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ARLINGTON COUNTY 
PARK AND RECREATION COMMISSION  

2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 414 
Arlington, Virginia 22201 

 

 
August 8, 2019 

 

Honorable Christian Dorsey 

Chair, Arlington County Board  

2100 Clarendon Blvd., Suite 300  

Arlington, VA 22201  

 

RE: RTA Draft of the Community Energy Plan 

 

Dear Chairman Dorsey: 

 

The Parks and Recreation Commission (PRC) received a presentation on the draft Community 

Energy Plan (CEP) at its July 23rd meeting. We appreciate the presentation and generally support 

the strategies and goals included in the 2019 plan update. However, we must express 

disappointment with the plan in several respects, which amount to both a flawed process and a 

flawed product.  

 

Given the overall length of time that this update has been in development, PRC members are 

disappointed that our presentation occurred after the RTA was already published, and within two 

months of the September Board meeting at which we are told the plan will be taken up for 

approval. PRC is not the only commission with very late formal engagement on this plan, and 

members are frustrated by the lack of openness of this process. A late presentation as we had in 

July may have been acceptable if we had also been provided with an earlier preview of the draft 

and given an opportunity for input earlier in the year. As it stands, commissioners had no 

opportunity for constructive input. 

 

This disappointment might have been reserved for the “too little-too late” engagement process if 

the plan content were in every way ideal. It is not, however, and represents in scope and 

awareness of the planning context an insular approach and narrow-minded perspective as is 

reflected in the process. For all of the technical intensity of the plan, it misses some critical 

opportunities to improve our carbon footprint and mitigate the negative aspects of energy 

consumption because the plan fails to adequately address aspects of energy efficiency and 

environmental protection that are not wholly dependent on technology-based solutions. 

 

PRC members are disappointed that the plan includes almost no consideration of natural features 

(whether on public or private property) and the role of trees and other vegetation in promoting a 

healthy urban ecology and energy conservation. While the full plan briefly mentions trees, the 

PRC presentation did not address their role.  Clearly, this component was not considered the 

priority that many of us involved in advising on natural resources would recommend. Both the 
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Natural Resources Master Plan and the Urban Forestry Master Plan have active and relevant 

content with regard to the role of natural spaces and vegetation in protecting the environment and 

maintaining a healthy balance in our urban ecology. Likewise, the recently approved Public 

Spaces Master Plan has substantial content relating to not only the overall quality of our living 

spaces, but also with respect to development and outdoor activities. The CEP appears to have 

been created in a narrow stovepipe, and the proposed improvements seem not to exist in the 

same ecosystem addressed by the other plans. 

 

This limitation is unfortunate and also renders the overall goal timetable inaccurate. For 

example, Figure 8 in the plan is a wedge-graph depicting the greenhouse gas emission reductions 

attributable to various improvements and strategies. It includes a striped segment representing 

unknown future opportunities (future technology solutions) to achieve the final 10% toward the 

overall 2050 goal. It is very possible that during the next 30 years, expanded and enhanced 

natural areas, tree planting, and natural features in, on and around the built environment could 

contribute to energy conservation and mitigate emissions to a significant degree. As such, the 

contribution of those natural assets might legitimately be designated as the strategy illustrated by 

the striped portion of the graph. This possibility was apparently either not recognized or not 

valued sufficiently to address. As a result, the “goal gap” is dependent on unknown future 

developments, which is not really a plan. 

 

It is true that on page 28 of the full report the value of trees is mentioned briefly, as one of 

several “external strategies.”  It says: “There are also opportunities to reduce building energy use 

through external strategies, such as effective landscaping, tree planting, shading, site design, and 

other factors that reduce the urban heat island effect and building energy use.” 

The draft goes on to quote another county publication as saying that trees save over $1 million in 

energy costs in helping perform address critical energy and environmental goals. Despite this 

point, the plan seems not to recognize these important elements as more than an aside, as if those 

subjects are not what the plan is about. In our view, a comprehensive plan component should be 

itself comprehensive, and this plan should substantially include natural features, particularly 

trees and plantings in developed areas, as a valued element in the overall plan scope.  

It is all the more crucial in Arlington that the CEP contain references to natural solutions because 

future population growth and the development that both stimulates and accommodates it are 

already diminishing our urban nature-scape. Some neighborhoods have lost as much as 15% tree 

canopy in the past decade, and overall we are not yet prioritizing trees and natural features 

sufficiently in the built environment to promote ecological goals, including energy efficiency.   
 

Another type of concern of PRC members are situations where technology, used unwisely, can 

produce negative results for individual residents and the community as a whole. Our incentive 

programs must be framed under a policy that does not promote destruction of key assets in order 

to promote another well-intended goal. For example, solar panels can be of value, but cutting a 

mature tree in order to have light for those panels is rarely a positive choice. We should not 

reward such counter-productive measures with solar cell subsidies. Likewise, we should not 

incentivize density without requiring natural plantings and other natural features to help offset 

the negative impacts of that density. 
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Similarly, PRC members have some concern that the attempt to reduce energy costs by 

importing clean energy from production farms outside the county. This is an approach that needs 

to be watched carefully. If Arlington is to have energy integrity, and to avoid merely masking its 

costs and impacts, it will need to ensure that the energy it is purchasing is not also causing harm 

to the environment and ecosystems in other areas nearby. Wind and solar sources certainly have 

merit, but if those sources are created through destruction of natural areas elsewhere, we are 

hiding the full impact of our consumption.  These possible negative side effects are something 

that the CEP should propose to monitor.  

 

This leads to a final point of concern for many PRC members. Goal 6 of the CEP is about 

Education and Human Behavior. Energy consumption and environmental impacts are, in fact, all 

about human behavior. This goal is highly important, and its value is underrepresented in the 

plan. PRC recommends that this goal be repositioned as Goal 1, highlighting the fact that 

individually and collectively our ability to live impact-free starts with our own household 

decisions. Secondly, the content of this goal should be expanded and coordinated with the 

content of other goals in the plan. In other plan sections, human behavior changes are implied in 

the context of talking about use of alternate or better technologies for mobility or physical 

comfort, for example. But why and how those changes happen, and how our education, 

ordinances, policies, incentive programs can enable, empower, and enforce responsible energy 

behavior, is not addressed as a cohesive strategic theme. It is, in fact, the most important theme 

for a sustainable energy plan. 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the CEP. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 
William Ross 

Chair, Park and Recreation Commission 

 

 

cc:   Members, Arlington County Board 

Mark Schwartz, Arlington County Manager 

 Jane Rudolph, Director, Department of Parks and Recreation 

 Greg Emanuel, Director, Department of Environmental Services  

 Members, Arlington County Planning Commission 

  
 


