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Environment and Energy Conservation Commission 
c/o Department of Environmental Services 

2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 705 
Arlington, Virginia 22201 

 
 
June 22, 2015 
 
The Honorable Mary Hynes 
Chairwoman 
Arlington County Board 
2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 300 
Arlington, Virginia 22201 
 
Re:  Draft Rosslyn Sector Plan (May 7, 2015) 
 
Dear Chairwoman Hynes: 
 
The Environment and Energy Conservation Commission (E2C2) welcomes this opportunity to 
comment on the County’s draft Rosslyn Sector Plan.  We recently received a briefing on the 
Draft by Anthony Fusarelli, Jr. of the County’s Department of Community Planning, Housing and 
Development and have reviewed the Draft.  We understand that the Draft represents the 
County’s broad long-term vision for Rosslyn’s redevelopment and that its realization will require 
scores of implementation steps over the next several decades.  Nevertheless, E2C2 commends 
the staff, as well as the Rosslyn Process Panel, on the thoughtful urban design principles 
reflected in the document and for the clarity with which they describe both their objectives and 
the challenges faced in achieving those objectives.  We also express our commitment to work 
with the County Board and with staff, as appropriate, on implementation steps in the years to 
come. 
 
The highlights from our review are as follows: 
 

1. E2C2 expresses strong support for the County’s over-arching vision — to transform 
Rosslyn from a place designed around the automobile to a more vital urban setting with 
a focus on the pedestrian experience and multi-modal transportation.   
 

2. Our areas of concern are minimal.  We believe that the document might be improved by 
(1) clarifying the staff’s intent to promote divided bicycle lanes; (2) adding a brief 
narrative discussion of the proposed new Wilson School and its implications for planning 
and development of the Rosslyn Sector; (3) coordinating with the National Capital 
Planning Commission’s Federal Urban Design Element, which is promoting a very 
similar vision for the area; (4) including additional discussion of how the Sector Plan 
seeks to attain the goals set forth in the Community Energy Plan; (5) adding further 
narrative discussion of the Plan’s implications for storm water compliance and conformity 
to the Stormwater Master Plan; and (6) including specific description of how the Sector 
Plan’s sustainability goals relate to climate change and energy dependency.   We have 
discussed/will discuss these/the specifics directly with County staff. 

 
Overall we believe that the Draft provides a very good overview of Rosslyn’s development 
today, and the staff’s vision for its future.  We share the Draft’s view of many of the problems 
experienced by Rosslyn residents and visitors today.   Many Rosslyn streets are “largely 
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indifferent” to pedestrians’ and cyclists’ need for safety.  Open spaces and parks are dispersed, 
segmented, and disconnected both from residents and from larger open spaces such as federal 
parklands.  Buildings and streetscapes frequently fail to incorporate modern concepts of energy 
efficiency and sustainability.  We believe that the Draft candidly outlines the obstacles the 
County faces in transforming Rosslyn as well as the opportunities presented by Rosslyn’s 
proximity to downtown Washington D.C., compact size and density, Metro accessibility, and 
other unique characteristics.  
 
In the appendix below, we provide feedback intended for County staff on aspects of the Draft 
most of interest to E2C2 — transportation, parks and public spaces, building height and form, 
and land use and sustainability.   
 
Sincerely, 
 

 
 
Scott Dicke 
Chair, E2C2 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

APPENDIX 
 
 Transportation:  E2C2 supports the Draft’s overall goal to improve Rosslyn’s walkability 
by transforming Rosslyn’s street system into an enhanced network of complete streets, creating 
a pedestrian and bicycle network that is safe, attractive and accessible, and improving the 
delivery of both Metro and bus service to the Rosslyn core.  We also support the specific 
recommendations for transportation improvements outlined in the Draft and in the County’s 
earlier 2012 Rosslyn Multimodal Study.  For example, we support the Draft’s recommendation 
to minimize the number of parking spaces built in Rosslyn through reduced parking ratios and 
increased sharing of parking among uses and properties.  E2C2 also supports converting North 
Fort Myer Drive, North Lynn Street, and North Kent Street from one-way to two-way streets and 
removing the North Fort Myer Drive Tunnel beneath Wilson Boulevard.  We also support the 
linking of pedestrian and bicycle friendly streets to the Iwo Jima memorial  and the construction 
of a Custis Trail underpass of Lynn Street.  
 
 E2C2 also supports the Draft’s proposal to extend and enhance 18th Street, creating a 
new central spine for Rosslyn and hosting new and attractive public spaces.  Because of 
Rosslyn’s density and 18th Street’s centrality to Rosslyn, staff promotes the transformation of 
18th Street into an urban promenade through the heart of Rosslyn, featuring enhanced retail 
development and public gathering and activity spaces.  E2C2 also supports the proposal to 
expand mass transit options linking Rosslyn and the National Capital Region, such as additional 
Metro service and water taxi/ferries. 
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 In particular, we support the Draft’s commitment to improve the bicycle network in 
Rosslyn.  Currently, Rosslyn experiences considerable bicycling activity because several major 
trail system routes (the Custis and Mount Vernon Trails, as well as the Key and Theodore 
Roosevelt Bridge crossings) pass by its edges.  Installation of Bike share stations in Rosslyn 
has stimulated additional cycling activity.  Unfortunately, however, cycling on Rosslyn’s streets 
remains hazardous due to traffic speeds and volumes, challenging intersections, and 
incomplete bike trails and routes.  For that reason, E2C2 supports the Draft’s overall goal to 
improve bicycle facilities in and round Rosslyn by developing connected bike routes, improving 
signage, increasing bike parking opportunities and safe storage, and improving access to 
existing and proposed green spaces and  parks.  E2C2 supports, therefore, the specific 
proposals to enhance bicycling by developing a bicycle and pedestrian entrance bridge to the 
Mt. Vernon trail and to Theodore Roosevelt Island and extending the bicycle network to include 
access to the George Washington Memorial Parkway. 
 
  As has become evident in other urban centers, particularly in Europe, one principal 
design goal for safe cycling and the nurturance of an active urban cycling culture has been the 
introduction of “divided bike paths.”  Divided bike paths instill in cyclists a sense of safety and 
markedly increase cycling by women, children, seniors, and other non-enthusiast cyclists.  For 
those reasons, E2C2 supports the Draft’s plan to implement cycle tracks/protected bike lanes 
along the priority bicycle routes of North Nash Street, Wilson Boulevard, Fort Myer Drive, and 
North Lynn Street.   
 
 Recommendation:  E2C2 questions, however, the Draft’s qualification of that goal with 

the language “if feasible.”  The entire Draft is aspirational in nature and all of its goals 
and recommendations are understood to encompass feasibility limitations.  The singular 
mention of feasibility in its discussion of divided bike paths appears unnecessary and 
could be read by some as weakening the otherwise admirable goal.  E2C2 also 
suggests that the staff evaluate other streets for their suitability for divided bike paths.  
Although the proposal marks a good first step toward improving pedestrian and cyclist 
accessibility, the proposed divided bike lanes still do not provide a continuous safe path 
from many neighborhoods to and within the Rosslyn core, and to Washington, D.C. 

 
 Parks and Open Space.  As with the other major goals in the Draft, the Staff’s vision for 
reviving and improving Rosslyn’s public parks and open spaces is admirable and is supported 
by E2C2.  E2C2 agrees that there is a pressing need to achieve connectivity among Rosslyn’s 
dispersed and segmented public parks and open spaces.  Rosslyn’s parks and open spaces 
currently lack connections, modern urban designs, and adequate programming.  In particular, 
Gateway Park is ideally located to serve as a green gateway to Arlington.  As currently 
designed, however, it consists largely of large areas of impervious surface with scattered grassy 
areas.  It remains separate from Rosslyn’s core by busy streets and is visually separated by 
aging skywalk structures.  E2C2 agrees that the Park badly needs revitalization to remove 
existing pedestrian and ramp structures and improve connections to adjacent areas.  It could 
also benefit from additional programming to attract users, such as the introduction of 
multipurpose courts and children’s playground areas and food kiosks.  Lawn space could be 
used more efficiently and flexibly through the creation of adjoining seating areas and amenities 
for cyclists and joggers. 
 
 E2C2 also supports the revitalization of Freedom Park which, like so much of Rosslyn’s 
past development, is most charitably viewed as a “missed opportunity.”  The Park’s setting 
provides good vistas but presents real issues of accessibility.  As noted in the Draft, most 
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people at street level lack all visual connection to the Park and simply have no interest in going 
there.  E2C2 supports the staff’s proposal to extend the Park westward and northward deeper 
into Rosslyn’s core to create a more accessible, prominent, and versatile green corridor.  E2C2 
believes that one of the keys to the successful re-design of Freedom Park is access after 
business hours for outdoor dining and programming (music and other entertainment) to 
encourage its identity as a place for recreation, reflection, and civic engagement. 
 
 E2C2 also commends the Draft for its vision to develop the Esplanade located in 
Rosslyn’s east end.  In the Draft, the Esplanade has been reimagined as Rosslyn’s true 
promenade on the Potomac.  The authors envision a linear north/south park incorporating a 
continuous recreational path and pedestrian promenade, as well as destination seating, 
viewpoints, and other programming. The new park would be connected to Rosslyn’s larger 
network of public streets and green spaces to greatly enhance pedestrian and bicycle access.  
We find particularly attractive the proposal to construct a multi-use path connection across I-66 
to access the George Washington Memorial Parkway as a recreation and park amenity.  We 
agree with the staff’s conclusion that, as imagined, the new promenade would serve as 
Rosslyn’s transformative public space along the river and facing Washington D.C. 
 
 Building Height and Form.  As with other elements of the Draft Sector Plan, we endorse 
the Plan’s general goal to establish building height policies and requirements designed to create 
better public spaces, open spaces, and architecture.  We particularly commend the Draft for its 
recognition of the importance of promoting daylight within buildings, balancing sun and shade 
opportunities for both building occupants and users of parks and open spaces, and seeking 
aesthetically-pleasing transitions between the Rosslyn edge and surrounding neighborhoods.  
We also support the staff’s interest in making Rosslyn’s architecture more distinctive and 
oriented to people.  Much of Rosslyn’s architecture today could best be described as ordinary 
and we applaud the staff’s interest in promoting better urban design generally. 
 
 One very significant addition to Rosslyn’s architecture in the planning stages today will 
almost certainly not be ordinary — a new 775-seat secondary school to be located at the former 
Wilson School site between Wilson Boulevard and 18th Street.  Although the new school lies at 
the boundary of the Rosslyn Coordinated Redevelopment District (central Rosslyn) and is under 
study separately as part of the Western Rosslyn Area Planning Study, its construction and 
operation will have a major effect on civic life within Rosslyn as a whole.  At a recent meeting of 
the Public Facilities Review Committee, for example, County staff and others presented siting 
and design alternatives that complement, in various respects, the goals of the Rosslyn Sector 
Plan.  In particular, the planners envision substantially greater use of transportation alternatives 
(pedestrian, cycling, Metro, Artbus) by students of the new school than occurs at other Arlington 
schools.  But students walking from the Rosslyn Metro and cycling on nearby streets are 
expected to face difficulties in light of traffic speed and volumes and dangerous intersections.  
Accordingly, the new secondary school implicates transportation issues that lie at the heart of 
the Rosslyn Sector Plan.  Similarly, the Wilson site planners are struggling with how to best 
orient the school to relate to its setting — on Wilson Boulevard or on 18th Street.  That decision, 
too, has implications for the Rosslyn Sector Plan’s vision for both Wilson Boulevard and 18th 
Street on neighboring blocks.   
 

Recommendation:  We do not doubt that the planners of the Wilson School and the 
Rosslyn Sector Plan are, in fact, working closely together.  The Draft Rosslyn Sector 
Plan might reasonably be supplemented, however, with additional narrative discussing 
the implications of his very important public facility at the edge of the Redevelopment 
District.  The most recent preliminary design for the school — the “fanning bars” — has 
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only recently been unveiled and struck many observers as embodying precisely those 
kinds of design principles recommended in the Draft — spaces maximizing use of 
natural light, expressing openness to the surrounding community, containing terraces 
with green space, and linking to adjacent parklands. 

 
 Recommendation:  If the staff have not already done so, we also recommend that the 

staff examine the draft Federal Urban Design Element prepared by the National Capital 
Planning Commission (May 11, 2015).  This draft document, like the Rosslyn Sector 
Plan, also seeks to establish good principles of urban design to enhance the public 
realm.  Many of the Commission’s goals and principles mirror those of the Rosslyn 
Sector Plan and the staff may wish to work with its sister jurisdictions to ensure that their 
efforts complement the County’s.  For example, the Commission draft, like the Rosslyn 
Sector Plan, also highlights the importance of preserving area-wide view corridors; 
enhancing the tree canopy; fostering an enhanced, active and accessible waterfront; and 
reinforcing the prominence of gateways to the National Capital Region, including 
Rosslyn in Arlington. 

 
 Land Use and Sustainability:  As with the other elements discussed above, E2C2 also 
commends the staff Draft for its recognition of the need to promote architectural and building 
design that respects the human scale.  We also share the Draft’s view that development in 
Rosslyn should remain strongly oriented around mass transit and the Draft’s concern that the 
County should promote residential development in Rosslyn.  Rosslyn is now heavily dominated 
(85%) by commercial development and a more balanced mix of uses would make Rosslyn more 
“livable” by increasing nighttime and weekend activity, promoting more varied and profitable 
retail and dining options, and introducing a measure of diversity into the setting. 
 
 E2C2 also supports the proposal that the County Board continue to explore options for 
new and reinforced decking above I-66 for office and residential development.  As presented by 
the staff, air rights development above I-66 could provide a revenue stream to the 
Commonwealth to fund transportation projects, provide siting for potential mixed-use 
development, and increase the County’s tax base.   
 
 On issues of sustainability, we agree that development efforts should seek to maintain 
and further Rosslyn’s compact development pattern, mix of uses, and strong transit orientation 
in order to reduce the district’s energy footprint.  The Draft outlines a number of mechanisms to 
enhance sustainability at the building and neighborhood level, including LEED certifications, 
mixed-use developments oriented to transit, facilities for walking, bicycling and fitness, and 
energy demand assessments for future development.  In particular, we share the Draft’s belief 
in the importance of environmental sustainability and energy efficiency in all of Rosslyn’s 
development projects.  As noted in the Draft, as of 2012 buildings accounted for over 60% of the 
County’s greenhouse gas emissions.  For that reason, we endorse the Draft’s commitment to 
pursue the goals set forth in the County’s Community Energy Plan, including an evaluation of 
district energy feasibility and improvements in energy efficiency, energy supply, and reliability to 
reduce energy costs and volatility.   
 
 Recommendation:  We would welcome additional specificity in this section, however, to 

describe more precisely how the staff’s vision for sustainability would fulfill the 
Community Energy Plan’s 2050 goals. 

 
 One of the least expensive ways to increase energy efficiency, as the Draft 
acknowledges, is to establish and pursue aggressive goals for future tree coverage.  Trees can 
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reduce the urban heat island effect, improve air quality, re-emphasize the human scale of the 
urban environment, and enhance aesthetics.  For this reason, E2C2 agrees with the staff that 
the total tree canopy within Rosslyn (now about 4%) should meet or exceed the County’s goal of 
15% for central business districts.  Similarly, E2C2 applauds the Draft for its proposal to identify 
opportunities for green enhancements to the landscaping along Rosslyn’s streets and explore 
ways to create green walls and green roofs for urban cooling, stormwater reduction, and 
aesthetics.  As the Draft acknowledges, storm water reduction is of particular concern to 
Arlington given its stringent storm water municipal permit and because Rosslyn’s topography 
promotes the uncontrolled and rapid release of storm water to the Potomac. 
 
 Recommendation:  We believe, however, that the Draft might benefit from further 

discussion of the Plan’s long-term implications for storm water control and compliance 
with increasingly stringent federal and state water quality laws and the County’s 
Stormwater Master Plan.  As currently drafted, the Plan does not discuss storm water 
management in a major way, despite significant reengineering and redevelopment 
required in all of its elements.  Because Rosslyn is heavily developed, has large swaths 
of impervious surface, and directly borders the Potomac River on the east, stormwater 
flows from construction and maintenance of new infrastructure could aggravate water 
quality or otherwise implicate the strict requirements of the Chesapeake Bay 
Preservation Ordinance or other laws.  For that reason, we believe that the Draft could 
benefit from additional narrative description of proposed urban designs that promote 
stormwater management, including the use of pervious surfaces; the construction of 
bioretention swales and other storm water management facilities; and other measures to 
better control both the volume and quality of stormwater. 

 
 Recommendation: Although many of the Draft’s sustainability recommendations 

indirectly affect significant global issues of climate change and energy dependency, we 
believe that the document might reasonably address these issues more directly in the 
final Draft. 

 
 
      
 
 
 
 
 


