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Dear County Manager Schwartz,
We are pleased to share the final report of the Neighborhood Conservation (NC) Program Review for your
review and action. It is the first known comprehensive evaluation of the Program since it started in 1964 and the
culmination of more than a year of collaboration between County staff and resident volunteers. Our report
follows an extensive review and presents detailed information about the history and operating procedures of
the NC Program and project production, distribution, and funding trends.
As the report makes clear, the working group concluded that Neighborhood Conservation remains a unique and
valuable County program. Its bottom-up nature is distinct from and complements other Arlington programs. It
effectively delivers physical improvements to neighborhoods and is a strong example of Arlington's commitment
to community development and resident engagement.
Although the Program is an asset to Arlington, it is not without operational challenges related to participation
and engagement, its alignment with other County policies, and cumbersome processes. Most significantly, the
Program’s funding has not kept pace with the increased cost of delivering infrastructure (a challenge for all
County programs), resulting in a reduced number of projects approved each year. Without expanded resources,
we expect the number and scope of projects delivered through the Program to continue to decline, which would
likely reduce its value and degree of resident participation.
The working group identified several opportunities to evolve and improve the Program, including more explicit
alignment with County-level priorities, simplification of NC processes, increased support and leverage of the
Neighborhood Conservation Advisory Committee, and improved Program branding. We hope the County uses
the working group’s findings to inform future capital improvement programs, organizational decisions in
Arlington, and NC Program policies. Pursuing the report’s strategies and actions will help ensure the Program
remains a vital part of Arlington’s civic landscape for years to come.
On behalf of the NC Program Review working group, thank you for the opportunity to evaluate this important
program. We appreciated the chance to more fully understand how the Program fits into the broader
framework of County plans and policies, and to examine and correct commonly held misperceptions of the
Program.
We would like to express sincere gratitude to the 19-member working group. This diverse group has remained
engaged since May 2019, and they successfully delivered this report without any prior examples to follow while
working around logistical and personal challenges presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. This perseverance is a
testament to their commitment and passion for the NC Program, and it reflects the spirit of Arlington’s overall
commitment to resident engagement.
Sincerely,

Hans Bauman, Co-Chair
NC Program Review Working Group

Anthony Fusarelli, Co-Chair
NC Program Review Working Group
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Executive Summary
Since 1964, Arlington County’s Neighborhood Conservation (NC) Program has fostered civic engagement
through resident-led planning and collective decision-making, and it has enhanced residential neighborhoods
through hundreds of physical improvements. NC projects range in scope, but predominantly focus on the
following infrastructure projects:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Installation of sidewalks, curbs and gutters;
Installation of streetlights;
Park improvements and renovations;
Neighborhood art;
Beautification;
Traffic management;
Pedestrian safety improvements;
Neighborhood signs; and
Stormwater management.

The Program’s bottom-up nature is distinct from and complements other County programs that focus on data
metrics and County priorities and are pursued on the County’s timeline. The Program offers a means for
residents to surface needs and implement community goals. In some cases, NC projects might not be
implemented by any other County program.
This Neighborhood Conservation Program Review is the first known comprehensive evaluation in the Program’s
fifty-year history and the culmination of more than a year of collaboration between County staff and resident
volunteers. The impetus for the review came from perceptions among County leadership that significant cost
increases, longer implementation schedules, and geographic distribution of projects may indicate problems with
the Program’s efficacy. During the adoption of the FY2019 – FY2028 Capital Improvement Plan, the County
Board recognized a need to better understand the Program and ways that neighborhood conditions have
impacted it. At the direction of the Board, the County Manager formed a working group to evaluate the
Program.
During the review, the working group identified valuable program strengths, dispelled misunderstandings about
Program inefficiencies, equity, and cost effectiveness, and identified areas for improvement. These findings are
presented in Section 1 and 2 of this report. Section 3 presents case studies that highlight lessons learned from
planning work and project implementation. Finally, Section 4 presents recommended strategies and actions to
further refine and enhance the Neighborhood Conservation Program.
This review is intended to inform future capital improvement programs, organizational decisions in Arlington
and NC Program policies through a series of recommendations targeted to County leadership, staff, and the
Neighborhood Conservation Advisory Committee (NCAC).

NC Program and Equity
In September 2019, the County Board adopted an Equity Resolution in furtherance of its commitment to equity
and directing attention to racial equity as a matter of practice and practical application in Arlington. Through
that resolution, the County Board committed to seven action areas that are collectively geared to realize the
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vision of an equitable Arlington where all are valued, educated, healthy and safe regardless of race. Stemming
from this resolution, each County department identified a pilot project for the year ahead that could
demonstrate where to start achieving racial equity outcomes in Arlington. Initiated just several months prior,
the Neighborhood Conservation Program Review was identified as the Department of Community Planning,
Housing and Development’s racial equity pilot project.
Given its scope, the NC Program Review is particularly well-situated to touch upon several of the specific action
areas detailed in the Equity Resolution. Leading into the review, perceptions about who participates and the
equitable distribution of NC projects across the County raised questions of who has benefitted from the NC
Program. To investigate this further, this review included data analysis identifying if and where disparities in
Program outcomes occurred and assessing whether the NC Program and associated plans, policies and practices
exacerbated disparities in outcomes. Where possible and practical, the program review drew from recently
completed work of outside agencies involving disaggregated data regarding community conditions in Arlington
and related trends and outcomes.
Racial and social equity considerations have been incorporated throughout the Program review, especially when
reviewing the spatial distribution of completed NC improvement projects. As such, equity considerations and
findings are woven throughout much of this report. For reader convenience, a “Spotlight” on NC Program and
Equity is presented in Section 2 to focus on and consolidate in one place the pertinent equity-related findings
and recommendations from the report. The presentation of this Spotlight is framed using the four key questions
outlined in the Equity Resolution, including:
•
•
•
•

Who benefits?
Who is burdened?
Who is missing?
How do we know?

Program Strengths and Challenges
The working group found the Neighborhood Conservation Program to be a valuable County asset, though it has
experienced several challenges in implementation.

Program Strengths
>

The program produced more than 500 community infrastructure projects between 1989 and
2019, totaling an investment of nearly $100 million in physical improvements. Projects were
generally implemented across the County, and have provided aesthetic improvements, additional
community amenities, and increased safety and accessibility. As the quality of neighborhoods
improved, the program evolved to focus on four main project types: street improvements
(mostly, sidewalk, curb, and gutter), street lights, parks, and neighborhood signs.

>

The Program offers a means for residents to surface needs and implement their community’s
goals. Projects identified are high priorities for neighborhoods that otherwise may have gone
unidentified without civic association involvement and may not have been implemented by other
County programs. In this way, the grassroots nature of the NC Program complements other
County programs focused more on data metrics.
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>

NC projects are no more expensive from start to finish than comparable non-NC projects
designed and built by the County. In some instances, NC projects are more cost effective than
similar County undertakings because some of the necessary planning and design work is
performed by resident volunteers.

>

The Program has several benefits to the County in addition to completing capital projects. The
Program provides a strong foundation for engaged residents and was created in part to
empower residents to share ideas and collectively plan for neighborhood improvement. The
engagement requirements have increased residents’ awareness of the neighborhood and its
problems, increased knowledge of County government, and development trends.

>

The NCAC is community-led and provides guidance on Program policies, neighborhood plans, and
project funding. The NCAC serves as a conduit between neighborhoods and the County Board,
raising resident concerns, providing feedback to staff, and lobbying for improvement across the
County.

>

Civic associations prepare a neighborhood plan reflective of community conditions, problems,
and opportunities for improvement. The Program gives voice to residents who, in turn, have a
greater sense of ownership by drafting their own neighborhood plans and have direct
involvement in the implementation of neighborhood focused projects.

>

NC plans are comprehensive in scope and provide documentation of community needs, goals,
and a neighborhood’s position on development trends. NC plans provide County staff,
leadership, and commissions with “on the ground” knowledge when considering capital
improvements, land use amendments and plans, and development site plans within
neighborhood boundaries.

Program Challenges
The NC Program focuses on neighborhood improvements and community development; yet, it is
called the Neighborhood Conservation Program, which evokes a sense of neighborhood
protection and preservation. With Arlington’s population growth and development since the
1960s, the Program name is misleading and should be changed to better reflect its mission and
benefits to Arlington, and speak to a wider audience more representative of Arlington’s
demographics.
>

Though NC plans can serve as a guide, they don’t necessarily influence or align with other
County planning and infrastructure development efforts. Priority projects identified through the
NC process are sometimes disconnected from other planning and development efforts. The lack
of influence and alignment exists in part because the Comprehensive Plan and its elements do
not have a central tenet for neighborhood infrastructure, and how the NC Program fits in the
overall goals.

>

The extent to which neighborhoods have a unified and engaged community has the greatest
impact on the process. Less active civic associations sometimes have greater difficulty meeting
Program requirements and may have lengthier planning and project implementation
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processes. Like other County resident engagement efforts, civic associations and NC staff have
had challenges reaching residents with language barriers, younger heads of households, and
households with limited ability to regularly participate in evening and weekend meetings. This is
particularly true in areas with a higher proportion of renters and lower-income households.
• An analysis of NC projects and socioeconomic and demographic data documented this
point. Generally, NC projects are evenly distributed across the County, except for areas
with a concentration of households with the most limited resources. In the last 30
years, these areas have produced about half the number of NC projects as other areas of
the County. These areas, however, do have access to other County infrastructure
programs which possibly reduces their need for NC funds. Several of Arlington’s highest
income and highest home value neighborhoods in the northernmost reaches of the
County account for very few completed projects since 1989, and a few do not participate
in the NC Program.
• Neighborhood conditions, such as the age of the neighborhood and quality of the
sidewalk network have influenced the types of projects proposed, and who proposes
them. For example, nearly two out of every three street improvement projects were
completed in neighborhoods with levels of incomplete sidewalk networks at or higher
than countywide levels. Coincidentally, many of these neighborhoods have a
concentration of households with greater resources (i.e., higher incomes, educational
attainment, and homeownership rates). This may explain why higher income areas
disproportionately proposed more street improvement projects than other areas of the
County.
>

The Program design generally favors homeowners. Nearly two out of every three NC projects
are located in low-density residential areas. This is not surprising given that private development
and other programs often deliver infrastructure investments in high-density areas (e.g., Crystal
City, Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor) where many renters live. Civic associations with NC projects in
higher-density communities often face hurdles and a longer process when they need approval
from multifamily property owners who may not be in tune with community needs because they
don’t reside in the neighborhood or in Arlington. Renters themselves are excluded from the
General Interest Survey, yet they account for about one out of every four households living in
low-density units (i.e., single-family, buildings with 2-4 units). From the start of the program until
the mid-90s, property owners were required to share a portion of project costs per a state law.
With the removal of this law, the community approval rule continues to favor property owners,
even without a shared equity stake in the project.

>

While rare, opposition may stop a project deemed beneficial by other community members.
Nearly all projects (94%) pass the program’s minimum community approval thresholds, though a
single resident (or small number of residents) may in some situations be able to delay or even
stop a project from proceeding. Non-NC projects are less likely to surrender a project to
opposition, particularly if the project shows promise for lasting benefits to the entire community.

>

Recent funding levels have not kept pace with rising costs, and as a result, the program
produces fewer than half the number of projects than it did several decades ago. Cost increases
vary widely depending upon the type of project, and several factors have created more costly
projects. Factors include a higher proportion of more expensive project types (i.e., street and
park improvements); expanded project scope proposed by civic associations; expanded scope
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from evolving regulations; increased staff time to create and review plans from changing
regulations, increased construction costs, and unforeseen issues with aging or undersized
underground infrastructure.
>

The general perception is that NC projects take longer to complete than non-NC projects. Once
proposed, projects wait to be approved for years due to availability of funding, a large number
of competing proposals, and scoring and approval processes. Once approved for funding,
projects don’t typically take longer than non-NC projects. The wait and its consequences (i.e.,
increased cost from construction inflation) could be better communicated to manage project
expectations.

>

Misperceptions about project costs and timing and the Program’s branding may inhibit the
Program from receiving funding levels that meet community demand. The Program and project
data could be better marketed to policymakers so that they understand the benefits of the
Program and have an understanding of funding requests. This is particularly important when new
Board members and County leaders emerge.

NC Program Strategies and Recommended Actions

This review identified four strategies to expand resident participation, increase the number of projects funded,
streamline the project design and approval process, and better leverage engagement and planning work. This
section also includes targeted implementation actions that support each strategy. These strategies are intended
to inform future capital improvement programs, organizational decisions in Arlington, and NC Program policies.

1

Clarify the County’s priorities for neighborhoods and their infrastructure, ensure the
priorities are supported in policies and plans, and streamline and optimize programming to
realize priorities.
Understanding the County’s priorities for neighborhoods is a time-consuming and complicated
process that involves cross-referencing almost every element of the Comprehensive Plan. No
single vision statement or document exists that broadly informs the treatment of
neighborhoods in the County’s overall growth strategy, which tends to focus on the
development corridors. The County should develop a collective vision for infrastructure,
including sidewalks, street lights, parks, and other facilities critical to residential
neighborhoods. Strong guiding principles could then be used to ensure that the neighborhood
vision is supported through programs, policies, and plans. The NCAC points system does not
take into consideration all relevant objective factors related to the County’s most pressing
needs that might otherwise help direct public investments for infrastructure improvements.
Once the County develops a comprehensive infrastructure vision, the NCAC should refine the
program’s point system to elevate projects where neighborhood and County priorities
intersect, while respecting the Program’s bottom-up approach to project selection.

2

Expand financial resources to the NC Program.
The County has not funded the NC Program at a pace consistent with rising project costs from
adherence to more stringent regulations and higher material and labor costs. In the last few
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years, the NC Program budget decreased by more than half. Since the NC Program relies on
general obligation bonds as its sole source of funding, the reduction in funds has severely
reduced the Program’s capacity to meet community demand. With the current funding rate,
the NC Program can only support between four and six projects per year, despite a proposed
project list of more than 30 projects (as of December 2020). With this execution rate, it will
take about six years to fully fund the current proposal list. Given the cost escalations
documented in Section 2, the Program warrants increased resources. With more resources,
the Program would be able to support a larger number of projects per year, resulting in a
reduced wait between the time civic associations propose projects to the Program and when
they are approved by the Board for final design and construction.
To stretch County dollars further and deliver even more projects, the NCAC and NC staff
should pursue other actions to expand financial resources for the Program: 1) explore new
partnerships that would bolster non-County financial resources, 2) encourage a well-balanced
mix of larger and smaller projects and consider incentives for less costly solutions, 3) identify
all budget impacts of a project early in the process, and 4) use the Capital Improvement Plan to
inform NC project selection and flag opportunities where non-NC capital and maintenance
projects can augment the NC program.

3

Offer NCAC representatives more opportunities to leverage their talents and experience,
expand community outreach, and provide a bridge to other neighborhood planning efforts.
The NCAC is underutilized and the organization could further leverage representatives’ talents
and experience, expand understanding of and interest in the program, and better connect
residents to other neighborhood planning efforts. Through a strategic planning effort, the
NCAC should collaborate with staff to 1) rebrand the NC program to clarify its objectives and
processes, 2) increase public engagement opportunities, and 3) identify a framework that
presents measurable outcomes for the group to implement. The County should provide the
NCAC with the means to foster opportunities to build connections with other commissions and
staff to bolster its position as a conduit between the community and the County.

4

Simplify NC participation requirements for civic associations and increase the relevance of
their work.
The NC Program imposes several time-consuming requirements on civic associations seeking
project approval – from data collection, survey development, and technical writing to
petitioning for project support and other engagement efforts. Though County staff provide a
general framework, responsibility lies largely with civic associations, who convey varying
specificity in their plans. NC plans enable the implementation of infrastructure projects via the
NC Program, but they take years to produce and the County does not necessarily use them to
influence other neighborhood programs, policies, and development. Volunteers then spend
additional time garnering support for projects, including a General Interest Survey that gives
greater weight to affected property owners who may not share the broader interests of the
neighborhood. These elements could be simplified through additional technical assistance, a
toolkit, and process refinements for residents to achieve greater engagement, and made more
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relevant through broader engagement and expanded influence in other neighborhood
planning and development efforts.

Implementation Framework and Next Steps
As a supplement to this report, the Neighborhood Services Division and its NC Program staff will prepare a
detailed framework to be used administratively for implementing the highlighted actions. It will include the
specific parties to be involved in leading and supporting implementation, including, but not limited to, staff from
various County departments, County leadership, and the NCAC. Actions will be prioritized with timelines for
execution.
The framework will also be used to inform the Program’s funding recommendations in response to the proposed
strategies reflected in this report. Recent funding proposals were based upon sustaining the program at its
current production rate and staffing level. Many of the recommendations presented in this report may alter
County resources needed, including funding and staffing. Staff has only recently developed funding proposals;
historically, funding proposals came from the NCAC. This framework would also explain how funding proposals
could be approached as the Program evolves.
Any implementation framework developed will be vetted by the NCAC, staff, and others who will play a leading
role in realizing these strategies.
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Section 1:

Program Review Background +
NC Program Overview
8

2021 NEIGHBORHOOD CONSERVATION PROGRAM REVIEW

Program Review Background
While the Neighborhood Conservation Program is recognized nationally 1 as an asset to Arlington County, the
program has experienced several challenges in implementation. Project costs have dramatically increased over
the last decade across County capital projects and programs, including within the Neighborhood Conservation
(NC) Program. NC Program funding has not increased to keep pace with the rising costs, and most recently, was
significantly reduced. The convergence of higher project costs and recent reductions in funding has resulted in
the inability of the Program to keep pace with community demand for neighborhood infrastructure
improvements. As a result, the NC Program is completing substantially fewer projects now than in earlier years.
This slower pace has increased the time that proposed projects wait for funding approval, lengthening the
already time-intensive planning and engagement work.
These challenges, in addition to uncertainty about whether projects were being equitably distributed, have
raised questions about the Program’s efficacy in recent years. County leadership has recognized a need to better
understand the Program’s strengths, areas for improvement, and how neighborhood conditions have impacted
the Program. At the adoption of the Fiscal Years 2019 – 2028 Capital Improvement Plan, the County Board
directed the County Manager to appoint a body to evaluate this Program’s ability to deliver infrastructure in an
efficient, cost-effective, equitable, and timely manner, the first known comprehensive review in the Program’s
history. This review will also inform future Capital Improvement Programs, organizational decisions, and NC
Program policies through a series of recommended strategies and actions.

Working Group Efforts
Monthly Working Group Meetings

Discovery
Phase

Evaluation
Discussions

June - December 2019

February – September 2020

Review
of Existing
Programs
Strategy
+ Actions

Development

September – November 2020

A working group was established and formally commenced its work in May 2019. Co-chaired by one community
member and one staff member, the working group membership was composed to include a diversity of
perspectives and backgrounds. The working group includes 12 resident volunteers and seven staff members
from the Department of Community Planning, Housing, and Development (CPHD), Department of Environmental
Services (DES), and the Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR). The working group process began with a
“Discovery Phase,” focused on learning the history and operating procedures of the NC Program, and gaining

Arlington’s NC Program was the subject of a best practice publication by the International City/County Management Association and has
appeared in national academic journals. These materials are available via: https://projects.arlingtonva.us/neighborhood-conservation/ncplan-program/neighborhood-conservation-program-review/neighborhood-conservation-program-review-documents/
1

9

2021 NEIGHBORHOOD CONSERVATION PROGRAM REVIEW
exposure to other County plans, 2 policies, 3 and programs 4 that interface with the program in various ways. The
working group arrived at numerous key takeaways, some of which dispelled widely held myths while others
supported a few public perceptions of the Program’s challenges. The working group then developed a
framework by which to evaluate and conceptualize recommendations, and formed three subcommittees that
met as needed in between full working group meetings. 5

Neighborhood Conservation Program: Its History and Community Impact
Historical Context and Importance to Arlington
The Neighborhood Conservation Program began in 1964 as a response to rapid population growth spurred by
the expanding federal government. Between 1940 and 1960, the County’s population had nearly tripled from
57,000 to about 165,000. This sudden population boom was associated with the development of nearly 41,000
new housing units on a significant portion of Arlington’s land. 6

Number of Housing Units by Housing Type, 1940 – 1960

Source: Graph taken from Virginia Polytechnic University’s Report: A History of Residential Development, Planning, and
Zoning in Arlington County, Virginia, 2020
Plans reviewed include the Comprehensive Plan, General Land Use Plan, Public Spaces Master Plan, Master Transportation Plan, Water
Distribution Master Plan, Community Energy Plan, Stormwater Master Plan, Chesapeake Bay Preservation Plan, Sanitary Sewer System
Master Plan, Sector Plans, Corridor Plans, and Area Plans, and the Capital Improvement Plan.
3 Additional policies discussed include the American Disabilities Act and the Chesapeake Bay Preservation Ordinance.
4 Programs reviewed include BikeArlington, WALKArlington, capital improvements outside major corridors, Neighborhood Complete
Streets, Transportation and Parks Maintenance, Design and Site Plan Review, Street Lighting, Arlington Public Art, Stormwater
Management, and Historic Preservation.
5 The NC Program Review paused between March and August 2020 due to Arlington County’s COVID-19 response management.
6 Mastran, Shelley, et. al. (2020). A History of Residential Development, Planning, and Zoning in Arlington County, Virginia. Virginia
Polytechnic Institute.
2
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The shortage of developable space coupled with continued demand for housing put upward pressure on
Arlington’s housing market, leading to a wider availability of different housing types and a changing landscape
across many neighborhoods. Developers turned to higher value, higher density apartments to build on the
remaining vacant tracts. Once opportunities became further limited and land values became more expensive,
developers began redeveloping older and poorer residential areas, where land costs were not as prohibitive, and
where the owners were willing to sell. 7 Developers would purchase homes and allow them to deteriorate until
nearby neighbors sold as well. They would then consolidate several lots into one larger parcel, apply for a
rezoning, and redevelop the site from single-family homes into apartment buildings. 8 Apartments with five or
more units accounted for more than half (23,500) of the housing units added during this time period. 9
Trends toward higher density development in Arlington and across the Washington, D.C. region encouraged new
highways and rail lines, furthering the alteration and changed character of existing neighborhoods to make way
for these infrastructure improvements. These development patterns spurred civic associations to lobby for
zoning and planning policies that would ensure neighborhood preservation, including retaining a community’s
single-family character.
The NC Program was established in response to
these trends to improve street conditions, provide
traffic and transportation management, and
promote community-based business development
outside of the development corridors. Backed with a
dedicated source of funding from General Obligation
Bonds, these improvements were initially intended
to reduce neighborhood decay, and as a result
would lower a neighborhood’s risk of being razed,
promote better neighborhood maintenance, and
preserve the neighborhood’s “character,” defined by
the people - not developers - living within the
community. 10

“The broad objective of the conservation
program was to stop deterioration in older
residential areas where the citizenry within
that neighborhood indicated sufficient
desire to ensure private maintenance and
to achieve improved neighborhood
environment through private and public
works.”
1964 Neighborhood Conservation Program Information

In the spirit of individual responsibility and civic engagement, wide-scale community participation (at least 75%)
was required to document the neighborhood’s interest and commitment for public and private improvements.
This commitment also involved the preparation and presentation of a community plan that documented the
historical importance of the neighborhood to Arlington, inventoried the neighborhood, evaluated its
characteristics, documented community desires, and proposed changes for its improvement.

1964 Neighborhood Conservation Program General Information. Accessible via: https://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wpcontent/uploads/sites/31/2019/09/NCPR_ProgramHandbook-1964.pdf
8 Masters, Brooke. (2001). Blocks Populi: What Communities Say Usually Goes. Washington Post, Thursday, March 22, 2001. Accessible
via: https://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/31/2019/09/NCPR_WaPo-article-2001.pdf
9 Mastran, Shelley, et. al. (2020). A History of Residential Development, Planning, and Zoning in Arlington County, Virginia. Virginia
Polytechnic Institute.
10 Bestebreurtje, Lindsey. (2017). Built by the People Themselves – African American Community Development in Arlington, Virginia, From
the Civil War through Civil Rights. George Mason University. Accessible via:
http://mars.gmu.edu/bitstream/handle/1920/11125/Bestebreurtje_gmu_0883E_11369.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
7
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The Program’s Benefits Extend Beyond the Physical Improvements
Infrastructure projects funded through the Neighborhood Conservation Program document clear measures
of success through physical neighborhood improvements across Arlington. Over the evolution of the
Program, benefits from the planning and implementation processes have extended well beyond the
physical improvements.
The Program provides a framework for communities to develop responsible resident leadership, increase
residents’ awareness of the neighborhood and its problems, and increase knowledge of County
government and development trends.
The planning process gives a voice to residents, who in turn have a greater sense of ownership by drafting
their own plans and having direct involvement in the implementation of neighborhood focused projects.
Leveraged properly, the documentation of community needs and desires from hours of community
engagement provide County staff and leadership “on the ground” knowledge when developing policies
about growth and development.

Importance of the NC Program to Arlington’s Historically Black Communities
Arlington’s historically Black communities during the early 1960s were at particular risk of redevelopment. Land
was cheap from unpaved streets, a lack of street lights, and little to no public sewer, 11 and one neighborhood
was left undetermined on the General Land Use Plan. 12 These factors created targets for developers looking to
build apartments, expand hospital systems, or construct highway and Metrorail connections.
With decades of experience organizing and lobbying for critical infrastructure investments, these communities
used the NC Program as another platform to improve the quality of the neighborhood for its current residents.
They easily met the 75% resident participation rule, and went steps further by organizing neighborhood tours
for County officials. Two out of the first three approved Neighborhood Conservation Plans were from Arlington’s
anchor Black communities – Hall’s Hill and Johnson’s Hill – also known as High View Park and Arlington View.
Each of the three communities changed its name during the submission of their Neighborhood Conservation
Plan. Green Valley received approval of their Neighborhood Conservation Plan during the second round of
approvals in 1973. 13
The implementation of these plans directed needed resources, which led to further County investments,
including installation of new sewage and water lines and ongoing maintenance of funded projects. The County
Board also revised the General Land Use Plan to guide future development in a way that reflected the essence of
the neighborhood’s proposal.

Stratos, Kathryn. (2001). Neighborhood Associations. ICMA: https://icma.org/sites/default/files/308808_E-43031.pdf
1964 Neighborhood Conservation Program General Information: https://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wpcontent/uploads/sites/31/2019/09/NCPR_ProgramHandbook-1964.pdf
13 Bestebreurtje, Lindsey. (2017). Built by the People Themselves – African American Community Development in Arlington, Virginia, From
the Civil War through Civil Rights. George Mason University. Accessible via:
http://mars.gmu.edu/bitstream/handle/1920/11125/Bestebreurtje_gmu_0883E_11369.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
11
12
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A statement from Joseph L. Fisher, Chairman of Arlington County Board
Archived Arlington County Board Minutes, January 1965

“…We who are citizens of Arlington have a double obligation: to build a county of
which our fellow citizens elsewhere will be proud and to mold a county to our own
hearts' desire -- a prosperous and secure home for our families, a locality growing
in economic activities, educational opportunities, and cultural richness. As a central
objective or theme for 1965, I propose the improvement of the quality of life In
Arlington.
The quality of life is made up of many ingredients. Some of them are tangible, such
as an efficient transportation system, adequate water and sewer lines, wellequipped schools and other public buildings. Also a part of the quality of life are
public services for welfare, school instruction, police and fire protection, justice, and
sound administration of government. But the quality of life means something more
than these, important though they are, it means a county of cultural diversity -- of
music and art, sports and recreation, activities for our youth and for our elder
citizens, churches of many denominations, libraries, voluntary activities of many
sorts, good places to shop and to go out for dinner. It means a wide citizen
participation in the affairs of government as voters, advisers, interpreters, critics,
stimulators and leaders. It means tolerance and understanding on the part of
everyone, and continued progress in eliminating racial discrimination and other
remaining barriers among us. It means a sense of corporate responsibility for what
goes on in Arlington, for making Arlington a better place to live.
One of the innovations of the past year has been the beginning of our neighborhood
improvement program…not only will an increasing number of neighborhoods be
improved in appearance and livability, but, more important, additional persons will
be drawn into the processes of community planning and government generally in a
most down-to-earth and significant way. This is another example of what I mean by
improving the quality of life in Arlington through citizen participation.”
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Neighborhood Conservation Advisory Committee
Established thirteen years after the NC Program began in 1977, the Neighborhood Conservation Advisory
Committee (NCAC) was formed to provide guidance on Program policies, neighborhood plans, and project
funding to the County Board. The Committee is community-led, made up of designated representatives from
“participating neighborhoods.” Ex-officio members (i.e., non-voting) include one member from the Planning
Commission and the County staff that implement NCAC’s mission.
The NCAC serves as a conduit between
Roles & Responsibilities of Neighborhood Representatives
neighborhoods and the County Board,
Neighborhood representatives are active participants in the NCAC and
raising resident concerns, providing
serve as liaisons between County staff and the neighborhood. Specific
feedback to staff, and lobbying for
responsibilities include:
improvements across the County.
• Regularly attend NCAC meetings;
While the NCAC votes to make
recommendations to the County Board
• Seek broad-based input on matters pertaining to the NC
regarding specific projects, the Board
Program;
ultimately has the final decision on
• Present the collective views of the participating
project approval, funding, and plan
neighborhood;
acceptance. Given that NC projects and
• Present neighborhood projects at NC funding request
planning undergo a thorough vetting
discussions;
process through community
• Serve as a point of contact on NC projects; and
engagement and review by the NCAC
• Keep residents informed of relevant NCAC actions and
and the Planning Commission, the
procedures.
Board has typically followed NCAC
guidance. The NCAC, however, has little
influence in neighborhood decisions outside of the NC Program. For example, a planning or development
process is not required to conform to a community’s NC Plan.
Most of the County’s civic associations (51 out of 63) participate in the NC Program. To be considered active
(i.e., become eligible for project funding), a civic association transmits a “Letter of Commitment” to the
Program’s Coordinator that depicts neighborhood boundaries, identifies a neighborhood representative (and an
alternate), agrees to prepare a Neighborhood Conservation Plan, and commits to consistent NCAC meeting
attendance. A participating civic association becomes inactive when they miss three or more consecutive NCAC
meetings in a year. Given the flexible requirement and the ability for NC representatives to designate an
alternate to attend in their place, civic associations rarely become inactive. If they do, they reactivate their
participating status by attending another NCAC meeting.
Non-participating civic associations have less need for the NC Program offerings that do not justify the time
commitment required to attend NCAC meetings, prepare plans, and propose projects. Many are located in
development corridors where infrastructure investment is often obtained through site plan development (e.g.,
Crystal City Civic Association); their engagement efforts are generally focused on these processes. Other civic
associations already have an adequate number of parks and a more complete sidewalk network.
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Participating and Non-Participating Civic Associations in the NC Program

Source: Community Planning, Housing, and Development, Arlington County
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Project Spotlight: Fort Ethan Allen
Interpretive Project
Fort Ethan Allen is one of the County’s three
surviving forts from the Civil War. The old fort walls
were removed and the park served the community
with open space. Listed on the National Register of
Historic Places and designated as a Local Historic
District, the park still lacked an educational
component that explained the site’s historical
importance. The Old Glebe Civic Association
implemented a comprehensive interpretive plan,
including three viewing areas, a bronze model of the
original fort and a recreated single gun platform,
magazine, and cannon. The project also installed
ADA-accessible pathways connecting these areas
and landscaping. This project was completed in
March 2014 and cost $498,608.

Before
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Developing a Neighborhood Conservation Plan
All NC Program investments must reflect the goals and recommendations supported in NC Plans. These
documents are developed and written by civic associations and provide long-term (10+ years) development and
preservation guidance to residents, developers, community leaders, and County government. NC Plans discuss
community conditions related to infrastructure, housing, historic preservation, and community facility needs.
They flag physical and human community assets and recommend opportunities for improvement. Because the
plans are comprehensive in scope and they document a neighborhood’s position on stable or changing
development trends, they can also serve as a guide to the County Board, Planning Commission, staff, and other
bodies when considering capital improvements, land use amendments and plans, and development site plans
within neighborhood boundaries. Planning approaches take on a variety of forms across the County, though
they generally follow a similar framework.

Neighborhood Conservation Plan Development Process
•Identifies the boundaries of the Neighborhood Conservation Area and designates neighborhood
representatives.
•Demonstrates a neighborhood's wish to engage in a program of self-improvement.
Letter of
•Enables
participation and voting membership on the NCAC.
Commitment

Plan
Preparation

•Civic associations prepare the NC Plan with technical and administrative support from NC program
staff.
•Neighborhood-wide survey identifies opportunities, problems, and areas for improvement.
•Inventory of existing community conditions.
•Submit plan to County staff for comments and suggestions.

Plan
Acceptance

•NC plans go through a series of reviews, first starting with the NCAC, followed by the Planning
Commission, and finally the County Board.
•At the public hearing, the County Board adopts a resolution to accept the Neighborhood Conservation
Plan.

•With plan acceptance, the neighborhood becomes eligible to seek funding for specific capital
improvement projects, including street improvements and beautification, street lights, parks and open
space beautification, neighborhood signs, and missing link projects that connect existing pedestrian
systems.
Plan
•NCAC
provides project funding recommendations to the Board every six months. Once approved,
Implementation
designs are finalized and construction commences.

•Updating NC plans is not a program requirement since neighborhoods experience change at different
rates. Updated plans are submitted for review to the NCAC, followed by the Planning Commission and
the Board after receiving approval at a civic association meeting.
•Civic associations might update their plans for several reasons - the neighborhood pursues a project
Plan Updates that is not identified by their plan, the goals outlined in the plan no longer embody the
neighborhood's values, or changes in the physical and/or social environment warrant updates.
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Key Elements of a Neighborhood Conservation Plan
Civic associations prepare NC plans when they join the program or choose to replace an outdated plan.
While each plan will have different issues, goals, and strategies, all should follow a general structure
provided by Program staff. These components include:
1. Neighborhood History: Civic associations are encouraged to utilize the Center for Local History at
Arlington’s Central Library and The Arlington Historical Society to support research for documenting
their neighborhood history.
2. A Demographic Profile of the Neighborhood: Typically includes total population, the community’s age
distribution, and race and ethnicity data. Plans also include household information, such as the number
and type of housing units (e.g., single-family, detached homes, townhomes, duplexes, high-rises), the
number of homeowners compared to renters in the neighborhood, and household income. NC staff
often supply some data, depending upon the availability of U.S. Census information and other data
obtained from neighborhood questionnaires.
3. An Inventory of Existing Physical Conditions: A documentation of the current land uses and zoning as
well as availability, accessibility, and quality of several neighborhood elements: flooding issues, curb,
gutter, sidewalk, street lighting, transit, traffic management and safety, housing, properties with
historical significance to the neighborhood, public facilities (e.g., schools, libraries, community centers,
health centers), parks, open space, and tree coverage, and commercial areas (if applicable). Walking
tours or block volunteers are often used to complete this inventory. County resources, including
interactive maps related to zoning, the General Land Use Plan, and Neighborhood Infrastructure Plan,
are also available. Staff can also serve as a resource to weigh in on various topics, including stormwater
deficiencies.
4. Community Engagement: Civic associations distribute questionnaires to every property owner and
renter to gather information for the demographic profile, appraise the neighborhood’s positive traits,
and confirm issue areas and opportunities for improvement across the neighborhood. NC staff supplies
a questionnaire template and requires staff review prior to distribution.
5. Neighborhood Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats: A structured planning method
used to evaluate both positive and challenging factors within and outside of the community’s control.
Through this evaluation tool, the civic association documents their position on key neighborhood trends
and lays a foundation for proposed recommendations.
6. Neighborhood Goals and Recommendations: Identifies specific strategies to address challenges,
opportunities, and concerns identified throughout the planning process, including key projects (e.g.,
completion of sidewalk on key streets, playground installation).
7. Implementation Strategies: Identifies financial or human resources needed from the County, the
neighborhood, businesses, and the general public to realize the specific plan recommendations. Plans
may also identify whether current County policies, procedures or ordinances support the
recommendations.
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How NC Plans Interact with Other County Planning and Development Efforts
The County is often focused on tackling the highest priority projects based upon broad community input and
data analysis. For example, the recently adopted Public Spaces Master Plan (PSMP) provides a level of service
analysis based upon current need and population projections and future needs. 14 Given the narrower focus of
neighborhood-specific desires, priority projects identified through the NC process are sometimes disconnected
from other planning and development efforts. Though plans can serve as a guide, they don’t necessarily have
significant influence on or alignment with other County planning and infrastructure development efforts. One
exception is that the PSMP ranks land targeted for acquisition higher if the property is flagged as an acquisition
opportunity in an NC Plan.
The NC Program Review Working Group reflected on the following:
>

>
>
>

Neighborhood street access and connectivity are not incorporated within public school projects.
Often, residents request ancillary sidewalk projects through the NC program that promote safer
routes to the new or expanded school.
NC plans have limited to no formal impact on area or sector planning processes.
NC plans are not required to incorporate projects identified by the County for maintenance or in
the Capital Improvement Plan.
The Comprehensive Plan and its elements do not have a central tenet for neighborhood
infrastructure, and how the NC program fits in the overall implementation goals.

These reflections influenced the working group recommendations highlighted in Section 4 of the report.

NC Projects: from Concept to Completion

From conception to completion, NC projects require several steps to design and construct, and can take several
years to complete. On average, street improvement projects take between two and five years to complete,
depending upon several factors (e.g., VDOT review, obtaining right of way easements). Park projects have less
variation, taking between two and three years to complete. These timelines are similar to other County
infrastructure projects.
The NC funding process and community engagement efforts related to project identification and scoping are key
differences between the NC Program and other County projects. These elements occur prior to implementation,
and can vary widely and significantly delay a project. A unified and engaged community influences the timing of
NC projects more than any other factor.

NC Project Proposal Process
NC projects are identified in one of two ways – 1) noted as a priority in a Neighborhood Conservation Plan or 2)
through resident request. If the project is resident-initiated, NC staff evaluates whether the project is
appropriate for funding within the NC Program and whether it is identified in or supported by the applicable NC
plan. If not, the civic association would need to amend its plan to accommodate the project. Staff then shares
the proposed project with the resident’s civic association, which evaluates the project and ranks its priority
against other neighborhood needs. Civic associations are required to identify their top project, and they may not
have more than two priority projects in the program list at any given time. After one or two projects are selected
for NC funding, the civic association, in partnership with County staff, completes a series of steps to ensure
14

For reference, the PSMP level of service analysis table is located in the Appendix.
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community support, project feasibility, prioritization against other proposed NC projects, and approvals by
several bodies.

Community
Engagement

Scoping
+ Design

Community Engagement
The level and intensity of community
engagement in NC projects is largely
dependent upon the project scale and
scope. Typically, projects are presented
at full civic association meetings to
introduce the community to the
project and the NC funding process,
collect feedback and support for the
project, and recruit volunteers (i.e.,
block representatives, working group
members), where needed. This is
perhaps the greatest difference
between NC and non-NC projects.
Community involvement happens in
real time with project identification
and pre-scoping of NC projects, and
the neighborhood largely drives the
process. Non-NC projects are often
identified with a sector, area, corridor,
or capital improvement planning
process (informed from community
involvement), and pre-scoping is
largely driven by staff and funding
capacity.
Street improvement and street light
projects undergo a General Interest
Survey. NC staff prepare a survey that
designated block representatives then
use to solicit signatures from all
affected property owners, also
referred to as a “clipboard petition.”
For street light projects, block
representatives must obtain support
via signatures from at least 60% of
affected property owners. For street
improvement projects, the requirement
is 60% of the linear frontage – as opposed

Community
Approval

County
Approvals

Six-Step Public Engagement Guide for Capital
Projects
While undertaken with different approaches, both NC and non-NC
capital projects involve a significant degree of civic engagement in a
project’s life cycle from start to finish. Non-NC projects, however,
often follow the Six-Step Guide for Public Engagement and Capital
Projects. The approach is a framework to determine the
appropriate level and intensity of engagement for each project and
develop communication and engagement plans that articulate the
project scope, identify impacted stakeholders, and communicate
areas of opportunity for public input and decision-making authority
across the following four broad strategies:
•

•

•

•

Communicate: Keep community informed on project updates,
changes, regulatory constraints, and progress through the
lifecycle of the project.
Consult: Keep community informed, listen to views, and
provide feedback on how the input influenced the project
and/or decisions.
Involve: Share how concerns/views were reflected in analyses
and/or solutions and designs developed; share how inputs
influenced the final decision of the project.
Collaborate: Seek community input in partnership with
stakeholders.

Effectively, the NC process to identify, design and implement
neighborhood improvement projects is one of the few County
examples of the “collaborate” level of community engagement.
Non-NC projects engage with the broader community and relevant
interest groups to solicit input and feedback, but do not require
approval by the civic association in which the project is located to
move forward as is the case for NC projects. This is a main
difference from NC projects, and for this reason, NC projects are
not required to follow the Guide.
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to the number of actual properties – in a proposed project area. After a project meets this threshold
requirement, the civic association must endorse the project at an advertised neighborhood meeting.
Since park planning is considered a community-wide process and follows engagement standards of the
Department of Parks and Recreation, park projects rely on a small working group of 5 - 7 community members.
Adjacent neighbors or residents interested in representing the community at-large often volunteer to liaise with
County staff to manage the project through the County
process, and decide key design elements. Working
group members commit to several meetings
Neighborhood Complete Streets Program
throughout the project development process,
inform other neighborhood residents of the project
process, and solicit opinions about design choices.
The Neighborhood Complete Streets (NCS) Program
was established in 2016 to replace the work of the
Neighborhood Traffic Calming program and to
complement the work of the NC Program. Both
programs focus on physical improvements, though
the NCS Program is limited to local (non-arterial)
streets. Similar to the NC Program and the NCAC, the
NCS Program is overseen by a volunteer advisory
body, the Neighborhood Complete Streets
Commission.

The way in which projects are selected is a key
difference between the two programs. NC and NCS
projects both emerge from individuals’ proposals,
though NCS projects could be proposed by Arlington
residents and non-residents alike, including workers
who may be traveling to (or through) Arlington for
employment. NC projects are proposed by residents
and need buy-in from civic associations.
NCS projects are also vetted against separate criteria.
NCS projects are first evaluated against data metrics
and emphasize improvements to safety and access.
Given this evaluation method, NCS projects are not
subject to obtaining neighborhood approval prior to
project implementation. Instead, NCS projects are
subject to the Six-Step Guide to Public Engagement.
Another key difference is the Programs’ funding
source. NCS funding comes from a mix of federal,
state, regional, and local sources, including the
Transportation Capital Fund. The NC Program relies
solely on general obligation bonds.

Scoping + Design
Once the civic association obtains the necessary
community support, they transmit a letter to NC
staff, who begin a collaborative conceptual
planning, design, and engineering process to
confirm the scope and generate preliminary project
costs. Staff may transition on and off the project
along the way, but at least one staff member works
on the project (in some way), for the duration.
NC staff first conducts an initial field visit with a
block representative, or for park projects, a
working group, to define project goals, share
community desires for the design, evaluate existing
site conditions, and identify any issues that might
arise during scoping and implementation. For all
projects with street improvements, staff orders a
land survey that often takes several weeks to
complete. Multifamily areas, where the street
network is sometimes located on private property,
can present challenges with advancing street
improvement projects.
Once information-gathering is complete, staff
prepares a concept plan, an initial written project
scope, and preliminary cost estimate. Department
of Environmental Services (DES), Department of
Parks and Recreation (DPR), and NC staff in the
Department of Community Planning, Housing, and
Development (CPHD) collaborate to design projects
that both fit the residents’ needs as well as meet all
applicable County standards. Staff also check for
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projects that align well with other County projects or priorities (e.g., accessibility, upgrades to stormwater
management facilities, paving). The check could result in several scenarios, but the primary goal is to understand
if the proposed NC project can be combined with other projects. If the NC project has alignment with another
County project, both projects could be implemented in collaboration, though funded by separate programs and
undergoing separate processes. This may achieve cost savings and could allow the County to achieve more than
what was originally planned. Rocky Run Park is a good example of this type of collaboration.
The plans are then discussed with community liaisons, and staff revises the concept plan and budget as changes
arise.
Community Approval
Park and street improvement projects have additional layers of community approvals.
•

Park Project: The written project scope, concept plan, funding needs, and any plans for phasing
are presented at a full civic association meeting. To move forward, the NC Program requires a
majority vote. If approved, the civic association verifies this vote to County staff in writing,
documenting that the project may proceed in the funding process.

•

Street Improvement Project: NC staff prepare a petition letter, which includes a detailed
description of the project scope and allows property owners to vote in support of the scoped
project. All surveys are requested by a certain date, and any unanswered petitions are counted as
a “yes” vote. Similar to the general interest survey, final petitioning must also achieve support
from at least 60% of the linear frontage of the affected property owners. If achieved, staff prepare
the project for County approvals. Street improvement projects are relatively more difficult to get
through petitioning than the park approval process.

Proposed projects tend to be important to the community, and the prospect for implementing physical
improvements is a strong incentive for residents to participate in the Program. These factors, coupled with
significant technical assistance from staff, contribute to high levels of support. Nearly all projects (94%) pass the
program’s minimum community approval thresholds, though this does include projects that were resubmitted
and modified in scope.
While rare, projects are susceptible to opposition that prevents obtaining necessary community support. A
single resident (or small number of residents) could stop a project from proceeding. Projects advanced through
programs other than NC are less likely to be abandoned or delayed due to opposition, particularly if the project
shows promise for lasting benefits to the entire community.
County Approvals
The NCAC reviews and approves a slate of projects to recommend to the County Board for funding. The number
of projects depends upon the level of funding available, which is typically issued by voter-approved bonds every
two years. A neighborhood may only submit projects that have met all aforementioned threshold requirements.
The NCAC limits one project per civic association per funding round.
Prior to casting votes, the Points Committee of the NCAC – open to any interested NCAC representative –
reviews and ranks NC projects. Neighborhood representatives may make brief presentations on their projects.
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NC Project Scoring Methodology
The Points Committee prioritizes projects in preparation for funding decisions made by NCAC using a
project scoring worksheet. Large and/or complex neighborhood improvement projects may be done in
phases (advised by NC staff). In these cases, each phase is treated as an individual project during
scoring.
The scoring methodology generally gives preference to:
>
>
>
>
>
>

Neighborhoods that recently completed or updated a Neighborhood Conservation Plan;
Projects that have gone through several funding rounds without funding (the greater number
of funded rounds, the more preference points projects achieve);
Leveraging other funding sources;
Projects that are cost-effective (these tend to be smaller in scope);
Later phases of a multi-phased project; and
Projects with key neighborhood conditions in support of certain transportation goals (e.g.,
proximate to a school, abutment to arterial streets).

The full NC Project Scoring Worksheet is located in the Appendix.

Once approved by the NCAC, NC staff presents the recommended project list for full design and bidding within
Program funding and based on preliminary estimates to the County Board for final approval before project
implementation. The County Board approval has typically occurred shortly after the NCAC recommendation. In
recent years, NC staff have delayed presenting NCAC recommended projects to the Board until project designs
are further advanced. This administrative change created an opportunity for staff to perform due diligence on
site conditions and refine cost estimates prior to County Board approval. Since early budgets tend to include
conservative contingencies until costs are better understood, allowing for additional design work and site
analysis has allowed for more accurate cost projections closer to actual budgets post construction.
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Project Spotlight: Street Improvements on 7th Street South
The Alcova Heights Civic Association recommended a street improvement project to the NCAC for funding in
December 2007. The community requested new sidewalks, including curb and gutter on both sides of the
street while also maintaining adequate space for on-street parking. Through a collaborative design process
with the affected property owners, the County installed four-foot-wide grass utility strips, which allowed for
the installation of 34 new shade trees along the sidewalk. The project provides vital connections within the
Alcova Heights neighborhood and improves the aesthetic and environmental benefits to users of the street.
This project was completed in June 2009 and cost approximately $314,670 to design and construct.

Before
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Active Project Process

Final Design

Permits +
Procurement

Construction

Project
Closeout

Once the County Board approves full project development and design, NC staff develops a more refined set of
construction drawings that includes a greater level of technical specificity (e.g., specific materials, specific areas
impacted from construction, materials storage, grading, and landscaping). Progressed drawings are presented at
a design review meeting with the civic association to ensure that the project was designed as scoped and
funded, and feasible resident design requests were incorporated. At this stage, civic associations contribute
suggestions for minor tweaks, though larger aspects of the scope are generally fixed when funding is approved.
County staff responsible for ongoing maintenance are part of every project team in the design process, from
concept to final design. They assist with establishing the scope of work since they understand and can account
for potential maintenance costs and considerations.
Final construction documents are submitted for building, land disturbance, and stormwater permitting, which
may trigger additional design revisions. Streets and sidewalks adjacent to a Virginia Department of
Transportation (VDOT) right-of-way require several more layers of review. These projects can add additional
time to the schedule depending upon required county and state standards and evaluation.
After construction and landscaping, NC staff conducts a final walk-through with the contractor to address any
outstanding issues. For all projects with streetscape improvements, civic associations pledge to provide regular,
ongoing maintenance of landscaped areas.
Contracting vs. In-House Work
Once construction documents are approved, the County undergoes a procurement process for third-party
contractors, who complete construction for most projects. 15 Using third-party contracting services for
construction has generally been successful for the NC Program, despite slightly higher construction management
fees. With staff juggling projects across multiple programs, construction contractors tend to complete work
more quickly than County staff teams.
In some instances, contractors can perform work on multiple projects via an on-call basis for less expensive
projects (up to $500,000 in construction costs). 16 This is becoming less common since projects cost substantially
more than in prior years, triggering separate procurement processes. Still, this method is likely more efficient
than if the projects were constructed by a County crew, given the significant up-front investment needed in
personnel, equipment, and materials, and the ongoing complexity of construction management. Design work is
often performed in-house. Depending upon staff capacity, DPR sometimes uses contractors to develop design
and construction drawings for time-consuming or more complex park projects. 17
County staff builds missing link projects, which are small in nature and tend to touch three properties or less.
This amount is subject to change over time.
17
DES typically does not use contractors for design/engineering, though they did use them briefly between 2003 and 2006
to address project backlog.
15
16
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A Separate Process for Neighborhood Signs
Given their fairly limited cost, neighborhood signs bypass
project prioritization and are automatically approved for
funding by the NCAC (after a civic association’s
neighborhood conservation plan becomes active). Civic
associations may receive up to four neighborhood signs to
demark major gateways into the community. Once
approved by the County Board, the civic association votes
to proceed with a neighborhood sign project and
designates a primary contact person and/or a sign
committee to work on the sign design and location with NC
staff. Neighborhood sign projects have a fairly quick
implementation timeframe (approximately 12 months).
After fabrication and installation, civic associations pledge
to provide ongoing maintenance for their neighborhood
sign and any landscaping installed as part of the project.
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Section 2:

Project Production + Cost Analysis
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Project Production Summary
Early neighborhood conservation plans (pre-1990) identified a broad range of infrastructure improvements.
These projects varied in scope, including sidewalk, curb, and gutter installations where no sidewalk previously
existed, the installation of street lights in dimly lit areas, street paving often on unpaved roads, traffic calming
measures to promote walkability, replacement of outdated sewer systems, and stormwater mitigation efforts.
The Program also included smaller projects and the installation of basic amenities, including benches, mini
parks, and neighborhood entryways and signs. The 1965 Maywood Neighborhood Conservation Plan proposed a
specific site for County land acquisition to be used for park space as one of their priority projects. These early
years laid a foundation for the types of projects civic associations would propose in later years.
With the installation of many basic infrastructure amenities, the quality of neighborhood conditions drastically
improved. These changing conditions, along with several policy changes, evolved the program in a way that now
targets more focused investments. Since 2000, the Program has primarily focused on four main project types:
sidewalk, curb, and gutter (i.e., street improvements), street lights, 18 park improvements, and neighborhood
sign installations. 19
Number of NC Projects Over the Years (1989 – 2019) by Project Type
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In the 1990s, street improvement projects represented about one out of every four projects (27%). In the last
ten years, they have accounted for more than half (61%) of all projects. At the start of the Program, property
owners impacted by street improvement projects were required to share in construction costs, per state law.
This law was repealed in the mid-1990s, which may have led to increased street improvement proposals. The
2000s also saw a more disciplined and integrated design process for complete streets including the appropriate
basic stormwater infrastructure which expanded a project’s scope to include several components that may not
have been done previously or could have been proposed as separate project types. In the past, a project could
Over the last couple of years, the NC Program has not implemented new street light projects while the County developed
its first Streetlight Management Plan (completed in 2019). New street light projects will be implemented again in 2021 after
the program aligns its program guide to policies and priorities called out in the Streetlight Management Plan.
19
Staff began documenting and tracking project attributes in 1989. The data presented in this section are reflective of the
last 30 years of program implementation (1989 – 2019).
18
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have addressed a serious flooding issue, and may have been tracked as an “Other” project. The importance of
the stormwater infrastructure has increased as redevelopment in single-family neighborhoods with larger
homes and more amenities has increased the amount of impervious surfaces countywide. This, combined with
recent patterns of intense rainfall, has highlighted the need for basic functional stormwater systems of adequate
capacity. Now, street improvement or park projects typically include stormwater mitigation infrastructure.

NC Projects by Neighborhood Conservation Area
Between 1989 and 2019, the NC Program implemented more than 500 projects among 46 Neighborhood
Conservation Areas, an investment of nearly $100 million in infrastructure improvements. The number of
projects and level of investment are generally spread across the County, and the level of investment typically
correlates with the number of projects implemented, though some areas with higher funding levels had one or
more projects with a larger scope of work.
The number of projects in each conservation area is also largely related to the length of time that communities
have regularly participated in the NC Program over the last three decades. Areas that have implemented more
than 20 projects since 1989 all had several projects completed in the 1990s and continued their participation
into the 2000s. 20
Amount of Funding and Number of Projects by Neighborhood Conservation Area (1989 – 2019)

Source: Community Planning, Housing and Development, Arlington County

20

See Supplemental Data Analysis located in the Appendix for additional information.
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In the 1990s and early 2000s, the NC Program produced on average 20 projects per year. With project costs and
scope growing increasingly higher amid stagnant funding, the NC Program was forced to scale down the number
of projects funded in the last decade. In the 1990s, the number of projects per civic association varied widely –
some neighborhoods might have completed more than 10 projects during the decade while others completed
only one or two. Reduced funding, coupled with policy changes in the points system, drastically reduced the
average number of projects per civic association and dispersed projects more widely across the County.
NC Project Statistics Over the Years (1989 – 2019)

1989 - 1999

2000 - 2009

2010 - 2019

Participating Civic Associations*

30

42

41

Total Number of Projects

222

205

87

Average Projects Per Year
Average Projects Per Civic Association
during the period of time

20.2

20.5

8.7

7.4

5.1

2.1

*Participating means the Civic Association proposed one or more projects during this time period. All projects
in this analysis were implemented.
Source: Community Planning, Housing and Development, Arlington County

Project Spotlight: 23rd Street South
The Arlington Ridge Civic Association proposed street improvements on 23rd Street South between South Nash
Street and Army Navy Drive, a stretch of road that spans 14 properties and creates pedestrian links to South Army
Navy Drive and South Arlington Ridge Road. With the previous sidewalk at grade, the County installed an elevated
(grade separated) sidewalk, curb and gutter, and storm and drainage facilities. The improvements also included new
ADA ramps, pedestrian crossings, and markings delineating on-street parking. The project has improved
connectivity to South Pierce Street, a route often taken to Oakridge Elementary School. This project was completed
in December 2018 and cost approximately $709,000 to design and install.

Before
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NC Program and Racial Equity in Arlington
In September 2019, the County Board adopted an Equity Resolution in furtherance of its commitment to equity
and directing attention to racial equity as a matter of practice and practical application in Arlington. Through
that resolution, the County Board committed to seven action areas that are collectively geared to realize the
vision of an equitable Arlington where all are valued, educated, healthy and safe regardless of race. Stemming
from this resolution, each County department identified a pilot project for the year ahead that could
demonstrate where to start achieving racial equity outcomes in Arlington. Initiated just several months prior,
the Neighborhood Conservation Program Review was identified as CPHD’s racial equity pilot project.
In examining the NC Program through an equity lens as a pilot, this review did not have the benefit of a to-bedeveloped Racial Equity Tool or other established, standardized County protocols as a framework guiding policy,
practice, program and budget decisions. Nevertheless, this Program review included quantitative and spatial
analysis comparing Program outcomes with various demographic and socioeconomic data as a starting point for
looking at equity issues. The review also leveraged recently published reports and supporting data from the
Northern Virginia Health Foundation (NVHF), in partnership with Virginia Commonwealth University (VCU).
While quantitative data and analysis helped lead to findings related to the NC Program and equity, they were
also supplemented with qualitative data, known experiences through the program, and other factors to help
round out the assessment.
The 2019 Equity Resolution calls for the County to identify lines of business across the organization, and to
mindfully consider the following four questions when making decisions related to budget, capital improvement
plans, and other initiatives:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Who benefits?
Who is burdened?
Who is missing?
How do we know?

The answers to these questions and the equity-related findings are woven throughout the report, just as equity
has been a consideration among many during the working group’s journey through this review. For purposes of
shining a focused spotlight on Equity and the NC Program, this section addresses the four questions above by
sharing some of the information and answers gathered along the way, as well as identified areas for further
study or consideration.
1. Who Benefits?
At the most fundamental level, the answer to the question “Who Benefits?” is that many Arlington
neighborhoods (and their residents) benefit from the NC Program and the improvement projects it delivers.
Although project data from 1989-2019 indicate that most (nearly two-thirds of) NC projects are located in lowdensity residential areas, roughly 15% are located in more densely developed neighborhoods, and the balance
are in public areas of the County (primarily comprising parks projects). These general patterns are not surprising
given the background and history of the Program. However, when diving a bit deeper, some additional
interesting aspects as to the beneficiaries of the Program are evident, such as:
>

The NC Program’s early roots were established in historically Black communities, with two of the
first three completed NC Plans in the 1960s belonging to today’s High View Park and Arlington
View neighborhoods.
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>
>

>

>

>

>

>
>

>

>

As Arlington has evolved, areas with a higher proportion of White residents have proposed a
greater share of NC projects.
Compared to areas with a higher proportion of Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC)
populations, areas with a higher proportion of White residents proposed 17% more NC projects. A
greater proportion of NC projects is to be expected since there are more neighborhoods in this
category, and collectively, a higher proportion of the population.
When comparing the share of NC projects to the share of the combined areas’ population,
however, predominantly White neighborhoods proposed nearly 9% more NC projects than their
share of the population. 21
This disparity exists despite very few projects proposed from several neighborhoods in the
northernmost reaches of the County with predominantly White households and where a few of
these neighborhoods do not participate in the NC Program.
When measured against the Healthy Places Index scores (referenced in NC Projects Related to
Socioeconomic Indicators later in this Section), Highly Favorable and Favorable neighborhoods
account for nearly 40% of NC projects in that same timeframe, while only 33% of such projects
have been in Unfavorable and Highly Unfavorable neighborhoods.
About two out of every three people living in areas with limited educational, economic, and health
outcomes (Highly Unfavorable HPI Tracts), are primarily BIPOC (64%). These areas also have half
the number of NC projects than areas with more favorable health, economic, and education
outcomes.
Several of Arlington’s neighborhoods designated with Highly Unfavorable community conditions
by the HPI are realizing far fewer projects in the last decade compared with the 1990s and 2000s.
Areas with Highly Unfavorable HPI scores have a higher proportion of multifamily housing, where
neighborhood infrastructure is often provided on-site by the private development itself, through
the site plan or other special exception development processes, and other County programs.
Still, civic associations struggle with engaging renters, a challenge experienced not just by the NC
Program, but by many County programs and initiatives. Even for renters who may want to
participate in the project identification, approval, and design processes, there are several barriers
to broadening participation among renters. Most notably, renters are currently not eligible to sign
community petitions (to document community approval) for street light and street improvement
projects, and Program staff and resident volunteers have difficulty accessing multifamily buildings
for engagement purposes. BIPOC households are much more likely than White households (70%
vs. 50%) to be renters than homeowners.
Among BIPOC households, Black households are more likely than Hispanic households to be
renters (79% vs. 69%). 22

Throughout its history, the NC Program has delivered meaningful results in many Arlington neighborhoods
located across the County. Upon closer examination, trends have evolved over time, with shifts in project types
and locations varying from neighborhood to neighborhood. Going forward, project results should continue to be
monitored and measured against local community conditions to better understand who benefits from the
Program to potentially inform future enhancements.
Calculated from NC project statistics between 1989 and 2019.
U.S. Census Bureau, 2018 5-Year American Community Survey, Table S2502: Demographic Characteristics for Occupied
Housing Units
21
22
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2. Who is Burdened?
When posing the question “Who is burdened?”, the responses vary depending on the specific examples of
“burden” in mind. For example, when considering the significant efforts and extensive timelines associated with
developing or updating a Neighborhood Conservation Plan, it’s easy to conclude that neighborhoods undergoing
such efforts (and the participating resident volunteers) are burdened with the responsibilities of such a laborintensive undertaking. Even without related quantitative data, it is likely that neighborhoods and residents with
the most limited resources may face additional challenges on this front. Nevertheless, NC projects continue to
be delivered in neighborhoods across the County with a range of HPI scores, community conditions, and
resource levels. That being said, the downward trend in the average number of projects completed annually, if
left unchecked, may serve as a disincentive for the most burdened neighborhoods and populations to actively
participate in the program.
3. Who is Missing?
As part of the review, the working group reviewed information as to which civic associations actively participate
in the NC Program, and which do not. Interestingly, of the 12 civic associations that are inactive or not currently
participating in the NC Program, all but two or three are located north of Arlington Boulevard. Based on general
knowledge of these areas, several potential reasons for not participating in the program were discussed during
the review. First, in the northernmost reaches of Arlington, several of those neighborhoods were the latest to be
developed and were constructed with the infrastructure that would typically be pursued through the NC
Program to improve and modernize other areas of the County with older, inadequate infrastructure. Second,
several of the non-participating civic associations are relatively small in area, which may present challenges with
resident engagement or may reduce the need for the type of improvements available from participating in the
Program. Third, certain non-participating associations are located within the more urbanized sections of the
Rosslyn-Ballston and Route 1 Corridors, where much of the neighborhood infrastructure may already exist or
otherwise be provided by developers of site plan projects.
During the process, the working group also discovered that sometimes civic associations may choose to no
longer participate in the Program if many of their desired improvement projects have already been realized
either through the Program or other avenues. Such is evidently the case with Arlington View, one of the first
three neighborhoods in the County to have an NC Plan. Based on primary source information, after decades of
improvements through the NC Program and other local and federal programs, the neighborhood has decided for
now to no longer compete with other neighborhoods who may benefit from NCAC-funded projects. While staff
placed inquiries with the balance of civic associations not currently active in the NC Program to understand their
reasons for not participating, no further information was provided.
4. How do we Know?
The responses to the preceding three questions reflect a cross-section of information the working group gained
during the Program review process. More specifically, working with quantitative data and using geographic
information systems for spatial analyses helped addressed these questions. Furthermore, insights gleaned from
case studies, anecdotes, and institutional knowledge provided additional inputs. Even with this cross-section of
information, we must acknowledge notable gaps in information that may limit the completeness or accuracy of
these answers. For instance, project level data prior to 1989 was not readily available, limiting the spatial
analysis of implemented projects to only the last 30 years of the program. Regarding budget and funding
analyses, the limited availability of data supporting “apples to apples” comparisons presented further obstacles.
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In addition, while qualitative data and information were included to a degree, they could have been greater in
number and more comprehensive. As such, these responses to the aforementioned questions may be
considered a starting point, and future efforts to operationalize this report’s recommendations may further
explore equity considerations building from this foundation.
NC Projects (1989 – 2019) Compared to BIPOC Populations

% BIPOC Population

Source: NC Project Statistics, Community Planning, Housing and Development, Arlington County;
2018 5 YR American Community Survey, Hispanic or Latino Origin by Race table, U.S. Census Bureau

NC Projects Compared to BIPOC Populations
NC projects proposed since 1989 were completed in areas with varying levels of BIPOC households, though
areas with a concentration (60%+) of BIPOC residents had roughly half the number of NC projects than would be
expected, based upon their population compared as a percentage of the County population. Census tracts with
less than 20% BIPOC population proposed NC projects at a rate nearly 10 percentage points higher than its share
of the County population. Combined together, areas with a concentration of BIPOC residents have a population
that is approximately one-third Hispanic and one-fourth Black.
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NC Project Statistics (1989 – 2019) Compared to BIPOC Populations

Total Population
BIPOC*
Hispanic
Black
Total NC Projects*
Street Improvements
Parks
Street Lights

Countywide
231,803
88,649
36,180
20,048
514
221
70
127

Census Tracts with the following proportion of BIPOC Populations
< 20% BIPOC
20-59% BIPOC
60% + BIPOC
%
%
%
#
Countywide
#
Countywide
#
Countywide
36,797
15.87%
164,812
71.10%
30,194
13.03%
5,379
60,778
22,491
1,933
24,206
10,041
783
11,357
7,908
127
24.71%
348
67.70%
39
7.59%
58
26.24%
157
71.04%
6
2.71%
15
21.43%
46
65.71%
9
12.86%
23
18.11%
86
67.72%
18
14.17%

*Note: The three project categories are major project categories and will not account for the total number of NC projects. Similarly,
the BIPOC population accounts for several other races, including Asian, Pacific Islander, Native American or Alaska Native, and
populations of two or more races.
Source: 2018 5 YR American Community Survey, Hispanic or Latino Origin by Race Table, U.S. Census Bureau

NC Projects Compared to Socioeconomic Indicators
In 2017, the Northern Virginia Health Foundation (NVHF) released Getting Ahead: The Uneven Opportunity
Landscape in Northern Virginia, 23 a report prepared in partnership with the Virginia Commonwealth University
(VCU). The data uncovered areas of wealth and disadvantage in close proximity. One area with average home
values near $1 million might be blocks away from another area where poverty afflicts well over one-quarter of
the population. Depending upon who you are and where you live, these data revealed that life expectancy in
Arlington varies by as much as 10 years. This story is
Quantifying the Healthy Place Index
often lost amid glowing countywide statistics, which
boast high ranking schools, a strong economy, and
ample opportunities to promote a healthy lifestyle.
Education
6%

9%
Life expectancy was calculated with the Healthy Places
Economic/Other Household
Resources
34%
Index (HPI), a single measure fed from dozens of
Housing
10%
attributes that are believed to improve our health
outcomes. The higher the score, the more likely that
Transportation
the area has more resources and is more favorable to
16%
Air Quality
promote health and longer life expectancies. While
26%
medical care is important, it is not the only influence on
Healthcare Access
24
an individual’s health. The quality and affordability of our
housing, whether we rent or own our home, physical
Source: Measuring Opportunity, Northern Virginia Health
and social conditions in our neighborhoods, the
Foundation

Getting Ahead: The Uneven Opportunity Landscape in Northern Virginia: https://novahealthfdn.org/wpcontent/uploads/NVHF-Issue-Brief-FINAL.pdf
24
Braveman, P., & Gottlieb, L. (2014). The social determinants of health: it's time to consider the causes of the
causes. Public health reports (Washington, D.C. : 1974), 129 Suppl 2(Suppl 2), 19–31.
https://doi.org/10.1177/00333549141291S206
23
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amount and quality of our education, and our available income have much more impact on opportunities that
enable us to lead healthy lives. In fact, approximately 75% of the weight of the HPI is from various social and
economic attributes.
This spotlight on community disparities spurred the formation of a County steering committee, which created
Arlington’s health equity plan. 25 This plan called for the use of disaggregated data to help leaders make more
informed policy choices. In light of this new plan and the focus on socioeconomic data, the HPI was used to
systematically evaluate NC projects with a socioeconomic equity lens.
Percentage of NC Projects by HPI Category

Highly Favorable

10%

6%

Favorable

18%

Intermediate
23%

21%

Unfavorable
Highly Unfavorable

23%

Tracts without an HPI
Score

Source: Northern Virginia Health Foundation, Virginia Commonwealth University,
Arlington County’s Department of Community Planning, Housing and
Development

Generally, NC projects have been evenly implemented across areas with different HPI scores, except for areas
with the most limited resources (labeled as Highly Unfavorable). In general, these areas have higher rates of
households without a college degree, have higher rates of poverty, spend a higher proportion of their income
towards housing costs, are more likely to be renters than homeowners, and have a higher proportion of
households with limited English proficiency. Subsequent analysis later in the report provides some possible
explanations for this difference, including neighborhood age, condition of infrastructure, and land use.
Projects funded in the 1990s were more clustered in certain areas of the County – north of Columbia Pike, in
Fairlington-Shirlington, and in the Rosslyn-Ballston Corridor. Over time, NC projects became more dispersed
geographically, coinciding with the decision to limit the number of funded projects in a given year and
incentivize the first few projects after an approved NC Plan (or amendment).

Destination 2027 - Arlington’s Plan for Achieving Health Equity by 2027: https://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wpcontent/uploads/sites/25/2019/04/A-Decade-of-Difference-D2027-Report.pdf
25
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NC Projects Over the Years (1989 – 2019) and Compared to the Healthy Places Index

1989 - 2019

2000 - 2009

1989 - 1999

2010 - 2019

Source: Northern Virginia Health Foundation, Virginia Commonwealth University, Community Planning, Housing and Development,
Arlington County (NC Project Locations)
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In the last 20 years, projects in areas with more limited resources represented a slightly higher share than they
did previously. This, however, did not translate into a significantly greater number of projects. All areas
experienced drops in the number of projects approved in the last 10 years.
Relative Share of NC Projects by HPI Score
25%

.

20%
15%
10%
5%
0%

Highly Favorable

Favorable

Intermediate

1989-1999

Unfavorable

2000-2009

Highly
Unfavorable

Tracts without
an HPI Score

2010-2019

Source: Northern Virginia Health Foundation, Virginia Commonwealth University; Community Planning, Housing and
Development, Arlington County (NC Project Locations)

Number of NC Projects by HPI Score
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Highly
Favorable

Favorable

Intermediate

1989-1999

Unfavorable

2000-2009

Highly
Unfavorable

Tracts without
an HPI Score

2010-2019

Source: Northern Virginia Health Foundation, Virginia Commonwealth University; Community Planning, Housing
and Development, Arlington County (NC Project Locations)

Between 1989 and 2019, more limited resourced areas had a wider variation in the types of projects proposed
under the NC Program. While street improvement projects make up approximately 40% - 50% in areas within
each HPI category and Countywide, they represented half this amount in Highly Unfavorable HPI areas, with
higher proportions of park improvement and street light projects making up the balance.
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Areas with greater resources tended to propose a higher proportion of street improvement projects, greater
than the County average. The early rule that required affected residents share a portion of construction costs
could have contributed to lower rates of street improvement projects in neighborhoods with more limited
resources, particularly prior to the early 1990s.
Share of NC Projects by Type within HPI Category (1989 – 2019)
HPI Score
Highly
Favorable
Favorable
Intermediate
Unfavorable
Highly
Unfavorable
Tracts
without an
HPI Score
Total

Total
Number

Street

Park

Street
Lights

Signs

Beautification

Traffic
Mgmt.

Plan

Other

93
106
120
116

48.39%
46.23%
47.50%
40.52%

17.20%
15.09%
10.00%
10.34%

16.13%
17.92%
25.83%
31.03%

9.68%
10.38%
6.67%
10.34%

2.15%
3.77%
4.17%
0.86%

6.45%
4.72%
3.33%
2.59%

0.00%
0.00%
0.00%
0.86%

0.00%
1.89%
2.50%
3.45%

49

24.49%

22.45%

36.73%

12.24%

2.04%

2.04%

0.00%

0.00%

30
514

36.67%
43.00%

10.00%
13.62%

26.67%
24.71%

6.67%
9.34%

3.33%
2.72%

13.33%
4.47%

0.00%
0.19%

3.33%
1.95%

Source: Northern Virginia Health Foundation, Virginia Commonwealth University; Community Planning, Housing and Development,
Arlington County

NC Projects Related to Neighborhood Conditions
Neighborhood conditions, such as the age of the neighborhood, the level of incomplete sidewalk, and land use,
impact the number and types of projects proposed, and who proposes them. About three out of every four
projects were completed in older areas that were built on average between the 1940s and 1960s. This is not
surprising; the vast majority of the County’s residential areas were built during the same period of time. Street
improvement projects are slightly more likely to be in older neighborhoods than other project types.
Incomplete Sidewalk Analysis
The NC Working Group prepared an analysis to test whether street improvement projects were more likely to be
proposed in neighborhoods with higher levels of incomplete sidewalk, and used County guidelines defined in the
Master Transportation Plan (MTP). 26 Countywide, approximately 13% of Arlington-maintained blocks lack
sidewalk that meets the MTP’s guidelines based on an analysis of 2019 data. Nearly half (49%) of all NC street
improvement projects were completed in areas with higher levels (greater than 13%) of incomplete sidewalk.
This program and other infrastructure investments have generally improved neighborhood conditions over the
last three decades. The percentage of incomplete infrastructure would likely be higher if the analysis considered
historical mapping imagery. While imperfect, the analysis sheds some light on why areas with higher Healthy
Places Index scores have proposed a higher share of street improvement projects.

26 The analysis coded each Arlington-maintained street segment as either “having sidewalk” or “missing sidewalk.” Having sidewalk
includes streets with complete sidewalk on both sides of the street or at least one side of the street for local roadways. Missing sidewalk
includes street segments with no sidewalk on either side, arterial streets without complete sidewalk on both sides of the street, or local
streets with sidewalk on one side of the street, though incomplete.
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NC Street Improvement Projects (1989 – 2019) Compared to Percentage of
Incomplete Sidewalk in a Neighborhood Conservation Area (as of 2019)

% of NC Area with
% of NC Area with
Incomplete Sidewalk
Incomplete Sidewalk
% Incomplete Sidewalk

Street Improvement
ProjectsProjects
Street Improvement

Source: 2019 Ortho Imagery Analysis, Arlington County Mapping Center; Community
Planning, Housing, and Development, Arlington County

Land Use Connection
Nearly two out of every three NC projects are located in low-density residential areas. Only 15% of all projects
are located in low-medium to high-density areas. This is to be expected given that the program beginnings
aimed to preserve the single-family character of neighborhoods, and the community petitioning rules for project
approval includes homeowners, who are more likely to live in lower density housing, and excludes renters. In
addition, the County has many capital improvement and infrastructure programs focused on improving higherdensity, mixed-use areas along transit corridors. For example, the County often receives off-site infrastructure
investments as part of a community benefits package in site plans. Parks are more dispersed across the County,
and they are slightly more likely than street improvements and street light projects to be in public spaces and
higher-density areas.

40

2021 NEIGHBORHOOD CONSERVATION PROGRAM REVIEW
Select NC Projects (1989 – 2019) compared to Land Use Categories

Street Improvements

Street Lights

Parks

Note: For the purpose of this analysis, zoning classifications were grouped into the following land use categories to which
they most closely associate: Low-Density (single-family, detached), Low-Medium to High Density Residential (Two-family
and Multifamily Residential, Commercial, and Mixed-Use), Public (open space and government facilities), and Industrial.
Source: Community Planning, Housing and Development, Arlington County
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Before
Project Spotlight: 7th Street South Connector Trail
The Barcroft neighborhood envisioned a multi-user pathway that connected 7th Street South with the
W&OD Trail – a connection accessible for residents with physical mobility issues that also improves storm
water management in an area prone to flooding. After several community meetings to solicit input and
feedback, the final design was approved by the Civic Association in 2018. The existing drainage structures
were replaced and the road was regraded to include a catch basin so the trail connector would not collect
water runoff. The existing guardrail was reduced in length to accommodate a new accessible entrance.
Several boulders serve as a local landmark for the neighborhood while also providing a place to sit and
relax. The trail fits seamlessly within the existing neighborhood, has experienced no damage or flooding
after several major rainfall events, and has been well used by walkers, cyclists, and joggers. The final project
was completed in April 2019 and cost $199,618 to design and construct.
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Project Cost and Funding Analysis
Total Funding and Median Project Cost by Project Type and Decade
1989-1999

Beautification
Street
Improvement
Other
Park
Street Lights
Neighborhood
Signs
Traffic
Management
Neighborhood
Study
Total

2000-2009

$8,825

#
1

Total
Funding
$10,000

$6,346,900
$729,900
$954,150
$2,487,300

$71,000
$31,500
$30,200
$20,200

108
0
29
43

18

$161,813

$8,950

23

23

$1,023,059

$22,500

0

0
222

$11,825,047

$24,650

1
205

#
13

Total Funding
$121,925

60
10
25
73

Median

2010-2019
Median

Total Funding

Median

-

-

$10,000

#
0

$22,739,142
$6,236,900
$4,279,797

$181,500
$236,300
$82,000

53
0
16
11

$37,645,042
$10,127,971
$2,399,005

$653,033
$689,388
$147,843

$264,300

$12,000

7

$87,500

$12,500

-

-

0

-

$60,000
$33,590,139

$60,000
$133,000

0
87

$50,259,518

$522,440

Note: Data is reflective of County Board approved projects for funding. Costs are from original budget and does not necessarily reflect the
final budget at the time of project completion.
Source: NC Program Statistics, Community Planning, Housing, and Development, Arlington County

Project Costs
The Program spent four times more in the last ten years than it did in the 1990s, yet it produced fewer than half
the number of projects due to substantially higher median project costs. County staff with decades of
experience in both NC and non-NC project management, design, and engineering confirm that these steady cost
increases are not a unique phenomenon to the NC Program (or to Arlington). A comparison of non-NC projects is
presented in the Appendix. Several factors have created more complex, challenging, and costly projects over the
last 30 years, including:
•

•

•
•

More expensive project types proposed over time. Street improvements are more expensive
project types than other project types to implement. In the 1990s, they represented about onequarter of projects proposed. In the 2010s, they represented 60% of all projects proposed;
Expanded project scope proposed by civic associations. For example, a park project 20 years ago
might have included a shade structure. In the 2010s, park projects often included a new
playground, and in some cases, a new field;
Increased construction costs, including labor and materials;
Evolving stormwater requirements, including the installation of curb and gutter and expanded
bio-retention. Later regulations influenced park design and construction, but had limited impact
on street improvement projects; however, over the last decade, DES strengthened compliance
with regulations and conformed NC (as well as non-NC) projects to engineering best practices.
While the later regulations did not influence street improvement projects, the conformity to
older policies added costs related to stormwater requirements that didn’t exist previously.
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•
•
•
•

Particularly with the concerns of localized flooding, designers have taken a more thorough,
analytical approach to drainage requirements and included tertiary drainage infrastructure as
part of the scope of street improvement projects;
More robust maintenance of traffic and sediment control plans;
Failing/undersized stormwater infrastructure that may change the project scope during design
or construction;
Compliance with the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA);
Increased staff time required to create and review the project design. Increased code and
regulatory requirements increased the plan sets to 50 or more pages of drawing sheets, up from
10-15 in the early 2000s.

Project Spotlight: North Evergreen Street Improvements
The Waycroft Woodlawn Civic Association proposed several improvements along North Evergreen
Street, the neighborhood’s first project since completing their neighborhood conservation plan. The
project included several pedestrian safety and street improvement elements: ADA-compliant ramp
upgrades, curb extensions, installation of larger six-foot-wide sidewalk to promote accessibility, and
milling and paving of the roadway, and street tree plantings. After a drainage analysis, the County
added a bioretention raingarden and storm sewer structures. This project was completed in September
2020 and cost approximately $895,599 to design and construct.

Before
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Soft Costs
Soft costs are fees incurred from construction that are not directly related to labor and physical construction
materials. Typical soft costs include payroll or consultant fees to design, engineer, and manage the project,
inspection and permitting fees, third party studies, and legal fees. Between FY2010 and FY2019, the average
completed project’s soft costs increased by approximately $75,000 and $100,000 for DES and DPR projects,
respectively. Cost spikes occurred in certain years depending upon the complexity and scale of projects, and the
need for additional review, engineering, and design work. As a percentage of overall development costs,
however, soft costs have generally remained under one-third of the overall budget for projects designed and
engineered by DES and under one-fourth of the overall budget for DPR projects. DES tends to spend more on
design and engineering associated costs than DPR does on park projects, and park projects (particularly in the
last decade) tend to have much higher construction costs as a percentage of overall development costs.
Average Soft Costs per NC Project, FY2010 – FY2019
$195,000.00
$175,000.00
$155,000.00
$135,000.00
$115,000.00
$95,000.00
$75,000.00
$55,000.00
$35,000.00
$15,000.00

FY2010

FY2011

FY2012

FY2013

FY2014
DES

FY2015

FY2016

FY2017

FY2018

FY2019

DPR

DES/DPR Soft Costs as a Percentage of Total Development Costs, NC Projects FY2010 – FY2019
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%

FY2010

FY2011

FY2012

FY2013

FY2014
DES

FY2015

FY2016

FY2017

FY2018

FY2019

DPR

Source: NC Program Statistics, Community Planning, Housing, and Development, Arlington County

45

2021 NEIGHBORHOOD CONSERVATION PROGRAM REVIEW
Hard Costs
While soft cost increases have contributed to larger project budgets, hard costs (i.e., materials, labor, and
equipment) have had greater impact on infrastructure projects in the County. Average hard costs for park
projects jumped approximately $500,000 since FY2010. DES projects have generally trended higher as well,
though not as sharply except for a few complex and large projects that caused a sporadic spike in FY2018.
Between FY2010 and FY2017, average hard costs increased approximately $200,000.

Average Hard Costs per NC Project, FY2010 – FY2019
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To further investigate hard cost increases, the working group compared common construction line items among
a sample of NC park and street improvement projects since 2010. Projects compared were similar in size and
scope. Concrete is a particularly volatile construction material highly dependent upon the global market and
tariffs, and is two to three times more expensive now than in 2010. Many common park elements, including
benches, picnic tables, and bicycle racks, have doubled since 2010. DPR also tracks stormwater management as
a separate line item. Since 2010, average costs associated with stormwater mitigation measures more than
doubled, reflective of more stringent state regulations implemented during this time.
Cost increases are generally the result of increased demand and greater competition for products. This is
particularly true for adequately sized trees. Several nurseries went out of business during the recession between
2008 and 2010, causing the price of several commonly used trees for both DES and DPR projects alike to double
in the last several years. In addition to the rising cost of tree plantings, County projects (not just the NC Program)
are also now required to front the costs of two years of watering services by a third-party contractor for all new
street tree plantings.
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DES Project Cost Comparisons by Budget Item – NC Projects, 2010 and Today

Project Item

2010

Curb & Gutter / Linear Foot
Sidewalk / Square Yard
Manhole/VF
15" Concrete Pipe / Linear Foot
Asphalt Base/Ton

$16
$25
$400
$63
$90

On-Call
< $500K
$53
$65
$1,189
$145
$158

2019/2020
Bids
% Increase to
($500k +)
Bid Price
238%
$54
192%
$73
233%
$1,331
338%
$276
106%
$185

Note: Average costs taken across all projects reviewed in a given time period.
Source: NC Project Statistics, Engineering Bureau, Department of Environmental Services, Arlington County

DPR Project Cost Comparisons by Budget Item – NC Projects, 2010 and Today

Project Item
Tree Protection Fence
Construction Fence
Silt Fence
4” Reinforced Concrete Pavement
Cast In Place Concrete
Engineered Wood Fiber Safety Surfacing
(Includes Drain Lines)
Poured-In-Place Rubber Safety Surfacing
Boulders
Seeding
Bicycle Rack
Bench
Accessible Picnic Table
Picnic Table
Stormwater Management
Consultants*

Unit
LF
LF
LF
SF
CY
SF
SF
TON
SY
EA
EA
EA
EA
AVG

AVG

2010 Average

2019/2020
Average

% Increase

$7.75
$9.25
$3.00
$5.50
$500.00

$13.00
$13.00
$5.75
$11.00
$1,296.67

67.74%
40.54%
91.67%
100.00%
159.33%

$5.50
$20.16
$250.00
$2.05
$275.00
$1,950.00
$1,732.50
$1,890.00
$15,250.00
$10,384.00

$12.25
$28.00
$859.33
$3.33
$600.00
$3,550.00
$3,600.00
$3,550.00
$37,570.00
$72,272.67

122.73%
38.89%
243.73%
62.60%
118.18%
82.05%
107.79%
87.83%
146.36%
596.00%

*Includes Survey, Architectural and Engineering, and Geotechnical
Source: NC Project Statistics, Department of Parks and Recreation, Arlington County

For projects under $500,000, the County can work with on-call contractors that have negotiated pricing. Prices
charged by on-call contractors trend slightly lower on average than contractors who bid on projects.
Competitive pricing among bids is highly dependent upon the construction market. During periods when work is
plentiful and construction is booming, contractors often bid high willing to take risks knowing other
opportunities exist if they lose out on the project. The opposite is true during slow construction periods when
bids are often lower. Using the bid process has become increasingly more common since recent projects more
frequently exceed the maximum limit for on-call work.
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Program Funding
The available funding to the Program is not keeping pace with the increase in project costs, severely limiting the
production rate of the NC Program. Funding per project was ten times higher in 2016 than in 2000 when the
average funding per project was $100,000. In the last GO bond cycle (2018), funding was cut by more than half
despite a doubling of construction costs in the last decade. At this rate, the Program is only able to fund
between four and six projects per year, though the proposal list includes more than 30 projects (as of December
2020).
NC Program Funding and Completed NC Projects, FY2000 – FY2018
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General obligation (GO) bonds are currently the Program’s only source of funding. 27 Since 2000, the County has
appropriated between 2% and 7% of the bi-annual GO bonds to the NC Program, which represents a much
smaller proportion than GO bonds appropriated to Arlington County Public Schools and other County purposes.
In the last two bond cycles, the NC Program’s proportion of funds and funding amount declined despite the
general increase in total available GO bonds. The increased demand for new school facilities to meet increasing
student population enrollment and projections, and expanded capital improvements to the region’s Metrorail
system have strained the County’s ability to more fully fund the NC Program, particularly in the last decade.
For the last two decades, Arlington County has maintained the highest debt rating for municipal bonds – one of
just 48 counties in the United States and nine in Virginia to receive AAA bond rating from all three credit
agencies. 28 This ranking ensures that the County finances GO Bonds at lower interest rates, which reduces
taxpayer burden on the same bond. Maintaining AAA rating requires careful management of the amount of debt
the County could borrow for future investments. Balancing this fiduciary responsibility with the need for a wide
A GO bond is a municipal bond backed solely by the credit and taxing power of the issuing jurisdiction rather than the
revenue from a given project. In Arlington, they are issued every two years with the understanding that the debt will be
repaid through taxation or other sources of revenue.
28
Arlington’s Aaa/AAA/AAA Bond Ratings Reaffirmed - Newsroom (arlingtonva.us)
27
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range of investments to accommodate the County’s growing population has made appropriating more funds to
the NC Program a challenge.
General Obligation Bond Funding Appropriations, FY2000 – FY2018
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Source: Archived Capital Improvement Plans; NC Program Statistics, Community Planning, Housing, and Development, Arlington County

Share of General Obligation Bond Funding Appropriations by Program, FY2000 – FY2018
County

Bond Year
2000
2002
2004
2006
2008
2010
2012
2014
2016
2018

Total GO Bond Funds
(In Millions)*
$122.06
$158.77
$211.00
$207.06
$170.23
$161.03
$153.43
$218.99
$315.78
$243.92

NC**
4.10%
5.67%
4.74%
3.24%
5.29%
5.59%
7.17%
5.48%
3.80%
2.05%

Total County
65.09%
50.24%
62.97%
83.72%
41.59%
36.11%
72.22%
51.70%
56.04%
57.77%

School
34.91%
49.76%
37.03%
16.28%
58.41%
63.89%
27.78%
48.30%
43.96%
42.23%

Note:
*Represents total county and school appropriation. NC Program funds are a subset of Total County funds.
**Percentage is NC Program's share of Total GO Bond Funds
Source: Archived Capital Improvement Plans; NC Program Statistics, Community Planning, Housing, and Development, Arlington County
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Section 3:

NC Program Case Studies
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Neighborhood Conservation Plan Update: Lyon Park
Lyon Park recently updated their Neighborhood Conservation Plan in 2019, the first update in nearly 50 years. 29
The plan update was a collaborative effort between NC staff and neighborhood residents that resulted in a
document reflective of the neighborhood’s vision. This plan articulates neighborhood priorities and concerns,
and lays a foundation for a partnership between the Lyon Park community and the County. The plan’s goals
balance strategy with flexibility that could support a range of project types, limiting the need for future updates
solely to support a new project idea.
With a project in NCAC’s evaluation and funding queue, Lyon Park’s plan update was an important step to boost
their competitive standing against other NC projects awaiting funding. 30 In addition, Lyon Park was nearing its
100th anniversary as an established neighborhood, and the NC planning process helped document the evolution
of the neighborhood for this milestone.
This case study presents several elements of the planning process and highlights lessons learned.

Key Lessons Learned: Lyon Park’s NC Plan Update
>
>
>
>
>

Projects serve as incentives to create or update an NC plan.
Despite residents’ skill level, the planning process is a tremendous undertaking
and requires a substantial time commitment.
Civic associations need additional tools to broaden participation rates across all
households.
An electronic and editable plan and survey template would ease the burden for
resident volunteers.
Residents want their Neighborhood Conservation Plan to influence more than
infrastructure projects in their neighborhood, including zoning, development,
and other efforts that impact change.

Recruiting a Team of Volunteers
The Civic Association president advertised the plan update in the neighborhood newsletter and specifically
requested volunteers with writing, editing, and research skills. Seven residents with government and research
backgrounds responded to this request. They divided the report into sections, and each managed the research
work and writing for their assigned section. This work group spent a significant amount of time tracking down
data and information for the report and was not aware that NC staff could be used as a resource for their data
collection efforts. Depending upon the volunteers’ full-time work, their plan update started and stalled several
times, and took five years to complete.

The original Lyon Park Neighborhood Conservation Plan was accepted in 1973.
The NCAC offers up to 35 additional points for the first few projects after a new or updated plan is accepted by the
County Board.
29
30
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Community Engagement
Lyon Park began their resident engagement efforts with a
neighborhood survey to gain a better understanding of
resident concerns. One volunteer served as the lead for
the survey’s development, marketing, and analysis,
though the survey was reviewed and discussed by several
members of the Civic Association. Developing the survey
was time consuming and challenging, though the
significant work invested was a testament to the
volunteer group’s commitment to meaningful data
collection. Without a general template available,
volunteers reviewed recently approved NC Plans and
compiled possible questions to discuss with the Civic
Association’s executive committee and plan development
committee.
The residents crafted an appropriate balance between
open and closed ended questions, and they were careful
not to develop misleading questions that steered
residents toward certain answers. They asked key
questions about specific sites and targeted questions
related to green space, redevelopment, neighborhood
involvement, aging in place, commuting, and preservation
vs. demolition and reconstruction, among other topics. The
survey findings laid the foundation for their report’s goals,
and ultimately served as the basis for future NC projects.
Lyon Park used Survey Monkey to distribute the survey
and made physical copies available when necessary.
Volunteers followed up with consistent reminders in the
neighborhood monthly newsletter, brought a digital
touchscreen tablet to monthly meetings for residents to
take the survey on the spot, and posted teasers on their
community’s list serv.
More than 300 individuals took the survey, a far higher
number than many other neighborhood efforts. Still, the
group was challenged reaching renters. Despite their
extensive marketing and engagement efforts, only 6% of
survey respondents reported that they rent, though
renters make up more than half of households in Lyon Park.
Plan updates were provided at monthly civic association meetings, including a final presentation of the updated
plan before submitting it to NC staff for review. Between 10 and 30 residents typically participate in meetings in
a given month. The Civic Association finds that the same people attend meetings, and is actively looking for ways
to broaden participation and reach new people.
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Fast Tracking the Review
NC staff facilitates an inter-departmental review after the community finalizes its plan. Given the broad
recommendations across a myriad of County functions, several staff are asked to participate. Traditionally, NC
staff have requested very specific responses to recommendations contained within the plan, which adds
significant time to the review (and acceptance) process. For the Lyon Park plan, NC staff implemented a
different approach. They did not require staff to address each comment; rather, they only provided a response
where staff had concern or needed clarification. This new approach significantly shortened staff review and
expeditated County Board acceptance.

Moving Forward
The plan was accepted by the County Board after review by the NCAC and the Planning Commission. While the
County cannot commit to all recommendations, the report provides a guide to help prioritize actions over time.
The Lyon Park plan lays a foundation for continued conversation with the County about their neighborhood’s
issues. Going forward, they hope to have a collaborative working relationship with County staff and leadership,
and assurance that the level of attention by the County matches the neighborhood’s sweat equity invested to
develop their NC plan. Specifically, Lyon Park would like an early seat at the table in planning and development
activities impacting their neighborhood. They also want their plan to be used to reinforce community goals
when faced with opposition.

Oak Grove Park
The Cherrydale Civic Association proposed the Oak Grove
Playground project to NC staff in 2012. At that time, the
playground was a small, underutilized tot lot without
amenities for the neighborhood’s older children. The
playground area (and the park as a whole) experienced
flooding during rain events, and the community wanted to
improve safety concerns with a more open design.
After substantial planning and collaboration with residents,
DPR transformed the playground into a whimsical, high-class
asset used by kids of all ages from Cherrydale and across the
County. The park features new playground equipment, bioretention that better manages stormwater, and a design that
preserves mature trees and complements existing park
amenities.
From conception to completion, the project took
approximately six years to finish. After waiting two years for
funding, it was scoped and approved by the NCAC in Fall
2014; and subsequently approved by the County Board in
Winter 2015. Construction completed in 2018. At the time of
submission, the Civic Association did not anticipate the

Before

After
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project taking several years to complete, but the product was well worth the wait. They felt this project would
never have been possible without the NC Program.
The process by which Oak Grove Park Playground was completed serves as a model – it was well-designed for its
intended users and is consistent with the neighborhood vision, had wide community support that was achieved
early in the process, and was completed under budget. The project’s success is a testament to the dedication,
leadership, and collaborative spirit of residents and County staff involved. This case study presents several
elements that contributed to the project success and lessons learned for future NC projects.

Key Lessons Learned: Oak Grove Park
>
>
>
>
>
>
>

Early community support enables a smoother decision-making process.
A community with a clear vision can better articulate project priorities.
Set expectations about budget before design work begins.
Plan for the unexpected, and lean in to challenges.
Design for the ultimate users of the space.
Regulations continue to evolve and will influence project design.
Streamlining the NC Program with other capital improvement projects could reduce
County investment and community nuisances.

Build Community Support Early in the Process
The Cherrydale Civic Association selects projects for the NC Program by voting on suggestions proposed by
neighborhood residents at their monthly meetings. For each round, the project with the highest number of
votes moves forward as the NC project, and residents then work to garner broader support after submission to
NC staff. During the 2012 call for projects, the Civic Association changed their approach and asked residents to
propose projects with demonstrated community support. The Civic Association would then expand community
engagement after selection.
After an initial meeting with the Civic Association, the project’s community liaison began her resident
engagement effort by targeting about 10 families with young children who lived adjacent to the park. They
discussed the need to cross major streets to walk to a playground and the lack of a park appropriate for all ages
within their neighborhood. These early discussions expanded to include several more households (with and
without children) who became enthusiastic for the project.
Approximately 60 people attended the meeting to vote on four different NC projects that year. Attendance was
twice as high as a typical meeting and was mostly attributable to many families who wanted to cast their vote
for the Oak Grove Park Playground Improvement Project.

Keep Building Support and a Vision while Waiting for Project Funding
Cherrydale Civic Association waited approximately a year and a half for NC funding for Oak Grove Park. While
waiting, the community liaison continued to identify project priorities through an online survey and field
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research. The online survey was part of a larger effort to update Cherrydale’s NC plan to boost the project’s
competitiveness and secure funding more quickly. 31
Several survey questions were intentionally developed to guide the Park’s improvements. Residents identified
the following priorities:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Improve maintenance at Oak Grove Park and create a place where children (of all ages) and adults
could enjoy the outdoors and develop and appreciate the value of play.
Retain mature trees and the natural sense of the Park, and limit any new lighting within the Park.
Create an open space layout to improve safety concerns.
Upgrade the existing tot lot (for ages 2-5) and install an older child play area (for ages 5-12).
Increase paved paths for stroller and bike accessibility.
Address flooding issues and install a drinking fountain.
Provide a well-placed picnic area and benches to encourage group and individual use.
Create a larger and more attractive entrance to the Park on 17th Street North.

Under the advice of the landscape architect, community members traveled to several parks in Arlington and DC
to identify desired features and, even more importantly, experiences to incorporate into the Oak Grove Park
Playground project. This “homework” was reported back during the scoping process and types of play features
and materials were highlighted in their findings. This research, paired with information gleaned from early
conversations and the community survey, enabled the community liaison to articulate Cherrydale’s vision and
goals for the project to DPR.

Design for the Park’s Users
The design process included several
community meetings to solicit input
and feedback for the proposed
design. The landscape architect, in
collaboration with the community
liaison, organized a charette for
children to experience civic
engagement and participate in the
process. A notice for the event was
shared on the community list serv
and ten kids attended. They shared
their creative ideas by drawing,
making collages, and dreaming up
how they want to play together. In
the end, they settled on a woodland
fantasy theme.
The landscape architect presented three design options, all reflective of preferences identified from the kids’
charette, among other resident input, as well as the site survey. While the playground was inspired by and
designed for the kids, the adults voted on the preferred option.
31

First projects proposed after an approved NC plan receives an additional 35 points.
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Set Expectations About Budget with the Community
Before engaging with the community, DPR staff conducted a topographic survey and site analysis, which
provided an overview of any constraints or limitations due to the space. For example, swings need a fairly large
area to accommodate both the equipment and safety requirements, something the playground space could not
accommodate given other desired features. The site was also prone to flooding. In order to preserve the trees (a
key community goal), the design needed to include bio-retention and an on-grade boardwalk to limit excavation
and minimize the disruption to the tree roots. The tot lot was designed to fit within the existing grove of trees.
The landscape architect offered several design options within the approved budget to manage expectations
about what could be developed. Residents were also encouraged to separate their vision and goals for the park
into wants and needs. In the event of any cost increases or unexpected issues, DPR knew certain wish list items
that could be removed to cut costs. Having these expectations identified up front enabled a smoother process
during design and construction.
The landscape architect offered strategies to maximize design, material, and equipment options. This included
monitoring costs associated with staff time. With every meeting or phone call with staff, residents have less
funding to spend on features of the project. Cherrydale strategically used staff time to solidify inspiration for the
park and to confirm the design with the community. The landscape architect also stressed the importance of
budgeting for the unexpected, and ensured the project had a healthy contingency.
In the end, the total project cost came in under budget at approximately $750,000, $45,000 less than the
approved cost. Items associated with County payroll, studies, and other project costs not directly tied to the
construction (i.e., soft costs) were approximately 18% ($133,034) of the total costs. Materials, equipment,
construction labor, and other hard costs directly associated with construction cost approximately $618,117.

Navigate through the Unexpected
A few unanticipated challenges shifted the design midway through the project. During the engineering process,
stormwater requirements became more stringent, and required a larger bio-retention area than originally
anticipated. Expanding the features in a way that preserved nearby mature trees and did not adversely impact
them was challenging and required boulders and other special materials. A wholesale change to the design was
not an option as that would have added many months to the schedule. In the end, the final design incorporated
several additional native plants that blend seamlessly with the rest of the design and have become a design
feature in their own right.

Before

After
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Prior to construction, after the design had
been approved and all permits were
pulled, a large red oak tree died; it was
intended to be a major focal point of the
playground and influenced the bioretention design. Rather than removing
the tree, DPR used a local tree carver, a
resident of the Cherrydale neighborhood,
who treated it and carved artwork that
matched the playground’s theme.

A Missed Opportunity for Economies
of Scale
The County presented plans for capital
improvements to the park shortly after
the Association had voted to pursue the
playground as their NC project. The
Association requested to delay design and implementation of these improvements so that they could be
coordinated and designed in concert with the NC project. The County was unable to accommodate the request –
the improvements had been flagged in the FY2013 – FY2022 Capital Improvement Plan for renovation during
FY2014, and the design work was already underway.
The playground improvement installed as part of the NC Program became the second phase of the park
renovation. The first phase included accessibility improvements, an entrance feature, new benches and a bike
rack, additional tree plantings, and a new field with irrigation and was completed in Spring 2015. The second
phase included the playground improvements as part of the NC program.
Pursuing the project in two separate phases increased total costs to the County by using two different County
project managers and two sets of consultants and contractors. It also presented greater nuisances with longer
closures and park downtime and added redundant community engagement.
The two phases could have been better coordinated. The addition of sprinklers at the field did allow for a
proposed water fountain at the playground to be added to the new water line built in the first phase, though it
could have been installed during phase one. Without the water line from the first phase, the installation of the
water fountain at the playground would have been cost-prohibitive. The bioretention added as part of the NC
project not only addressed the playground areas, but also mitigated runoff from the newly-renovated sports
fields installed in phase one.

Oak Grove Park: An Asset Transformed
Cherrydale residents and others across Arlington praise the Oak Grove Park playground project. The playground
today sees use by a wide range of ages, but its success did not come by chance. The community liaison’s effort
to build community support early in the process, the on-line survey of residents, and engagement of the
neighborhood’s youth as users, resulted in a collaborative process which in the end produced playground
improvements that meet the neighborhood’s priorities to the greatest extent possible despite budgetary limits
and design challenges along the way.
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The project also illustrates other less tangible benefits of the NC Program in addition to physical improvements.
Community liaisons and other engaged residents can meet more of their neighbors and learn of their shared
interests. At the same time, they are able to witness first-hand the perspective and role of various County
agencies when it comes to neighborhood improvements. The Oak Grove Park Playground project, for example,
provided a shared opportunity for residents and County staff to set priorities within the context of a fixed
budget.
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North Sycamore Street Improvements
With increased commuter and commercial traffic in
the neighborhood, residents of the Williamsburg
neighborhood proposed safety and street
improvements along four blocks of North Sycamore
Street, between 26th Street North and the traffic circle
at Williamsburg Boulevard. The 65-foot-wide arterial
had four lanes which created a dividing line in the
neighborhood and made pedestrian crossings risky.
Cited by residents in a community-led traffic and
pedestrian survey, North Sycamore Street was one of
four roadways of major community concern with poor
walkability and safety. By proposing the project to the
NC Program, residents hoped to slow traffic, enhance
walkability and cyclist safety, create a boulevard feel,
and install landscaping and other beautification measures.

Before

After hearing community concerns and performing an extensive site analysis, DES Engineering staff, in
collaboration with NC staff, developed a design with the following improvements:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reduced travel lanes from four to two with raised medians and added trees and grass;
Road restriping to provide one vehicle travel lane and one bicycle lane in each direction, while
maintaining parking on both sides of the street;
Curb extensions, accessible curb ramps, and refuge areas for pedestrian safety;
Improvements to five ART bus stop concrete pads situated along the project;
Milling and overlay paving, pavement markings and signage along the entire project length;
Relocation and upgrades to underground utilities, including storm sewer pipes and gas mains;
Designated left turn lanes and median openings for traffic flow and resident access; and
A new roundabout at North Sycamore Street and Williamsburg Boulevard.

Key Lessons Learned: North Sycamore Street Improvements
>
>
>
>

>
>

The petitioning process requires a significant time commitment from resident volunteers. Having
someone who lives in the project area with time for one-on-one conversations is important.
Renters are excluded from the NC Program’s current General Interest Survey (i.e., petition).
Proposing projects with more completed design and construction plans reduces cost differences
between actual costs and approved budgets.
Sidewalks and streets are not always controlled by the County. Incorporating private right-of-way
into the design is complex. Despite what may be good for design, private right-of-way may not
always be easily incorporated in projects and may take more time and planning.
Having a list of potential project options and what those projects entail (e.g., required regulations,
studies required) may be helpful to set cost and schedule expectations with residents.
Resident concerns can often arise from misperceptions about the project or process. Building and
maintaining project support throughout the process can quickly address concerns as they arise.
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The project was first identified as a desired improvement for the Williamsburg Civic Association in 2000, though
it was not submitted officially to the NC Program until 2009, and subsequently to the NCAC for review in 2011
when the project completed its petitioning process. After a long wait for funding, the project was fully designed
in Summer 2017 and it was constructed and completed in Fall 2018.
The project experienced several challenges and long delays prior to construction, including private right-of-way
access that inhibited design, the resident approval process, community concerns related to the design, and cost
increases that caused a second round of funding approvals. As one of the largest NC projects to date, the North
Sycamore Street case study presents several challenges common to street improvement projects and shares
lessons learned from staff and resident volunteers who successfully overcame many of them to deliver a more
aesthetically pleasing and safer multimodal roadway.

Petitioning Process
Like all other NC street improvement
projects, a block representative first
engaged property owners abutting
the street (“affected property
owners”) by requesting their
signature of approval on a petition.
In order to proceed, civic
associations must obtain signatures
from affected property owners of at
least 60% of the linear frontage of a
proposed area, as opposed to 60% of
the number of actual properties.
Initially, the Williamsburg Civic
Association had struggled to garner
the required signatures. Although
many residents expressed that the
walkability and safety along North
Sycamore Street was a main concern
for the neighborhood, the Civic
Association found recruiting the
right volunteer – someone who lives
in the proposed area with the will
and time needed to initiate one-onone conversations with their
neighbors - a difficult task.
When the current designated project block representative got involved in 2010, he used the process as an
opportunity to meet his neighbors. Through dialogue, some sleuthing work, and perseverance, he was able to
build support well over the Program requirement with only two property owners on the street who opposed the
project.
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House by house, he built relationships
with his neighbors. When some
expressed concern about possible traffic
and the median’s impact to changing
how they would maneuver in and out of
their driveway, he empathized with them
first and then reminded them of the
direct benefits that they would receive
from this project and the benefits to the
broader neighborhood that would far
outweigh those costs. Since he felt inperson communication was most
important to convey his message, he
made multiple visits if residents were not
home to ensure he could have those
one-on-one conversations. As a result,
the entire process took several months
to complete, though the effort produced near unanimous support from affected property owners.
Although all of the homes on the street are detached single-family homes, several were occupied by renters, a
fact the block representative was not aware of prior to the petitioning effort. While he thought it was important
to discuss the project with renters, the block representative needed signatures from the property owners for
approval purposes. Some of the renters were able to provide their landlord’s contact information. For others, he
tracked down their contact information using County land records. Some property owners lived outside of
Arlington. Once he discussed the project with all of the landlords, they were generally in support of the project
and offered their signature.

Right-of-Way Issues
Once staff certified that the Williamsburg Civic Association met its support requirement, they began
coordinating site analysis and design work with DES. For this project, the Department conducted a land survey,
which identified property ownership along the street and took several weeks to complete. The survey found that
the Birch Cemetery property line protruded into the existing sidewalk and street area, and there was no
easement that provided the County with access for capital improvements. Staff concluded that any changes to
the cemetery property would require in depth research of the site to estimate grave locations and impacts of a
new historic designation in the area. The block representative attempted to have a conversation with the
property owners, but his contact information was simply ‘passed along’ with follow-up from only one family
member. With the additional anticipated financial and staff resources needed to obtain legal permission from
all descendants buried at the site and to explore this avenue further, staff did not believe this evaluation was a
reasonable use of County resources. A bus stop located in front of the cemetery was relocated further down the
street, and no improvements were made in front of this property as part of the NC project.
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Birch Cemetery

Inter-Departmental Coordination
The coordination between NC staff and the Transportation, Engineering, and Operations Bureau (TE&O)
contributed to some design changes and construction efficiencies. TE&O identified appropriate crosswalks and
helped configure the bike lanes, particularly near the Williamsburg roundabout. TE&O had been planning a
traffic signal modification at the Williamsburg roundabout. NC staff and TE&O were able to coordinate plans and
construction schedules to achieve savings across both projects. TE&O also contributed funding for the NC
project for specific upgrades to the five ART bus stops along the project.
Because North Sycamore Street was a fourlane road and carried significantly more traffic
volume than a residential street, DES required
a transportation impact study to document
appropriate traffic volume levels before
approving a reduction to two lanes.
When residents propose neighborhood
improvement projects to the NC program,
they may not fully understand regulations or
coordination that may affect their project’s
cost or schedule. For example, the project
required upgrading an outdated and
undersized stormwater system located
underground and not visible from the street
view. This change was out of the residents’
control, and at first, they didn’t understand the increased project costs to accommodate these changes. As
project costs increased, residents were increasingly worried that their project would not receive support by the
County Board. Earlier communication with staff and civic associations about required analysis and regulatory
requirements could help set expectations with residents.
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The Long Wait for Construction
The project was originally funded in two separate phases, first in 2011 and subsequently in 2013, and included
separate design and construction costs for both phases. At the time, this project would have been one of the
largest NC projects to date ($1 million+). Splitting the project into two smaller ones may have enabled a more
palpable approval process at the time. This approach is not one the NC Program now uses, and the phases were
later combined to achieve economies of scale during the final design and construction process.
During this period of time, the NC Program waited until the County had adequate funding and staff to
substantially complete plans ready to be used for construction. Given the heightened project workload and
limited engineering capacity at that time, the project waited until 2014 to be assigned to an engineering team to
complete the work.
The analysis and design work completed by the engineering team added other factors that were not accounted
for in the initial budget estimate. These costs include adherence to state and federal regulations, such as
additional stormwater management, sediment and erosion control measures, stricter maintenance of traffic for
work in the right-of-way, materials testing, and additional on-site inspections.
Identifying a general contractor for the project was another factor that contributed to the long wait and
increased costs for project completion. Finding reputable contractors willing to take on work was a challenge
across all County programs during this time. With plentiful construction work in Arlington and in the DC region,
contractors would often submit higher bids than they would have during slower periods and some would
dismiss smaller projects, resulting in reduced competition. The North Sycamore Street project was released for
bid and then rebid due to a lack of responses the first time. The delays in executing a negotiated contract added
to construction cost escalation.
These scope additions and the moderate construction cost escalation contributed to an additional $634,649 in
project costs. Using savings from other NC projects completed under budget ($400,000) and from new GO bonds
($234,649) in 2016, the County Board approved the additional funding for the project for total project costs of
approximately $2 million.
Budget
Phase I (2011)

$679,101.00

Phase II (2013)

$521,409.00

Original Total
Additional Request (2017)
County Paving Program Commitment (2017)
Final

Actual

$1,200,510.00
$634,649.63

$1,466,700.18

$231,722.15

$231,722.15

$2,066,881.78

$1,698,422.33

Since this time, the NC Program has begun progressing design and engineering work to about 90% complete
prior to presenting a funding request to the NCAC, and subsequently, to the County Board. This process shift has
significantly reduced cost overruns (from the originally approved budget) and has kept final costs at or below
budget projections.
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Strong Community Support Helped Address Conflict During Construction
Once the project funding was approved, construction was completed quickly in less than a year. With
construction equipment and a crew in sight, some residents voiced frustrations over new traffic patterns for
commuters, longer waits at the Williamsburg Boulevard intersection, and the ease of getting in and out of the
shopping center. Others focused on the Birch Cemetery and the lack of improvements at the intersection
adjacent to the site. Residents used several avenues to voice concern – in person communication with
volunteers, online platforms, such as NextDoor, by email to DES and NC staff, and through the County’s
Customer Care and Communications (C3) portal. Concerns were made in the form of criticism of the County for
a perceived lack of community engagement effort or for poor design, often born out of misunderstanding about
the project or process. This type of opposition is not unusual for street improvement projects or other
construction projects; but, with strong project support from the community and collaboration and coordination
among County staff, residents and staff addressed misperceptions about the project, allowed for constructive
avenues for open dialogue, and maintained strong support for the project that minimized any potential delays.
NC staff responded to inquiries by phone and e-mail to discuss project concerns. TE&O and NC staff coordinated
with one another to provide accurate responses to community members about both the North Sycamore Street
project and the traffic signaling project. This communication cleared up many of the misunderstandings about
the design.
Just as important to the process was the presence of several committed residents who addressed why the
project was necessary and how much community engagement occurred prior to construction. Many of the
residents were familiar with the NC Program and this process or were directly impacted by the project changes.
The grassroots support did not happen by chance; rather, it was built through years of resident involvement and
dedication facilitated by the NC Program.
After the submission of the North Sycamore Street project to the NC Program, the Williamsburg Civic
Association updated their NC Plan in 2014, more than a decade since their last Plan submission in 2001. The plan
development process spurred several residents to become involved in the Civic Association. The pending North
Sycamore Street project brought residents together with a common goal of improving the quality of life at and
around Sycamore Street. Resident volunteers shared updates about the Plan and about the North Sycamore
Street project for several years leading up to construction. This occurred by word of mouth, updates through the
neighborhood newsletter, and at the Civic Association meetings. As mentioned earlier, the block representative
also built meaningful relationships and addressed concerns through one-on-one dialogue during the petitioning
process.

A Street Transformed
In the end, the project was well received, and several residents shared compliments to staff and resident
volunteers. They were generally pleased with paving markings and pedestrian islands and felt that the
improvements had calmed traffic and slowed speeds, a major goal when the project was initially proposed to
the NC Program. The County does not yet have quantitative analysis to document what has been felt by
residents, though the average volume of vehicles on this road maintained the same level of traffic, despite
reducing the number of lanes from four to two. 32 The final product also enhanced safety and mobility for
Based off of traffic counts published by the Virginia Department of Transportation, North Sycamore Street between Lee
Highway to Williamsburg Boulevard maintained traffic flow at 11,000 vehicles per day between 2015 and 2019. 2019 Study:
https://www.virginiadot.org/info/resources/Traffic_2019/AADT_000_Arlington_2019.pdf; 2015 Study:
http://www.virginiadot.org/info/resources/Traffic_2015/AADT_000_Arlington_2015.pdf
32
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pedestrians and cyclists and provided a more attractive boulevard feel to the street. The few property owners
who opposed the project during the petitioning process and through other platforms had no additional concerns
shortly after the project was completed.
Staff and resident volunteers applied several lessons learned to overcome challenges and see this project
through to completion– the block representative and Civic Association’s effort to build support and maintain
that support throughout the project, staff collaboration to address design concerns raised by residents, interagency coordination to ensure the project was streamlined with other capital improvement needs and designed
to meet regulatory requirements, and economies of scale achieved by combining the original two phases of the
project. Due to this project and others, staff began experimenting with coordinating design plans earlier in the
process, which has been successful and will continue in the future.
The project also illustrates a complex challenge to street improvement projects – incorporating private right-ofway into project design.

Before

After
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Section 4:

Policy Recommendations +
Action Framework
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Strategy 1
Clarify the County’s priorities for neighborhoods and their infrastructure,
ensure the priorities are supported in policies and plans, and streamline and
optimize programming to realize priorities.
Understanding the County’s priorities for neighborhoods is a time-consuming and complicated process that
involves cross-referencing almost every element of the Comprehensive Plan. No single vision statement or
document exists that broadly informs the treatment of neighborhoods in the County’s overall growth strategy,
which tends to focus on the development corridors. The County should develop a collective vision for
infrastructure, including sidewalks, street lights, parks, and other facilities critical to residential neighborhoods.
Strong guiding principles could then be used to ensure that the neighborhood vision is supported through
programs, policies, and plans. The NCAC points system does not take into consideration all relevant objective
factors related to the County’s most pressing needs that might otherwise help direct public investments for
infrastructure improvements. Once the County develops a comprehensive infrastructure vision, the NCAC
should consider adding points to projects where neighborhood and County priorities align, while respecting the
program’s bottom-up approach to project selection.
1.1 Clarify the County’s intentions regarding the future of neighborhoods and their infrastructure through a
vision statement and relevant policies.
The Neighborhood Conversation Program originated from a desire to improve neglected residential
neighborhoods and preserve the single-family character of Arlington’s neighborhoods in response to a
growing and changing County in the 1960s. More than 50 years later, the County supports a larger and
more diverse population, and is faced with increasing challenges to meet housing needs with limited land.
Neighborhoods and their infrastructure have continued to evolve to meet these needs; but they do so
without any strong guiding principles from Arlington’s overall growth strategy. The County should
recognize that established, low-density neighborhoods have different infrastructure needs than
neighborhoods in development corridors, and create a vision for how neighborhoods and their
infrastructure fit into the County’s strategy for growth.
The County’s current vision and plan for neighborhood infrastructure is scattered across a collection of
discipline-based elements of the Comprehensive Plan– transportation, parks, housing, water, stormwater,
and sewer, among others. The plan elements were developed and framed with little to no coordination
among them. Irrespective of the program used to deliver the infrastructure, they should all follow guiding
principles set by the County.
The County should create a vision, define policies that cut through individual programs, and set targeted
and measurable outcomes. Any goals identified should also include an analysis that documents gaps and
resource demands for meeting such goals. The working group should also evaluate these gaps and
resource needs through an equity lens that would inform any decision-making framework.
Specific elements of the Comprehensive Plan and other county policies that may need updating to reflect
their work should be flagged as part of this process. This working group should evaluate the vision and
policies with Neighborhood Conservation Plans, which are developed by the community and are
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sometimes in conflict with Board adopted policies. Any opportunities to more effectively limit conflict and
align NC plans with Board adopted policies should be flagged during this process.
1.2 Continue Neighborhood Conservation and Neighborhood Complete Streets as separate programs and
make targeted changes to optimize the relationship between them.
The Neighborhood Complete Streets (NCS) program was established in 2016 to replace the work of the
Neighborhood Traffic Calming program and to complement the work of the NC Program. Both programs
focus on physical improvements, though the NCS program is limited to local (non-arterial) streets. The way
in which projects are prioritized is the key difference between the two programs. NC and NCS projects
emerge from individuals’ proposals, though they are vetted against separate criteria. NCS projects are first
evaluated against data metrics with emphasis on safety, accessibility, and multimodal outcomes. A NC street
improvement project might improve safety and accessibility, but it is not evaluated against a set of objective
metrics that prioritize the highest need projects. The NC program provides more emphasis on the collective
vision and buy-in of a neighborhood. The working group believes both types of processes are a good way to
surface needs across the County. As such, both the NC and NCS programs should remain as separate, distinct
programs.
Several elements could be modified to promote greater synergy and optimally advance projects that are
objectively important. Under current NCS program guidelines, failed NC projects cannot be pursued through
NCS for at least 48 months (four years). The County Board implemented this rule so NCS would not be
saddled with the most difficult, contentious projects at the start of the Program. The County should
reconsider this rule so that failed or withdrawn NC projects could be considered through NCS within a
shorter time period. The County should consider additional refinements and revisions to both programs that
may allow them to more efficiently co-exist. One refinement could streamline project lists so that they are
less duplicative. Any refinements to the 48-month rule or to project lists should be vetted by both the NCAC
and the NCS Commission. Another refinement could reconsider the funding distribution between the two
programs and how best to distribute financial resources to the two programs.
1.3 Refine the NC points system to better incorporate County priorities.
The current points system provides greater weight to civic associations who have recently updated or
created a NC plan or who have had long waits for project funding. It does not always prioritize projects that
mesh well with County priorities. The NCAC should form a small group to work collaboratively with NC staff
(and others) to improve the points system in a manner that rewards projects that align with County
priorities. Once the County develops a comprehensive neighborhood infrastructure vision described in
Strategy 1.1, the work group could explore the following refinements:
• Incentivize a variety of project types, both small and large, as categorized by cost and amount of time
to design and construct;
• Assign points to projects that meet certain policy goals and provide the greatest benefit to the
neighborhood or to Arlington- general safety concerns, safety near schools, and emergency needs,
and objective outcomes measured through conditions that may include: a neighborhood’s population
density and its implications on construction and maintenance costs per person, age and quality of
existing infrastructure, and socioeconomic factors (e.g., the use of the Healthy Places Index);
• Promote consistency with related County plans (for larger projects only); and
• Incentivize greater participation among renters in the NC plan and project selection and
implementation process.
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Strategy 2
Expand financial resources to the NC Program
The County has not funded the NC Program at a pace consistent with rising project costs from more stringent
regulations (and adherence to them) and higher material and labor costs. In the last few years, the NC Program
budget decreased by more than half. Since the NC Program relies on general obligation bonds as its sole source
of funding, the reduction in Program funds has severely reduced the program’s capacity to meet community
demand. With the current funding rate, the NC Program can only support between four and six projects per
year, despite a proposed project list of more than 30 projects (as of December 2020). With this execution rate, it
will take about six years to fully fund the current proposal list. Given the cost escalations documented in Section
2, the Program warrants increased resources. With more resources, the program would be able to support a
larger number of projects per year, resulting in a reduced wait between the time civic associations propose
projects to the Program and when they are approved by the Board for final design and construction.
To stretch County dollars further and deliver even more projects, the NCAC and NC staff should pursue other
actions to expand financial resources for the Program: 1) explore new partnerships that would bolster nonCounty financial resources, 2) encourage a well-balanced mix of larger and smaller projects and consider
incentives for less costly solutions, 3) identify all budget impacts of a project early in the process, and 4) use the
Capital Improvement Plan to inform NC project selection and flag opportunities where non-NC capital and
maintenance projects can augment the NC program.
2.1 Expand County resources to keep pace with increases in costs.
Funding has not kept pace with the increase in project costs. The program’s funding shortfall has severely
limited the project production rate of the NC program. When more funding is available in a given year, the
NC Program can select projects for construction more quickly and have higher levels of production. The
increased demand for new school facilities to meet population projections and expanded capital
improvements to the regional transportation system, among other investments, have strained the County’s
ability to more fully fund the NC Program, particularly in the last decade.
If program funding continues to remain at a level that does not address cost increases, other
recommendations in this report will not fully address the areas flagged for improvement. The County vision
for neighborhoods and their infrastructure (see Strategy 1.1) should inform funding appropriations across
infrastructure programs and other policy priorities.
For the current level of funding, Program staffing is adequate. If funding or scope of NC program work
increases, the Program could recalibrate staff working on other projects, add full-time employees, or seek
contractor support to expand County capacity.
2.2 Explore new partnerships that would bolster resources supporting the program.
The NC Program currently relies on one funding source: general obligation bonds. The County’s ability to
borrow debt has limited the resources to the NC Program, given the demand for other infrastructure
investments needed for a growing population. The funding trends in the last decade have drastically
reduced project production and the Program’s ability to meet demand for infrastructure projects. County
investments could be strategically used to attract private and public resources to the program, and should
be investigated by the NCAC. A small working group (assigned by the NCAC) may consider:
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•

•
•
•

•
•

Grant opportunities with nonprofits, businesses, organizations, and foundations. The work
group could flag which opportunities should be pursued by the County, neighborhoods, and
the NCAC.
Opportunities for partnerships, such as EcoAction Arlington and Public Art.
Opportunities for partnerships within Arlington government, such as Arlington Public
Schools for neighborhood infrastructure on or around school properties.
Opportunities for NC projects to compete for non-local public grants, such as the Virginia
Department of Forestry (used for reforesting part of Woodlawn Park), U.S. Department of
Transportation grants, and the Community Development Block Grant program (CDBG) for
civic associations located in low- and moderate-income areas where more than half of
households in a block group earn less than 80% of the area’s median income. Arlington
traditionally uses CDBG funds for housing activities, though many communities across the
Country also fund sidewalk improvements, park installations, and other amenities that
improve conditions in lower-income communities. This resource comes with several
regulatory rules that would need to be understood.
Administration and overhead costs required to implement any grant funding used.
Incentives that encourage civic associations to leverage grants or matching funds through
partnerships (e.g., external partnerships, Arlington Public School projects)

2.3 Refine the points system to support a well-balanced mix of larger and smaller projects.
With reduced financial resources and increased project costs, the NC Program has limited ability to meet the
demand for traditional street improvement and park projects and risks losing engagement in the Program
due to lower production. Smaller projects have their own implementation challenges associated with
durability, life-cycle costs, and stakeholder buy-in. Advancing small projects concurrently with larger projects
may promote flexibility to changes over time and provide a balanced approach needed to sustain and adapt
the Program (and production) during periods of reduced funding.
An NCAC small work group should consider changes to the points system to promote a wider variety of
projects to be implemented over time with the following considerations:
•

•

•

Incentivize neighborhoods to pursue smaller, more economical projects, such as pocket parks or
temporary street treatments (e.g., bollards, painting, planters, medians, curb bulbs, protected
bike lanes) that still make a difference in improving neighborhoods. These project types currently
fall outside of the NC Program. Before making any changes, several implications should be
evaluated and considered, such as maintenance, community buy-in, and the relationship to other
programs that deliver similar projects.
Set a threshold project cost level to delineate between “smaller” and “larger” projects. Any
updates to these values should be made administratively by staff and the NCAC. Smaller projects
may include intersection improvements, minor traffic management, beautification or landscaping,
or tactical urbanism projects (mentioned in the bullet above). If pursued, the policy would need to
be clear about eligible project types, and set guidance about the treatment of phased projects.
Among larger and more expensive projects, incentivize projects that add new infrastructure, as
opposed to replacing and upgrading existing facilities.
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2.4 Streamline NC projects with elements and resources from other programs or projects.
County staff have strong working relationships among departments, and they often collaborate with one
another on multi-disciplinary elements. While these informal partnerships are generally positive to the
process, the coordination between staff and civic associations could be strengthened to ensure the County is
working across all departments and reaching economies of scale. Staff can proactively engage civic
associations to help identify potential projects. This can happen prior to or as soon as civic associations are
exploring opportunities for a project. Involving staff early can increase opportunities to streamline elements
from other programs and projects with NC projects.
NC staff can refer civic associations to staff in DPR and DES for a brief check-in before formally submitting
their project proposal to the NC program. This check-in could be used for staff to provide planning support,
which may include project identification and feasibility. Regulatory and safety requirements often cause
significant delays and cost increases, particularly given their continued evolution over time. Early
involvement would better set expectations for the process and may reduce project schedule and costs by
catching these details before the project is selected for funding.
Another opportunity for streamlining involves better coordinating and communicating planned capital
improvements with NC projects. Depending upon the project, this could lead to less overlap and a potential
for additional or expanded amenities to neighborhoods. This may also lead to certain economies of scale in
the bidding process and project management (if projects were combined or managed together). It could also
reduce community engagement redundancy and fatigue by having a more consolidated and focused effort
on adjacent or nearby projects. Lastly, it would lead to reduced disruptions to the community from
construction. Civic associations may benefit from reviewing Capital Improvement Plans prior to flagging
projects in an NC Plan or submitting one to NC staff. If planned for by other programs, the civic association
could focus on a different project. Staff should flag whether a project has been identified in the near term in
the Capital Improvement Plan during NC plan reviews or during early check-ins for projects.
NC staff, in collaboration with other County departments, should explore opportunities to better coordinate
and communicate non-NC capital and maintenance projects with the NC program.
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Strategy 3
Offer NCAC representatives more opportunities to leverage their talents and
experience, expand community outreach, and provide a bridge to other
neighborhood planning efforts.
The NCAC is underutilized and the organization could further leverage representatives’ talents and experience,
expand understanding of and interest in the program, and better connect residents to other neighborhood
planning efforts. Through a strategic planning effort, the NCAC should collaborate with staff to 1) rebrand the
NC program to clarify its objectives and processes, 2) increase public engagement opportunities, and 3) identify
a framework that presents measurable outcomes for the group to implement. The County should provide the
NCAC with the means to foster opportunities to build connections with other commissions and staff to bolster
its position as a conduit between the community and the County.
3.1 Develop a marketing and engagement strategic plan for the NCAC.
The NCAC needs a strategic plan to expand community engagement and strengthen its position within
Arlington. The strategic plan would identify goals and measurable outcomes, and could be organized into
three core areas:
1. Program Rebranding: The Program name is misleading. The term conservation evokes a sense of
protection, keeping a neighborhood intact, and keeping out new neighbors while the Program
mission focuses on neighborhood improvements and community development. The NC Program
needs a refreshed image, including a new name, that better reflects its mission and benefits to
Arlington, and speaks to a wider audience more representative of Arlington’s demographics.
2. Educational Materials: NC staff currently provide some outreach materials, but more is needed
to dispel myths about the Program, share successes and best practices, disseminate related
community development information across Arlington, and educate new NCAC representatives
on their roles and responsibilities. As part of this strategic planning process, the NCAC, in
collaboration with staff, could create these educational materials.
3. Marketing + Engagement Tactics: The NCAC needs a communication framework to identify and
discuss key opportunities to expand NCAC’s role as a conduit between neighborhoods and the
County, increase public engagement, and expand its involvement in County planning efforts.
A small working group of NCAC members would lead these efforts with collaboration with NC staff and County
communications staff to find internal or external expertise to develop the strategic plan. The NC Program
Working Group has flagged key areas to explore in this process on the subsequent page.
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Program
Rebranding

Educational
Materials

Marketing +
Engagement
Tactics

•A new program name that better captures the spirit of the NC program
•Refreshed elements (e.g., mission, program goals, objectives, program benefits)
that would lead to more interest in the program
•Marketing materials that support the new brand (or directive to develop them)
•A public relations and communications framework to widely broadcast the
rebranding

•Program mission, objectives, process, and program benefits
•The distribution of NC projects (and associated NC funds) across the County
•Causes of project cost increases over time and relationship to other related nonNC projects
•Ordinances and regulatory requirements that impact the costs of projects and
improvements
•Distinctions between the NC program and other avenues for similar community
infrastructure and facility implementation, including the NCS program
•Orientation materials for new NCAC members to highlight roles and
responsibilities so that the role of community liaison is clearly understood

•Engagement methods to expand participation, in general and among renters,
younger residents, and households in multifamily units
•Opportunities to facilitate dialogue between the NCAC, NC Program staff, and
landlords of multifamily buildings. Organizations may include, but are not limited
to, the Housing Association for Nonprofit Developers (HAND), Northern Virginia
Advocates for Affordable Housing (NVAHA), Northern Virginia Apartment
Association (NVAA), the Condo Owners and Renters Coalition, and the Northern
VA chapter of the National Association of Realtors, the Northern VA chapter of
NAIOP, and the Northern VA Business Industry Association
•Incentives and/or policies that would enable easier access to renters and
homeowners living in multifamily buildings for community engagement purposes
•Public events or pop-up opportunities where NCAC could staff a booth
•Opportunities to bolster recruitment for new NCAC reps (e.g., graduates of
Neighborhood College and Leadership Arlington), and for interested residents to
"test the waters" before full commitment
•Opportunities to leverage online resources to educate, inform, and update the
community. Methods may include, but are not limited to webinars, a document
repository, website content, and short educational videos
•Opportunities to improve NCAC's role as liaison to their civic association. This
may include increased presentations about the program or disseminating digital
or print information
•Opportunities to improve connections with other commissions and County
planning efforts
•Opportunities for the NCAC to improve community feedback to the County
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3.2 Create small working groups to focus on specific initiatives or interests within the NCAC membership.
With more than 50 members, the NCAC experiences several challenges from collaborating with so many
voices – hearing from all members, obtaining consensus on policy decisions, and effectively managing
committee meetings. The NCAC should create smaller working groups or individual tasks that focus on
specific initiatives, which may include:
• Refinements to policies or Program documents
• Tracking and coordinating opportunities to staff a booth at public events or facilities
• Background research to support an action by the full NCAC
• Publishing thought pieces on ARLnow.com and other local media outlets
• Advocating NCAC concerns to County staff and leadership
Working groups and targeted assignments would leverage expertise within the NCAC, and expand
responsibility to NCAC members who have expressed a desire to engage further. The smaller setting would
lend itself to more robust conversation that could better tease out issues in advance of a full NCAC decision.
While some representatives are interested in greater roles and responsibility, others may not be able to take
on the added volunteer work. The NCAC should also consider opportunities that are less labor intensive for
members who may have capacity for minimal involvement that they could then build over time as they are
able.
3.3 Strengthen NCAC’s role as a conduit between neighborhoods and the County.
NCAC representatives have a unique position that connects their neighborhood to the County, a role with
the potential to extend well beyond the consideration of NC plans and the ranking of NC projects. NC
representatives could be given more opportunities to serve as a resource for numerous topics related to
planning and development, and to advocate on behalf of their communities.
NC staff should connect with new NCAC representatives early in their appointment to provide an
opportunity to share their perspective, their interests, and help them connect with other staff and NCAC
members. The NC Program Guide is available to members, though it is a lengthy document and could be
made more digestible by simplifying it. Any additional orientation materials provided could succinctly
highlight roles and responsibilities so that the role is clearly understood at the start of a new
representative’s appointment.
Recently, NC staff began organized presentations on relevant planning topics (e.g., biophilia, street lighting
plan), and they informally provided written talking points to representatives after meeting presentations.
This practice should continue to more easily allow NCAC members to convey information to residents in
their community. NC staff should continue to equip the NCAC with information about upcoming and
ongoing neighborhood planning initiatives so that they can disseminate the information to their community
(and in some cases, also garner feedback).
The NCAC should also revisit having member liaisons who can serve on other County committees. Additional
time commitments needed from volunteers will make recruitment challenging, but the benefit of
information gathering and sharing that knowledge with the NCAC is important enough to warrant exploring.
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As part of this effort, the NCAC could foster collaboration with other commissions on more tangible
outcomes. This may take the form of a white paper or framework on shared issues or solutions. The end
product would be shared widely – on the NCAC website and other commission websites, ARLnow.com,
and other relevant public platforms. The framework for Arlington’s Cultural Spaces could be used as an
example.

Strategy 4
Simplify time-consuming requirements for civic associations and increase the
relevance of their work.
The NC Program imposes several time-consuming requirements on civic associations seeking project approval–
data collection, survey development, technical writing, petitioning for project support, and other engagement
efforts. Though County staff provide a general framework, responsibility lies largely with civic associations, who
convey varying specificity in their plans. NC plans enable the implementation of infrastructure projects via the
NC Program, but they take years to produce and the County does not necessarily use them to influence other
neighborhood programs, policies, and development. Volunteers then spend additional time garnering support
for projects, including a General Interest Survey that gives greater weight to affected property owners who may
not share the broader interests of the neighborhood. These elements could be simplified through additional
technical assistance and process refinements, and made more relevant through broader engagement and
expanded influence in other neighborhood planning and development efforts.

4.1 Develop toolkits that can be shared with neighborhoods to undertake more efficient and timely NC plan
processes.
Some civic associations have several willing volunteers with specific skills (e.g., writing, data gathering) and
time to devote to the process. Other associations begin planning work with a less active community, limited
skills related to plan development and community engagement, and limited time to volunteer. While NC
plans should be written by the residents and reflect the community’s vision, the varied capacity levels of
civic associations result in varying levels of information conveyed in the plans. Even for civic associations
with greater capacity, creating or updating their NC plan often takes at least two years to complete.
The depth and breadth of engagement methods used to develop plans also lack consistency, and are often
ineffective. Large room engagement formats can be intimidating for some and ill-written surveys may not
produce the information needed to effectively guide the plan. In many cases, civic associations have had
significant challenges reaching residents with language barriers, younger heads of households, and
households with limited ability to regularly participate in evening and weekend meetings. This is particularly
the case in areas with a larger share of renter-occupied households.
The County currently provides a general plan template as well as technical assistance, including data analysis
and mapping. The technical assistance is provided through collaboration between staff and the civic
association; and, much of the information conveyed is not captured in the program guide and plan
templates.
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NC staff should leverage research and engagement expertise within the County to develop a robust toolkit
to share with neighborhoods. The toolkit might provide pre-populated data or maps, a skeleton report that
provides a firmer framework with prompts for residents to populate and a baseline survey. All materials
should be in a downloadable and editable format that may be tweaked. The toolkit would also provide ideas
for neighborhoods to increase participation and to experiment with new forms of engagement.
The toolkit could ease the burden for civic associations by reducing the time needed to pull materials
together. It could also lead to engagement efforts that garner more useful information and reach
demographically diverse households more representative of the neighborhood population. NC plans need to
better balance targeted strategies with flexibility to support implementation efforts over time as project
ideas evolve, without requiring frequent updates. The toolkit could help the neighborhoods more succinctly
strike this balance within their plans.
4.2 Offer additional incentives for neighborhoods to create or update an NC plan.
The NC Program currently incentivizes neighborhoods to create or update an NC plan through its project
implementation process. A neighborhood’s first few projects after a new or updated plan is accepted by the
County Board receives between 20 and 35 additional points on the project scoring worksheet. A fresh plan
can make projects more competitive and advance them through the approval process more quickly. Despite
this incentive, approximately 25 civic associations either have no plan or they have not updated their plan in
at least 20 years. 33 NCAC in collaboration with NC staff should explore incentives beyond the project scoring
system.
One incentive could focus on making the NC plans more relevant across Arlington. NC Plans serve as an
important documentation of community needs developed with local expertise. While they inform decisions
when the County considers development within the neighborhood boundaries, they have little influence
beyond that since the plans are not adopted policy. NC plans are currently used only to support NC projects,
and the County could consider giving NC plans greater weight in other neighborhood planning and
development efforts. NC staff should investigate the type and level of information that would prove useful
for making policy and development decisions and ensure this is conveyed in the toolkit mentioned in
Strategy 4.1.
4.3 Amend the approval criteria within the NC petitioning process.
Street light and street improvement projects require support via signatures from at least 60% of affected
property owners. For street improvement projects, the 60% is based on the linear frontage of the individual
properties. After a project meets this threshold, the civic association then votes to endorse it. This approval
method presents several challenges that contribute to a lengthy process and a lack of responsiveness to
broader community needs. First, almost every block is not equal. Sometimes one property could occupy a
majority of a block and make up most of the linear frontage. Ultimately, this method is more susceptible to
stalled projects from a handful of residents with views that may differ from the collective community.
Fundamentally, the clipboard petition method requires neighbor-to-neighbor conversation that favors
residents in single-family housing with time to devote to door-to-door petitioning. The Program did not
33
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originally contemplate needing signatures from multifamily property owners; but Arlington neighborhoods
have evolved to include more diverse and denser housing through infill development and redevelopment.
Residents are increasingly challenged with obtaining required signatures from corporate offices that manage
apartment buildings, especially when offices are located outside of Arlington. The current petitioning
process also provides no voice to renter households.
The program should refine the petitioning process to better balance input from affected property owners
with other project stakeholders. Any refinement should consider a process appropriate for all
neighborhoods and housing types, and could explore the following adjustments:
•
•

•
•
•

Removal of the petitioning process altogether;
Additional weight to civic associations. Any adjustments that give additional weight to civic
associations should consider how to determine if the association has documented support
representative of the neighborhood;
Removal of the weighted frontage rule;
Reformat the weighting to allow property owners and renters alike to vote, similar to how NC park
projects are approved; and
Identify opportunities where certain projects could be implemented through another program. The
Traffic Investigation Form 34 through the Customer Contact Center is a useful resource. Staff should
be explicit with the NCAC about programs available and various funding streams. This topic could be
part of the NCAC’s ongoing staff presentation series referenced in Strategy 3.3.

A small working group of NCAC members and NC staff are best suited to lead this effort with consultation and
support from other commissions and staff from DES.

Implementation Framework
As a supplement to this report, the Neighborhood Services Division and its NC Program staff will prepare a
detailed framework to be used administratively for implementing the highlighted actions. It will include the
specific parties to be involved in leading and supporting implementation, including but not limited to, staff from
various County departments, County leadership, and the NCAC. Actions will be prioritized with timelines for
execution.
The framework will also be used to inform the Program’s funding recommendations in response to the proposed
strategies reflected in this report. Recent funding proposals were based upon sustaining the Program at its
current production rate and staffing level. Many of the recommendations presented in this report may alter
County resources needed, including funding and staffing. Staff has only recently prepared funding proposals;
historically, funding proposals came from the NCAC. This framework would also lay out how funding proposals
could be approached as the Program evolves. Any implementation framework developed will be vetted by the
NCAC, staff, and others who will play a leading role in realizing these strategies.

34

https://transportation.arlingtonva.us/streets/traffic-investigation-requests/
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Appendix
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Estimated Level of Service Needs for Park Amenities

Source: Image taken from Arlington’s Public Spaces Master Plan, accessible via:
http://arlingtonparks.us/psmp/PSMP%20Final%20Draft_06242019.pdf
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NC Program Project Scoring Worksheet
Final: Adopted September 10, 2009
Project
Neighborhood
Category I - New or Updated Neighborhood Plan
(only available within 10 years of plan adoption)
• First project

•
•
•

35

Second project

30

Third project

25

Fourth project

20

Category II – Number of Rounds with an unfunded project1
•

10 points for each consecutive funding round with a project that does not get funded, to a
maximum of 70 points1

10-70

Category III – Other Programmatic Considerations

•

First project after a new Neighborhood Plan
Written commitment for additional funding from an alternate source2
1. 5% of the total project cost, or a $1,000 minimum to a maximum of
$150,000, whichever is greater
2. Greater than $150,000
• Small Project bonuses
1. Costing $80,000 or less
2. Costing greater than $80,000 but less than $150,000
• Follow-on phase of a multi-phased project as defined by a previously funded planning
project (see paragraph 5 of NCAC Project Ranking Procedures)
• Follow-on projects identified at the outset of an initial project, for up to 2 logical and
contiguous follow-on projects
Category IV – Neighborhood Infrastructure Plan Considerations
•

•
•
•
•
•
Notes:

Sidewalk project which is within ¼ mile of any School(s)4
Sidewalk project where currently there is no complete sidewalk on eitherside
Sidewalk project with no existing sidewalks on either side of the street with traffic
volumes exceeding 1500 cars/day
Park project
Sidewalk project which abuts any Arterial(s)3
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

5
5
10
10
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5

Neighborhoods may change their first priority project. However, points accrued for non- qualified projects are not
transferrable to other projects.
Neighborhoods are encouraged to seek alternate funding sources (e.g., Neighborhood Traffic Calming, Small Parks
Grants, Parks and Recreation, Federal Funding Sources, Developers). Alternate funding commitment must be
demonstrated via written commitment from the funding body.
“Arterial” is defined in the Master Transportation Plan, types A-F.
“Schools” are defined as day use educational facilities, both public and private, having a weekday enrollment of more
than 100 students. Non-public schools will need to be validated by the neighborhood association and specially
mapped by County staff.
Signs are not considered "projects."
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Supplemental Data Analysis
NC Project Statistics by Civic Association
Civic
Association

First Project
Implemented
(1989 – 2019)

Funding

Total
Projects

Street

Street
Lights

1989

$3,956,494

20

1

6

13

1989

$3,166,115

23

1

7

14

Ashton Heights

1989

$3,197,909

19

1

1

12

3

Cherrydale

1989

$5,710,917

25

1

2

3

15

3

ClarendonCourthouse

1989

$2,205,464

11

2

6

2

FairlingtonShirlington

1989

$2,505,677

23

Lyon Village

1989

$2,452,636

23

1

5

5

4

2

11

6

Nauck

1989

$1,042,900

16

1

2

2

11

Tara-Leeway
Heights

1989

$2,045,797

11

1

3

6

WaycroftWoodlawn

1989

$3,508,635

14

1

2

5

4

1990

$2,226,670

15

1

1

2

7

4

1990

$3,819,851

16

1

1

3

9

2

Alcova Heights

1991

$2,517,787

17

Barcroft

1991

$2,002,003

26

2

Claremont

1991

$1,171,571

14

1

High View Park
Improvements

1991

$923,825

8

1991

$4,579,706

17

1992

$2,370,228

1992

Arlington
Heights
Arlington
Ridge

Arlington-East
Falls Church
Aurora
Highlands

Penrose
Arlington
Forest
BallstonVirginia Square
Lyon Park
Improvements
Westover
Village

Beautification

Signs

Planning
Study

Other

1
1

1
3

Park

4

2

2

3

3

7

2

1

2

11

8

1

4

3

2

4

1

1

4

5

7

6

1

3

1

$2,117,800

10

1

4

3

2

1992

$3,074,966

14

1

1

9

1

4

2

1

1992

$1,406,829

12

1

2

Bluemont

1993

$1,706,290

9

2

1

1

Glencarlyn

1994

$4,054,631

14

1

1

2

3

1

1

1

Traffic
Mgmt

2

1
5

1

2

7
1

9

2
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Civic
Association

First Project
Implemented
(1989 – 2019)

Funding

Total
Projects

Beautification

Signs

Highland Park
ImprovementsOverlee Knolls

1994

$2,098,269

13

1

1

Leeway

1994

$3,527,846

13

1

Woodmont

1994

$102,200

4

1

2

1

Yorktown

1995

$3,920,718

21

1

3

Maywood

1997

$749,800

5

1

Douglas Park
Improvements

1998

$2,001,476

11

1

Waverly Hills

1999

$3,643,888

10

1

Arlington Mill
Columbia
Forest

2000

$1,556,000

8

2

2001

$887,751

7

1

Donaldson Run
Madison
Manor

2001

$1,736,749

7

1

2001

$1,384,881

9

1

Williamsburg

2001

$1,909,510

8

1

Old Dominion
Bellevue
Forest

2004

$1,565,410

8

1

6

2005

$296,500

2

1

1

Dominion Hills

2005

$2,936,731

6

1

1

Old Glebe

2005

$497,600

2

1

1

Buckingham
Columbia
Heights

2008

$621,538

2

2008

$1,564,484

5

1

2008

$424,815

2

1

2010

$1,151,387

3

1

2010

$575,204

2

1

2011

$744,745

2

1

2017

$12,500

1

1

Radnor Ft.
Myer Heights
Boulevard
Manor
Foxcroft
Heights
Rock Spring
Long Branch
Creek

Planning
Study

Other

Park

Street

Street
Lights

Traffic
Mgmt

8

1

1

10

1

1

10

4

3

1

2

1

1

3

5

6

3

1

1

2

4

3

1

3

5

1

4

2

2

1

5
1

4
2

Grand Total
$95,674,704
514
14
48
1
10
Source: Community Planning, Housing & Development, Arlington County. NC project data 1989 – 2019.

1

2

1

1
1

1
1
1

70

221

127

23
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Non-NC Project Comparison
All data below was sourced from NC and non-NC project budgets from Arlington County’s CPHD, DPR, and DES.

Hard Costs, DPR NC Projects, FY2009 – FY2019

Hard Costs, DPR non-NC Projects, FY2015 – FY2019
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Hard Costs, DES NC Projects, FY2009 – FY2019

Note, staff was unable to produce an adequate cost comparison chart for DES’ non-NC projects
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DES/DPR NC Projects, Soft Costs as a Percentage of Overall Development Costs, FY2010 –
FY2019
35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
5%

FY2010

FY2011

FY2012

FY2013

FY2014
DES

FY2015

FY2016

FY2017

FY2018

FY2019

DPR

DES Non-NC Projects, Soft Costs as a Percentage of Overall Development Costs, FY2017 –
FY2019
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DPR Non-NC Projects, Soft Costs as a Percentage of Overall Development Costs, FY2017 –
FY2019
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