
URBAN FORESTRY COMMISSION 

2700 South Taylor Street, Arlington, VA 22206 
TEL 703-228-6525   FAX 703-228-6507     www.arlingtonva.us  

July 25, 2019 
 

The Honorable Christian Dorsey, Chair 
Arlington County Board 

2100 Clarendon Blvd., Suite 300 
Arlington, VA  22201 
 

Subject: Urban Forestry Commission’s recommendations for legislative action 
 
Dear Chair Dorsey: 

 
Thank you for the opportunity to help develop Arlington’s 2020 legislative 

priorities. 
 
The Arlington County Urban Forestry Commission—and many county 

residents—are extremely concerned about the decline in tree canopy coverage in 
the county, especially in neighborhoods that have seen increases in in-fill 

development. 
 
In an effort to reverse that decline and thus to improve the health of the County’s 

urban tree canopy and quality of life for all residents, we have been pushing for 
several years for legislative action that gives the County more tools or authority 
to preserve trees or require additional tree planting on private land. 

 
One key idea has been to modify stormwater regulations. Mature trees can 

intercept thousands of gallons of stormwater a year, helping to reduce runoff 
into streams, rivers, and the Chesapeake Bay. Trees are therefore vital to meeting 
requirements for reducing sediment discharge into the Bay under the 

Chesapeake Bay Preservation Act.  
 
Yet there are no mechanisms for providing credit for the services of trees in 

stormwater management in current regulations. In fact, we now have cases in 
Arlington County where trees are cut down in order to build bioretention basins 

or other stormwater management structures—which may not even be as effective 
as the trees themselves in meeting the requirements under the law. 
 

In 2017, therefore, the Urban Forestry Commission recommended that that 
Arlington County push for a small change in the Chesapeake Bay Preservation 

Act itself to specifically mention the preservation of trees as a stormwater 
management tool. 
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After that effort supported by Delegate Patrick Hope (D) failed, the UFC backed 

a bill in 2018 introduced in the 2019 legislative session by Delegate Mark L. 
Keam (D) as HB2333 that would have allowed local jurisdictions to require 

preserving or planting more trees than normally allowed under local tree 
ordinances during development in order to better meet water quality goals.  
  

While that bill was defeated, the UFC strongly supports continuing with this 
effort, by reintroducing HB2333 or similar legislation. We also back initiatives in 
Arlington County and in Richmond to find ways to get stormwater credit for 

mature trees through routes other than legislation, such as modifying the 
stormwater credit guidelines.  

 
The UFC also endorses a second legislative approach aimed at trying to give the 
County more authority, enabling the County to strengthen its tree conservation 

ordinances. 
 

As we all know, Arlington is in the Chesapeake Preservation Area, and thus can 
adopt basic tree protections and replacement regulations from the state 
Chesapeake Bay Preservation Act in its own County Code. 

 
As section § 61-10 of that code describes, the County requires that new 
developments or redevelopments have a minimum tree canopy coverage of 

between 10-20% (depending on the type of property) after 20 years.  
 

In practice, however, this means that a few small trees are planted next to the 
new McMansions, with no follow up to see if they survive (or are cut). We believe 
it is very unlikely that many of these lots will have 20% tree canopy coverage 

even after 20 years, as required in the ordinance. And even when the 20% 
coverage goals are met, the result is still a significant decline in the County’s tree 

canopy—and in all the many essential services, such as reducing air pollution, 
the urban heat island effect, flooding, and energy consumption, that trees 
provide.  

 
The County priority should be set in terms of canopy, stormwater, and air 
quality. It will take 20-50 years for new trees to do what older trees do today. We 

need the strongest tools to support the highest value policy, which is 
preservation, even if it means modifications of the construction footprint to 

achieve that. We are in a real time battle with development, invasive plants, 
erosion, and deer browse to save our urban trees. And no matter what we do in 
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public spaces, the decline in private spaces will cause the most harm if we can’t 
gain some influence on those decisions. So, the bottom line is that whatever 

requirements we have for replacement, we need the strongest tools to be about 
preservation of quality trees. 

 
The UFC therefore strongly supports legislative efforts that would give the 
County more authority to go farther in requiring tree preservation or tree 

replacement with redevelopment. We therefore recommend legislation that would 
allow local authorities in areas covered by the Chesapeake Bay Preservation Act 
to increase the minimum tree coverage requirement, especially in Resource 

Protection Areas (RPAs).  
 

In the past, such legislative efforts have failed because of opposition from 
developers. That’s why members of the UFC and local advocacy organizations, 
along with County Board members (Libby Garvey and Erik Gutshall) and our 

local representative, Delegate Patrick Hope, have begun discussions with the 
local Homebuilders’ Association, their Richmond lobbyist, and individual 

builders. The specific goal is to see if there may be something local jurisdictions 
could give to developers in exchange for preserving more mature trees (rather 
than just routinely clear-cutting lots for tear-downs). The ideas that have 

surfaced through this process include faster permitting and more flexibility on 
setbacks, in exchange for greater tree preservation or planting. The broader goal 
is to reduce the opposition from the developer community to legislative or 

regulatory changes that would provide more protection for the urban tree canopy 
that is so vital to quality of life for all Arlington County residents. 

 
The UFC hopes that we can move forward on all these fronts to protect, maintain, 
and enhance the unique environment that makes Arlington County a healthy 

and special place to live.  
 
 

Sincerely, 
  

 
 
Phil Klingelhofer, Chair 

Urban Forestry Commission 


