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November 26, 2019 

 

Honorable Christian Dorsey, Chair 

Arlington County Board 

Ellen M. Bozman Government Center 

2100 Clarendon Blvd, Suite 300 

Arlington, VA 22201 

 

Re: Legislation to Realize Benefits from Vibrant Tree Canopy 

 

Dear Chair Dorsey: 

 

Arlington County has repeatedly been recognized as one of the best places to live in the entire United 

States. 

 

But there are serious issues that threaten Country’s vitality and long-term quality of life, including 

increased flooding and urban heat, reduced green space from rapid development, and growing social 

inequities. 

 

Many of these issues can be addressed, at least in part, with one key strategy—maintaining and increasing 

the County’s tree canopy by both preserving existing mature trees and continuing to plant new ones. 

 

A healthy, vibrant tree canopy brings a host of benefits. It reduces energy bills and the urban heat island 

effect. Trees also are remarkably effective at managing stormwater, and offer the most cost-effective 

strategy for cutting net carbon emissions. They raise property values, cut air pollution, improve health, 

and foster a closer connection to nature, bringing measurable improvements in well-being and quality of 

life. And because low income urban communities and communities with historically disadvantaged 

populations typically have a much lower tree canopy percentage than wealthier communities (and thus 

suffer more from the urban heat island effect and diseases caused by air pollution), a targeted strategy to 

increase tree cover in those communities will reduce social inequities. 

 

Yet current trends in Arlington are going in the wrong direction. Overall, the tree canopy coverage is 

declining, from 43% in 2008 to 41% in 2016, and some neighborhoods with large amounts of new infill 

development have seen decreases in tree canopy coverage of more than 20%.  

 

The Urban Forestry Commission and local tree activist groups thus see an urgent need to step up efforts 

to preserve, nurture, and grow the County’s vital tree canopy. And while there are measures that the 

County can take on its own, we believe it is also crucial to pass new state legislation that recognizes the 

value of the urban tree canopy and gives local jurisdictions more tools and incentives to carry out this 

crucial work. 

 

The UFC has been working with a pro bono attorney (under a program of the Chesapeake Legal Alliance) 

to develop such legislation. The attorney began by researching bills already passed into law in states all 

across the country to protect and promote urban trees. We then took the best and most relevant ideas and 
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adapted them for Virginia, drafting proposed comprehensive legislation (attached). In addition to specific 

measures that would better harness the ability to trees to perform tasks like managing stormwater and 

reducing net carbon emissions, the proposal also would explicitly raise the awareness of the many 

benefits provided by a vibrant tree canopy by describing those benefits in a “findings” section. 

 

The UFC urges the County Board to review and evaluate our proposed draft, and to incorporate as many 

of its provisions as possible in the County’s 2020 Legislative Package for 2020.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Phil Klingelhofer, Chair 

Urban Forestry Commission 

 

Cc: Members, Arlington County Board 


