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Long Range Planning Committee Summary – July 22, 2014 

 

Topic: Courthouse Square Planning and Urban Design Study 

 

Attendance:  

 

Planning Commission 

Inta Malis, Planning Commission Member and Long Range Planning  

Committee Chair 

Steve Cole, Planning Commission Chair 

Chris Forinash, Planning Commission Vice-Chair 

Nancy Iacomini, Planning Commission Member; Courthouse Square  

Working Group Chair 

Erik Gutshall, Planning Commission Member 

Jane Siegel, Planning Commission Member 

Karen Kumm Morris, Planning Commission Member 

Steve Sockwell, Planning Commission Member 

 

Audience Member 

David Phillips, citizen 

Frank Zambrano, citizen 

F. Rotheser, citizen 

Matt Allman, citizen 

Mitch Bonanno, citizen 

 

Staff 

Jason Beske, staff 

Kris Krider, staff 

Margaret Rhodes, staff 

 

 

Jason Beske began with an overview of the Courthouse Square planning process, the 

input staff has received from the community to date and an explanation of the three draft 

design concepts under review.  He discussed how, over the course of the next few weeks, 

taking into consideration the input from the community, Working Group, staff and others, 

a single preferred concept will be developed that will then be presented to commissions, 

committees and civic associations in September and October.  This concept will serve as 

the basis for a sector plan addendum that will ultimately be brought before the County 

Board for adoption. 

 

Comments from commissioners included: 

 

General 

 A commissioner asked why the Landmark Block is referred to as such. 

 Staff should consider using Master Transportation Plan terminology to reference 

the street typologies. 
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 Staff should consider putting stories on the buildings layer in addition, or instead 

of, feet. 

 It would be helpful for staff to have three bullets describing each concept.  The 

Working Group Chair responded that this is a “kit of parts.” 

 

Land Use  

 One commissioner asked what the Zoning designation for this area is.  Staff 

indicated that it is C-O. 

 Is there any density available on the Verizon Plaza?  Staff responded that it is part 

of a site plan. Staff added that there is potentially 300,000 sf of density available 

to the County from the parking lot area. 

 

Building Placement and Design 

 Should staff consider showing an option with the County offices remaining at 

2100 Clarendon Boulevard? What are the implications of the County remaining in 

its current location? Staff cited the charge, which calls for the Working Group to 

locate a site for a new 300,000-400,000 sf County building.  All building sites 

being shown in the concepts could be either public or private. 

 What if a civic presence is designed around/for a certain building and then the 

building becomes a private building.  Then is that civic presence being attributed 

to the private building? 

 Is staff indicating that the AMC Theatre will go away?  Staff said that the use 

could be accommodated elsewhere in the study area, possibly underground. 

 The Working Group Chair indicated that there had been some interest from 

Working Group members in a distributed government center model. 

 

Trees 

 Have the Mother and Soldier Trees been designated? 

 Will there be more detail on the trees in the open space? People may think that 

there will literally be only two trees on the square. 

 The trees do not constrain the planning. 

 

Sustainability 

 One commissioner indicated a strong interest in district energy for this area. 

 

Parking  

 Is there parking under the Verizon Plaza?  Staff said that there is nothing 

underneath the majority of that open space. 

 Has staff looked at parking entrances?  What are the reasons why each building 

may not be able to provide their own parking?  Staff indicated that there may be 

some engineering challenges vis-a-vis accommodating parking under the 

buildings along the Metro line, but that there will be a full parking study 

following this process. 

 The Working Group Chair indicated that the surface lot is an amenity that makes 

using government services convenient and, in some instances, feasible. Parking 

should be phased with what will be built, as opposed to what may be built. 
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 Will the parking lot under the square accommodate all the parking from the new 

buildings? Staff indicated that the new buildings will have to provide their own 

parking to the greatest extent possible. 

 

Process 

 One commissioner asked if there will be a County Board work session.  Staff 

answered that this has yet to be determined. 

 When would the design principles likely be finalized?  Staff indicated that Penn 

Place was a draft until it was approved by the County Board.  Staff said that 

feedback is welcome, but that staff and the Working Group are pretty comfortable 

with the design principles. 

 Will multiple concepts be brought to the County Board?  Staff indicated that one 

concept will be brought forward. 

 Will the concept be set when it is brought to the County Board? 

 One member indicated that this sounds similar to the Rosslyn framework. 

 How can staff do real estate and parking studies post sector plan addendum 

adoption?  The Working Group Chair responded that this addendum may not be 

as specific as, say, the Clarendon Sector Plan. 

 The Working Group Chair said that there needs to be a good cross-discussion now 

with the interdepartmental staff team and the Working Group. 

 One question was should there be another Long Range Planning Committee 

meeting before the next one in October? 

 Process will have to be discussed further at the next meetings with respect to the 

timing and process for bringing forward the concept(s), the “basis for the sector 

plan addendum” and the sector plan addendum itself.  Commissioners in the 

meantime can provide individual feedback on how the County Board will move 

forward. 

 The Working Group Chair indicated that all the concept elements have come from 

citizens except for one or two staff-led ideas. 

 

Concepts 

 One commissioner indicated that she likes concept B as it makes a big, dramatic 

statement about a place being made here.  The Working Group charge was about 

the place and that is why the current County buildings are not included because 

they are not placemaking. She would like the area to be more about pedestrians, 

open space and a farmer’s market than about cars. 

 A second commissioner indicated that he likes the East-West orientation in 

concept C which would join the square with the underused, but increasingly more 

used, Courthouse Plaza.  He likes the Metro entrance in the middle and the grand 

entrance from Metro in concept B, but likes the market building and East-West 

orientation of C.  He would prefer not just an open market.  He said that North 

14th Street needs to be civilized and the treatment of the back entrance on North 

Veitch Street is good. 

 Another commissioner indicated that concept B does make a dramatic statement.  

He added that the cultural facility and County building should be indicated clearly 

on each map.  He does not feel that he can comment on the scenarios because he 
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does not know the uses and heights.  He likened this to a site plan without the 

details. How is it going to be parked?  The trees are a bigger issue than we think 

and they affect the parking structure under the square. A dignified memorial is not 

necessarily saving the trees.  There could be a new memorial grove.  It is 

important to enhance the pedestrian nature of the area and give more thought to 

bicycles. (Another commissioner added that thought should be given to how to 

prevent bicycles from disturbing pedestrians.) He said that shadows on the square 

are not necessarily a negative given DC weather.   He added that cost is important 

given the public nature of the space and that the County Board should know the 

costs, as one Metro arrival experience may cost more than another.  What is 

staff’s interest in where the County building is located?  

 A fourth commissioner indicated that she does not like concept B because there 

are no connections to Clarendon and Wilson Boulevards.  She prefers concept A 

or C, which she said are similar except for the orientation of the open space.  She 

said that C has a better volume of open space with better building enclosure and 

she likes the cultural center on the square and the market activation.  In short, she 

prefers A and C, with a preference for C. She said that she likes the market shed 

orientation and how it creates two different kinds of spaces – a larger civic space 

and a smaller space that could be a biergarten or other use.  She likes the variety 

of spaces in C.  She said that shadows on Wilson and Clarendon Boulevards are 

not a problem, but that shadows on the square are an important issue.   

 One commissioner said that he likes the idea of a smaller median with wider 

sidewalks along Clarendon and Wilson Boulevards. He associated himself with 

the second commissioner’s comments, but likes concept B’s large pedestrian 

promenade terminating in a cultural facility.  He likes the East-West orientation 

and the opening to Courthouse Plaza.  He likes the treatment of 15th Street North, 

North Uhle Street and the Strayer block in concept C.  He said that he worries 

about phasing on option C and recommends having a clear contingency plan.  He 

said that although the market building could be in any of the concepts, showing it 

in just one could be skewing people towards that particular concept. 

 Another commissioner said that she is in the pro tree group and even though the 

trees may not survive forever, they should be the starting point for more green.  

They are planted in the sunniest part of the square and Arlington is a County that 

values its mature trees and forces developers to keep them.  She likes the market 

shed on option C and thought that it might be interesting to turn the shed 90 

degrees, although it would not be good to have a focal point that is not used much.  

For instance, there is only one outside vendor at Eastern market during the week.  

Maybe it could be a cultural facility or combined with a cultural facility? What a 

cultural facility is has not been defined and it could be a library, visitor center, 

Virginia Room, heritage center, etc.. 

 One commissioner said that because there is a market building proposed in 

Clarendon, two such buildings cannot be supported. If this is a better location, 

how to address the Clarendon recommendation should be discussed. 

 

 

 


