
 
 
STAFF: Diane Alvira, Customer Service Manager, SWD, DES 
Carl Newby, Chief, Solid Waste Division, DES 
Reviewed by the County Attorney's Office:______                           

  
February 12, 2003 

 
 
TO:  The County Board of Arlington, Virginia 
 
FROM: Ron Carlee, County Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Request to Advertise for a Public Hearing for Amendments to Chapter 10 

of Arlington County Code (Garbage, Refuse, and Weeds), Relating to 
Refuse Collection Services Provided and Customer Responsibilities. 

 
RECOMMENDATION(S):  Authorize advertisement of a public hearing to be 

held on March 29, 2003, to amend Chapter 10 of 
the Arlington County Code (Garbage, Refuse, and 
Weeds), effective July 1, 2003. 

 
ISSUE: Should Arlington County change the language of Chapter 10 of the County 

Code in order to better define provided services and the responsibilities of the 
users of the County’s refuse collection system? 

 
SUMMARY:  The Solid Waste Division of the Department of Environmental Services 

has conducted a review of Chapter 10, Article 1 (Refuse) of the 
Arlington County Code to clarify the nature of refuse collection 
services provided and to define more clearly customer responsibilities.  
These amendments concern seven specific areas: 1) establish the 
definition of front building line and revise the requirements for the 
proper storage of refuse carts and household containers; 2) revise the 
definition of plastic bag; 3) clarify the participation of townhouse 
developments; 4) provide for the disposal of unserviceable household 
containers; 5) clarify the use of biodegradable bags; 6) modify the 
notification process for cleanup services;  and 7) clarify customer 
responsibilities for refuse carts issued. 

 
BACKGROUND:  The Solid Waste Division of the Department of Environmental 
Services has conducted a review of Article 1 (Refuse) of Chapter 10 of the Arlington 
County Code.  This review resulted in recommended changes to the current Code which 
staff believes will enhance community cleanliness and appearance and the refuse 
collection services provided to the community. 
 
 The recommended changes address a variety of operational issues.  Some of the 
amendments update the Arlington County Code regarding services.  Others clarify 
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customer responsibilities and procedures in order to make the entire system easier to 
understand.  Some language changes clarify details regarding County Board approved 
changes in services in recent years.   
 
 The Division will also bring forward to the County Board in the future the 
following recommendations:  an ordinance prohibiting parking on or adjacent to County 
streets and highways of commercial motor vehicles used to transport municipal solid 
waste; and an amendment to the Recycling Ordinance to clarify requirements and 
evaluate a conversion to a civil penalty enforcement process. 
 
 The following report specifically addresses each individual code change by 
identifying the issue, providing background, and making a recommendation.  Attached 
at the end of the report are specific language changes for the Arlington County Code. 
 
1. Definition of “front building line” and a revision of the requirements for the proper 
storage of refuse carts and household containers.   Article 1 of Chapter 10 of the 
Arlington County Code requires that refuse carts and household containers be stored 
behind the front building line of a residence, except when placed for collection services.  
No definition is given in the code for the term “front building line” and the term is 
subject to different interpretations if the structure has an irregular shape.  Staff 
recommends the addition of a definition to clarify the meaning of the term “front 
building line.”   
 
A significant number of residences utilizing the County’s refuse collection services do 
not store household containers and refuse carts as required by the Code.  Often 
customers choose to store household containers and refuse carts in front of the front 
building line.  Typically, the containers or carts are screened from view from the street.  
Staff has regularly taken action concerning container placement complaints, but 
recognizes that many residents meet the intent of the Code by concealing the 
containers from view.  Staff recommends that the Code be changed to allow for the 
storage of household containers and refuse carts in front of the front building line of a 
residence if properly screened from view from the street. 
 
2. Definition of “plastic bag”.  The current definition for plastic bags is expressed in 
terms of inches and thickness.  The most common standards for trash bag capacity are 
in gallons and thickness is in millimeters.   Customers frequently use very large plastic 
bags that do not meet the definition separately from the refuse carts, resulting in refuse 
crews handling overweight or exceedingly bulky bags. Customers also frequently use 
small bags separately from the refuse carts requiring excessive handling.   Staff 
recommends that the Code be changed to more closely match the household container 
definition by expressing plastic bag capacity in terms of gallons and to establish a 
maximum capacity of 33 gallons and a minimum capacity of 13 gallons. 
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The current definition of “plastic bag” specifies a minimum thickness of 1.5 millimeters.    
The common industry standard for trash collection is a minimum of 0.85 millimeters.  
Many plastic bags intended for lighter uses are of less thickness and are not suited for 
trash storage and handling.   Collection crews are experiencing difficulty with broken 
bags and spillage resulting from the regular use of bags thinner than 0.85 millimeters.  
Staff recommends the definition be changed to require a minimum of 0.85 millimeters.  
 
3.  Clarify the participation of townhouse developments.   The Code states “each one-
family or two-family dwelling as defined in Section 1, Chapter 10, of the Arlington 
County Code shall participate in the Arlington County refuse collection system.”   The 
Code allows for, but does not require, townhouse developments to participate in the 
Arlington County refuse collection system.  The Code addresses issues such as vehicle 
access and individual water metering (for billing purposes).  In addition, the County 
provides refuse and recycling collection services, in part, to reduce truck traffic on 
County streets, provide uniform collection services in neighborhoods (same day of week 
and type of containers), and to promote the proper storage and handling of solid 
wastes. Staff recommends that all townhouse dwellings for which a certificate of 
occupancy is issued on or after July 1, 2003, be required to participate in the County’s 
refuse collection system.  Staff also recommends that the County Manager or his 
designee be authorized to establish reasonable regulations that will allow for exceptions 
based on unnecessary hardship on any one townhouse or townhouse development if 
the hardship is not generally shared with other townhouses or townhouse 
developments. 
 
4. Disposal of unserviceable household trash containers.   Refuse collection crews 
periodically encounter household trash containers placed for collection that are not 
serviceable for collection and cause safety hazards to the crew.   Examples include 
metal cans with the bottoms weakened or open due to rust, handles that are missing, 
and plastic cans cracked, split, or worn through on the bottom.  Unserviceable 
containers can result in spillage, injury to refuse crewmembers, and serve to attract 
rodents and other pests.  While the definition in the Code does specify serviceable 
household containers, the Code does not provide a practical method for staff to resolve 
a customer’s regular use of an unserviceable household container.  Staff recommends 
that the Code be changed to allow staff to dispose of an unserviceable container that is 
placed for collection after notice has been given to a customer to not use a given 
container.  
 
5.  Clarify the use of the biodegradable bags. The Code forbids the use of paper bags in 
the refuse collection system except for the use of biodegradable bags for leaves during 
leaf collection season.  Biodegradable bags are collected separately and the material 
collected is mulched.  Starting with FY 2000, the County established a spring yard 
waste collection program for four weeks each spring.  During the spring yard waste 
program, an expanded list of yard waste materials is collected in biodegradable bags.  
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Staff recommends that the Code be changed to allow the use of biodegradable bags for 
yard waste materials during special collection programs. 
 
 
6.  Modify the notification process for cleanup services.  The Code allows for fees to be 
imposed on refuse collection system participants for cleanups performed by the County 
that are the result of the failure of the participant to adhere to the storage, removal, 
and maintenance provisions for refuse in the Code.  To allow the participant the 
opportunity to perform the cleanup and avoid the fee the Code requires a seven-day 
notice to the participant before the cleanup is conducted and the fee is imposed.  Staff 
has experienced situations where the cleanup cannot be delayed for the seven day 
period without adverse impacts to the community.  A common example is the 
placement of loose materials in the public right of way that interferes with the safe flow 
of pedestrian or vehicular traffic.  Currently, County crews respond to perform the 
cleanups as needed to correct safety problems, to contain spills, or to control wind 
blown debris. Staff recommends that the Code be changed to allow the County 
Manager or his designee to establish reasonable regulations and standards concerning 
imposition of fees for violations of storage, removal, and maintenance of refuse that 
require immediate clean-up.  
 
7. Customer responsibilities for refuse carts issued.  All participants in the Arlington 
County refuse collection system are eligible for a refuse cart as part of the base 
residential refuse collection fee.  Additional carts may be requested for a charge.  The 
fee is based, in part, on normal wear and tear of the refuse carts by participants.  On 
occasion refuse carts are destroyed by the misuse of participants.  The most common 
example is the destruction of a refuse cart by placing hot ashes or other fire sources in 
the cart.  Staff recommends that the Code be changed to allow for the customer to be 
charged on their quarterly utility bill the price of a replacement refuse cart if staff 
determines that a refuse cart becomes unserviceable due to the misuse, abuse, or 
negligence of the homeowner. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT: Most of the proposed changes will have no fiscal impact.  The 
clarification of the participation of townhouse developments may result in a net increase 
in the total number of residences participating in the program over time, but will only 
have a minor initial impact.  The modification of the notification process for a cleanup 
services may result in a minor increase in the total annual amount of fees imposed.  
The annual increase in refuse cart replacement charges will be less than $500. 
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Chapter 10 
GARBAGE, REFUSE AND WEEDS* 

 

ARTICLE I. REFUSE* 
*** 
§ 10-2. Definitions. 
*** 
Front Building Line . The front building line is a straight line running between the two corners of a 
building side facing the street frontage or the two extreme edges of the building profile visible from the 
street frontage and extending to the property line.  
*** 
Plastic bag. A plastic container of at least thirty (30) inches by thirty-six (36) inches thirteen (13) gallons 
capacity and not more than thirty (33) gallons capacity and made of plastic at least one and fifty 
hundredths (1.50) eighty five hundredths (0.85) millimeters thick.  Notwithstanding the foregoing 
sentence, in all events the bag must be sturdy enough to support the weight of the contents. 
*** 
  
§ 10-5. Participation in the county refuse collection system. 
 
(a)  The owner of each one-family or two-family dwelling as defined in Section 1 of the Arlington County 
Zoning Ordinance shall participate in the Arlington County refuse collection system.  The county shall 
collect the refuse from each building participating in the Arlington County refuse collection system weekly.  
The owner of the building shall pay the fees provided for in section 10-8 of this chapter.   All participants 
in the Arlington County refuse collection system are eligible for one (1) refuse cart as part of the base 
residential refuse collection fee.  Up to two (2) additional refuse carts (for a total of three (3)) may be 
requested at a charge as set forth in section 10-8. 
 
(b)  If a county refuse truck enters a private street to collect refuse, the street must be constructed 
according to Arlington County Standards and Specifications enforced by the Arlington County Department 
of Public Works; and must be at least fourteen (14) feet wide excluding the space taken up by parked 
cars.  Residents of lots on private streets that do not meet the County Standards and Specifications as of 
July 1, 1992, shall bring their refuse containers to the nearest designated collection point accessible to 
county refuse trucks to be eligible to continue to participate in the county refuse collection system. 
 
(c) The owners of a development of town house dwellings, as defined in Section 1 of the Arlington County 
Zoning Ordinance, may participate as a group in the Arlington County refuse collection system 
constructed after July 1, 2003 will be required to participate as a group in the Arlington County refuse 
collection system, provided: 
 

(1) Each dwelling is individually metered for water; 
 
(2) There is adequate space so that the refuse truck can turn around without backing onto or off 
of a street; 
 
(3) Parking is arranged so that refuse need not be carried between parked cars; 
 
(4) If it is necessary for the refuse truck to enter a private street, the street is constructed 
according to Arlington County Standards and Specifications enforced by the Arlington County 
Department of Public Works; and 
 
(5) The street is at least fourteen (14) feet wide excluding the space taken up by parked cars. 
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(6) The County Manager or his designee is authorized to establish reasonable procedures that 
allow for exceptions based on safety or health considerations or a determination that the use of 
refuse carts is not feasible or useable for the town house or town house development. 
 
 

 
§ 10-6. Storage, removal, and maintenance. 
 
(A) Storage generally. It shall be unlawful for any person to store any refuse within the county, except as 
provided in this article. 
 
(B) Responsibilities of owners and occupants: 
 

(1) It shall be the responsibility of the occupant or, in the occupant's absence, the owner of each 
building receiving county refuse service, to adhere to the following practices: 

 
(a) Refuse shall be placed at the collection point in refuse carts, household containers, 
plastic bags or be bundled. All refuse stored outside the building shall be in household 
containers or refuse carts. Household containers shall be kept covered with tightly fitting 
lids at all times. Plastic bags shall be securely tied with the contents wrapped to prevent 
tearing or puncturing the bag: 

 
1. No amount of liquid in excess of one-half (1/2) gallon shall be placed in the 
refuse for any collection at any residential collection point. 
 
2. Ashes shall be cold to the touch prior to placement at collection point. 
 
3. Household containers, bundled material, bundled brush, or plastics bags shall 
not exceed fifty (50) pounds gross weight. 
 
4. Tree branches and shrubbery trimmings, lumber, cardboard, and carpeting 
shall be securely tied in bundles not to exceed four (4) feet in length, twenty-four 
(24) inches in diameter and fifty (50) pounds in weight. 
 
5. Unbundled brush, appliances, and furniture shall be placed at curbside for 
pickup only where arrangements for their collection have been made with the 
Department of Environmental Services. Collection arrangements shall be made 
no later than the workday prior to the regularly scheduled collection day. 
 

(b) Place all refuse carts, household containers, bundled material, bundled brush, and 
plastic bags at the collection point no sooner than 5:00 p.m. the day prior to, nor later 
than 6:00 a.m. of the day of scheduled collection, and remove all household containers to 
their normal storage location within twenty-four (24) hours after emptying. Normal 
location shall mean a regular place of keeping not in front of  the building and behind the 
front building line, unless there is fencing or landscaping that screens or shields the 
containers from general view from the street. 
 
 
(c) Maintain household containers, refuse carts, and recycling bins in a serviceable and 
sanitary condition. These containers shall be cleaned prior to the next refuse service day 
upon the occupant being informed by the refuse crews of the need for cleaning. If a 
household container is determined to be unserviceable by the County Manager or his 
designee (cracked, rusted, dented/damaged), the County Manager or his designee will 
inform the owner by placing a decal on the refuse container.  If the same container is 
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used in the future as a refuse container, it shall be considered refuse and thrown away 
with the regular refuse.   
 
(d) Store leaves in biodegradable paper bags or place loose leaves at curbside for 
collection during the designated leaf collection season. Biodegradable paper bags 
provided by the County will be collected only during the leaf collection season, spring 
yard waste, and other yard waste collection programs designated by the County Manager 
or his designee. 
 
(e) At occupant's expense, privately dispose of: 
 

1. All items weighing more than five hundred (500) pounds. 
 
2. Building material such as brick, masonry block, rock, sod, earth, or sand. 
 
3. Building materials not prepared in accordance with this Code and any building 
materials resulting from work performed by a person in the course of business. 
 
4. Trees, tree branches, shrubbery, or other plant material that exceed ten (10) 
feet in length and eighteen (18) inches in diameter or that are the result of the 
clearing of multiple trees from a property. 
 

(f) Keep dogs tied up securely or in the house on collection day when backdoor service 
(non-curbside) is provided. 
 
(g) Reserved.    
 
(h) Clean up any refuse or litter remaining at the collection point which is not collected 
because of the failure to adhere to the above practices. 

 
(2) It shall be the responsibility of the owners of all other properties to provide for the collection, 

and disposal of all refuse at least weekly and adhere to the following practices: 
 

(a) Provide sufficient number of approved containers for the storage of refuse.  
Containers shall be kept covered with a tightly fitting lid at all times. All refuse 
containers shall be emptied frequently enough to prevent their contents from 
overflowing. 

 
(b) Maintain all containers in a sanitary and serviceable condition. 
 
(c) Place commercial and retail containers on concrete, or other similar impervious 
surfaces. 
 

 
(D) Failure to adhere to the storage, removal, and maintenance provisions: 
 

(1) In addition to penalties provided by law, the county may, if the storage, removal, and 
maintenance provisions of section 10-6 are not adhered to, have such storage, removal, and 
maintenance provision violations corrected by the county's agents or employees and the cost 
thereof shall be charged to and paid by the owner of such property in the same manner as other 
refuse collection charges are imposed. A charge of fifty dollars ($50.00) will be assessed for the 
correction of minor violations. Minor violations are the collection of materials placed at the 
collection point weighing up to two hundred (200) pounds which are not eligible for collection or 
which are not properly prepared for collection. A charge of three hundred dollars ($300.00) will be 
assessed for the collection of materials placed at the collection point weighing more than two 
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hundred (200) pounds which are not eligible for collection or which are not properly prepared for 
collection. The county will not take action until the county has (1) contacted the occupant to 
explain the nature of the problem and the corrective action required, and (2) provided the 
occupant with a written notice of violation informing them of the violation and providing a period of 
seven (7) days in which to correct the problem. The seven (7) day notification period may be 
waived by the County Manager or his designee when hazardous material is disposed of 
inappropriately, pedestrian or vehicular traffic is impeded on a public thoroughfare, creating wind 
blown litter or debris, or if required for public health or safety.  In the event the seven (7) day 
period is waived, reasonable notice under the circumstances shall be given. 

 
§ 10-8. Refuse collection and disposal charges; relief from such charges. 
 
 
(g) Occupants whose refuse carts require replacement due to the misuse or abuse of the occupant shall 
be charged a replacement fee established by the County Manager or his designee based on the cost of 
replacing the refuse cart. This fee shall be added to the occupant’s quarterly charges described in 
subsection (a) and shall be subject to all of the procedures, requirements and penalties for collection 
described in subsection (c). 


