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2700 South Taylor Street, Arlington, VA 22206 
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February 24, 2017 

 

The Honorable Jay Fisette, Chair 

Arlington County Board 

2100 Clarendon Blvd., Suite 300 

Arlington, VA  22201 

 

Subject: Wilson School Use Permit, 1555 Wilson Boulevard, Queens Court and Rosslyn 

Highlands Park.  

 

Earlier this month the Urban Forestry Commission (UFC) sent the County Board (CB) 

comments on the Wilson School Use Permit.  Last week’s two Planning Commission (PC) 

meetings on all four WRAP development projects provided new information, prompting UFC to 

send this follow-up letter- 

 

The complex and grueling WRAP process is coming before the County Board and from the UFC 

perspective there are still some unknowns, even after all the planning and discussion. The entire 

WRAP area will be a built environment.  All trees will be either in planters, on mounds, or in pits 

over infrastructure.   Successful tree canopy growth will be contingent on the design of these 

planting spaces, as well as providing trees with adequate soil volume and ongoing plant 

maintenance.   

 

Many design details are still not available.  Tree species to be planted are mostly not known.  

However, the landscape architectural firms are experienced in these design situations, and the 

respective site developers and County staff are focused on getting things right.   

 

Will tree canopy cover attain the intended 20% canopy goal of WRAPS 20 years after the 

construction dust settles?  With good design and proper maintenance, AND if the Wilson School, 

Penzance and APAH properties all meet their tree canopy requirements on their WRAP 

properties, the response is a qualified “yes”.   

 

On two streets, trees will be planted too closely to buildings- the need to maximize density in 

WRAP has buildings rising vertically right at the sidewalk.  The trunks of some street trees will 

be as close as nine feet to building facades.  On two streets some tree pits will be only four feet 

wide, although these trees will count as ‘full canopy’ in calculations, in reality their canopy will 

be limited by these constraints. 

 

A big positive are recent efforts by APS and APAH to maximize tree canopy on their sites to the 

extent possible.  Penzance has been receptive to making design revisions that will benefit the 

trees.  It is not clear if Penzance will be able to meet most of their canopy requirements on-site, 
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unless they are permitted to count trees planted in Rosslyn Highlands Park, which they are 

developing.   

 

Recent design changes to Rosslyn Highlands Park are concerning.  UFC readily approved the 

‘final’ design last year.   Although the design changes have yet to be reviewed by UFC, it 

appears the main part of the park now has reduced planting area.  The pedestrian pathway area is 

dramatically changed- once designed as a naturalized area with decent tree canopy now appears 

to have much wider walkways; the new, narrow triangular form of the planting beds would make 

it difficult to find space for trees.  A parking garage elevator significantly limits planting space.   

 

Comments on each development project follow- 

 

Wilson School Use Permit (SP #U-3468-16-1) 

 

UFC is very pleased with progress made by Arlington Public Schools (APS) staff and their 

design team.  A number of issues raised in our letter of February 8 are being addressed, and will 

contribute to the success of APS’s exciting concept plans (themes of using Nature as a backdrop 

to learning, and planting species representative of the four physiographic regions of Virginia on 

four of the school’s terraces):  

 

-As of last week, APS moved significantly closer to meeting its tree replacement requirements at 

the Wilson site.  This has been a goal of the local civic associations, UFC, and supported by the 

Planning Commission.    

  

-APS will be providing (1) adequate soil volume for the trees, (2) plantings will be anchored to 

avoid their being uprooted by high winds, (3) roofs will be designed to adequately support the 

weight of the required soil and trees, (4) larger (“medium” size) tree species are being looked at 

to provide more shade and therefore a more comfortable rooftop environment. 

 

-APS will install an irrigation system and set up maintenance contracts to assure plants in this 

relatively harsh environment are cared for.  PC unanimously passed a motion recommending 

APS establish a permanent maintenance plan, which UFC supports. 

 

-There was some discussion of wind studies, but such studies are not currently required as part of 

the site plan process.  Wind studies should be a future consideration, as buildings get taller and 

extreme weather events occur more often. 

 

Penzance, 1555 Wilson Boulevard (SP #445) 

 

The Penzance team has been responsive on a number of issues raised by UFC at the PC hearings:    
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-Penzance has proposed an alternative site for the APS parking garage elevator, placing it inside 

the West Building.  UFC supports this option since it would increase the area for tree planting, 

and significantly reduce hardscape.    

 

-UFC comments at the hearings included mention that West Building balconies overhanging the 

pedestrian pathway further reduced light levels on trees in a mostly shady area.  Balconies 

originally started at only 24ft above grade, and are up to 6ft wide (the space between the school 

and West Building is only 50ft wide).  Penzance has agreed to remove six balconies and reduce 

the size of two more.  Taking out these lower balconies will open up the space and increase 

daylight levels. 

 

-UFC requested a second street tree along Wilson Boulevard south of the West Building.  County 

staff is looking at it.  A traffic signal is needed in that area, but it seems there should be room for 

both. 

 

-Penzance agreed to take measures to protect trees from uric acid damage, either by application 

of repellant or designing tree pits in a way that would impede dog access.  Newly planted trees 

are more susceptible to damage from dog urine. 

 

--The developer has a significant tree replacement requirement of 46 trees, in addition to the 

Chesapeake Bay canopy cover requirement of ten percent.  It is not clear Penzance will be able 

to meet its canopy requirements, unless it can do so with trees that will be planted in RHP park 

(which they are financing).  In either case, UFC would encourage Penzance to take advantage of 

every opportunity to add tree canopy on their buildings’ setbacks and rooftops.   Looking at the 

landscape plan on file, it appears tree planting in these areas is more decorative than significant 

in terms of tree canopy. 

 

Rosslyn Highlands Park (SP #445-U-16-1) 

 

-UFC is very concerned by recent changes in the design concept for the park.  There appears to 

be a significant increase in hardscape, particularly in the area of the pedestrian pathway, but also 

in the main park area.   

 

-The community and UFC advocated for adequate shade and passive areas to complement the 

active park amenities.  On hot sunny days, the afternoon sun will beat down on the main park 

area.  The typical breeze that has come from the south on summer afternoons will be blocked by 

the West Building.  Groves of canopy trees are the best solution.  In view of the intense amount 

of sun the main park area will be subject to, installation of an irrigation system should be 

considered.   
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- This park will be heavily used.  The population of North Rosslyn Civic Association will almost 

double as the result of WRAP.  Minimizing soil compaction should be a design consideration, 

and periodic mitigation of compacted soil may be necessary.   

 

-UFC opposes the idea of re-zoning of the park from S-3A to C-O.  UFC recently reviewed the 

benefits of S-3A and find it to be much more protective of open space, trees and tree canopy.  

 

-The PC voted unanimously to defer approval of the park’s use permit to allow further review.  

UFC also supports deferral so we have an opportunity to review and suggest changes to the 

current design. 

 

Queens Court (SP #444)      

 

The owner, Arlington Partnership for Affordable Housing (APAH), and their landscape design 

team have come up with a good landscape plan and been very responsive to UFC concerns.   

 

-They are working with CPHD and Traffic staff to accommodate a UFC request for one 

additional tree on Key Boulevard near the corner of Quinn.  There is the need for a traffic signal, 

but it appears there will be room for both.   APAH has otherwise maximized the planting of 

street trees around their property. 

 

-APAH will plant enough trees to provide good canopy cover at the main entry’s courtyard.  This 

is the only area at grade they have for planting trees.   It is unfortunate APAH does not plan to 

have any rooftop areas planted with trees.  They may fall slightly short of meeting their tree 

canopy requirements on-site. 

 

Overall, UFC recommends that the County Board approve three components of WRAP: the 

Wilson School, the APAH site, and the Penzance buildings.  UFC withholds its support of the 

Rosslyn Highlands Park Use Permit contingent upon review of and satisfactory revisions to its 

design. 

 

Thank you for considering these concerns. 

 

Sincerely, 

  
Nora Palmatier, Chair 

Urban Forestry Commission 


