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ARLINGTON COUNTY 
PARK AND RECREATION COMMISSION  

2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 414 
Arlington, Virginia 22201 

 

 
April 24, 2019 

 

 

Honorable Christian Dorsey, Chairman 

Arlington County Board 

2100 Clarendon Blvd, Suite 300 

Arlington, VA 22201 

 

 

RE: Ballston Pond and the Multiple Values of County Projects 

 

Dear Chairman Dorsey: 

 

The Park and Recreation Commission is acutely aware of the challenges Arlington faces with 

regard to the availability of parks and natural spaces for current and future residents. Population 

growth brings a greater need for outdoor public spaces and calls for creative approaches to all 

projects in the future. The nearly completed Public Spaces Master Plan includes data on resident 

priorities for public space, and overwhelmingly indicates a strong preference for natural spaces 

as the highest priority. Clearly, we must do everything possible to maximize the opportunities to 

create parkland in general, and natural spaces in particular, wherever possible. 

 

This letter has two purposes that pertain to natural spaces and public projects. The first purpose 

is specific to our previous advisory on the Ballston Pond Restoration Project. In a letter dated 

January 19, 2019, we indicated our support for the project and the 3-acre wetland habitat that its 

design will create. We also recommended that additional public boardwalk and viewing 

amenities be included in the project, now in the final design phase.  

 

The final restoration plan now clearly includes a substantial viewing platform. The PRC supports 

this feature but continues to recommend additional public access features for walking and 

viewing the unique habitat and the natural life that will exist there, and that will enable the site to 

serve as a legitimate, and unique, nature park. However, we are aware that this project has had a 

protracted development timeline and have recently learned that there are grant funds involved 

that may be jeopardized by taking time now for further design work before construction. 

Therefore, we concur with the DES position that the project should continue as planned to avoid 

further delays. 

 

In doing so, we also recommend that the county commit to a second phase for this project, to 

design and retrofit additional public access features. We believe the project to move forward to 

achieve in a timely fashion the storm water control goals intended, and to preserve the funding 
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now at hand, while allowing additional time to create exemplary public use spaces and to budget 

for their construction. Our intentions, as stated in the original letter, are to encourage the creation 

of a combined-purpose project—a storm water infrastructure project that is also a world-class 

urban ecology exhibit and public nature park—all for a modest, incremental increase to the 

original cost. 

 

This leads to the second purpose of the letter. The Park and Recreation Commission has heard 

numerous presentations on DES and DPR projects, as well as some from other county 

departments and from private developers. Based on these observations, and in keeping with the 

themes and priorities of the anticipated Public Spaces Master Plan, we believe that all county 

projects—public and private—can benefit from a broader initial conceptualization of purpose, to 

include natural park features and spaces as a primary goal. As such, we recommend that that 

county board adopt a policy position that all new projects be viewed as an opportunity to provide 

natural features in our limited space. Biophilic principles, which explain and justify the 

incorporation natural features and spaces in our built environment, are a guide to successful 

planning and design for all urban jurisdictions. In particular, each project vision would include 

consideration of ways to create parks space, open space, natural habitat, and nature corridors for 

residents to visit, sit in, walk through, or explore. From environmental projects to transportation 

infrastructure to new accommodations for residents and business, the opportunity to build 

successfully would be also seen as a goal to bring natural resources into the design in a 

significant way.  

 

The ability to multiply the value of our projects is largely a matter of creativity and awareness of 

biophilic principles, as well as recognition that in Arlington we cannot afford to miss any 

opportunity to create natural park space. We must appreciate that nearly every project has the 

potential to serve multiple purposes, and to bring multiple benefits to the community. This 

prioritization is not as much about what should be built, but how the build should be understood. 

An environmental management requirement can become a nature park; a housing project can 

produce a pocket park or roof garden for residents and perhaps others; a re-designed 

transportation corridor can become a nature path for walkers; and, a retail area can be activated 

with a combination of respite and diverse interest using natural features as the integrating design 

theme. In all cases, the inherent value of what is created is much greater for residents than the 

result of a single-purpose concept for a project. And, in all cases, this benefit diversity for the 

public also provides additional value to the entity that produces it, both in terms of recognition of 

the contribution to Arlington’s livable spaces, but in many cases with measurable enhancement 

of public engagement, interest, and investment.  

 

The PRC advises that the county make a commitment to residents and the future of Arlington’s 

livable spaces by ensuring that each new project be conceived with a goal of contributing to 

public natural spaces as a complement to whatever primary function purpose the project will 

serve. The PRC believes that this is what Arlington residents want and is the most efficient and 

beneficial approach to future construction projects. 
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Sincerely, 

 

 

William Ross 

Chair, Park and Recreation Commission 

 

 

Cc:  Members, Arlington County Board  

 Members, Urban Forestry Commission 

Members, Environment and Energy Conservation Commission 

 Members, Arlington County Planning Commission  

Mark Schwartz, County Manager 

Jane Rudolph, Director, Department of Parks and Recreation 

Greg Emanuel, Director, Department of Environmental Services 

  

 


