ARLINGTON PARK AND RECREATION COMMISSION
~ Department of Parks and Recreation
‘ VI RGI N IA 2100 Clarendon Boulevard, Suite 414, Arlington, VA 22201

Phone: 703 -228-7529
www.arlingfonva.us

November 18, 2025

Honorable Takis Karantonis, Chair
Arlington County Board

Ellen M. Bozman Government Center
2100 Clarendon Blvd., Suite 300
Arlington, VA 22201

Re: Suggested Budget Guidance - Invasive Plant Removal and Restoration

Dear Chair Karantonis,

C ission Memb
The Park and Recreation Commission (PRC) requests that the omrmission HemBErs

County Board acknowledge the billions of dollars” that Arlington’s
natural land provides in financial and intangible benefits to

County residents each year, by requesting the County Manager Al Dl iio
to include the following in the FY2026 operating and capital Nelen Bireies

budgets: David Earley

. . . . . Daniel Garay
a) continued annual operating budget funding for invasive - 5ie Pascocelio

Jill Barker, Chair
Gary Shinners, Vice Chair
Erika Allen

plant removal and native plant work in Arlington County Adler Resrussan

parks at or above the level of FY2025; and Melissa Riggio
Carly Rogers

b) expanded and redirection of the $1.5 million funding in Alex Sanders

the Capital Improvement Plan (capital budget) under the William Way

Natural Resiliency Program to invasive plant removal and
native planting projects.

The PRC recommends that the County consistently allocate approximately $1 million per
year to restoring and preserving all of Arlington’s natural land spread across both the
operating budget and in the Capital Improvement Plan (CIP). The current funding
approach for preservation of Arlington’s natural areas is untenable.

Despite more than ten years of funding and the heroic efforts of the very small but
dedicated, talented and determined Arlington County Staff as well as the contribution of
thousands of volunteer hours, our natural Arlington County lands are not close to being
restored. Outside contractor herbicide treatments for parks greater than three acres is the
centerpiece of the County’s program, but herbicide application will only work in the context
of a more comprehensive strategy that includes hand pulling, volunteer and County Staff

1 According to the Public Spaces Master Plan, the value of our County-owned public spaces, even without
any structures or improvements, is estimated at over $5 billion, and a County report on the 2016 Tree
Canopy Survey estimated the value of just our trees at $1.4 billion. Natural areas provide an impressive
array of benefits from promotion of mental and physical health, increased community cohesion, storm
water management, climate mitigation/heat reduction, reduction of air and water pollution, and
enhancement of biodiversity.
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applied herbicide treatment, and aggressive native plant restoration. Although 67% of the
larger parks have received some sort of herbicide treatment, almost all lands still harbor
significant invasive species. With few exceptions none of the lands would be considered
restored to a healthy status with native plant species proliferating.

As of today, approximately one third of larger-park natural land has never been treated
with herbicide, or consistently received any other method of invasive plant removal, and
is not expected to commence treatment until 2028, including the newly acquired 6.7-acre
Pimmit Run land. At the current pace of adding 30 acres per year to herbicide treatment,
the last of the 543 larger-park acreage will not be in management until 2034, about 22
years after the program started, and the smaller parks and parcels will be left to fend for
themselves until sometime thereafter, if ever. None of the parks previously treated is
expected to be “finished” since all are slated for some form of herbicide at least through
2032.

The County Board provided $100,000 per year in the Operating Budget to support the
non-native invasive species management program beginning in 2012, and “one-time”
increased funds were provided in FY2024 and FY2025. The “one-time” funds were used
to “suppress” non-native plants in areas never treated, while some of the previously
treated areas were moved to “maintenance”. In addition, the County Board’s CIP included
$3.5 million in FY 2024 for “Natural Resiliency Program”, which was reduced to $1.5
million in FY2026. This funding was described as for (in part) “large-scale invasive plant
removal projects”, but no such projects were undertaken.?

Allowing invasive plants to proliferate on our natural park land is akin to ignoring a
leaking roof. The issue needs to be addressed comprehensively and aggressively up
front through capital funds, combined with a significant maintenance program that
incorporates all the essential elements, such as those that are laid out in the Forestry
and Natural Resources Plan and detailed in the following Appendix.

For a relatively modest additional investment of less than 0.02% of the value of benefits
these lands provide, the County can greatly accelerate restoration. Although these are
difficult economic times, urgent commitment by the County is necessary to reverse the
degradation of Arlington’s precious natural asset by funding it in a fundamentally
different way.

Sincerely yours,

&}m 7//| | Qﬂ//‘\

Jill M. Barker, Chair — Park and Recreation Commission

2 As of the summer of 2025, only approximately $1 million of this funding was spent or allocated at all, and
none of it was spent on large-scale invasive plant removal projects.
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cc: Members, Arlington County Board
Mark Schwartz, Arlington County Manager
Jane Rudolph, Director, Department of Parks and Recreation
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APPENDIX
SUPPORT FOR SUGGESTED BUDGET GUIDANCE FOR
INVASIVE PLANT REMOVAL AND RESTORATION PLANTING

The Park and Recreation Commission (PRC) shares the concerns of the Forestry and
Natural Resources Commission (FNRC) about the inadequate and inconsistent funding
of the County’s program to restore and preserve the 543 acres of natural land owned by
the County. This land provides financial benefits to Arlington County’s residents in the
billions of dollars, as well as tremendous unquantifiable benefits. Although these are
difficult economic times, urgent commitment by the County is necessary to reverse the
degradation of Arlington’s precious natural asset by funding it in a fundamentally
different way. The PRC recommends that the County consistently allocate both
operational funding and capital funding of at least a combined $1 million per year to
restore and preserve our natural lands. The letter to which this Appendix is attached is
intentionally provided well in advance of the Capital Improvement Plan (CIP) budget
cycle to encourage everyone to recognize our natural land for the value it provides to
the County.

The Current Funding Approach for Preservation of Arlington’s Natural Areas is
Untenable.

The PRC appreciates the operating budget funding that the County Board provided to
support the non-native invasive species management program beginning in 2012, and
especially appreciates the “one-time” increased funds that were provided in FY 2024
and FY 2025. The PRC supports the FNRC’s recommendation, however, that there be
consistent annual funding for invasive plant removal and other restoration work. The
current approach to funding must be expanded to also include a capital budget
component for the County to succeed in restoring and preserving the health of our parks
and other natural areas.

As pointed out in the FNRC'’s July 25, 2025, budget letter to the Board, this one-year-at-
a-time funding approach in the operating budget was not adjusted to keep up with
inflation and was not consistent. Further, these funds were used solely to pay for the
spraying of non-native invasive plants by an outside contractor and were not used for
manual removal or any other efforts to remove non-native invasive plants that are an
essential component of restoration work. Although in Arlington’s 543 acres of natural
land herbicide was applied to some non-native invasive plants in about 2/3 of the
acreage, in only a very few cases would anyone consider those natural areas to be
restored to a healthy status. The funding was also not used for the planting of native
plants, which should immediately follow the removal of non-native invasive plants to
prevent the return of invasives. The current funding level and ad hoc approach is
fundamentally inadequate to drive comprehensive results.

Despite the lack of funding, some progress in restoring our parkland has been made
thanks to skilled Department of Parks and Recreation (DPR) staff assisted by strong
volunteer support.

ARLINGTON
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e Two outstanding DPR employees oversee the County’s invasive removal
program, run the County’s Native Plant Nursery, and manage the restoration
program. Neither has staff to help carry out their managerial duties. Even with
talented personnel like these employees, expecting only two employees to
manage restoration and preservation of 543 acres, operate the County nursery,
and cover a myriad of other responsibilities is unrealistic.

¢ Arlington County is very fortunate to cooperate with several non-profit
environmental organizations whose members provided thousands of hours of
volunteer time over the years to combat non-native invasive plants and assist
with native plantings in our parks: Arlington Regional Master Naturalists (ARMN),
Master Gardeners of Northern Virginia, and the Tree Stewards of Arlington and
Alexandria. ARMN members also importantly provide the County with volunteer
Park Stewards who periodically organize and supervise invasive removal and
planting volunteer events at slightly less than 30 of our approximately 150 parks.
ARMN valiantly attempts to tap all possible sources of volunteers by enlisting the
help of volunteers from other non-profit organizations, corporations, schools,
religious institutions, scout troops, and even those individuals who the County
has ordered to earn community service hours because they committed various
driving infractions. As helpful as these volunteers are, the PRC Commissioners
who also serve as Park Stewards attest that even the relatively few parks that
are privileged to have Park Steward leadership do not have sufficient volunteer
and other essential resources necessary to restore those parks’ natural areas to
health.

What Success Could Look Like.

Success in revitalizing our natural areas can provide huge benefits to our population
and County. The advantages include increased natural resilience protecting property
from flooding and climate change effects; increased physical and mental health benefits
from connecting our citizens to biodiverse natural areas; more beautiful and biophilic
neighborhoods; and a better educated population that appreciates the value of natural
areas and living in a healthier fashion. Arlington could serve as a national standard of
improving nature in a vibrant urban area.

Success will require funding a broader set of activities led by the county, and an even
more essential role for volunteers, as articulated in the recently adopted Forestry and
Natural Resources Plan (FNRP). Efforts such as coordinating better with private
property owners near parks to remove invasive plants; comprehensive surveying of our
natural areas to understand where approaches are working in the broader goals of
natural lands restoration and where they are not; coordination with other governmental
jurisdictions that manage large properties, such as the National Park Service and the
Virginia Department of Transportation; and, of course, working with Arlington County
Schools will help restore our natural areas, while also dovetailing with the goals of the
FNRP.
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Success will also require adapting how the County uses Invasive Plant Contractors
(IPC). Most of the funds allocated by the County to date paid for commercial eradication
efforts conducted by IPCs. Application of herbicide is an essential tool in combating
invasive plants, but it is not a comprehensive answer. A much greater on-the-ground
understanding of each natural area must be developed and communicated to IPCs,
along with a set of best practices to integrate herbicide application with other techniques
and volunteer support. Better yet, County staff assisted by trained volunteers intimately
familiar with our parks could take over the application of herbicide.

All'in all, for a relatively modest additional investment compared to the value of services
these lands provide, the County can greatly accelerate restoration, especially if the
County compliments operational funds with capital funds in restoring these natural
areas with planned, sustained, consistent, and adequate funding. Gone are the days
when untamed lands will “take care of themselves” with a little mowing and occasional
pruning near the edges. These natural assets provide tangible benefits that will vanish
without a much higher level of commitment from the County.

Our Natural Areas Greatly Benefit Arlington County and Should be Adequately
Funded Through Capital Funds as well as Operational Funds.

Our parks are precious assets that provide a wealth of benefits that deserve to be
protected at least as much as the County protects gray infrastructure through the capital
budget.

Trees, natural areas, wildlife and plants are invaluable County capital

assets and should be funded and planned for as such. . . . Economic
and social value multiplies as natural assets mature, and care must be
taken to conserve the services they provide over their lifecycle.

Adequate funding is a key step in ensuring these services. While capital
budgeting typically is aimed at sequestering funds that will be needed to
replace gray infrastructure at the end of its useful life, it can also provide
an avenue for funding the development of green infrastructure, another

vital community asset.

FNRP, Section 4.5.1(emphasis supplied). The great benefits that our natural areas
provide Arlington County residents are succinctly stated in the FNRP’s first two
principles (page 12):

1. Natural ecosystems support human health and vibrant communities.
Trees, native plants and natural places provide measurable benefits
to our residents and visitors. They help improve air and water quality,
human wellbeing and public health; and provide beauty, environmental
and economic benefits, wildlife habitat, food, and places for families
and others to gather.
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2. Nature is valuable in and of itself. It provides priceless ecological
services, many of which we imperfectly understand. Nature is a
source of aesthetic gratification and spiritual inspiration — and the
deep wellspring of genetic diversity that guarantees future evolution
and adaptation.

Natural areas provide an impressive array of benefits from promotion of mental and
physical health, increased community cohesion, storm water management, climate
mitigation/heat reduction, reduction of air and water pollution, and enhancement of
biodiversity.

Classic economic benefits are also provided such as, for example, enhanced real estate
values enjoyed by property located adjacent to or near a park. A full list of benefits
provided by our natural areas is set forth in Appendix A, Nature Matters, of the FNRP
(pages 144-148). According to the Public Spaces Master Plan, the value of our County-
owned public spaces, even without any structures or improvements, is estimated at over
$5 billion, and a County report on the 2016 Tree Canopy Survey estimated the value of
just our trees at $1.4 billion.

Our parks are understandably considered among the very top features that make our
urban community an extremely attractive place to live. One need only imagine what
Arlington would be like without our parks to appreciate how devastating the loss of our
natural areas would have on the livability of Arlington. As we strive to increase the
population density of Arlington our parks will become even more precious. We are very
fortunate indeed to have had County leaders over the years with the wisdom to reserve
S0 many acres as parkland and other natural areas.

The FY 2019-2028 CIP (pages 7- 8) specifically provides that “[c]apital assets include
land, facilities, parks, playgrounds and outdoor structures,” and further provides that
“capital expenditures” are those that will “enhance, acquire, or extend the useful life of
the asset” and includes “asset rehabilitation.” The County has in fact already provided
capital funding for habitat restoration work including, among other activities, invasive
removal and planting of natives, through the Natural Resiliency Program, which is part
of the CIP. What is needed is a dedication of funds from the Natural Resiliency
Program sufficient in combination with operating funds to adequately support our efforts
to restore our natural lands.

Practical Recommendations to Move Forward.

The PRC recommends that the Board approve an operational budget and capital
budget that provide in combination at least $1 million per year for our natural area
restoration/preservation program, with annual increases to address inflation and other
challenges that arise in protecting Arlington’s natural lands. These funds would be
used, in part, for the following:
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- Addition of several staff positions to support fully the County’s habitat
restoration/preservation program.

- Training of program staff.

- Purchase and upkeep of equipment, tools, and other supplies for habitat work.

- Outside contractor services for herbicide treatment of non-native invasive plants,
transitioning to a program using County staff assisted by skilled and trained
volunteers intimately familiar with our parks to provide herbicide management
activities.

Enough additional staff should be hired to perform the following activities already set
forth in the FNRP, but which will also enhance the County’s commitment to preserving
natural areas by removing invasive plants and planting natives:

- Develop and implement restoration/preservation plans of action for each park
and natural area, consulting where appropriate with Park Stewards,
neighborhood level citizen groups and adjoining landowners.

- Enlist the support of landowners whose property adjoins parkland and provide
them with support in transforming their property into healthy natural habitats,
thereby effectively expanding the positive impact of County natural habitats.

- Conduct periodic biophilia inventories, monitor and measure flora and fauna in
our natural areas, establish biodiversity goals that are outcome oriented and
track the County’s progress toward meeting those goals, and enlist and train
more residents to participate in monitoring. (FNRP Sections 4.1, 4.1.6, 4.1.7).

- Conduct surveys on high-impact organisms and existing/emerging pests to
inform management on whether otherwise desirable species can drive
ecosystem change and negatively impact natural resource goals, and on whether
invasive species, pests, and diseases imperil the survival of desired species.
(FNRP Section 4.1.8)

- Develop and enhance partnerships with independent entities to help provide and
enhance the County’s existing services by sharing resources and best habitat
restoration practices and create with such entities integrated trail systems and
wildlife corridors. Codify mutual understanding of roles and responsibilities with
these entities through memoranda of understanding. (FNRP Sections 4.2, 4.2.3).

- Strengthen coordination with partner organizations and improve information
sharing and joint planning to maximize the impact of volunteer efforts. Support
and expand the capacity of partner organizations to coordinate recruitment,
training, and mobilization of volunteers, create systems to track activity and
measure success, assess the needs of existing volunteer organizations, and use
that assessment to inform future initiatives. Develop position descriptions for
volunteer work, create additional awards tied to specific types of volunteer work,
and explore ways to track and acknowledge/reward private property owners that
create and/or steward natural resources on their properties. (FNRP Sections 4.3,
43.1,4.3.3,4.3.4).

- ldentify biodiversity, natural infrastructure, and natural area connectivity
opportunities on underutilized or unplanned public lands regardless of ownership,
including unused areas on Arlington Public School and Virginia Department of
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Transportation property, among others, that can be used to create natural
habitats that support our native plants and wildlife, and provide educational
opportunities for those who come into contact with such property. (FNRP Section
3.3.3).

- Coordinate with Arlington Public Schools opportunities to bring education
involving our native plants and wildlife into the classroom, and opportunities to
bring students into the parks to learn about our natural environment. Seek out
deeper engagements with the community, particularly those constituents who
typically may not hear about or seek out information on natural resources. (FNRP
Section 4.2).

- Work with other County departments whose work impacts natural resources by
assisting in the development of best management practices to promote
environmentally friendly and beneficial practices that will avoid tree removal
where possible and support urban forests, wetlands, vernal pools, pest
management, invasive species control, and stormwater management. (FNRP
Section 4.6.3).

Moreover, supplementing the funds provided by the operational budget with funds from
the capital budget would streamline attraction of outside funding to the effort. If a fund
were to be established at the Community Foundation, for example, explicitly for the
benefit of invasive plant removal and native plant restoration, such could attract
individual donations, grants and perhaps even donations from developers seeking to
provide community benefits in exchange for increased density.

Summary:

Arlington’s natural areas are an invaluable asset that will be lost without greater
attention. They deserve protection every bit as much as sports fields, playgrounds, and
public restrooms. The metaphorical “roof” over our biodiversity is leaking badly and
needs replacement at least as urgently as the roof of the Madison Center, for example.
It is not just defensible or sensible, it is wise to provide for our natural resources
commensurate with their true value to our wellbeing. The one million per year proposed
by the PRC for protecting Arlington’s natural areas is the minimum amount necessary to
adequately fund the habitat restoration/preservation program and to make any real
progress in implementing the action items in the FNRP. To put it into perspective, one
million dollars is less than the amount that the County is scheduled to spend replacing
the Fire Station #5 Bay Door (See FY 2025 CIP at page C-72).

Despite the troubling economic climate, our natural areas must receive urgent,
substantial attention from the County. Making a paradigm shift in the approach to
funding our natural area restoration/preservation program will facilitate comprehensive
preservation of our natural areas for posterity. The future of our natural areas depends
on County stewardship, and the County must mature its funding priorities in line with the
evolving appreciation of the benefits that our natural areas provide to Arlingtonians. The
PRC calls upon the Board to build upon the legacy of earlier Board Members who
reserved hundreds of acres of natural habitat for the benefit of all Arlington residents.
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