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     December 7, 2014 

 
The Arlington County Board  
2100 Clarendon Boulevard 
Arlington, Virginia 22201 
 
Dear members of the Arlington County Board: 
 
 
The Courthouse Square Study Working Group report prepared by the chair does not 
capture a number of areas where some members believe the design proposed in the 
staff report is seriously flawed. The design proposal will not create a place worthy of 
being called Arlington’s civic heart. We therefore are writing to you to communicate our 
concerns.  
 
Summary and Recommendation 
 
The Staff and consultant work to date has been informative and helpful. But the Staff 
proposal as a whole is inadequate and incomplete.  It also does not improve upon the 
1993 Sector Plan Addendum. 
 
We respectfully urge the Board not to approve the proposal recommended by Staff.  
Rather, we recommend that the Board direct Staff to suspend work on revising the 
Sector Plan and: 
 
 

1. Complete the studies and analyses identified below and make this 
information publicly available. 

2. Share previous other studies and designs that informed the Staff proposal 
with the working group and make them publicly available. 

3. Use the concepts developed thus far to transparently explain to constituency 
groups the priorities, assumptions, policy issues, and design tradeoffs, 
including the use of public resources (e.g. public funding) for these options. 

4. Convene constituencies to hear from one another about how to address 
those tradeoffs and prioritize options. 

5. Request that the working group reassess and revise the proposal using this 
additional information. 

6. Return to the Board with the public fully informed and engaged, to receive 
direction for a sector plan addendum.   

 
 
Our charge was to identify “areas of consensus and disagreement”.  As the working 
group chair’s report and this letter indicate, there is no consensus regarding major 
elements of the proposal.  
 
What the chair’s report does not capture, however, is the absence of consensus or 
support from working group or from the community for the design as a whole as 
proposed by Staff.  
 
Our concerns can be organized into three major categories: 
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- The proposal lacks vision and coherence and does not represent the vision of 

the community.  
- Process flaws contributed to an inadequate design, and those flaws were not 

corrected when identified during the process. Critical information was missing 
and key decisions have been deferred.  

  
We acknowledge the work Staff has put into this project. However, we also note that 
their proposal represents their professional view of a design that accommodates 
assumptions, priorities, constraints, and other factors about which the working group and 
public at large were not informed or consulted. Because of these constraints on the 
discussion and development process, the result is a design that we do not support and 
cannot support the constituencies we represent to support.  
 
The Proposal Lacks Vision and Coherence.   
 
Poor symbolism: As the civic center, Courthouse Square should be the heart of our 
community.  It should be a modern agora, where the market of ideas and activities takes 
place. It should inspire pride of place and represent our culture.  It should connect 
Arlington’s civic buildings, including the justice center, the jail, and provide a clear 
gateway for newly arrived citizens to engage with their government.   
 
The staff recommendation does not make the County office building prominent in the 
design and fails to create a “conversation” between it and our other civic buildings.   A 
current problem, which the proposed design does not correct, is that visitors literally do 
not know where they are or where to go to do business with their government.       
 
Insufficient place-making: The Staff recommendation does not take adequate advantage 
of the place-making needs and opportunities specific to Courthouse Square. It does not 
clearly identify amenities that would draw people to the Square. The generic nature of 
the concept, an ill-defined program and the vague concept of cultural center, fail to fulfill 
the potential of the square. Key drivers of place-making—such as connections to 
neighborhoods, public transportation nodes, paths of desire, major and secondary points 
of entry or even sensitive placement of structures on the site—are absent. Staff’s 
proposal also does not adequately evaluate view corridor opportunities from the heights 
of Courthouse.  

 
Failure to connect the government/cultural uses with private activity: The lack of 
symbolism and place-making is exacerbated by the failure to address and capitalize on 
the government uses at the site. The existing justice center (placed outside the study 
area) has architectural limitations.  The boundaries of the study area impose problematic 
limitations and allow only one side of Courthouse Road to be addressed. Working group 
members have consistently voiced the importance of access to government. Courthouse 
Square is a unique opportunity to make a major statement about public engagement. 
The proposal is generic, and deemphasizes the County office building by locating it in an 
obscure part of the square. This location discourages the public from engaging with their 
government. By definition this is not good design. 
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Process flaws reduced the quality and usefulness of public input and work group 
discussion 
 
The process met the superficial objective of public discussion but failed to effectively 
respond to citizen desires, vision, and concerns. 
 
 
Key constraints and Staff assumptions and priorities were not adequately explained to 
provide context for discussions.  Examples include: 

 Building location and design – Working group and workshop participants 
indicated a preference for lower buildings along the southern edge and 
surrounding the open space. Nonetheless, Staff proposed a plan that includes 
buildings with heights that exceed existing zoning limits and public preference. 
 

 Cultural facility – The working group members and workshop participants 
expressed concerns regarding the absence of a clear working necessary for 
design, such as use, siting, and size. The resulting proposal by Staff is an 
undefined open structure in the green.  

 

 Preserving the historic trees – Despite repeated requests by working group 
members and citizen workshop participants to consider designs in all zones of 
the Courthouse Square study area, to properly evaluate the pros and cons of 
each sector, Staff failed to offer significant design alternatives. 

 
The rationales for design in the Staff proposal were not adequately explained. Examples 
include: 

 A county facility on the Courthouse West site – The Staff-proposed location and 
footprint is not adequate (having approximately 308,000 square feet when the 
estimated need is up to 400,000 square feet). The location lacks prominence, 
and is not intuitive to find. 

 

 A large commercial structure on the Strayer site – Despite possible political, 
engineering, and financial obstacles to constructing a large commercial building 
on a site atop a Metro station, Staff plans have consistently proposed a 16 – 22 
story building at that location. 

 

 A significant underground parking structure – Staff designs have consistently 
assumed the financial and policy feasibility of a large underground parking 
structure. Working group member concerns about the cost and practical 
implementation of this parking structure were not addressed. 

 
The proposal introduces significant elements that were not discussed in the public 
workshop or adequately in the work group.  Examples include: 

 The public or private development on Verizon plaza (proposed by Staff to be 140 
feet or 12 stories, but with working group recommendations for a 4-story limit) 
was never discussed in public forums. Use and massing has never been made 
explicit. Courthouse Square has been designated a tier 1 location for a “public 
land for public good” project, this has never been expressed as a priority or even 
an objective to the working group.  
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 The location and use of the civic/cultural center on the southern edge of the open 
space also was never discussed in public workshops. The proposed location only 
obscures the “front door” of the proposed new County offices at Courthouse 
West.  

 
Critical information was missing and key decisions have been deferred 
 
Critical contextual information regarding areas within and adjacent to the study was 
excluded from the discussion and design process. Examples include: 

 On May 13, 2014, nearly six months after the working group commenced its 
process, the County announced that the Courthouse Square was a Tier 1 site for 
affordable housing.1 Despite the significant impact of this announcement on the 
project, it was excluded from the scope of the working groups work. It was also 
excluded from the public workshops that followed. 

 

 The “Four Courts” block is adjacent to the Courthouse Square, will be 
significantly impacted by and will impact the Courthouse study area. Neighboring 
areas should be considered during the process. Design decisions for Courthouse 
Square will increase redevelopment pressure on this site and there should be 
integrated planning.  

 

 Similarly, insufficient discussion  prevented the group from adequately 
addressing the challenges associated with the Courthouse Building and the Jail. 
These have been excluded from discussion.  As a result, adjacent spaces that 
are integral to defining the Courthouse Square were left unaddressed in the 
proposed design.  

 
The Courthouse Square project has proceeded in advance of fundamental needs and 
impacts analysis. This was specifically cited by members of the Clarendon-Courthouse 
Civic Association during the Staff presentation at the association’s October 21, 2014 
meeting. We disagree with Staff that these can be deferred until later without adverse 
impact to design. Association members noted: 

 There has been no formal analysis of space and functional requirements for a 
new county office building. These are fundamental requirements for properly 
considering the size and location of a new county building. 

 

 There has been no analysis of need, objective, or requirements for a civic/cultural 
facility. The extent to which historical objects might have any significance has not 
been analyzed and articulated. 

 
Staff provided an in-depth analysis of historic resources at WG meeting  
 

 There has been no prior or concurrent analysis of pedestrian, and vehicular 
circulation demand along with parking usage. The functional and financial 
lynchpin of the revised “vision” for Courthouse Square is putting the existing 
surface parking underground, possibly as shared parking to accommodate new 
office or residential buildings. How much parking will be required, and how that 

                                                 
1 http://news.arlingtonva.us/releases/arlington-county-manager-identifies-potential-public-land-

sites-for-affordable-housing-schools 
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might be phased and paid for was not discussed with the work group. This is a 
significant issue that has not been seriously evaluated, and thus the Staff 
recommendation for large buildings around the square using shared parking is 
premature. 

 

 Core elements of the open space design are unaddressed. The central feature of 
the planned square is the open space and its central park, but the proposal does 
not address basic parameters for this area and sets forth no design criteria or 
guidance.     

 

 There has been no prior or concurrent discussion of the almost certain public 
policy impacts from building locations, use and sizes. Many of the proposed 
building locations will involve an exchange of public benefits for site plans that 
will likely exceed current zoning limits. Of particular note, the proposed access to 
public parking (to be located under the designated open space) via a private 
development on the landmark block and under 15th street would require a major 
policy change. 

 
County Staff did solicit, and to some extent, respond to public input. Notwithstanding 
these notable efforts, the disappointing final product reflects a process that was 
pressured by a tight and subjective timeframe, as well as incomplete articulation and 
discussion of priorities, constraints, assumptions, and fundamental contextual 
information. Inadequate disclosure of decision processes and the rationale for design 
choices makes it impossible for citizens to adopt this plan as one of their own.  
  
We hope these comments are helpful to all concerned in evaluating the Staff proposal 
and charting a better path forward to a true “vision” for Courthouse Square.  
 

 
Sincerely, 
 
Kenneth Fulton, Clarendon-Courthouse Civic Association Representative 
Loria Porcaro, Lyon Village Civic Association Representative 
Leonardo Sarli, Commission for Arts Representative 
Peter Owen, At-Large Community Member Representative 

 
 
 
 
 


