
DEPARTMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL SERVICES  

Office of Sustainability and Environmental Management  

 

2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 705, Arlington, VA 22201 

TEL 703-228-4488   FAX 703-228-7134    TTY  703-228-4611   www.arlingtonva.us 

 
 
 

July, 2016 
 

Resource Protection Area Map Update - Frequently Asked Questions  
 
 
What is RPA?  The Resource Protection Area, or RPA, includes streams, rivers, and 
other water bodies along with the environmentally sensitive lands within 100 feet of 
these water resources. These environmentally sensitive lands are also known as stream 
buffers, and help protect water quality in local streams and the Chesapeake Bay. 
Stream buffers filter out pollutants from stormwater runoff, reduce the volume of 
stormwater runoff, limit erosion, and provide habitat. A fully vegetated stream buffer 
can help protect private property by preventing erosion along a water body. Steep 
slopes (25 percent or greater) that are adjacent to the stream buffer are also part of 
the RPA because of the potential for erosion in these areas. 
 
In RPAs, existing trees and other vegetation are protected and building projects are 
regulated to protect water quality. 
 
What happens if RPAs are not properly managed?  State law requires that RPAs 
be protected.  Disturbing RPAs allows more pollutants to enter streams and, eventually, 
the Chesapeake Bay.  Stream buffers protect water quality, prevent erosion, and 
provide wildlife habitat and natural spaces to enjoy.  RPAs contribute to flood control 
efforts by preserving an undeveloped, vegetated corridor between water bodies and 
buildings. RPAs also provide an undeveloped space where streams can widen and shift 
over time in response to climate and development changes without damaging buildings 
and other built features. 
http://www.deq.virginia.gov/Programs/Water/ChesapeakeBay/ChesapeakeBayPreservati
onAct.aspx 
 
Why is the RPA map being updated now?  The RPA map was last updated in 2003.  
The Department of Environmental Quality evaluates Arlington’s Chesapeake Bay 
program based on several factors, including a current RPA map.   
 
The map is also being updated to reflect improved information about the County’s 
water resources resulting from the Natural Resources Inventory completed for the 
Natural Resources Management Plan in 2008, and the stream assessment and storm 
sewer mapping completed for the Stormwater Master Plan in 2014.  As a result of this 
work, some new segments of stream have been identified, and some features that are 
identified as streams on the 2003 map have been confirmed as other types of 
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stormwater structures.  Wetland areas identified in the natural resource inventory are 
being added to the map as well.  The map now includes steep slopes adjacent to 
streams as well. 
 
The County’s Chesapeake Bay Preservation Ordinance defines the land and water 
resources that are Resource Protection Area and requires all Resource Protection Areas 
to be shown on the RPA map. Once County staff learn about a new stream, County 
staff must designate that stream and its buffer as Resource Protection Area, and update 
the RPA map to make sure that the County, property owners and the community can all 
be aware of where RPA is present.  Inconsistencies between County stream and 
wetland inventories and the adopted RPA map make it difficult for residents or the 
business community to confidently undertake development and for County staff to be 
equitable in their efforts to uphold County and state requirements to protect water 
resources.  In cases where the map is not correct, the ordinance requirement to protect 
the RPA is still in effect.  
 
In an urban area like Arlington, how can there be “unknown” streams that 
are not on the map?  Why weren’t these stream found during earlier stream 
inventories?   The map is being updated to reflect improved information resulting 
from the Natural Resources Inventory completed for the Natural Resource Management 
Plan in 2008, and the stream assessment and storm sewer mapping completed for the 
Stormwater Master Plan in 2014.  Some of the unmapped streams are in inaccessible 
areas, are on private property or in other secluded areas (such as behind a fence), and 
so were not identified in earlier inventories. In addition, as development occurs in 
Arlington, some stream channels have expanded or extended with increased runoff.  
Once County staff learn about a stream that is not on the map, we have a responsibility 
under the Chesapeake Bay Preservation Ordinance to add it to the map.  
 
Why are intermittent and ephemeral streams included?   Intermittent and 
ephemeral streams do not have year round flow. These streams and their buffers are 
considered Resource Protection Areas because of the environmental function of these 
natural areas.  Often, they are located on the steepest slopes and are the upstream 
portion of a perennial stream with year round flow.  Flow occurring below ground 
usually connects an ephemeral or intermittent stream to a perennial stream downslope.  
Because these streams are alternately wet and dry, they foster unique chemical 
processes that remove pollutants and also provide critical wildlife habitat that is not 
available in other areas. 
 
Where can I find out more about the Natural Resource Inventory and stream 
assessment that was completed?  More information about the stream assessment - 
https://projects.arlingtonva.us/plans-studies/environment/stream-assessment/ and the 
Natural Resource Inventory - https://projects.arlingtonva.us/natural-resources-
management-plan/ is available on the County web site. 
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Is there a way to refuse the RPA designation for my property?  Is there any 
way to make an appeal?   Once the County is aware of the existence of a stream, 
the County must designate RPA around the stream, consistent with the Chesapeake Bay 
Preservation Ordinance adopted by the County Board and state requirements for 
Chesapeake Bay localities under the Chesapeake Bay Preservation Act   
 
Why is RPA being removed from some areas?  Some features identified as 
streams on the 2003 map are actually other types of stormwater structures or dry 
valleys that were incorrectly coded as stream channels in earlier mapping efforts.  
These features do not meet the definition of a stream.  
 
How will it affect me if RPA is being removed from my property?   The 
regulatory requirements for RPAs that help protect streams and stream buffers no 
longer apply to your property. If your property were to be re-developed, there would 
not be any requirements for additional reviews of the development plans related to the 
RPA. You would still need to go through the normal permitting and approvals for a 
development project.   
 
Does removal of the RPA affect my real estate tax bill?  Removal of the RPA 
designation should not affect your tax bill. The County’s real estate assessment office 
does not currently have a standard adjustment for properties that have an RPA 
designation. In Arlington, there are many properties that have easements, are in a flood 
plain or have RPA designations. These valuations are handled on a case by case basis 
with the majority of them not being adversely affected in the valuation or treated 
differently when determining the assessments. 
 
How will it affect me if RPA is added to my property?  As a homeowner living in 
or near an RPA, you have an opportunity to help protect local streams and the 
Chesapeake Bay by preserving this valuable stream buffer. Removing invasive plant 
species and planting native plants, especially trees, within the Resource Protection Area 
can increase the ability of the stream buffer to remove pollutants, provide habitat and 
limit erosion.   
 
County approval will be required for removing mature trees with a diameter of 3 inches 
or greater or creating new paved surfaces or buildings within the RPA.  Many normal 
homeowner activities, such as gardening, repairs, or maintenance, are allowed within 
the RPA.  Minor trimming and clearing of vegetation for sight lines and vistas also is 
allowed. Removal of mature trees that are dead, dying or an immediate hazard to 
people or property is also allowable, but staff encourage property owners to provide 
notification of these intended removals. 
 
Does having RPA added to my property affect the existing buildings or 
structures?   The map update will not affect existing structures.  Any construction that 
is permitted or completed prior to the date of the map's adoption (July 1, 2017) is 
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considered "grandfathered" and would not require permitting or review for RPA 
impacts. 
 
How will the RPA designation affect my property value?   The RPA designation 
does not prevent you or a subsequent buyer from expanding the existing home or 
rebuilding a new home on the property. An additional review for RPA impacts is added 
to the permit process and some proposals for expansion or rebuild could require an 
exception. The RPA permit approval and exception processes typically result in a 
negotiated solution that benefits water quality and allows the property owner to move 
forward with their desired property use.  
 
The County’s real estate assessment office does not currently have a standard 
adjustment for properties that have an RPA designation. In Arlington, there are many 
properties that have easements, are in a flood plain or have RPA designations. 
Valuations are handled on a case by case basis with the majority of them not being 
adversely affected in the valuation or treated differently when determining the 
assessments. Arlington’s Department of Real Estate Assessments values residential 
property on a per lot basis and based on what currently stands. The County does not 
value future potential use, so the many different restrictions placed on each lot (such as 
"set backs" which are required for building purposes) are not included in the 
assessment.  

The main factor that would negatively affect a property assessment with any sort of 
restrictive designation, such as the RPA designation, would be the sales data itself.  If 
there is no evidence of any impact in sales, real estate assessment does not make a 
valuation adjustment or assume one in the future. Generally, evidence from sales data 
does not indicate that an RPA designation negatively impacts the sale of a property. 
However, for a particular property, determined on a case-by-case basis, the RPA 
designation in combination with other restrictions could affect a property’s value.  

If you have questions about your property and how the RPA designation will affect the 
property value, please contact:   

Department of Real Estate Assessments 

Derek Dubbe or Deidra Kelly 
2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 611 
Arlington, VA 22201 

Mon.-Fri. 8 a.m.-5 p.m. 

Tel:  703-228-3920 
TTY: 703-228-4611 

 
I am planning to do an addition or replace my existing home.  Will the RPA 
prevent me from improving my home?  If you are planning a major construction 
project (such as building a new addition or a new home), having RPA present on your 
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property may affect your plan or add to the conditions for having your project 
permitted. The time required to obtain a permit could also be affected by the additional 
review involved because of the RPA.  However, if the RPA on your property is already 
impacted, because your home is already within the RPA or the area is already lawn, 
County staff take that into account with the review.  
 
Additionally, you will have at one year following notification by the County of RPA on 
your property to initiate permitting for any project you have currently planned.  County 
staff are available to consult with you about any projects or development activities you 
are considering and how having RPA on your property could affect those plans. 
 
 
What is the timeline for updating the map?   The updated map will take effect one 
year after the date that the property owners were notified, on July 1, 2017. 
 
How many properties in Arlington have RPA (with the current update)? 
Approximately 1500 properties in Arlington have RPA. 
 


