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Dear Ms. Donnellan, 

 

I am writing on behalf of the Arlington Pedestrian Advisory Committee (PAC), which I chair, in response 

to last Thursday’s WAMU story on the County Manager’s proposed contingency cuts for the 

bike/pedestrian program.  

 

The PAC’s charter charges us with advising the County Manager on “the quality of pedestrian life in 

Arlington County.” This letter has primarily three  purposes: 

1) Question the basis for including, as part of the contingency spending cuts proposal, Arlington’s 

bike/ped programs that have favorably distinguished the county across the nation 

2) Illustrate how the execution of the FY2016 budget process, from the start through today, does not 

appear to be either inclusive or participatory related to the budget’s impact on pedestrians in 

Arlington 

3) Advocate in favor of incorporating into the annual budget process opportunities that are necessary 

to enable the PAC and various other advisory bodies to do our jobs effectively 

 

Your online Budget Message helpfully provides brief highlights (pp. 17-23) of the impact that approval 

and implementation of the proposed contingency cuts would have on Arlington’s bike/ped programs. 

Thank you for explicitly including in your public message summaries of the proposed contingency cuts, 

the compiling of which I recognize was quite an unenviable task. The proposal, as I understand it, would: 

 Divert to other areas $812,121 expected to be raised by the County’s Vehicle Decal Fee Program, 

which has largely funded Arlington’s bike/pedestrian improvement programs 

 Eliminate one of only two current staff positions dedicated to Arlington’s bike/ped programs 
 

Under your stewardship, Arlington has earned a national reputation for its principled commitment to 

innovative transit, pedestrian and bicycling initiatives that help our residential and commercial 

neighborhoods to thrive. The PAC has been and is fortunate to have, as our County staff liaison, a 

dedicated public servant who you hired as the County Bike/Pedestrian Program Manager. There is, 

however, serious concern that approval and implementation of these contingency cuts, as they currently 

are presented, could provide a green light for Incomplete Streets, sending Arlington backward. We don’t 

want to see put at such risk the investment that you and many others have made in making Arlington 

easier to get around by foot, bike and bus.  

 

The PAC meets on the second Wednesday of every month at 7:00pm at 2100 Clarendon Blvd in the First 

Floor Birch Room. Our next meeting is tomorrow, Wednesday, March 11th at 7:00pm. Committee 

members are looking forward to a Q&A with staff to help us better understand the discernible impacts on 

the public that the proposed contingency cuts would have if they were to be effectuated. Would you 

please assist, if needed, in helping to ensure that staff will be prepared to answer our questions?  

 

http://www.arlingtonva.us/
http://commissions.arlingtonva.us/pedestrian-advisory-committee-2/
http://wamu.org/news/15/03/04/why_is_arlington_considering_slashing_its_budget_for_alternative_transit
http://commissions.arlingtonva.us/pedestrian-advisory-committee-2/pedestrian-advisory-committee-charter/
http://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/18/2015/02/FY16P_County-Managers-Message1.pdf


 
Page 2 

 

Of all the proposed contingency cuts, totaling $2,387,540, the bike/ped program tops the list at $937,121, 

or 39% of the $2,387,540 proposal, and more than double the amount of the second largest, proposed cut 

of $450,000 for the Artisphere. 

 

In the Budget Message, you also noted that if the revenue generated by the Decal Fee were to not be used 

for transportation capital improvements, then state and/or federal matching funds would be withheld, 

forcing cancelation of many projects “touching every part of Arlington County.” The leveraging of 

Arlington taxpayer dollars to secure state and federal matching funds and the magnitude of the adverse 

impact of these contingency cuts make the decision to include the bike/ped program items on the 

contingency budget reduction list difficult to comprehend.  

 

Additionally, it is important to recognize that when the county raised the Vehicle Decal Fee to $33 five 

years ago, I believe it was explained to the public that the funds would finance the Complete Streets 

program, technology enhancements, signage and Capital Bikeshare installations. Continuing to collect 

these fees from vehicle owners, while dedicating them to purposes other than those previously outlined, 

has triggered at least two legitimate questions. One is about the fairness of having provided the public 

with assurances as to what these fees would be spent on, and then not honoring those assurances. Another 

is about how a skeptical public can rely on future assurances as to how proposed revenues will be spent.  

 

I recently learned that every year you schedule a session in which you devote yourself to updating leaders 

of advisory commissions on the forthcoming year’s budget picture and to seeking their input on the 

approach the County should take in balancing the budget. The PAC wholeheartedly applauds your doing 

this. The value of the exercise was well articulated in your November 2014 memo on the session held in 

December: “Discussion with you will be important to help me understand the opportunities we may have 

to make both tactical and strategic decisions on the budget and to position ourselves for the out years.”  

 

To my knowledge: 

 The PAC has never been invited to one of these annual sessions 

 No one from either the County Manager’s office or the Department of Transportation once 
solicited from the Pedestrian Advisory Committee any advice about the programs featured in the 

contingency budget reductions proposal.  

 

 

Based on what I have learned so far about the FY2016 budget process, I wish to submit these questions: 

 

1. At what juncture in the FY2016 budget process was an opportunity provided to the PAC, as was 

explicitly provided to advisory commissions, to carry out our charter, charging us with providing you 

with advice as part of an informed dialogue? This is of compelling importance, most particularly with 

FY2016 in the face of a massive contingency spending cuts proposal. 

2. Have other advisory committees, whose charters charge them with directly advising the County 

Manager, not been included in these annual budget sessions? Why would these sessions include only 

leaders of advisory commissions, which advise the County Board, and not include leaders of advisory 

committees, which advise the County Manager. 

3. Would you consider, in future years, ritually including in these sessions – or alternatively creating a 

separate forum for – the PAC and other advisory bodies that previously may not have been included? 

Engaging these advisory groups would increase their insight, and strengthen relationships with and 

among these leaders and their respective committees. Engaging the leadership of these advisory 

groups would also expand the scope of advice that you would receive from these committees.
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4. Would it be feasible in the future to schedule these budget sessions with advisory body leaders after 

your office has begun considering areas for inclusion in a contingency budget reduction proposal that 

the County Board might ask you to prepare? Whether held in the same meeting, or separately, this 

would seem to help make the discussions more relevant, and make the input you receive more useful. 

5. Would you commit to incorporating into the annual budget process timely solicitation of all advisory 

bodies for our input as it may relate to significantly consequential ideas under consideration affecting 

areas within our scope? 

 

Respectfully, I submit that in order for the FY2016 budget process to be inclusive and participatory 

related to the budget’s impact on pedestrians in Arlington, two key steps would need to have been taken. 

 First, we would have been included in December’s budget session with advisory leaders.  

 Second, our advice would have been solicited as a meaningful component of your office’s 

informed consideration of whether or not to include on the contingency cuts list proposed to the 

County Board the very heart of our pedestrian programs. 

 

As Arlington County Board Chair Mary Hynes said on January 2, 2012, in launching PLACE, 

(Participation, Leadership and Civic Engagement), “This will not be an exercise. It is not about simply 

checking a box on civic engagement. Our goal is for  more members of our community to be involved –  

actively and constructively – in the important local government decisions that affect their lives and those 

of their neighbors.” 
 

It is not clear how the FY2016 budget process is consistent with the goals of PLACE. The WAMU story 

served to underscore how important it is to demonstrate Arlington County government’s commitment to 

an inclusive, participatory civic process. While there are those who sit on the sidelines and lob cynically 

laced criticism in your and others’ direction, I am willing – and honored – to serve at your pleasure as 

chair of Arlington’s Pedestrian Advisory Committee. I respectfully ask that the members of the 

Committee, all of whom are also willing and honored to serve at your pleasure, are given a meaningful 

opportunity to do what we were appointed to do. We are dedicated to not only talking the talk, but 

walking the walk of The Arlington Way. 

 

It is recognized that expanding this kind of discourse is apt to inject into the budget process greater 

unpredictability. To be candid, I realize that this won’t make your job any easier in the short-term – but I 

do fervently believe that it will do so in the long-term. 

 

My colleagues and I will continue to learn more about the proposed budget and contingency cuts. As 

community representatives, we will provide careful thought to identifying and examining realistic impacts 

for the public. On behalf of the Pedestrian Advisory Committee, I thank you for considering the 

perspective articulated in this letter, and look forward to hearing back from you. 

 

Respectfully, 

 

 

 

Dennis Jaffe 

Chair, Arlington Pedestrian Advisory Committee 

 

 

cc: Arlington Pedestrian Advisory Committee 

http://topics.arlingtonva.us/place/

