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Courthouse WG Meeting #12 9/17/14 

 Staff presented a summary of advisory group meetings to date.  These included: 

o EDC: Primary concerns included phasing, implementation strategies, and achieving enough 

density to pay for the square 

o Housing commission: cited the retail example of Shirlington as an experience to emulate in 

courthouse square, inquired as to how Public Land for Public Good fits into Courthouse 

Square as a tier 1 site, and expressed concerns regarding accessibility in the area. 

 Staff and the Working Group Chair discussed the potential for a Work session with the County Board 

on December 9, probably from 7pm on. 

 Will there be additional public events as part of the planning process? 

o Staff indicated that they would use the CHP lobby for additional outreach and engagement. 

o The WG asked if staff could use the metro tunnels as outreach. 

SOUTH SQUARE PRESENTATION 

 Staff started the formal presentation and discussed building options at the south square 

 A building on the south square could disrupt the Uhle St. promenade. 

 AMC redevelopment should include a building angle that accommodates a view from 15th street. 

 Some support for optionality in the south square.  There are many future unknowns, we might not 

want to lock in a recommendation at this time. 



 Also prefer keeping the south square as open as possible, when it’s built on the area is lost as open 

space forever. 

 Could a cultural facility fit into taller buildings? 

 What kind of final product are we trying to deliver?  Some questions may not be answered until the 

County Board. 

 Arlington Heritage Center has expressed interest. 

 Flexibility is preferred on cultural facility discussion. 

 CCCA prefers maximum open space and prefers a location for a cultural facility other than the south 

side. 

 If a building were present at the south square, the farmers market would have to take up the 

remaining open space. 

o It could be along the Uhle Street promenade or 15th street. 

o Abstract discussion of aggregated vs linear market space. 

 Staff explained the urban design framework for a small, medium, and large cultural facility.  

o Small would seat approximately 100-200, 200 between two theaters. 

o Medium would around 200-500 

o Large would seat over 500, typically in multiple pieces. 

o All would require different loading and access needs 

 There was concern over the potential overhang of a county building at the CSW site, both 

architecturally and what this would do for the ground level activation. 

 Where is the county’s front door?  It appears off the square in the CSW location. 

 Tension between 1) a vision that keeps the options open, 2) a policy making exercise or 3) is this a 

study?  A sector plan amendment needs an established vision. 

 The move to flexibility on the south square is appreciated, many members share the desire for open 

space in this location.  

 If a structure is there then the courthouse doesn’t face the square.  But they face inward anyway. 

 Do we really need another cultural center? 

o Would rather see something active all the time, rather than during performance times. 

 How will the farmer’s market function? 

 I’m not feeling the vision emotionally.   

 In the CSW location, wayfinding for a county building could be required as the natural direction 

finding is not apparent 

 How will the median of Clarendon/Wilson be addressed? 

 How will people get into the underground parking? 

o Many citizens will drive here, what will their arrival be like 

o Garage entrances aren’t always safe places, could it be hidden or enclosed with retail? 

 The regenerative intersection in Poynton UK was discussed as a precedent for circulation. 

BUILDING HEIGHTS PRESENTATION 

 Arlington is a backdrop to the national mall.  Is our role to be invisible to the nation? 

 Are we soulless like Sen. Gillibrand said? 

 We have a duty to be invisible to the mall. Do we need to be ostentatious? 



o The buildings in play for greater height are commercial in nature. Do we want a private 

enterprise to have this height on the mall? 

o This is playing into the pockets of developers. 

 Tall buildings in Courthouse from the mall are eyesores. 

 Does the height on Strayer and Landmark have to be uniform? 

 At what point are these buildings visible from the mall?  (approximately 200-210’, still TBD) 

o Are we talking absolute height? Penthouse?  Roofline? 

 These building models are blocky and difficult to react to. 

 Vancouver’s method of handling height is attractive. 

 If we do become visible from the mall, then why? For what purpose?  We could be the star on the 

Christmas tree. 

o If we are visible what do we represent?  Will it be an addition to the experience of the 

mall? 

o The government building should be the tallest.  But then we don’t want to see a tall 

building overshadow the square. 

o The way Rosslyn is handling density with towers and valleys is how we should look at this. 

 What is the sense of height from a user in the space? 

 We need a framework for height for the entire RB corridor with valleys and peaks.  This peak in 

courthouse should be civic. 

 On the Square height is ok if it is holistic. 

 Newport Beach civic center is a great example of a democratic impact. 

 Where is the front door to the county? 

 If a civic building is the biggest building it should be of good design.  Good design is expensive.  

Are we willing to fund an expensive county building and pay for it? 

 But a strong vision makes it easier to sell the vision to the community, the main building in the 

back corner doesn’t sell the vision. 

 There is a continuum between 1) a tall edifice for a county building that compels a vision but is 

expensive and 2) an economic, functional, service based county building that spends the money 

on the open space and public amenities.  Where is the appropriate balance here? 

 We need criteria to assess the square. 

 Are we having more public meetings? 

o We need an integrated conversation about all of these issues and to challenge the public 

to weight in to get public buy in on our values in a county building and the view from the 

national mall.  I cannot believe we are not having more public meetings. 

 Can staff research the Farragut north metro to determine the height of buildings over the metro 

structure? 

 Residential provides excellent underground parking compatibility in terms of sharing during times 

of the day. 

 As an amateur parking specialist, parking choices are huge drivers on development.  The county 

has a policy for parking reductions in commercial office space, what about for residential?  

Reducing residential parking requirements here is important.  Can the county support less? 

o The trees are a huge constraint to shared parking.  This is a significant policy tradeoff that 

we just don’t know the answer to.  We don’t know the key policy considerations. How is 

the county board going to make this policy decision in December? 



COUNTY BUILDING DISCUSSION 

 Staff reported that the community overwhelming supported the county building option of 

CSW/AMC combined site. 

o But only of the options staff allowed the community to vote on.  

o Why are we not considering the Landmark Block for a county building? 

 CSW/AMC combined provides a better county front door. 

 The WG can reach consensus that the Verizon building is ugly. 

 Where did this cultural facility on the square come from? 

o Why is it 120’?  Staff showed a 4 story cultural facility in the Big ideas. 

 (Staff note: Big Idea #12 showed A) county building at 180’, B) Cultural Facility of 

low height, C) and private development of 300’.  A cultural facility on the south 

square was shown in Big Idea #13, option C. 

 This process has shown a limited set of options.  Data has been used to suggest public buy-in to 

staff’s recommendations. 

o The choices have been changed after the options were presented. 

o We need a future point for public engagement. 

o What would the purpose of such an event be?: to get public reaction to the concept plan.  

An open house? 

o Strayer 

 Why the concept plan presented for Strayer has made these choices is unclear. 

 The practicality of redeveloping Strayer is unclear. 

o CSW 

 The charge stated a county building of 300-400k.  The concept plan shows a 

range that barely gets to 308k.  How is staff achieving this?  (Staff note: after an 

exercise showing 300-400k in each location, the working group reached 

consensus that 400k was too much in any of these locations and that the low end 

of 300k was preferable) 

 Need better pedestrian access to a county building here 

 How do we make a county building here visible to the square? 

o Where is public land for public good? 

o Why is staff proposing tall buildings at 300’? (note: as of the revised 9-17-14 draft 

concept staff are proposing heights of 180’-240’ in the Strayer and Landmark blocks) 

o Where is the government center? 

o There is confusion over the cultural center. 

o What is the location and configuration of the farmer’s market? 

o Please don’t sell this plan as ‘this is what the public said.’ 

o Nothing about this design is the heart of Arlington. 

o Staff have ticked the boxes.  This plan is not unified.  We need harmonious design. 

o Staff have emphasized commercial development on half of the sites. 

 The three concepts came out of nowhere. 

o There is no analysis of the data. 

o How and why were they drawn this way? 



 Some of the working group members expressed that they are demoralized on providing 

feedback.   

o They find out later that it is irrelevant or they inexplicably see opposite results. 

o Need more information to give feedback on heights. 

o There is a lack of confidence that it matters. 

 This is a staff plan.  The working group provides advice to staff. 

o It is OK for staff to deviate from WG recommendations; it is incumbent on staff to explain 

their reasoning. 

 Don’t feel there is enough data analysis.  Need to understand why decisions are made. 

 The absolute height should be kept under 210’ 

o Understanding that this approximate height would preclude encroachment on the 

National Mall viewshed. 

 Staff understood feedback on the concepts and met in the middle. 

o This has been an iterative, collaborative process with good public participation. 

o Do not feel ignored. 

 


