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ARLINGTON COUNTY 

PARK AND RECREATION COMMISSION  
2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 414 

Arlington, Virginia 22201 
 
 

March 4, 2019 
 
 
Honorable Christian Dorsey, Chairman 
Arlington County Board 
2100 Clarendon Blvd, Suite 300 
Arlington, VA 22201 
 
 
RE: PRC comments on Final Draft of Public Spaces Master Plan 
 
Dear Chairman Dorsey: 
 
The Park and Recreation Commission (PRC) has participated in the development of the update 
of the Public Spaces Master Plan (PSMP) over the past four years, and the commission is pleased 
to recommend adoption by the Board of the final product. The commission received numerous 
briefings, provided formal comments to the POPS Working Group, and provided individual 
member comments on various drafts. In addition to the formal participation of our members, 
other members have attended POPS Working Group meetings and participated in most of the 
public fora and open houses. We have met with members of community to help develop our 
views on this. While long and involved, this process benefitted immensely from excellent work 
by staff and a robust civic engagement process and public comments which have served to 
strengthen the final plan. We appreciate having this opportunity to share the following views 
with you and the other members of the County Board. 
 
In the sections below we highlight some of the more prominent areas of discussion, notably some 
that have arisen with the final draft document. We also want to highlight a few areas that we 
think are particularly innovative and which will enhance planning and implementation of our 
public policies moving forward:  
 
Key Initiatives Included in the Plan 
The thorough inventory of public and private open space and recreational amenities and the 
definitions of public space concepts will serve as a useful guide to the community for years to 
come. We believe that the detailed reporting of access standards by amenity provides valuable 
information on areas of need, by neighborhood. We hope that new sections on Urban Design and 
recommendations on treatment of privately owned open spaces will assist in the county’s private 
development planning and implementation processes. Recommendations for planning our public 
spaces based on natural-based design principles will be useful in smoothing Arlington’s path to 
becoming a biophilic community—thus joining other dynamic, future-focused communities. 
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Language on dog parks and dog runs should provide guidance moving forward on how to deal 
with the growing population of dogs, particularly in our multi-family residential corridors.   
 
Land Acquisition 
The commission supports both the land acquisition goals, as well as the criteria established to 
make the process of acquiring new properties more transparent. The commission has heard 
numerous comments about the need to align land acquisition with the community priorities 
established in the community survey, where trails and natural areas were identified as the highest 
priority. While this is a broader policy issue, it is worth restating and highlighting in the plan. 
 
The PRC commends staff and the advisory group for finally establishing a robust land 
acquisition policy after many previous attempts over the previous thirty-plus years. The specific 
listing of candidate sites should help promote community understanding of land acquisition 
possibilities.    
 
Casual Use Spaces 
The PRC notes that through the POPS process there has been strong and well-documented 
support within the community for introduction of the concept of casual use space.  We are 
pleased to see that park planners are already including casual use spaces in recent park plans 
including South Bridge Park, Benjamin Banneker Park, McCoy Park, Mosaic Park, as well as the 
26th and Old Dominion Task Force process. PRC supports the addition of action items 1.3.1 and 
1.3.2 to further refine the definition of this new concept, so that casual use spaces can be 
measured, both in our existing parks and during the park planning process, and a level of service 
can be established. The commission is sensitive to concerns raised that measurable data on 
casual use spaces is necessary to protect these spaces from being conscripted for other purposes, 
including structured fields and other built amenities. 
 
Level of Service 
The PRC notes the discussion about the methodology behind the population-based level of 
service, and that alternate approaches were explored during the development of this plan.  While 
there is no national norm for level of service, the population-based methodology is widely used 
(notably by the Trust for Public Land for analyses and the National Recreation and Park 
Association for reporting and accreditation) and provides opportunities for benchmarking with 
national averages, as well as with aspirational communities. The commission supports the 
recommendations in the plan to begin defining level of service standards for the county, and 
notes these are not prescriptive, but are intended to be used as planning tools in helping to 
manage county assets more effectively and equitably. The PRC supports recommendations for 
the regular update of the level of service analysis and in particular, supports additional 
refinement of the population-based standards by seeking to capture more granular supply and 
demand data, where available, to better reflect the changing needs of the community. 
 
The population-based level of service is just one tool to help manage assets in the larger planning 
process. While the current community discussion has focused on casual use and natural space 
versus diamond and other athletic fields, we note that in an increasingly densely populated 
community, there are other potential conflicts on the horizon such as between bikes, scooters and 
pedestrians on trails, and tennis and pickle ball for courts, all of which support the need for 
additional land acquisition. 
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Related to the next item, the PRC supports the addition in the final draft of action item 1.2.4, 
recommending periodic review and evaluation of the methodology of data collection on the 
range of public space amenities to further refine the anticipated cycle of five-year updates of the 
level of service analysis. Likewise, PRC supports the addition of action item 1.2.5, to analyze 
field utilization to improve data on the current use and assess future athletic field needs. Action 
item 1.5.6, to reflect increased capacity when fields are converted to synthetic turf and are 
lighted, is also a welcome addition to the plan. These are important additions, and as was noted 
throughout the process, finding opportunities to use existing resources more intensively will go a 
long way to meeting the level of service needs identified in this plan or through the proposed 
subsequent reevaluations of those needs. 
 
Synthetic Fields and Lighting 
We have heard a great deal about the need to include “neighborhood character” in the criteria for 
evaluating the addition of synthetic turf and/or lights to existing fields. We recognize the goal of 
establishing objective and measurable criteria, and the difficulty of defining and capturing 
objective and measurable criteria of neighborhood character. For example efforts to establish a 
criterion that would establish a set distance from residences were rejected as being arbitrary and 
subjective. We emphasize again, that these are guidelines and planning tools that will be used in 
conjunction with other planning processes. Any final decisions on a specific site must necessarily 
include exploration of a variety of other factors and possible mitigation measures, such as glare 
and light spill reduction, design techniques such as elevation, plantings or physical buffers, 
operational techniques such as seasonally adjusted hours to manage noise and light disturbance 
to neighbors. Such deliberations should take into account the impacts on the existing natural 
space, notably the trees that border any candidate field and its surrounding neighborhood.  Trees 
can be a mitigating feature for the physical and perceptual encroachment of field lighting and 
activity. It is difficult to justify any construction requirement to remove large trees when the 
design and installation methods are under county control. The commission supports the 
additional language in the final draft that clearly acknowledges these concerns and the potential 
impact on adjacent residences with changes in use patterns.   
 
One question arose concerning the Option 1 proposal “to ensure less than or equal to .3 - .8 foot 
candles.” as a basis for evaluation of lighting at a site. We understand that the newer Wakefield 
Stadium lighting achieved a .25 foot candle level. We support the recommendation for further 
study to achieve the lowest levels of light spill and glare possible as industry standards improve. 
We recognize that this is a policy document and that technical issues such as this should 
appropriately be included in follow-on actions.  
 
The commission supports the addition of action item 1.5.5, to define a transparent public 
engagement process for adding lights to athletic fields. However, the commission is concerned 
that any such process must be carefully crafted to assist in making decisions, rather than 
prolonging the already lengthy community conversation about field lighting. 
 
Design Guidelines 
As noted above, we consider the addition of guidelines for design of privately-owned public 
spaces to be a welcome and needed component of the plan. However, we feel strongly that there 
should be additional language in Appendix III to emphasize the importance of incorporating 
biophilic principles into the planning of private projects. Biophilic concepts are noted elsewhere 
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in the document; explicitly stating the County’s intent will provide direct guidance and 
expectation to private developers.    
 
Conditionality of Language 
The commission appreciates that many, but not all, of the conditional statements of “explore”, 
“consider”, “explore considering” in the October draft have been revised. The commission 
remains concerned that some characterizations of this type remain. As noted previously, these 
are confusing as to true commitment, and serve to undermine the important recommendations in 
the plan. This plan is the result of an exhaustive staff and community effort and should not be 
marginalized by the conditional language. 
 
Access to Data 
The PRC in general strongly supports the initiatives by the county for open data and urges that as 
we move forward on the adoption and implementation of this plan, that the data supporting the 
recommendations are made public and more easily understood. There has been considerable 
confusion and a range of interpretations about data, acquired through Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA) and other requests. With respect to the Level of Service for sports fields, we 
understand that DPR has initiated steps to improve the information on the capacity of fields and 
will proceed to develop a comprehensive system that records the allocation of fields to their 
various users. As we consider how to allocate scarce resources, we must ensure that we are all 
operating off of the same data and can use that as a basis for sound policy recommendations. 
 
One issue, raised in the Long Range Planning Committee, focuses on the difficulty in measuring 
unmet demand for uses. We encourage next steps to develop creative ways to define and measure 
valid indicators of demand, and to capture additional data that will help inform future planning 
decisions. 
 
Finally, we have a couple of comments on items that have been added to the final draft.   
 
Parklets 
The PRC commends the addition of language (1.10.3) to create a process and guidelines for 
developing parklets. We suggest that this action item be cross referenced with SD 1.1, Land 
Acquisition, since parklets could presumably be established as permanent as well as temporary 
open spaces.   
 
Pollinators  
The added action step (3.2.10) calling for creating pollinator corridors is a worthy proposal for 
adding to the ecological health of our community, although it may have been better proposed as 
an element in the upcoming Natural Resources Master Plan.   
 
Bicycle Tracks 
In a new action step (2.1.7) there is a proposal to explore opportunities for pump tracks and 
cyclocross. While it is worthwhile for the county to keep an open mind about new uses, at this 
late stage in the PSMP process, we do not believe that the wider community has had enough 
chance to react to the concept.   
 



5 
 

In summary, the PRC is pleased that the update to the Public Spaces Master Plan is moving 
toward its conclusion, and supports the implementation of the many important recommendations 
to sustain and improve the high-quality services and access to parks and public spaces that is 
fundamental to the quality of life in Arlington. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 

 

William Ross 
Chair, Park and Recreation Commission 
 
 
Cc:  Members, Arlington County Board 
 Members, Arlington County Planning Commission 
 Mark Schwartz, Arlington County Manager 
 Jane Rudolph, Director, Department of Parks and Recreation 
  
 


