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October 2, 2018 

 

The Honorable Katie Cristol, Chair 

Arlington County Board 

2100 Clarendon Blvd., Suite 300 

Arlington, VA  22201 

 

Subject: Virginia Hospital Center expansion 

 

Dear Ms. Cristol: 

 

The Urban Forestry Commission (UFC) has been closely following the development of the plans 

for the expansion of the Virginia Hospital Center, including participating in the Site Plan Review 

Committee (SPRC) process. 

 

As you know, the Arlington County Planning Commission recommended on September 18 that 

the project be delayed by three months. At the September 22 County Board meeting, the County 

Board accepted that recommendation, officially delaying consideration of approval of the project 

until the County Board’s December meeting.  

 

The Board directed Virginia Hospital Center to modify its proposal “to do more to address 

neighborhood concerns,” as explained in an Arlington County press release. The major concerns 

include the visual impact of a tall parking garage, and an even taller in-patient center, just across 

the street from single-family homes, along with the expected increase in vehicle traffic on 

neighborhood streets. To address these concerns, the Planning Commission recommended such 

changes as moving the buildings closer to the center of the site and re-examining traffic signals. 

 

But there also are serious concerns about the environmental impacts of the planned expansion, 

including the loss of tree canopy. “The current plans show only modest attempts to provide a 

cushion of trees and other plantings along the perimeters of the proposed buildings,” wrote 

William Ross, Chair of Arlington’s Park and Recreation Commission in a letter to the County 

Board. Moreover, he added: “Despite inquiries, there has been no attempt to introduce green roof 

or green wall features.” 

 

The Urban Forestry Commission strongly shares these concerns. The Edison Center site, on 

which Virginia Hospital Center proposes to build the new parking garage and in-patient center, 

now contains an extensive tree canopy, with scores of mature trees.  

 

Given the large footprint of Virginia Hospital Center’s proposed buildings, the development will 

inevitably mean a substantial loss of tree canopy and open space. During an SPRC-organized 

walking tour of the Edison site earlier this year, VHC’s landscape architect, Trini Rodriguez of 

Parker Rodriguez Inc, told a UFC Commissioner that VHC would need to plant trees elsewhere 

in the County to meet the County’s tree canopy regulations.  

 

http://www.arlingtonva.us/
http://arlington.granicus.com/MetaViewer.php?view_id=2&event_id=1247&meta_id=179070
https://newsroom.arlingtonva.us/release/board-defers-virginia-hospital-expansion-plan-decision/
http://arlington.granicus.com/MetaViewer.php?view_id=2&event_id=1247&meta_id=179123
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In her preliminary landscape plan, Rodriguez does try to address environmental concerns and 

concerns over the visual impact of the buildings’ tall walls using extensive plantings around the 

perimeter of the site.  

 

But much more could be done. The Urban Forestry Commission strongly urges that VHC and the 

County Board to use the time offered by the delay in the project to revise the plans in ways that 

increase the tree canopy and areas of green space. 

 

In particular, the Urban Forestry Commission recommends that: 

 

1) The Virginia Hospital Center should increase the width of the setback between residential 

streets and the new buildings and use the additional space for planting native trees. This change 

would also help alleviate neighborhood concerns about massive walls directly across the street 

from single-family homes.  

 

2) The Virginia Hospital Center should incorporate ‘green roofs’ in the revised plans. The 

current design is well suited for including areas of green roofs. Each building now has a stepped-

up design, with a lower two or three-story area nearest the streets. Adding trees or other plantings 

to those lower roofs would bring multiple benefits. It would help screen the taller structures, 

enabling them to fit better into a residential neighborhood. It would reduce energy bills for 

Virginia Hospital Center. It would benefit patients, since numerous studies have shown that 

views of green space speed healing and improve wellbeing. And it would reduce the urban heat 

island effect and stormwater runoff, making Arlington County more resilient in the face of 

climate change. 

 

The Virginia Hospital Center expansion provides an opportunity for both the Virginia Hospital 

Center and Arlington County to demonstrate leadership with a building plan that increases 

benefits to patients, the neighboring community, and the environment. The Urban Forestry 

Commission urges the County to take advantage of this opportunity.  

 

Sincerely, 

  
Nora Palmatier, Chair 

Urban Forestry Commission 

 

 

 

Cc:   Mark Schwartz, Arlington County Manager 

Jane Rudolph, Director, Department of Parks and Recreation 

 Members, Planning Commission 

 

 

https://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/31/2018/08/2018-08-06-VHC-Submission-Land-Part-1.pdf
http://www.greenrooftechnology.com/green-roof-blog/therapeutic-properties-of-green-roofs

