissioner Sockwell 
responded the Affordable Housing study has not so far looked at private opportunities. He said that the 
County provides incentives to the developer community to for affordable housing, but the study has 
not been looking at churches or hospitals as sources for affordable housing. 
 
Commissioner Brown asked what would happen once the sites are identified since the current system 
is working with non-profit partners to identify potential sites. 
 
Commissioner Kumm Morris is aware this is a controversial topic but the motion is dealing with the 
limited scope of the PL4PG report. Commissioner Kumm Morris would like to withdraw the motion 
and Commissioner Harner concurred. 
 
Commissioner Kumm Morris made a motion to add a second sentence to Item 2(f) to state, “these 
studies shall include broader criteria for possible affordable housing sites.” Commissioner Ciotti 
seconded the motion. 
 
Commissioner Siegel made a friendly amendment to substitute “solutions” instead of “sites”. 
 
Commissioner Kumm Morris did not accept the friendly amendment because the criteria should deal 
with land use and not a broader range of solutions. 
 
Commissioner Siegel asked if this would cover any sites other than a private site. Commissioner 
Kumm Morris said yes, the statement would apply to public as well as private lands.   
 
The Planning Commission approved 8-3 with Commissioners Ciotti, Gutshall, Harner, Iacomini, 
Kumm Morris, Malis, Siegel, and Sockwell voting in favor and Commissioners Brown, Cole and 
Forinash, Cole voting against. 
 
The Planning Commission took up the main motion. 
 
Commissioner Gutshall stated he recognizes there is huge demand on land and the way this process 
has played out has undermined public confidence at a time when we can ill afford it.  The PC is 
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sending a message that we need to right the ship and improve a public process that has gone astray. 
The community has been heard loud and clear, but he does not agree with speakers who did not 
support affordable housing on public land in any way. Some of the testimony has characterized this as 
a zero sum game, that any options that would allow alternative uses on parkland are not supported by 
individuals. There is an openness and willingness to support uses if done right. We are ill served by 
this process, but that angst should not be taken too far in the wrong direction. 
 
Commissioner Brown stated she has been disappointed in this process; one of the biggest losers has 
been affordable housing. As an advocate for affordable housing, she has been proud of the creation of 
affordable housing in Arlington on private land.  There are amazing non-profit partners that build great 
communities that have been accepted in Arlington. When VOICE came with its petition, its purpose 
was to provide housing for the lowest income families.  What happened instead of doing a policy 
analysis is that we jumped to implementation without doing analysis of how to meet this need 
effectively within our system. We could have done better by identifying the problem, then looking at 
different solutions. There are real issues with how we have structured our system and focused on 
number of units rather than mixture of units. We could possibly figure out how to have more units at 
the 50 percent of AMI and more at the 80 percent of AMI and meet our goals in a different way. 
Instead we took the success of the Arlington Mill project that involved a decade of public process and 
ran with it without looking at the problem that is trying to be solved or how to solve it. This whole 
unfortunate situation has undermined the truly fabulous program that happens in Arlington with 
affordable housing. We should look at more options to house our lowest income residents. 
 
Commissioner Forinash said he feels considerable planning currently is happening as site-specific, 
rear-guard actions and we are beginning to realize we do not have the shared community vision we 
thought we had about civic facilities and investments ranging from transit and schools to other public 
facilities. One of the civic federation recommendations explicitly calls for development of a public 
facilities master planning process. Although it would likely be a multi-year process, it is probably the 
right direction and worth it because currently we are doing defensive planning rather than going 
through the necessary work of reestablishing a shared community vision that includes our public 
priorities. There seems to be support building among the general public and we look to elected leaders 
to respond if they too see the support building. 
 
Commissioner Sockwell echoed Commissioner Brown’s comments. It is unfortunate this came out as 
a zero sum game and you have to choose one use or the other. There is no plan to grab parkland for 
affordable housing. There are strategies for improving affordable housing and the County will have to 
be creative in order to meet that goal. The park space is going to remain park space but at same time 
we have to be creative with meeting needs for affordable housing.  This is not just poor people, but 
college kids and seniors. It is a real problem that cannot be ignored. 
 
Commissioner Iacomini supports the motion as amended and associated herself with Commissioner 
Brown and Sockwell’s remarks. The PL4PG process has been unfortunate. She noted it is interesting 
that this has reminded us that the 1993 document does exist.  It came about, at the time, out of a 
proposed land swap between then Arlington Hospital and the County whose result would have been to 
locate DHS at what is now the Nature Conservancy site in Ballston and have the hospital expanded on 
the Edison Street site.  Unfortunately the 1993 document seemed to be misplaced for the last 20 years. 
In the meantime, it appears that CIP planning took the place of the 1993 guidelines.  In order for 
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neighborhoods to know what structures or major changes to County-owned facilities might be being 
planned in their area, they need to look in the CIP and not at a comprehensive plan just about facilities.  
This is not particularly helpful for neighborhoods. PL4PG and the sudden needs of the schools does 
bring to light that we have gotten away from a shared vision and a shared process that is clearly 
labeled as a facilities process. She thanked Commissioner Malis for all her work and said the LRPC 
report is valuable document and she was hopeful the Board would take the PC deliberations to heart. 
 
Commissioner Malis appreciated the comments on affordable housing and the commitment to find 
workable solutions for a difficult problem. There is no question it has been a difficult period of time 
and she expressed great sympathy for the neighborhoods that have been alarmed by both schools and 
County planning that included poor community engagement. She is impressed with the energy of the 
community and hope people stay engaged in County policy in the long term. She appreciates the Civic 
Federation work that serves as an example of how we have to marry very different interests. Each of 
us comes from a different perspective.  We need to figure out how to listen to the others in order to 
understand where we are coming from. The LRPC report noted that stakeholders perceived a lack of 
transparency, a failure in communication with the community, and that we need clear principles and 
guidance. She hoped this would serve to recommit the County to working like that in the future and 
holding elected officials to those standards. We are looking at new tools for civic engagement such as 
the open public comment that was synthesized by LRPC and would appreciate analysis and feedback 
on how that tool worked and if we should use it in the future. We can look at this as a new beginning 
of community engagement and some of the concern and disappointment will fade and we can re-
commit to something positive moving forward. 
 
Commissioner Cole stated this is the most important conversation he has been involved in since 
coming to the Planning Commission.  It is about who we are as a community, what we aspire to, what 
we want for our children and the kind of place we want to live.  He thanked Commissioner Forinash 
for his remarks and stated he believed that we continue to have a shared vision as a community. He 
believes we largely have a shared set of values. To him, that means he wants as much open space as 
possible while balancing other needs. It means having a mixed income community so his children and 
children’s children can grow up and understand the diversity of the world and appreciate difference 
and learn not only to tolerate but value difference. We have not been well served by some of the 
opportunistic decisions made by staff. The initial PL4PG report was harmful. The decision with little 
consultation to propose to site a new school at Thomas Jefferson was done without appropriate 
consultation. But also what is happening is our process has begun to fail us. The way we have 
conversations and who we seek to have conversations with has begun to fail us because in no small 
measure we talk to people who share our views more than anyone else. Housing advocates talk with 
other housing advocates on the Housing Commission. On the Transportation Commission, these are 
people who care most about bike or pedestrians or vehicular movement. The E2C2 Commission might 
as well be members of the monkey wrench gang. The problem is that we do not spend enough time 
listening enough to people who disagree with us. I chair the WRAPS study which is a 6 acre site 
where we are supposed to put a park, school, fire station, private development and affordable housing. 
It’s like all of this was brought down to the lowest possible denominator. We want all the stakeholders 
in the room because with them all in the room, they can build relationships and begin to develop an 
understanding they did not have before. If they can listen to each other, they can build the relationship 
that can come from these kinds of processes because there is a shared desire to accommodate each 
other’s needs in best possible way.  We don’t do that very often or very well. I strongly encourage the 
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CB and staff to see the value in doing that and encouraging these types of forums and these kinds of 
conversations because these are the kinds of activities that knit us together rather than separate us, 
which is critically important. Commissioner Cole concluded by noting that Commissioner Malis has 
provided extraordinary leadership and he continues to learn from every day. He thanked the Planning 
Commissioners for a tremendous conversation and stated in his time on PC, there are a few number of 
times where he can say he’s proud of the work done and tonight is one of those. 
 
The Planning Commission voted unanimously 11-0 to support the motion, with Commissioners 
Brown, Ciotti, Cole, Forinash, Gutshall, Harner, Iacomini, Kumm Morris, Malis, Siegel, and Sockwell 
voting in favor. 
 
 
 
 
       Respectfully Submitted, 
       Arlington County Planning Commission 

       
       Steve Cole 
       Chair 
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