
Community Conversation
Housing & the ENVIRONMENT

Key Takeaways from the

The panelists discussed an important precursor regarding what the County can, and cannot, do to manage 
development and its impacts. 
Development in Arlington occurs either “by-right,” or through “special exceptions.” By-right refers to a property 
owner’s right to develop property in any way allowed by local zoning policies. Teardowns, or 
commonly-referenced McMansions, are examples of this. Special exceptions require County Board approval by 
way of site plan or use permit and are typically larger-scale developments located in Arlington’s transportation 
corridors. 
Changing how by-right development works is hard to do. Virginia law preserves the economic value of property 
through emphasis on property rights. The Dillon Rule says local governments can exercise only the powers 
explicitly granted to them by the state government. Those factors, in combination with the complexity of 
changing rules for a large community, make it di�cult to quickly change the process. 

• Development impacts the environment. 
• Impervious surfaces are the biggest challenge for 

stormwater management. As property owners maximize 
building or home footprints, stormwater runo� increases 
with less space for absorption and higher demands on our 
drainage systems.

• Single-family home redevelopment results in the majority of 
impervious surface increases and has the most impact our tree canopy. The County’s last tree canopy study 
showed 41% coverage, an increase overall but a reduction in residential zones.

• Not all impacts are negative. For example, energy consumption can be improved through redevelopment with 
energy e�cient building design. Green Home Choice (GHC) is a free program that results in signi�cantly more 
energy e�cient homes. A new GHC home averages 42% less energy than new homes of a similar size and a 
renovated GHC home uses an every of 55% less energy than before renovation.

• Mitigation strategies are imperative. 
• Increased performance standards for development activity, lot coverage policies, and other guidelines can 

help mitigate environmental impacts, including energy consumption, stormwater runo� and �ooding.
• Panelists discussed many of the programs and initiatives the County is already using to mitigate stormwater, 

tree canopy, energy, and other impacts. 
• Arlington values a green and healthy community.

• This value needs to �t with our other values, such as being diverse and inclusive. Housing a�ordability, 
walkable neighborhoods,  access to transportation options, and open space are all desires that need to be 
balanced. 

       We can’t expand Arlington. 
But we can get a lot more 
creative. ”
“

How does development occur in Arlington?

What did we hear about the intersection of housing and the environment?

How should we achieve this delicate balance?

Solutions will need to be context-sensitive. 

        What works for one 
neighborhood may not work 
for another. ”
“

The panelists discussed numerous ideas to reach Arlington’s desire to mitigate 
environmental impacts while achieving other community goals. Ideas included: 

• Facilitate an informed community conversation about how to balance multiple 
priorities through the Housing Arlington initiative.

• Identify creative solutions that can accomplish multi-layered goals, for example, as 
new open space was created at the Wilson School redevelopment in Rosslyn.

• Review locational factors and environmental sensitivity when considering 
development with attention to trees and stormwater management. 

• Explore Biophilic city concepts that bene�t both the environment and resident health.
• Boost education about the dozens of programs and mitigation strategies that are 

already underway in Arlington to increase their impact.
 

The key takeaways shared here were pulled from 
a community conversation held on October 28, 
2019. A panel of community leaders and subject 
matter experts held an open, virtual dialogue 
with interactive community participation.
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VIEW THE COMPLETE CONVERSATION
arlingtonva.us/housingarlington

ABOUT HOUSING ARLINGTON
Housing Arlington is an umbrella program that 
will take a proactive, expanded approach to reach 
an equitable, stable, adaptive community. Over a 
multi-year period, the program will generate 
holistic housing solutions through planning and 
implementation tools, housing policy, �nancial 
resources, and innovative local and regional 
public-private partnerships. Learn more at the 
County website.

Elizabeth Gearin

Richard Tucker


