
Stormwater CIP Virtual Information Session – 7/1/20 

Participant Question and Answers 

 

Who is benefiting from the proposed Stormwater projects?   What are the demographics and 
value of the properties in the flood-prone areas? 

Does the county intend to specifically address in writing the recent ArlNow article criticizing 
the CIP for its concentration on N Arlington single family homeowners as an issue of social 
equity? 
 
Flooding over the past several years has affected market-rate and below-market-rate 
properties, including apartment dwellers, condo owners, single family home owners and small 
and large business concerns.  The flooding has also threatened public safety, blocked and 
impacted transportation routes and facilities, generated sanitary sewer back-flows, produced 
significant increases in operational, maintenance and repair costs to public infrastructure, and 
reduced business revenue.   

As with any infrastructure that the County manages (roads, public transportation, potable 
water and sanitary sewer), investments are driven by the system needs and gaps.  Also, the 
infrastructure is inter-connected and sensitive – impacts in one area can and/or will cascade to 
other regions.   

In Arlington County, repetitive flooding and loss have been generally caused by two separate 
scenarios, calling for two mostly different responses.  Throughout the County’s southern 
regions, rampant flooding was mainly a function of flat, low-lying lands, a majority of the 
County’s floodplains, and restricted capacity in the County’s main overland relief feature – Four 
Mile Run.  Although projects in the current CIP are centered mainly in western and northern 
Arlington, significant investments have already been made to protect the southern part of the 
County from flooding.   Flooding complaints have been de minimis over the past decade in that 
area of Arlington as a result of past flood prevention investments, such as the County’s 
purchase of floodplains and conversion to multi-amenity parks; followed by construction of the 
flood channel in lower Four Mile Run (and routine maintenance/dredging of the channel since 
that time). The estimated original Federal and local cost for channelization were $51,780,000 
and $2,439,000, respectively. The project was completed in August 1984. The estimated cost 
for routine dredging the (roughly every 5 years) is approximately $2.4M for each maintenance 
cycle (Arlington County's 50% share of a total $4.6M + in engineering, permitting, and dredging-
construction)." 

By contrast, flooding north of Lee Highway is a product of early, rapid development (1930-
1960) prior to overland relief regulation, poor soils, undergrounding of nearly all the region’s 
streams, acute elevation changes throughout, and climatic changes that concentrate higher 



frequency and intensity storms across the County’s northern region (commonly, twice as much 
rainfall in a shorter period of time than south County).   The scarcity of streams in this region 
deprives it of a fundamental asset found in other areas of the County – overland relief for 
floodwaters. 

The causes of flooding in the upper region of the County have not been substantively addressed 
- and the solutions are more complex - but not necessarily more costly than stormwater 
management investments already made in other areas of the County. 

Regarding the June-22-2020 Editorial by Jane Green on the County Manager’s Stormwater CIP 
Proposal, we appreciate Ms. Green’s advocacy for quality-of-life in Arlington County.  Her 
editorial is based on incomplete, sometimes faulty, information or understanding of how the 
Stormwater proposal would be implemented.  Importantly, the editorial is missing the critical 
impacts 2006-2019 map, which identifies repetitive impact and loss from flooding.  Also, the 
editorial assumes that the stormwater bond would be in lieu of other capital improvements, 
such as parks and bike lanes.  The editorial does not: 1) recognize that funding for other 
programs is carrying over from prior bonds and revenues, so that these programs continue to 
be implemented in FY 21; 2) that any stormwater bond is self-reliant (debt service is paid fully 
from the stormwater fund) and, as such, does not count against the County’s debt-service cap, 
and 3) that any Stormwater bond comes with fiscal reserves and controls to ensure that it 
remains fully self-reliant.  Other claims in the editorial are addressed below, under various 
questions and responses. 

 

Why is the funding so aggressive?   The County is asking for more money than is needed for 
the first year.  The County is pursuing a bond for Stormwater to allow a faster timeframe to 
complete the stormwater capacity projects, and reasonable improvements in the state-of-
good-repair for maintenance and operation of the system.  

One of the reason’s Stormwater’s bond referenda is much larger than the other programs, is 
other programs can and have built up balances over a number of years to pay for larger 
projects. At approximately a $2M a year capital program historically, Stormwater has not been 
able to build up balances for these larger capacity projects – so we need to bond for them.  In 
addition, the referenda include bonds for several projects that will be constructed over a 
number of years. In order to encumber (or execute these multi-year construction contracts) we 
need to have the funding available. For example, $27 million is included in the referenda for 
Spout Run in order to have the funding available to encumber funds for construction that will 
occur through FY 2025.  Finally, by bonding infrastructure projects which will last for decades, 
we are spreading the cost burden to all those generations of taxpayers which will benefit, 
rather than burdening only those current system users. 



This is the first time the County has considered a bond for stormwater projects, and the debt 
service will be paid from the dedicated stormwater fund.  For this reason, the bond will not 
count against the County’s maximum debt for purposes of bond rating. 

Recent County Bond Sales for Comparison Purposes 

2019  
 

$106.35M for County capital projects including Paving, Metro, the Neighborhood 
Conservation program, Long Bridge Aquatics and Fitness Center, Parks, Nauck 
Town Square, Fire Station 8, Critical Systems Infrastructure, Facilities Condition 
Assessments, Buck Property Redevelopment, WalkArlington, BikeArlington, 
Bridge Maintenance, Transportation Systems & Traffic Signals, East Falls Church 
Streets, Street Lights, and Traffic Calming Device Replacement. 
$63.13 million for new school construction; planning and design for secondary 
school construction projects, and infrastructure, HVAC and roofing projects. 

2018  
 

$92.4M for Arlington Public Schools projects.  $33.2 million for Metro and local 
transportation projects, including street paving and street lights.  $21.1 million 
for community infrastructure projects, including planning and construction of the 
Lubber Run Community Center. $6.7 million for parks and recreation projects, 
including trail maintenance and planning for Jennie Dean Park. 

2017 
 

$185M for the County’s capital contributions for Metro; Neighborhood 
Conservation; Paving; Trail Maintenance, Parks Land Acquisition; Lubber Run 
Community Center, Nauck Village Center Action Plan, Maintenance Capital; and 
Arlington Public Schools projects. 

2016  
 

$55M County’s capital contributions for Metro; Neighborhood Conservation; 
Paving; Crystal City Parks and Open Space; Parks Land Acquisition; Maintenance 
Capital; and Arlington Public Schools projects.  

2015  
 

$77M the County’s capital contributions for Metro; Neighborhood Conservation; 
WalkArlington; BikeArlington; ConnectArlington; Paving; Maintenance Capital; 
Arlington Public Schools projects and Utilities projects. 

2014  
 

$65M County's capital contributions for Metro; Neighborhood Conservation; 
WalkArlington; BikeArlington; ConnectArlington; Paving; Arlington Public Schools 
projects and Utilities projects. 

 

Are there alternatives to the proposed program? Instead of a bond for stormwater, why not use 
smart growth development with stormwater management techniques? If large scale 
development (commercial, multifamily) were allowed in the parts of North Arlington that 
have experienced flooding, could those large development projects mitigate the Stormwater 
issues?  The County has exercised smart growth development since the 1970s, in areas near the 
metro and bus corridors, and we are examining opportunities to add additional stormwater 
management (beyond that required for a specific development project) in County projects at 
key locations that need additional stormwater capacity.   
 



Most of Arlington’s stormwater challenges are from existing development, drainage 
networks, and topography.  The pace and scale of redevelopment at the lot level is not at an 
adequate scale to manage flooding.  The CIP is focused on management of stormwater 
at the larger scales necessary beyond the lot level, including the significant proposed 
investment in watershed-scale flood risk reduction efforts along with continued stream and 
water quality improvement efforts.    
 
Is there a calculated cost-benefit ratio for this stormwater program?  Investments in County 
infrastructure such as roads, Metro and the stormwater system has an overall benefit for 
quality of life for all County residents.  The Objectives slide in the presentation reviewed some 
of the key benefits, such as public safety, building integrity, environmental and economic 
impacts.  The Risk Assessment and Management Project (RAMP) that is currently underway is a 
fully-integrated analysis of risk and the cost of inaction.  The RAMP will include inundation 
maps, hydrologic models, vulnerability assessments and risk assessments. For example, the only 
hospital in Arlington is in one of the 5 Critical Watersheds.  Risk assessments typically 
demonstrate that the “cost-of-inaction” is far greater than investments that maintain 
reasonable levels-of-service and state-of-good-repair for infrastructure systems. 
 
Can you describe the RAMP approach in more detail...also what is the scope of "Flood Risk 
Reduction & Capacity Improvements"...would that include smaller projects like our 
neighborhood?   The Risk Assessment and Management Project (RAMP) is informed by the 
successive high-intensity storms, flooding, and cross-sector (as well as "cascading" impacts) 
occurring in our region over the last several years.  In general, a "risk assessment" factors 1) the 
probability of something occurring, against 2) the scale and scope of consequences from that 
occurrence.   The RAMP will also define watershed-scale vulnerabilities, as well as "risk 
assessments".  Vulnerability is the weakness of an asset that can be exploited by one or more 
threats and/or the level of resilience to that threat.  In brief, a Risk Assessment is the "cost-of-
inaction" - it is the fiscal and financial calculation of impacts, typically in four categories:  1) the 
cost of replacement of the asset, 2) increased costs of operations, 3) loss of revenue, and 4) 
adverse impact on business functions.   

Summarizing the complex scope of the RAMP, it will update the County's 2010 climate 
projections to map future storm trends from current time to 2035, and then again to 2070 
(scientific sources concur in projecting increased intensity, duration, and frequency of storms, 
i.e., the IDF curves).  Those projections also forecast the volume of stormwater the County 
should manage against the current capacity of the system - in essence, factoring the gaps 
system upgrades should address.  These calculations will be made on a watershed-by-
watershed basis, to map vulnerabilities and risks of the system.  This allows the County to move 
forward with a mid- and long-term plan for modifying the system for performance, cost-
effectiveness and risk mitigation.  Importantly, the RAMP will also provide engineering 
strategies for embedding future elasticity in the system for future (to respond to increased 
demand).   
 



The current CIP Proposal is informed by rigorous data-gathering over the past 15 years of 
storms and "cloudbursts", repetitive impacts and losses, cascading impacts, and modeling 
current insufficiencies.  The term "cascading impacts" refers to cross-sector impacts 
(commercial and residential flooding, business interruptions and loss, interruption or 
inoperability of other infrastructure such as power and public transportation, impassibility of 
roads, inflation of repair, maintenance and operations budgets, revenue losses, and 
environmental degradation); but also refers to geographic migration of impacts.  The 
stormwater system is county-wide and interconnected, so that impacts in one section of the 
County do and will continue to increase in other sections. 
 

Are the at-risk houses currently insurable under FEMA’s subsidized National Flood Insurance 
program?   As noted above, flooding impacts are not limited to homes.  Just as in the southern 
part of the County prior to County investments, planning and construction - in the northern 
region of the County, flooding creates repetitive losses in home and businesses, threats to 
personal safety, other service interruptions (such as power and Metro), blockages in main 
thoroughfares and arterials, adverse environmental impacts (such as sanitary sewer back-flows 
and potent transportation of pollutants), loss of other property such as vehicles, and significant 
increases to the public costs of repair, operation and maintenance.   

Also, the climate is not static and scientific projections predict increased frequency, duration, 
and intensity of storms in the mid-Atlantic region between 35%-70% over the next several 
decades.   The “banding” trend of intense storms (crossing Fairfax County, northern Arlington 
County, Washington, D.C. and Maryland) has produced historic storms (100-year to 500-year 
storms) in 3 of the last 4 years.  The cost of inaction will be significant and will also grow over 
time.  The impacts of these storms will similarly have cascading impacts south of Interstate 50. 

There are federal/FEMA floodplains and separate "local" or "urban" floodplains.   The key 
difference between the two is that the former is typically found in flatlands, plains and 
wetlands and certified by the federal government.  The latter are floodplains created locally by 
a number of conditions – over most of which the government has no control.  In our case, e.g., 
prior rapid development without overland flow, poor infiltration soils, acute elevation changes, 
undergrounding of all or nearly all streams, and all that colliding with acute increases in the 
frequency, duration and/or intensity of storms due to climate volatility. 

FEMA’s direct insurance program applies to buildings and assets in FEMA floodplains (most of 
which are located south of Route 50 in Arlington County).  That program also provides limited 
funding to purchase the most vulnerable homes, but again, only in “special flood hazard areas” 
designated by the federal government within FEMA floodplains.  Private flood insurance is 
available but specifically excludes sub-grade building levels such as basements, in both 
residential and commercial spaces. 

As part of the stormwater/flood protection improvements, will the county be pursuing a 
better Community Rating System score? Fairfax County and Falls Church both have scores 

about:blank
about:blank


that give residents higher discounts on flood insurance.   The County is a member of FEMA’s 
Community Rating System, which allows for a tiered set of discounts for flood insurance on 
properties both in and outside FEMA floodplains.   Yes, the County is pursuing a better 
Community Rating System score. This is a multi-year, multi-step process.  The County has 
already reached high levels of performance in many chapters under the CRS.  Open space and 
the inclusion of building code programs that approximate FEMA-based building codes are two 
facets that can also impact the rating.   Communities, such as Fairfax County, which have more 
available open space than Arlington County, may have better scores due to the availability of 
greater open space in a larger geography, and a pattern of “subdivision” development that 
requires large stormwater detention (again, a function of sufficient space).   

Also, Arlington County lags far behind the capital investments of neighboring jurisdictions, such 
as Fairfax County. 

 

My question is related to when we can anticipate the county prioritizing funding to meet the 
much needed infrastructure upgrade in our neighborhood (25th Road North).  We have done 
everything we can to manage the runoff of water on our lot, but we cannot fix the 
infrastructure issues that plague the storm drain and want to know when the county will 
prioritize the upgrade very much needed on our intersection.   Your property is located in the 
Westover Branch Watershed, one of the 5 critical watersheds planned for system 
improvements.   The proposed CIP is the early phase of a 10-year conceptual CIP which 
addresses many watershed-scale and localized flooding demands.   These are large-scale, multi-
phase projects that are the focus of the County’s intensive planning efforts over the past two 
years.  Funding these projects is subject, at present, to a positive bonding referendum in 
November.   

Flood Resilient Arlington is, however, a partnership among the County and its constituents.  The 
infrastructure is the focus of government, but there are also measures you can take on your 
own property to address the specific flood vulnerabilities of the property itself.  These are “last-
mile-travelled” measures, and they are also featured on the Flood Resilient Arlington website, 
https://www.arlingtonva.us/flooding/  

 

Is there a way to “fast-track” permits so that at least home-owners can take precautions for 
areas identified as flood prone?  It may be possible to fast track certain permits for flood 
proofing improvements.  We will discuss with the permitting department.   

Will there be any specifics regarding the number of storm water remediation projects that 
are on the county's list (both big and small) and some indication about the timing? I assume 
given current budget issues, that a "final" decision about these projects and funding will be 
postponed until after the proposed Nov 2020 referendum is voted on?  Yes, in general, our 



ability to be specific, or to move forward at all, is dependent upon funding.  Allocations in the 
Proposed CIP reflect how far advanced the County is in engineering for specific watersheds.  E.g., the 
Spout Run CIP proposal is larger because the County is ready to move from conceptual to final 
engineering plans in FY21 and to executing. 

 
How about halting permits for large homes (larger than 2,500 sq ft)? Or requiring builders to 
provide appropriate canalization, especially when building uphill?   At the lot level, Arlington 
executes a strong regulatory program for development, which reflects a necessary balance 
between private property rights and protecting the public good.  Arlington has implemented 
its regulatory program for redevelopment of single-family homes since 2011, with a 
comprehensive performance update launched in 2014.  The goals of this program are to 
mitigate the incremental impacts of stormwater runoff as each lot is redeveloped, targeting 
a ‘do no harm’ outcome for most storm events, at a minimum.  Stormwater management 
requirements are included in the Land Disturbing Activity (LDA) Permit required for projects 
disturbing more than 2,500 square feet of land. 
  
At the County Board’s direction in 2018, following multiple flooding events in the community, 
staff has been working on a recalibration of the program—‘LDA 2.0’— to reduce impacts of 
stormwater runoff from redevelopment with increased emphasis on stormwater quantity (as 
opposed to treating runoff for pollutant removal).    
  
LDA 2.0 cannot eliminate all lot-to-lot drainage impacts.  However, it is expected to improve 
management of runoff from intense rainfall by requiring more water to be managed on 
site.  Further, as noted in the response to the previous question, the program is an incremental 
and not the primary tool to mitigate watershed-scale impacts from extreme rainfall events like 
the July 8, 2019, flood.  
  
The LDA 2.0 recommendations will be presented to the County Manager this summer.  
  
 
Is Arlington County going to work with/ require builders to make sure that they are properly 
managing future flood risk.   Policy considerations under evaluation through the Inter-
departmental Stormwater Working Group include a Flood Resilient Design and Construction 
Standards Manual that will introduce and encourage the use of flood-proof measures and 
strategies by the private sector.  Please also see the response above about the ‘LDA 2.0’ effort.  
 

Does the land acquisition portion of your plan include acquiring any currently-occupied 
houses? If so, how will you inform the owners of those properties?  Yes, some of the 
properties considered for acquisition are occupied. The County would work with property 
owners to negotiate a sale and is not planning to use eminent domain. 

If we do not plan for new capital projects in other areas, like transportation, this year, won't 
the future year CIP breakdowns (the last pie chart) be more heavily skewed towards 

about:blank
about:blank


stormwater?  The County Manager only proposed a one-year CIP due to the economic 
uncertainty currently facing us, and the difficulty projecting revenue over the next 10 years. 
Hopefully over the next 10 years the economic picture will improve.  For context, in the last 
adopted CIP, Stormwater represented just 1 percent of the County’s capital investment. In this 
one-year proposal Stormwater represents 5% of the County’s CIP. Over the next 10 years our 
current plan has stormwater spending $188 million in capital. Compared to the FY 2019 – FY 
2028 Adopted CIP investments, that $188 Million investment would have represented 6% of 
the County’s CIP. So long story short, we would be hesitant to predict how funding over the 
next 10- years will change for various programs, but Stormwater will likely still represent a 
much smaller slice of the pie than Transportation.  
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In the pie chart of the proposed CIP expenditure breakdown, were you showing total 
expenditures or investments from Arlington County? I.e. were you including funding from 
regional sources and federal grants in that chart? The pie charts include all sources of funding. 

Why should citizens vote for a stormwater bond instead of other community priorities?  As 
noted in the Stormwater CIP Public Forum on July 1st, any stormwater bond:  1) is self-reliant, 
i.e., the debt service is repaid solely from the stormwater fund; 2) because it is self-reliant, any 
stormwater would not encroach on bonding for other community priorities and, in fact, does 
not impact the County's debt-service cap; and 3) any stormwater bond will, in addition, be 
covered by fiscal policies that ensure emergency reserves and controls that manage any future 
debt.  
 

Are there zoomed in maps available?  How to tell if their home is affected by the projects?  
The map on slide 15 of the presentation is available on the Flood Resilient Arlington web page. 
This map shows the general areas where the projects are proposed.  

Are there any proposed improvements to Waverly Hills - either land acquisition or retention 
in Woodstock Park?   When might we see the beginning of stormwater mitigation projects in 
the Spout Run?  Yes, from more than a dozen watershed-scale conceptual plans for 
improvements to the Spout Run Watershed infrastructure, the County’s stormwater engineers 
are focusing on 3-4.  All require a level of land acquisition to establish overland relief, and most 
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incorporate detention in Woodstock Park.   The Proposed CIP reflects final engineering plans in 
FY 21 and the execution of Phase 1 construction contracts in FY 22.   As indicated, planning for 
the next 10-20 years includes multi-phase improvements in 5 Critical Watersheds, and these 
project phases will overlap, and roll out over a number of years. 

 

We would like to recognize George Keating, the late President of the Waverly Hills Civic 
Association.  George was strong advocate for resilient, safe infrastructure.  He diligently 
represented Waverly Hills, and freely shared his knowledge and experience with other 
neighborhood associations.  He will be greatly missed. 
 
 

 


