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December 4, 2014 
 

The Honorable Jay Fisette, Chairman and 
Members of the County Board 
Suite 300 
#1 Courthouse Plaza 
2100 Clarendon Boulevard 
Arlington, Virginia  22201 
 
COURTHOUSE SQUARE WORKING GROUP REPORT 
 
Dear Mr. Fisette and Members of the County Board: 
 
On behalf of myself as Chairman of the Courthouse Square Working Group and the Group’s 
members: 
Jaime Areizaga-Soto  -- Transportation Commission; 
Janel Brattland – Colonial Village Civic Association; 
Patricia Darneille – Radnor/Ft. Myer Heights Civic Association; 
Kenneth Fulton – Clarendon-Courthouse Civic Association; 
Evelyn Gee – Citizens’ Advisory Commission on Housing; 
Jon Kinney – At-Large, Business Community; 
Peter Owen – At-Large, Community Member; 
Loira Porcaro – Lyon Village Civic Association; 
William Ross – Parks and Recreation Commission; 
Leonardo Sarli – Commission for the Arts; and 
Gabriel Thoumi – Environment and Energy Conservation Commission; 
 
I wish to thank you all for the opportunity to serve on the Courthouse Square Working Group.  It 
has been an interesting and challenging process.  Looking at the area delineated in the Charge 
the Board adopted in October 2013, one would think the task to formulate a concept plan would 
be easy – it’s just a small geographic area, after all.  But it’s not just a block or two along two 
major arteries in a development corridor bounded by a few civic associations.  Courthouse 
Square is the center of County government and in essence belongs to everyone – residents of 
Arlington County, those who work in the area and visitors alike.  This added dimension has made 
the discussions interesting, difficult, thought-provoking and exciting – all at once. 
 
Over the course of the year the Working Group met 15 times as a body.  Our members also 
participated in and helped facilitate the three Community Workshops held in March, April and 
June of 2014.   
 
Working Group comments on staff’s proposed concept plan follow.  In addition to the comments 
it contains, the Working Group strongly endorses these further studies that need to take place in 
order to inform the creation of a draft sector plan amendment: 
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Parking Needs Study for the Courthouse area including current and future conditions; 
Traffic Study of volumes, turning movements, etc. in order to inform the future of 15th and 14th 
Streets North and placement of garage entrances; 
Cultural Facilities Inventory and Needs Analysis; 
Cultural Resources ‘Wish List;’ and 
County Office Space Needs Analysis. 
 
The Working Group recognizes the work we undertook in advising staff is for a concept plan --  
an armature on which a future sector plan amendment will build.  The conversation with the 
residents of Arlington and those who work in the Courthouse Square area should continue.  It is 
hoped it will be informed by data from the studies listed above. 
 
Outreach to all segments of the Arlington community and consensus building among stake 
holders is expected to continue during the course of the preparation of the draft sector plan 
amendment.   
 
The timeframe identified by staff in which they will complete the sector plan addendum does 
appear to be ambitious.  In my recollection, I do not believe there has ever been a sector plan 
addendum process that has lasted less than two and a half years.   The Board, after the 
December 9, 2014 Work Session, may wish to ask staff to reconsider their work plan for this 
project. 
 
Thank you again for the opportunity to serve. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Nancy Iacomini 
Chairman 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3 | P a g e 6 / 2 2 / 2 0 1 5  2 : 2 9  P M  
 

The Working Group has had a collaborative relationship with County staff on this project 
throughout the past year.   Early on we produced a set of Design Principles to help guide our 
discussions, and for use in the three public workshops. 
 
The Working Group is supportive of many of staff’s recommendations.  We have discussed all of 
them – and as happens with all collaborations, we agree with a majority of their recommendations 
and disagree and have further ideas on others.   
 
Our comments are included in the matrix that staff has prepared and I refer you to it. 
Below is a summary of our thoughts organized by the five elements from our charge. 
Under each element is listed the Working Group’s charge regarding the element as well as the 
Design Principles addressed by each element. 
 
CIRCULATION AND PARKING 
Working Group Charge  
The County Board charged the Working Group to address Circulation and Parking – the overall 
pedestrian, bicycle, transit and vehicular circulation network, as well as connections to the 
surrounding neighborhood.  
 
Applicable Design Principles  
#3 Connect pedestrian circulation of Courthouse Square to improve public transit access.  
#4 Encourage optimal use of streets to achieve, an active public realm with safe pedestrian passage.  
#6 Accommodate public and County parking needs through means that add value to the Courthouse 
Square area. 
 
The Working Group strongly endorses the proposal to replace the above ground asphalt parking lot with a 
structured parking beneath the current surface lot.  Parking is necessary to support the governmental 
functions in the area.  This requirement will not change in the future.  Redeveloped building sites will 
most likely not be able to provide all their parking on site due to constraints such as Metro tunnels.  The 
central garage will be able to provide shared parking for all uses in the study area. 
 
The nature of some of the streets in the area are proposed to change.  There is support for the proposal of 
15th Street North becoming a shared street.  Some in the Working Group would like to see it eventually 
become a “non-car” thoroughfare.  It would be for transit vehicles, cyclists and pedestrians only.  This is a 
perfect location to implement this type of street.  However, a traffic study should be conducted before 
final circulation/street proposals are made for this area so vehicle movements and use of the streets as 
currently configured can be understood so that any new proposal does not shift traffic onto 
neighborhood streets.  
 
The re-creation of 14th Street North as a shared street is supported by the Working Group.  This street has 
different demands than 15th Street North and we do not see it becoming a “non-car” street.  We do feel 
that it is imperative there be a better, accessible pedestrian connection from 14th Street North up to the 
Courthouse Plaza than exists today.  This connection should go all the way up behind what is the Courts 
Square West site now and into the plaza in front of the current building that houses County offices.  (See 
section on Buildings.) 
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Pedestrian access along and across the proposed Square will be essential to the success of the Square itself 
and the surrounding area.  Today many residents come from east of the site and this will continue as Fort 
Myer Heights North continues to redevelop.  The proposed promenade does provide a “spine” of access 
north and south through the site and could be used to supplement space for the Farmers’ Market and/or 
other outdoor functions that might be programmed for the area.  The promenade will have particular 
significance if a structure is placed in the Verizon plaza on access with the promenade. 
 
The establishment of a more grand Metro entrance is also supported.  However, members of the Working 
Group raised questions about how such a new entrance might work with a long-sought western 
Courthouse entrance.   
 
The connections staff are proposing – both pedestrian and vehicular -- from existing and future buildings 
to the new under-the-square garage are reasonable and would provide a good shared parking 
opportunity. The garage should have provision for electric vehicle charging stations. 
 
There is a strong desire on the part of the Working Group that an entrance to the garage be near the 
intersection of 14th Street North and North Courthouse Road in order to have fewer cars going north on 
Courthouse.   
 
It should be noted the connection from the Landmark Block raises a policy question concerning access 
underneath public right of way.  A northern entrance should be considered to the future garage that is not 
dependent upon the redevelopment of the Landmark block. 
 
Members of the Working Group noted there is an overall question of right sizing parking.  We support a 
parking needs study that should be undertaken once building placement/height/capacity/use policy is 
established.  Some Working Group members have questioned if this study should be done to inform the 
Sector Plan Addendum or is itself informed by the Addendum. 
 
The capacity of the garage will be shaped by the parking study, but given the topography of the site it is 
recommended that at least 3 ½ levels of parking be considered for this garage. 
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OPEN SPACE 
 
Working Group Charge 
The County Board charged staff and the Working Group to address Open Space – the location and use of 
a public open space that will be an integral component of the County’s Government Center.  
 
Applicable Design Principles 

#2  Create an attractive accessible inclusive public space that accommodates and encourages civic 
discourse, and County identity. 

#5 Incorporate sustainability best practices throughout all aspects of the development, with 
particular attention paid to energy and stormwater management in line with Arlington County's 
policies Identifying opportunities for efficiencies from district level energy production. 

#7  Preserve significant views into and out of Courthouse Square. 

#8  Use existing topography to celebrate the plateau, ease pedestrian movements, and create a 
cohesive experience of the three-dimensional opportunities of the site. 

#11  Create opportunities and infrastructure for public entertainment, public discourse, performance, 
and community gathering. 

#15  Augment the existing tree canopy with additional plantings in new open space and streetscapes.  

 
The major open space opportunity that will be created by the removal of surface parking to an 
underground garage is the element that is the most exciting and was indeed the major focus of citizens who 
participated in all three public workshops.   
 
The Working Group cannot emphasize enough how very, very important the public planning process for this 
space is to the success of the Courthouse area.  It is paramount that citizen input thus far received from the 
public workshops and the online surveys be used to shape and inform such a study.  
 
There is no consensus on the Working Group as to whether the area should be predominately green open 
space, or a mix of hard- and soft cape, or “rooms,” or other types of open space features.  There is 
sentiment the space should be flexible to allow for every day use as well as allow for programming that 
could attract large crowds.    
 
Large structures should not be considered for any part of the proposed Square area.  The area should 
maintain its openness and views from and in all directions.  There should be a strong presence at the south 
end of the Square in order to help draw people through the site.  A market/pavilion/cultural resource 
center is a possible choice as an activating element in the southern portion of the Square.  But it should be 
transparent.  It is possible that if a structure is proposed to house a cultural resource it be no more than 
three stories and should be mostly glass.   
 
 Pedestrian access should be permitted and encouraged diagonally across the Square. 
 
The new connection from N. 14th Street should continue through the site to a reconfigured Courthouse 
Plaza outside the proposed new Metro entrance.  This configuration is complementary to the proposed 
combination of the Courts Square West site and a modified AMC site for a County building. 
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BUILDING LOCATION/DESIGN/USE 
 
Working Group Charge 
The County Board charged the Working Group to address Building Use and Building Location and 
Design.  This includes the uses of public and private buildings in the study area, including the types of 
public resources (if any) in addition to government offices that would be best fit to the site, and the 
location, height, and density of buildings in the study area.  The study will incorporate the 
consideration of a future County office building that includes 300,000-400,000 square feet and an 
appropriate floor plate. 
 
Applicable Design Principles 
#9 Maximize the opportunity to create active frontage on Courthouse Square and the 
surrounding area. 

#10 Build on existing activities of Courthouse Square to foster an 18 hour a day use throughout 
the week. 

#14 Foster new development that will be distinct to Arlington, and integrate accessible programs, 
and sustainability, and embrace the civic nature and cultural significance of Courthouse 
Square. 

The Working Group, staff, consultants, and the public had many lively discussions about buildings – 
both existing and new – in the study area.  As stated in the charge, we were looking to place 300,000 
– 400,000 square feet of (new) office space for County use.  However, it is unclear if that space 
number is accurate.  A more in depth analysis of anticipated County needs is clearly indicated.  It is 
possible the nature of how Arlington delivers services might change, and it is possible the types of 
space needed for employees could change.   

The Working Group discussed many scenarios -- not only new space – but perhaps also space 
obtained by the purchase of already constructed space as has already  happened in the area.  It is 
also possible the County might continue its rental relationship with its current landlord.  We talked 
about the symbolism of the “front door” to County offices.  We also discussed if the County’s identity 
is best expressed in an edifice or perhaps in a very robust Square/open space -- or is it that building 
and Square complement and inform each other.  Our discussions rightly touched on several variations 
and possibilities that could accommodate County use(s) as it was clear there is no one definite plan 
or immediate need of space by the County at this time. 
 
After much consideration, however, the Working Group coalesced around the proposal of a public building 
at a combined Courts Square West/AMC site.  This combined site would be one that contemplates an 
extension of the proposed enhanced pedestrian connection from N. 14th Street north through the site to 
the Courthouse Plaza.  The combined site would have its entrance on Courthouse Plaza facing the 
proposed new Metro entrance.  The “front door” of a County building, as noted, is a very important, place-
making feature.  The “entrance” to government should be apparent and not in a far corner of the site.  It is 
possible the building would also have a secondary entrance facing the Square.  
 
The structure should have step backs – particularly on the AMC portion – as shown in staff presentations.  
These would provide a different type of public open space and views through the site to the monumental 
core.  It was noted that if this building was not used for County offices, it could accommodate residential or 



7 | P a g e 6 / 2 2 / 2 0 1 5  2 : 2 9  P M  
 

private commercial office.  However, given the hope that the Square will be an active environment with 
programmed outdoor activities such as concerts, etc., residential uses should be kept to the west of any 
structure and face toward Courthouse Plaza.  It can be difficult to reconcile residential concerns about 
noise with outdoor programming.  
 
Some Working Group members also expressed an interest in perhaps splitting up some of the County 
functions in the study area.  The more publicly used functions – such as the Treasurer’s Office, the Zoning 
Office and meeting rooms and County Board hearing room – could be located in a 3-4 story structure in 
the south end of the Square or on the Verizon Plaza  site.  The structure might also have some room for a 
cultural resource.  It would be of transparent material to be evocative of the “transparency” of 
government.   
 
In general, the Working Group also felt heights from 180 feet to 210 feet were an appropriate range for 
buildings in the study area.  The Group is interested in further discussion of a provision for an absolute 
height of 230 feet IF extraordinary community benefits (to be determined in the Sector Plan Addendum 
public process) were provided.  A benefit would include a building designed with an interesting roof line 
that was not flat.  The best site for this extra height would be at the Landmark site. 
 
The Working Group agreed that uses in the study area need to be balanced so as to provide for as much 
activity as possible throughout the day and evening, seven days a week.  For instance, a pavilion at the 
southern end of the Square could be used by the Farmers’ Market on Saturdays, and then used for 
performances in evenings.  Or perhaps its space could be used by vendors during weekdays or Sundays. 
 
Redevelopment scenarios for both the Strayer and Landmark blocks were discussed.  There was no clear 
preference to designate either block for only office or only retail.  Currently use in Courthouse is weighted 
toward residential.  There does not seem to be a great desire to add office use at this time. The idea that 
residential use (other than hotel) facing onto the Square might make active programming a challenge. 
 
Design considerations for the Strayer block could obviate residential as a view of balconies as one 
proceeds east on Wilson and Clarendon Boulevard might not be the most place making choice for the 
site.  Parking will also be difficult to manage for this site as it cannot “park itself” because of the existing 
Metro tunnels.   
 
During discussion of the Landmark block, some Working Group members expressed a desire to see County 
offices and perhaps some first floor cultural resource use located on this block.  Others felt residential could 
work here as well.  There was a strong preference to have any redevelopment at least keep and perhaps 
renovate the historical façade of the Cosi building.  There was discussion of perhaps retaining two other 
facades as well.  It was noted such integrations of old with new construction has worked well in 
Clarendon, e.g. both buildings of the B.F. Saul site and the Penzance site as well as the Post Office block.  
 
The Working Group did not endorse a tall building (10-12 stories) on the Verizon Plaza site.  The Group 
prefers to see a small structure, 3 to 4 stories in height, and constructed in a way to maximize its 
transparency.  The building could provide retail space on the ground floor and either space for some 
County functions (meeting rooms, Board room) on the upper floors and/or house a cultural resource such 
as a theatre, a heritage center or some other use or uses that would help activate the Square. 
 
It should be noted the Working Group is cognizant of the desires expressed by many citizens in support of 
the AMC theatre.  Today the theatre provides a walkable amenity that is not present elsewhere in the 
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area.  While the Working Group supports combining the current AMC site with Courts Square West, it 
equally supports keeping a cinema in the area. It could be housed in one of the new buildings to be 
constructed in the area (Verizon Plaza?) or perhaps moved into a remodeled building in the area. 
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CULTURAL RESOURCES 
 

Working Group Charge 
The County Board charged the Working Group to address Cultural Resources – the treatment of cultural 
resources, including historic buildings, the “Memorial” and “Mother’s” trees, public art, and a potential 
cultural facility. 

 
Applicable Design Principles 
 #12. Celebrate Courthouse Square’s rich history by integrating relevant existing historic and historical 

elements into new design concepts. 
 

 #13. Integrate strategies for education, sustainability, social and physical health, and public art, 
throughout the area. 

 
Discussion concerning the preservation and future of the so-called “Memorial” and Mother’s” trees came 
up several times at Working Group meetings.  It was noted the trees are the oldest inhabitants of the 
Courthouse area.  The Mother’s Tree was planted in 1924 and it and its marker remain.  The Memorial 
tree is a replacement tree, and its stone marker memorializing casualties from the First World War was 
moved to the Courthouse site in the 1930s from Clarendon.  Arborists have indicated a parking garage 
could be built under the trees as long as 5-6 feet of soil remains undisturbed beneath them.  Soil within 
their drip lines should not be disturbed or compacted.  The trees could live out their natural lives and at 
the end of that time their replacement and/or relocation of their markers, could be discussed in the larger 
planning context for the Square. 
 
The Farmer’s Market has long been an important part of the Courthouse area.  It should remain and be 
enhanced with a more permanent market structure along the southern end of the Square.   Design of this 
structure should allow for flexible use for events that might occur in the surrounding open space.  The 
events and Farmer’s Market would help activate the space at different times/days. 
 
Public art should not be used “fix” a place that is not lively or isn’t “working.”  Its incorporation  
into the Square and new or redeveloped buildings should be considered at the beginning of any planning 
processes, not at the end.  Representatives from the Arts Commission should be at the table during the 
robust planning for the open space that will ensue.  The arts planning should encompass all the open 
space, not just for the central square.  
 
The Working Group noted the need for an inventory and study of the County’s existing and posited 
performing and visual arts space.  This study would assist in identifying what cultural resource might best 
work in the area and create a synergy with the farmer’s market and other uses on the square.  
 
There does need to be an organizing element that draws folks southward on the square and if the County 
building isn’t located in that area, a more modest yet transparent building for a cultural resource could be 
built. The facility could house more than one resource depending upon what they are with an eye to 
activating the area as much of the day and week as possible. 
 
During the discussion it was suggested the architecture of the market pavilion/cultural resource could be 
reminiscent of the Colonial Revival of the existing Simmonds building and the other now demolished 
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buildings that formed Lawyers’ Row.  However, it might be difficult to marry the architectural vocabulary 
of Colonial Revival with a transparent structure. 
 
The Working Group had a lively discussion concerning the preservation and restoration of historical 
facades on the Landmark block.  It was noted that façade preservation/restoration is not just about historic 
preservation but is also about place making and design of a pedestrian friendly built environment.  In other 
parts of the County, such as Clarendon, historical facades have been used to great effect to inform 
architecture, its design and materials and pedestrian scale.  The same could happen here at the Landmark 
block if the 3 facades are kept and incorporated into a new structure. 
 
The most favored façade is that of the First Federal Savings building that now houses Cosi.  It represents to 
some a Courthouse they remember before redevelopment. It was said a similar resource was lost when 
the Navy League building was constructed. The façade should be preserved and restored, and the funky 
pique assiette treatment of column could remain.  There was a strong desire to keep the interior 
elements that remain from the former bank use as well.  
 
The Simmonds building and its possible preservation and relocation were topics introduced in late Spring 
after the Briefing Book was issued that identified other historical resources.  The Working Group had not 
had as long to consider how this historic resource should be addressed.  One possible site for relocation 
and adaptive reuse of this last remnant of Lawyers’ Row could be at the proposed kiosk site that would 
form an “entrance” to Courthouse Square. 
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SUSTAINABILITY AND DISTRICT ENERGY 
 
Working Group Charge 
The County Board charged the Working Group to address Sustainability – the incorporation of 
sustainability including building and landscape technologies, district energy, and an integrated energy 
master plan. 
 
Applicable Design Principles 
#5 Incorporate sustainability best practices throughout all aspects of the development, with 

particular attention paid to energy and stormwater management in line with Arlington County's 
policies. Identify opportunities for efficiencies from district level energy production. 

#13 Integrate strategies for education, sustainability, social and physical health, and public art, 
throughout the area. 

#14 Foster new development that will be distinct to Arlington, and integrate accessible programs, 
perform sustainably, and embrace the civic nature and cultural significance of Courthouse 
Square. 

 
The Working Group is supportive of efforts to ensure greater energy efficiency and sustainable design in 
the Courthouse Square area.  Any new structure in Courthouse Square, the civic center of Arlington, should 
comport with the IEMP and thus be exemplars for other parts of the County. 
 
The Working Group discussed if the four pipe hydronic systems associated with district energy are still 
favored and wondered if micro-energy system buildings would be better for this area.  Staff noted the 
four pipe system is recommended for office buildings but not residential buildings.  
 
Some members also noted the most energy efficient future for the Courts Square West building might 
well be to rehabilitate and repurpose it – not tear it down.  The renovation could add new energy 
efficient systems to the building without having the waste of a demolition.   The building could be 
reconfigured in a way to take advantage of the view corridor through the Courthouse Square area to the 
east. 
 

 
 
 


