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County Board Work Session on Courthouse Square – 12/9/14 

 

 

County Administration Building 

Iacomini – The Working Group did lots of massing exercises and worked with blocks.  

The group coalesced, but not unanimously, around staff’s proposed location provided 

there is an entrance facing Metro.  A prominent entrance is paramount.  Only having an 

entrance on the square is not optimal. 

 

Fisette – This seems to be a controversial topic.  How did the Working Group work 

through the building not being on the Verizon site or on the southern portion of the 

square?  How did the group rule out those sites? 

 

Duffy – There are fiscal implications.  We need to consider building on County land and 

this site would let the County building have a rapport with our existing civic campus and 

would knit together our civic area.  Through architecture and landscape architecture the 

building can be identifiably civic. 

 

Krider – We did consider Verizon plaza but height was an issue.  You cannot fit 300-

400,000sf in a traditional footprint here unless you have 20-24 stories which would cast a 

large shadow on the square. 

 

Beske – You could have a symbolic government front office building on the southern 

square. 

 

Owen – Maybe the County Board could loosen the constraints that staff and the Working 

Group evaluate a single 300-400,000sf building. 

 

Hynes – We have all struggled with this.  I understand the notion that a building in this 

site can speak to the jail and Courts buildings. However, I keep wanting to look at the 

southern square and anchor the open space.  Maybe there could be two buildings across 

14th Street.  I struggle with the idea of the County building cantilevered over the theatre 

site and we do not own the site.  We do not know what the timeframe for the construction 

of the County building will be.  We have capital and school building pressures.  Because 

of the long term lease on the theatre site, I do not think this proposal gets us there.  If we 

do build in this location, the north façade has to read as a government building, not as a 

government and a private building. 

 

Vihstadt –I do not see why the supplemental group thought that siting was not well 

addressed.  It seems that many options were evaluated. 

 

Owen – We have not had a building needs assessment.  How big does the County 

building really need to be?  Could there be more than one building? 

 

Sarli – There is a question of hierarchy.  The Landmark site is hands down the most 

important site in the study area and there is a strong north/south axis in this plan. The 
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proposed County building location is the weakest location in the study area.  We are 

creating a National Mall and on the National Mall the Capitol and Lincoln buildings are 

at the two main axes and there are an array of buildings that are equally important one to 

the other along the sides.  It is hard to justify the proposed County building site as being 

at the heart of the County. 

 

Iacomini – The Landmark site is privately owned and the Verizon site is constrained.  

Nobody on the Working Group was blind to the notion of axiality.  This is not a 

greenfield project and we do not own all of the land.  You could put a building on the 

Court Square West site that does not look like the current Court Square West building 

and one day, not in my lifetime, it could be elided with the theatre site.  What is the 

cultural resources list of what we want and need?  This study may need to be done sooner 

rather than later.  The Working Group wants a 3-4 story jewel on the Verizon site that is a 

cultural facility, or retail, or a civic front of house.  What the community really wanted 

was a big green space. 

 

Garvey – If we are deciding on a placeholder for the County building, I am fine with 

staff’s proposal.  Off to the side on the National Mall is the White House and that is an 

important building.  Clearly owning the land makes a difference.  We do need to decide 

what we really need financially, etc.. 

 

Fisette – I understand the economics and that in the Working Group charge there was a 

call for one building.  Our current space does not really feel like a County building.  I 

understand practically why staff is proposing the site it is proposing, however I wonder if 

the new building will end up looking like a government building.  There is a practical 

issue of how you get the theatre site if it is currently under a long term lease.  What about 

creating a Pioneer Square right in front of the proposed County building instead of having 

a structure there? 

 

Krider – What is the nature of the office building of the future?  The intention of the 

sector plan is to keep options open.  Once we have a needs assessment, the 

recommendation could change. 

 

Fisette – Did staff look at a sky bridge to Court Square West from the southern square? 

 

Hynes – Staff is showing a photo of a government building on the southern square, but I 

thought that there was a recommendation for a glass market pavilion. 

 

Iacomini – The community was so excited about a big green space, but there could be a 

jewel of a building.  Because of the community’s excitement about a large open space 

and concerns about the shadows, there is no Working Group support for a big building on 

the southern square. 

 

Owen – This is a challenge of the process, we are only hearing about these constraints 

recently. 
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Porcaro – Part of the problem for the Working Group has been under a time crunch.  We 

were visioning and then all of a sudden there were three options. 

 

Building Heights 

Iacomini – It is hard to think of the Strayer site as having a 190’ tall building because we 

know there are engineering concerns.  We said maybe a building on the Landmark Block 

could be 230’ if there was not a flat roof.  

 

Working Group – Several Working Group members shook their heads and said that 210’ 

was their recommendation, not 230’.  

 

Krider – Staff has worked with the National Capital Planning Commission (NCPC) and 

looked at shadows, the surrounding context (the highest building is currently 210’) and 

the views from the National Mall. 

 

Tejada – Any height over 210’ would have to be earned and for extraordinary reasons. 

 

Working Group – Several members said that they recommend no more than 210’. 

 

Sarli – How do we control design?  We always say that the buildings will have to exhibit 

good design, but we do not always get good design. 

 

Vihstadt – How much did economics enter into the heights recommendations for the 

private buildings? 

 

Duffy – First we looked at the heights from an urban design perspective.  We looked at 

the shadows and have done groundbreaking work with NCPC.  We also looked at GFA 

and the potential community benefits contributions. 

 

Krider – We will develop urban design guidelines in the sector plan addendum.  We do 

not want a private building to overshadow the others.  The buildings must respect the 

context, while creating density to support plan implementation. 

 

Hynes – There are major concerns regarding engineering on the Strayer site.  A different 

and more inviting approach could be achieved with a lower building on the Strayer site.  

Wilson and Clarendon Boulevards are our main streets.  A lower scale building would 

invite people into the square.  If there are going to be higher heights on the Landmark or 

the other blocks there should be extraordinary reasons and there should be no signs on 

top.   

 

Tejada and Fisette – Both Tejada and Fisette concurred with the aforementioned sign 

recommendation. 

 

Kinney – Engineering is important.  The Strayer and Landmark blocks are depending on 

the garage under the park.  It would be very, very difficult and expensive to build under 

those blocks.  A collective garage could be built under the park.  There is not necessarily 
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an impediment to building tall buildings here, but there are limitations on underground 

infrastructure such as parking. 

 

Krider – The County could partner with the developers on a garage. 

 

Beske – Coming east on Clarendon Boulevard, the current proposal would allow for a 

step-up effect in height from the Strayer to the Landmark blocks.  Also the strayer site is 

zoned C-O which would allow for a residential height of 180’. 

 

Fisette – I am ok with the staff recommendation.  Since the existing zoning allows 180’ I 

see no rationale for a shorter building. 

 

Garvey – I concur. 

 

Hynes – If the Landmark block comes in early, how does the parking under the park get 

built?  What is the phasing? 

 

Krider – The garage could be phased.  There are currently 170 surface parking spaces. 

 

Duffy – We would have to look closely at financing, phasing, etc.. 

 

Fisette – The County Board appears to have no particular issues with the heights 

recommendations. 

 

South Square Zone 

Fisette – Pioneer Square is a very flexible space that changes daily and weekly.  It draws 

people into its space.  A lower scale government building on the southern square area is 

interesting to me. 

 

Garvey – There could be a green roof and green steps coming down to the square. 

 

Hynes – I like the promenade, but it would not bother me if the promenade dead-ended in 

a government building.  I do not know if there is much to connect to on the other side of 

14th Street.  What is it that we want to create?  The ease with which citizens can come to 

quickly accomplish business with the County, such as registering to vote, getting a 

permit, going to the Treasurer’s office, is important.  It is also important for us to tell the 

story of Arlington to ourselves.  What do we want to have on the ground floor of the 

County building?  We are hampered in this conversation by not knowing what we want. 

 

Fisette – The proposed southern square footprint is too limiting and staff should explore 

expanding it.  I like the idea of a building here. 

 

Vihstadt – I am completely ok with a building here, but I want to be careful about not 

being too prescriptive. 

 

Krider – This could be viewed as a Tavern on the Green or a building in the green. 
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Tejada – I do not want a building there, but IF there has to be a building there, it should 

be of a low height, visually open and should be flexible enough to allow people to do 

many things there, including protest. 

 

Ross – The community said that they wanted a market or a stage.  If there is an edifice 

there, it would be closed to the people some part of the time.  The community wanted as 

much open space as possible. 

 

Tejada – The farmer’s market will be staying in this area. 

 

Fisette – I am uncomfortable with the south square activity zone title.  I hear the 

preference for a pavilion or a see-through open structure, but that is not what I 

recommend.  I would like to see a building.   It could be a city hall or an iconic cultural 

facility.   It seems as though the County Board would like to leave options open for a 

building or a pavilion. 

 

Verizon Plaza 

Krider – Any transfer of density to the Verizon Plaza is a benefit to the community. 

 

Iacomini – The Working Group was never in favor of a 120’ building here.  The Working 

Group talked of having a base to the existing Verizon building, one that steps up to the 

building behind it while still framing 14th Street.  It could be a cultural facility or retail. 

 

Fisette – I do not have a problem with a building here.  This is a lost plaza and did not 

turn out to be what we had hoped it would be.  It could frame the civic area or be part of 

the civic area. 

 

Hynes – I agree. 

 

Fisette – It could be a city hall or a cultural facility.  This is a significant site and it draws 

your eye across the open space.  I think the County Board is all ok with having a building 

on this site. 

 

Owen – The County could perhaps leverage the office building behind it as swing space. 

 

Cultural Facility 

Iacomini – The Working Group wants the area to be enlivened as much of the day as 

possible.  We need a cultural facility inventory. 

 

Hynes – Telling Arlington’s story is important, though it may not be necessary to do this 

in a stand-alone building.  I am intrigued by the idea of centering the square on a County 

building.  Maybe in the northwest corner of the open space there could be a cultural 

facility if we did a Pioneer Square at the southern end of the square.  We need to know 

what we want in terms of cultural resources. 
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Fisette – I agree. 

 

Sarli – It will be important to activate the square.  Having the arts here could activate this 

area on weekends and in the evenings.  There is a lack of arts facilities on Metro. 

 

Garvey – We need an arts and cultural resources inventory.  I do like the mural we have 

in this building that helps to tell Arlington’s story. 

 

Fisette – We could maybe have some heritage work in the lobby of the County building 

and still have a cultural facility building.  Do we still want a cultural facility here? 

 

County Building 

Fisette – More work is needed to explore locations for the County building.  Maybe we 

should look at two buildings and we should look at the Verizon site with a connection to 

the southern square or to Court Square West.  Staff should look at sites without 

constraints.  We may select the site that staff has recommended today but we need to look 

at the alternatives to feel comfortbale. 

 

Vihstadt – We need to be grounded in economics and look at what we own and what we 

do not own. 

 

Fisette – There could be land swaps. 

 

Vihstadt – Are the 15th Street sites more attractive to private developers than the site 

proposed for the new County building? 

 

Krider – Yes and we would like to reinforce the commercial core along Wilson and 

Clarendon Boulevards.  These sites are ideal for private redevelopment that can generate 

tax revenue. 

 

Garvey – I am comfortable with the staff recommendation.  I like the placeholder for the 

County Building in the location proposed by staff.  There is already some flexibility in 

what staff is proposing.  I understand the community’s issue.  I don’t see the need to look 

elsewhere. 

 

Iacomini – Are there any concerns about having A building on the Court Square West 

site? 

 

County Board – No. 

 

Donnellan – There are many financial equations that will need to be evaluated.  

Flexibility is important. 

 

Fisette – I am not focused on the Landmark block, but on the Verizon and southern 

square sites. 
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Porcaro – Public Land for Public Good was raised late in the process.  A large public 

space is a community benefit.  We need to look at all of the options, include the top of the 

square. 

 

Hynes – I agree that a large public green space is important.  1.5 or 2 acres is maybe a 

good size.  Most people arrive here from underground, either by Metro or from the 

underground parking lot.  It is important that when people arrive there is no confusion 

about which is the County building.  We need to make sure that we have enough of a 

conceptual framework that we do not make a mistake when the private developers submit 

their applications.  We also need this public space to work for both gatherings and open 

space. 

 

Sarli – We should loosen up the verticality of the design.  We need to go into the park 

with the architecture. 

 

Tejada – My first choice for the County building is the Landmark site, though we do not 

own it.  My second choice is the combined Court Square West and theatre site, which has 

views of the Washington Monument.  My third choice is the Verizon site and my fourth 

is the Court Square West site alone.  We may not want a private building having the view 

to the National Mall. 

 

Fisette – It seems as though the Working Group likes the Landmark site, but it is so 

expensive. 

 

Tejada – There are retail concerns.  The reduction of traffic along 15th Street could have 

an impact on retailers. 

 

Fisette – I recommend extending the Working Group another month or two. 

 

Iacomini – There are studies that need to be done in order to flesh out the skeleton – a 

parking study, traffic studies, etc..  If the end product is to be a typical Arlington County 

sector plan update, then we think that the studies need to come first.  If the end product is 

to be more conceptual, then the studies could wait.  The Working Group nodded that they 

want the studies to come first. 

 

Duffy – Staff will come back with what we think we have heard.  We need to step back 

and look at our work program so that we can see how best to balance and address all of 

the priorities that the County Board has identified. 

 

Porcaro – Are you asking staff to look at 1 or 2 building locations? 

 

Fisette – Staff should look at the combined Court Square West and theatre site, the 

Verizon site and the southern square area. 

 

Owen – The studies are needed even if we just develop a conceptual plan.  We need to 

plan the Four Courts block and the jail and Courts block.  We should go back to the 
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public and stakeholders and present these challenges to them and move from an 

arbitration into a mediation role and have them make the choices with us.  It sounds like 

staff input has been more important that community input. 

 

Fisette – Some studies need to be done now even if they would need to be refined later 

when construction begins.  A lot of work has been done and there are exciting big ideas.  

I would like to see sustainability and district energy stand alone as a big idea, instead of 

being rolled into the other big ideas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


