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ARLINGTON COUNTY 

PARK AND RECREATION COMMISSION  
2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 414 

Arlington, Virginia 22201 
 
 

June 14, 2019 
 
 
Honorable Christian Dorsey, Chairman 
Arlington County Board 
2100 Clarendon Blvd, Suite 300 
Arlington, VA 22201 
 
 
RE: APS Relocatables Arlington County Zoning Ordinance (ACZO) Amendment  
 
Dear Chairman Dorsey: 
 
The Park and Recreation Commission has reviewed and discussed the language of the proposed 
amendments to the Arlington County Zoning Ordinance (AZCO). See Memorandum from 
Arlington County CPHD to Zoning Committee of the Planning Commission summarizing and 
attaching proposed amendments (April 23, 2019) (the "staff report"). We also participated in the 
Planning Commission’s June 3 meeting. We are pleased to offer the County Board some 
reactions from PRC members to the proposed amendments.   
 
We support the major intent of the proposals to facilitate an administrative review and approval 
process for relocatable structures and appreciate staff report language that acknowledges "the 
importance of balancing the need for relocatable structures with the preservation of APS's 
recreation resources." We agree that school population pressures and changes in school 
construction will require future changes in relocatable placements. However, we are sympathetic 
with proposals to defer the current proposal to allow for a refined process that limits the 
administrative process from approving repeated relocatables placements at any one location.  
 
As reflected by discussion at the Planning Commission, there are still questions concerning the 
history and extent of relocatable usage and the open space and recreational amenities affected by 
their placement. We are concerned that the zoning ordinance changes may not be in alignment 
with aspects of the County’s General Plan, including its Public Space Master Plan component 
which calls for the protection and maximization of public space and recreational facilities. We 
align ourselves with the Planning Commission’s concerns about the temporary versus permanent 
nature of many relocatables and the possibility that an administrative process could end up 
allowing for essentially routine renewals of relocatable placements.  
 
Below are several other considerations.   
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Standards Should Take Into Account All Recreational Resources 
 
The commission appreciates the proposed amendments of the short-term use standards (Section 
12.10) that prohibit relocatable structures from being placed within specified distances of tree 
preservation areas and athletic fields at middle and high schools. Given the importance of other 
recreational resources and a legacy of relocatables having supplanted some of them, we urge that 
the standards be broadened to take into account the effects on other outdoor amenities. Although 
we realize that the hardscape nature of courts and playgrounds make them more practical for 
relocatables placement, standards should contain language that requires staff to consider 
protection for them as well.   
 
One approach is to more seriously prioritize school parking lots as alternative sites for 
relocatables.  Use of these hardscaped spaces has already been done at some locations and with 
other construction and expansion projects, APS has been working on creative solutions for off-
site school parking that minimize impacts on surrounding neighborhoods.   
 
With continuing population growth and limited public space for recreational and casual use, we 
remain concerned about continuing to lose not only athletic fields but also tennis courts, 
playgrounds, and trees, whether temporarily or permanently, at APS properties. It is important to 
remind ourselves of the decline of public space that has taken place in recent years at our 
schools. For example, in recent decades, nine tennis courts at APS properties have been either 
"temporarily" covered by trailers or paved out of existence.   
 
Under longstanding protocols between APS and the county, many recreational amenities at APS 
properties are made available for citizens to use when not needed for school activities. Interest in 
playing court sports and field sports is increasing. We also want to emphasize the noticeable 
impact that relocatables have had on other school and neighborhood recreational amenities, such 
as playgrounds, the latter which often include basketball courts and marked game lines for other 
sports.  
 
Expand Factors Considered in Evaluating APS Siting Needs 
 
The APS Siting Needs section of the staff report emphasizes the ideal placement of relocatables 
on hardscaped surfaces based on the following benefits: student safety, accessibility, storm water 
impacts, and utility connections. To this list we recommend adding the following factor: 

 
• Student recreation and physical education – Minimizing loss of amenities providing vital 

recreational and physical educational opportunities for students. 
 
We generally support the language on the Site Context in reference to tree preservation and 
standards that would preclude siting relocatables within 15 feet of middle and high school 
athletic fields. We urge that such a standard be applied whenever possible to elementary school 
fields as well. We do not understand the staff report's rationale for distinguishing fields at 
elementary schools from fields at middle and high schools.    
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Administrative Actions. Public Engagement 
 
Under the proposed amendments, relocatable structures may be added to any public school site 
through an administrative change assuming the relocatables would satisfy the "Standards" as 
proposed to be amended. We appreciate that APS may prefer to make and implement decisions 
about relocatables at an administrative level. However, history proves that relocatables have 
generated consternation among citizens including over losses of open space and recreational 
amenities and believe that some type of public process would be best for the County. It may not 
be a full engagement process but could provide members of the community to comment or offer 
suggestions on relocatable placement. We would be pleased to work with the Board or staff on 
designing a public engagement process that would balance the relevant needs. 
 
Support for Three-Year Review Process 
 
The PRC agrees that new placements of relocatable structures should be limited to three years 
subject to renewal at the end of three years.  However, we are concerned that a use may be 
renewed merely upon a finding that "the use is operating in compliance with all applicable 
standards." This leads to a concern that intended “temporary” placements of relocatables will 
become “semi-permanent” placements. A deferment of the current proposal that allows for a 
compilation and review of the history of past and current relocatable placements will be useful.  
 
Renewals should be made subject to additional conditions including whether any continuing 
need for space at the particular location reasonably can be achieved other than by renewing 
relocatables there. “Raising the bar” to renewals will help remind all stakeholders that 
relocatables are meant to provide "temporary" not open-ended solutions. 
 
Need Properly to Maintain Relocatables 
 
We also urge that APS work to maintain the structure and appearance of relocatables after their 
installation. PRC members have noted instances where, for example, the work at the base of 
units has deteriorated, allowing access under the trailers with obvious potential safety issues.     
 
Necessity for Long Term Planning 
 
Finally, we offer a few thoughts on the necessity for longer term planning.  A major concern of 
the Park and Recreation Commission has been not only in the shrinking of public space located 
at our schools, but in potential threats to other public spaces, such as those in our County parks—
required by expanding school needs. We look forward to contributing to a public facilities 
process that will allow APS to offer more stable and comprehensive plan for producing school 
capacity.  
 
We appreciate having the opportunity to share our views. 
 
Sincerely, 
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William Ross 
Chair, Park and Recreation Commission 
 
 
Cc:  Members, Arlington County Board 
 Members, Arlington County School Board 

Members, Arlington County Planning Commission 
 Mark Schwartz, Arlington County Manager 
 Jane Rudolph, Director, Department of Parks and Recreation 
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