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County Board Meeting – February 22, 2003 

 February 11, 2003 
 
 
TO: The County Board of Arlington, Virginia 
 
FROM: Ron Carlee, County Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Special Designation of Two Trees by Ordinance 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: Staff recommends the designation, by non-codified ordinance 

(attached), of two trees on public property in accordance with 
Arlington County’s Tree Preservation Ordinance, Chapter 67 
(Trees and Shrubs) of the Arlington County Code.  1) 
Designation as a “Specimen Tree” of the white oak (Quercus 
alba) located on County street right-of-way in front of 5618 
16th Street North.  2) Designation as a “Heritage Tree” of the 
southern red oak (Quercus falcata), often referred to as “The 
George Washington Tree”, located on the grounds of 
Arlington’s Water Pollution Control Plant. 

 
ISSUE:     Should Arlington County designate two trees located on public 

property (one as a “Specimen Tree” and one as a “Heritage Tree”) 
in accordance with Arlington County’s Tree Preservation Ordinance 
(Chapter 67, Trees and Shrubs) so that they are subject to 
protection from removal or injury in accordance with the County’s 
Tree Preservation Ordinance?  

 
SUMMARY:  Arlington County’s Tree Preservation Ordinance (Chapter 67, Trees 

and Shrubs) provides a mechanism for the County Board to 
designate Heritage, Memorial, Specimen and Street Trees on both 
public and private property, which may result in special protection 
from removal or damage.  Staff recommends that the Board 
designate two trees on public property in accordance with the Tree 
Preservation Ordinance:  1) the white oak (Quercus alba) located 
on County street right-of-way in front of 5618 16th Street North (to 
be designated as a “Specimen Tree”); and, 2) the southern red oak 
(Quercus falcata), often referred to as “The George Washington 
Tree”, located on the grounds of Arlington’s Water Pollution 
Control Plant (to be designated as a “Heritage Tree”).  Both 
designations would result in protection of the trees from removal 
and damage in accordance with the County’s Tree Preservation 
Ordinance. 

 
BACKGROUND:  The preservation of Arlington’s trees and enhancement of tree 
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canopy coverage has been identified as a top priority by the Arlington County Board 
and citizens.  At its November 16, 2002 meeting the Arlington County Board approved 
a Tree Preservation Ordinance, Chapter 67 (Trees and Shrubs).  The Tree Preservation 
Ordinance focuses on two main areas: 1) the protection of trees on County property (or 
public vehicular and pedestrian easements maintained by the County), and, 2)  
establishing a mechanism for designating Heritage, Memorial, Specimen and Street 
Trees on both public and private property, which may result in special protection status. 
 
Staff proposes that the County Board designate two trees on public property for special 
designation through the Tree Preservation Ordinance.  These trees will be the first ones 
to be designated since the ordinance was adopted.  Both trees are currently registered 
on Arlington’s Notable Tree list because of their significance (as described below).  Staff 
will continue to evaluate other trees in Arlington County, on both public and private 
property, for potential designation by the County Board as Heritage, Specimen, 
Memorial or Street Trees in accordance with the Tree Preservation Ordinance. 
 
The Tree Preservation Ordinance stipulates that no designated trees shall be removed 
or damaged in any way unless the County Board determines that: (a) there is an 
overriding need for public improvements; or (b) a severe hardship exists for reasonable 
use of a site. Should the County Board determine to permit such treatment, the Board 
may require that the tree be replaced with a similar tree or trees to approximate the 
canopy lost, and must issue a writing specifying the action permitted, the tree and its 
location, and the findings justifying the permission.  However, nothing shall prevent the 
County Manager from permitting the removal of a tree in the event that the Urban 
Forester determines that the tree is dead, has become irreversibly diseased or 
irreversibly damaged by natural causes, or presents a hazard to the public. 
 
Any person or entity who violates Arlington’s Tree Preservation Ordinance by causing, 
contributing to, or permitting injury to or removal or destruction of a Heritage, 
Memorial, Specimen, or Street Tree shall be subject to a civil penalty not to exceed 
$2,500 for each violation.  
 
Arlington’s Tree Preservation Ordinance also states that the provisions governing the 
preservation of designated Heritage, Memorial, Specimen and Street Trees “shall not 
apply (a) to work conducted on federal or state property; (b) to emergency work to 
protect life, limb or property; (c) to routine installation, maintenance and repair of cable 
and wires used to provide cable television, electric, gas or telephone service; (d) to 
activities with minor effects on trees, including but not limited to home gardening and 
landscaping of individual homes; and (e) to commercial silvicultural or horticultural 
activities, including but not limited to planting, managing, or harvesting forest or tree 
crops”. 
 
 
 
DISCUSSION:  Both trees recommended for designation through Arlington County’s 
Tree Preservation Ordinance are currently included on Arlington’s Notable Tree List and 
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are of special significance.  The following information describes each tree and the 
reasons why they are recommended for special designation: 
 
White Oak (Quercus alba) on County Street right-of-way in front of 5618 16th Street 
North 
 
“Specimen Tree – Any tree that has been individually designated by the County Board 
to be notable by virtue of its outstanding size and quality for its particular species.” 
 
This white oak meets the above criteria from the Tree Preservation Ordinance.  The 
Notable Tree Committee has given it a certificate for its size which has a score that is 
90% of the County’s largest white oak.  It is in excellent condition and the tree’s form is 
extraordinary.  It acts as a focal point for the neighborhood.  The County has realigned 
the sidewalk and the curb around the tree to give its trunk more room for growth and 
to minimize the potential for tree/hardscape conflict.  The canopy of this magnificent 
tree towers above the confluence of 16th Street North and North Kenilworth Street 
creating a vaulted ceiling like feel to that section of the street corridor. 
 
Southern Red Oak (Quercus falcata) on grounds of Arlington County Water Pollution 
Control Plan 
 
“Heritage Tree – Any tree that has been individually designated by the County Board to 
be of notable historic or cultural interest.” 
 
This southern red oak meets the above criteria from the Tree Preservation Ordinance.  
The Notable Tree Committee has given it a certificate for its historical significance.  The 
tree is estimated to be over 300 years old.  It is 130 feet tall with a circumference of 
almost 18 feet.  “The George Washington Tree” gets its name from the notion that the 
tree was surveyed by our first president.  George Washington was indeed a surveyor in 
the area when the Summer Hill Plantation Property would have been surveyed.  The 
Pearson deed also mentioned a chestnut oak delineating a corner of the property.  The 
fact that the surveyed tree was a chestnut oak brings the facts into question.  However, 
the significance of the tree should not be overlooked.  Whether the tree is the actual 
tree surveyed is not as important as the historical perspective it gives the community.  
The “George Washington Tree” is a majestic reminder of a time when trees were 
considered sentinels upon the landscape. 
 
FISCAL IMPACT:   
 
The two trees being nominated and recommended for designation are on public 
property owned by Arlington County. At this time there are no development plans or 
other anticipated activities that would negatively impact the trees.  Both trees are in 
locations that provide suitable conditions to sustain their present condition as notable 
trees. The only foreseeable fiscal impact is that associated with administering the 
ordinance. This entails processing the nomination, assessing the tree(s) and 
documenting those trees that are designated. For now, such tasks will be performed 
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with existing staff resources. 
 

 
 
 
 
Attachments 
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Notable white oak on County street right-of-way in front of 5618 
16th Street North, nominated for protection under the County’s 
Tree Preservation Ordinance as a Specimen Tree.  The tree is 
over 80 feet tall with a circumference of over 17 feet. 
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White oak in front of 5618 16th Street North 
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“The George Washington Tree,” a notable and historic tree at the 
County’s Water Pollution Control Plant, is nominated for protection 
under the County’s Tree Preservation Ordinance as a Heritage 
Tree.  The tree is 130 feet tall with a circumference of nearly 18 
feet.  It is estimated to be over 300 years old. 
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Southern red oak at Water Pollution Control Plant 


