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Technical Memorandum 1- Summary of Existing Conditions 

Prepared by Birch Wood Planning and Gray & Pape Inc.  

 

Arlington represents a diverse collection of urban villages that through its many historic neighborhoods 
and commercial centers collectively represent an inclusive urban county. Its citizens seek a wide range of 
features in their community: greenspace, public transit, affordable housing, strong neighborhoods, access 
to commercial centers, and more. Historic preservation has opportunities to expand its role in the County 
through education, preservation, incentives and controlled growth. Following the initial research and 
planning phase, which included key stakeholder interviews, a review of existing planning materials and a 
site visit conducted as part of the planning process to update the original 2006 Historic Preservation Master 
Plan, Birch Wood Planning and Gray & Pape will generate a series of technical memorandums. This 
Technical Memorandum 1 (Summary of Existing Conditions) highlights the most common and recurring 
themes noted to date.  

Existing Conditions in Arlington 

This section describes some trends in Arlington County that are relevant to the Historic Preservation 
Program and should be considered in developing the plan. 

Worthy Historic Resources 

Historic buildings in Arlington span multiple developmental periods and various areas in the County, 
including early-and mid-20th century single-family neighborhoods, garden apartments, and mid-20th 
century multifamily and commercial construction. Surrounding green spaces and mature tree canopy are 
also prevalent parts of the visible character. In interviews, other important elements cited as distinct 
included longtime residents and intergenerational families; roadway and transit patterns; legacy 
businesses; and immigrant communities and their associated food, language, and other traditions. Each of 
these represents important historic resources, as well as important political and social histories that are 
worthy of preservation and interpretation. 

Need for Shared Threads of Identity 

Conversations today echo those from 2006 in that the community is clearer about what Arlington is not—
Old Town, Washington (DC), Charleston—than what it is. Self-deprecating language is a normal starting 
point when history is the topic, even in conversation with historic preservation advocates. Decades of 
proximity to some of the country’s earliest and best-known historic districts has resulted in a sense of 
humility that would be best set aside in favor of measured pride. The County’s history and historical 
resources offer a foundation for a strong, shared sense of identity: many historic neighborhoods and 
commercial centers connected by a network of avenues and bikeways, a thick tree canopy, a series of the 
country’s “firsts” in its borders, and a broad collection of mid-20th century or “post-war” resources. 
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The Recent Past 

Arlington contains a rich collection of resources associated with the recent past when national interest in 
this period is at an all-time high. Design trends from fabric to furniture, television shows, and housing 
popularity all reflect a shift: the mid-20th century was seen as “too new” to be historic and simply 
“outdated” not long ago, but now it has become retro and fashionable. Midcentury antiques, such as 
Broyhill Brasilia or Heywood Wakefield, are hot items. Midcentury ranch homes are quick sellers on major 
urban real estate markets.  

On the other hand, buildings and neighborhoods of commercial scale associated with late modern 
architecture located throughout Arlington are often threatened by development pressures. For instance, 
resources in Crystal City contain modern elements worth preserving and embracing but are being 
redeveloped at a remarkable speed. Interviewed stakeholders feel those elements should be recognized, 
preserved, and incorporated into some of the new designs. At the same time, others expressed a desire for 
improved planning and design over what was done in large-scale modern neighborhoods like Crystal City, 
citing better greenspaces and pedestrian-friendly streetscapes as two needs not originally met in that 
historic environment.  

Development Pressure 

Development pressure, regarding both large- and small-scale projects, was a common theme when 
speaking with stakeholders. Some saw it as a negative, driving rapid changes in their community at prices 
that were beyond neighborhood reach. It was also described as an incentive that caused longtime 
neighbors to sell and leave, changing the face of communities that have had cohesive identities for decades. 
Others saw it as simply the reality of the County and more importantly, a reality within which the Historic 
Preservation Program and any other land use policies must operate. Because real estate continues to be at 
a premium in Arlington, with some residential “teardowns” being purchased for as much as $1M, new 
development and the expansion of existing business and schools happens rapidly and under pressure as 
well. Interviewees indicated a desire for balance between preservation and growth, but not at the expense 
of losing historic fabric and or jobs. 

By-Right Development in Virginia 

Section 15.2-2288.1. of the Administrative Code of Virginia states that “Localities may not require a special 
use permit for certain residential uses” and details what is termed by many to be “by-right” development 
in the Commonwealth. This legislation has caused a fair amount of caution among conservation and 
preservation advocates who both seek to advance those causes and to remain on the right side of state 
law. To advance preservation in Arlington, it will be important to examine what historic protections have 
been undertaken legally in other Virginia communities under “by right” development. 

Rapidly Changing Demographics 

Redevelopment pressures are translating into threats to gentrify and fully change the demographics of 
several primarily minority communities. In the African American neighborhoods locally known as Green 
Valley, Hall’s Hill, and Johnson’s Hill (which have other community names associated and/or assigned to 
them), stakeholders feel that the stories and histories associated with African American residents are being 
lost and should be interpreted and preserved for future generations. They are also concerned that the rapid 
turnover in residents is irrevocably changing the culture and identity of the neighborhoods. 
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Desire for Proactive Policies and Tools 

Many interviewees, whether advocating for more or less regulation, feel there is an ad hoc and reactive 
environment for historic preservation, especially as it relates to infill construction, major projects, and new 
development. All suggested a more proactive foundation for the Historic Preservation Program to avoid 
costly and difficult end-game negotiations. Historic preservation advocates tended to want more regulatory 
and educational tools, such as protective overlay zones, legal definitions for Historic Resources Inventory 
(HRI)-listed properties, and an unranked annual list of threatened properties to prioritize. Developers and 
property rights advocates focused almost solely on the need for education programs and incentives, citing 
historic tax credits, a better functioning Transfer of Development Rights (TDR) program (with a banking 
system), easements, proffers, and other financial incentives.  

Detailing the HRI Ranking Criteria 

Several stakeholders stated that Arlington needs to establish legal definitions for HRI properties to give the 
ranking process more credibility. The HRI list is viewed as helping determine what is significant, but some 
stakeholders feel it does not create documentation sufficient to authenticate that all the buildings on the 
list are locally important. Many feel a stronger designation system would help lend credibility and power 
to the HRI.  

Strong Informal Networks But Missing Formal Structures 

Much is accomplished today through informal agreements with other agencies, departments, and 
appointed bodies who bring the Historic Preservation staff and HALRB representatives into projects when 
it seems important. The Historic Preservation Program staff is well-regarded and viewed as managing the 
work quickly and appropriately, providing connections and expertise for these relationships and efforts. 
However, a Historic Preservation Program that consistently and efficiently serves its citizenry must have 
formal planning process structures in place beyond the personal relationships held by its staff. The County 
does not have defined formal processes for when historic preservation is called into a review and a 
formalized “seat at the table” for actions such as capital budgeting, where staff could prove helpful in 
identifying historic structures and potential partnerships and solutions for conflicts in early planning stages. 

Historic Preservation and Interpretation 

From numerous interviews, there is still a fundamental lack of understanding of historic preservation as a 
core element of the quality of life/character definition within Arlington, and this lack can exist for both 
citizens and other County department staff. Stakeholders believe that better integration of preservation 
values into other aspects of County planning and governmental policies will assist in a widespread 
education of the public. Often, historic preservation is not viewed as a priority for other functions within 
the County. Additional outreach and education regarding historic preservation is strongly desired and 
recommended for Arlington citizens. Existing partners in the community such as neighborhood 
associations, Preservation Arlington, the Arlington Historical Society and the Black Heritage Museum of 
Arlington would like to be more included in historic preservation. These organizations could  not only help 
highlight historic resources, but also tell the stories of their importance and how they relate to broader 
societal contexts. Several interviewees expressed interest in creating a fund for historic preservation 
projects that individuals could apply for when completing historic preservation projects. These types of 
preservation incentive programs were widely desired.  
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Regulatory Process 

Despite many advocates desiring more preservation tools and a nimbler designation process, community 
members are not in favor of restrictions on private properties, primarily due to extremely high property 
and land values. Collectively, there is resistance to creating additional restrictions on property owners, 
particularly the concept of overlay districts. In addition, a number of stakeholders were not in favor of 
design review overall and shared concerns about consistency and the way design review applies to 
noncontributing resources in a district like the Maywood Local Historic District. 

Advocates are seeking consistency, balance, and rationality as it relates to existing design review. Currently, 
Arlington oversees 41 historic districts, each with unique styles, characteristics and stories. Creating signage 
and distinction between these districts, as well as creating a design review mechanism for each area, is 
desired and would both help create a sense of place within the community and assist in preserving the 
historic fabric. Interviewees expressed that there was too much emphasis on the historic fabric rather than 
the overall streetscape and footprint of the buildings. For example, some very large infill buildings were 
described in instances where a building’s façade was preserved and the rest of the building was  replaced 
by a much larger structure.  

Historic preservation was also seen in some cases as a barrier to energy efficiency and green building 
practices within the Maywood Local Historic District—a view that historic preservation is facing nationally. 
Stakeholders repeatedly stated they took pride in the community but wanted a balance of maintaining the 
historic fabric and being energy and earth conscience. Property owners view these needs as a range of 
solutions, including alternative energy sources like solar panels and replacement materials like energy 
efficient windows and doors. Within historic preservation guidelines, there may be a number of energy 
efficient actions that can be taken that before materials replacement, and education could be a solution 
for some perception issues regarding the need to replace all windows and doors.  

Affordable Housing  

Affordable housing countywide is a primary concern. Several stakeholders were concerned about longtime 
residents of Arlington who witnessed the pre-real estate boom and their ability to maintain their residences 
with rising taxes and real estate prices. Gentrification has also resulted in new community members who 
often do not understand the history or its significance. In addition, there have been significant losses of and 
ongoing threats to historic fabric in historically ethnic and minority communities or housing areas, i.e. the 
George Washington Carver Homes, the Paul Lawrence Dunbar Homes, and the recently threatened Fort 
Henry Gardens, all in Green Valley.  Gentrification and development pressures continue to threaten existing 
affordable housing in historic garden apartments whose service to low-income communities is 
underappreciated. 

Existing Conditions in the Discipline of Historic Preservation 

This section describes some national trends in the disciplines of historic preservation that are relevant to 
the work of the Historic Preservation Program in Arlington County and should be considered in developing 
the plan. 

Embracing Social Justice 

The Black Lives Matter movement has been a culminating moment for the historic preservation 
movement—as well as for cultural organizations, corporate America, American policing, and an array of 
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other institutions. The field of historic preservation had been grappling with elements of social justice for 
several years, looking at whose hands built the places we preserve, what the demographic of our field is, 
how we engage with communities, and more. While we cannot yet measure the comprehensive impacts 
of social justice movements on historic preservation practice, it is already clear that significant shifts are 
occurring. Some impacted areas include what we preserve (moving away from high style architecture only), 
how interpretation is accomplished (more public and community engagement), whose perspective is 
privileged in storytelling (those whose story it is), and how practitioners must seek credibility from the 
public for their work. Arlington’s Historic Preservation Program has a committed and well-informed staff 
already doing this work on behalf of the County and excited to begin the next phase of advancing a more 
just application of historic preservation. 

This series of key questions to guide our work came up during the interviews and echo the County’s 
framework for equity: 

1. Who benefits? 
2. Who is burdened? 
3. Who is missing? 
4. How do we know? 
5. So what do we do? 

Looking Beyond Architectural Significance to Cultural Importance 

The historic preservation movement has evolved to realize that the built environment as it exists today is 
not a comprehensive expression of community. This is resulting in a growing awareness of and commitment 
to broader storytelling, expanded preservation portfolios beyond architectural masterpieces and mansions, 
and overall, an emphasis on people and culture. How this emphasis translates to preservation tools and 
practices is still evolving. Buildings and landscapes still matter, but they don’t matter in absence of 
communities of people. Still more difficult for the field is seeking to preserve alongside communities for 
which there are few typical physical markers of culture or story. As the master planning process progresses, 
this Historic Preservation Master Plan update will seek to identify both communities that have interest in 
preserving their stories and how the Historic Preservation Program can serve them. 

Full Incorporation with Other Planning Elements 

Historic preservation professionals have been working for more than a decade to understand, to be 
understood by, and to connect to other elements of comprehensive planning, such as today’s sustainability 
(what started with “green buildings”), affordable housing, climate change, public art, and more. Other 
disciplines and the general public may view these elements as competitive with the interests of 
preservation—assuming, for example, that preserving the historic fabric and character of neighborhoods 
means denying additional units of affordable housing. Increasingly, historic preservationists define their 
charge as managing needed change through time while seeking to accommodate other planning elements, 
such as affordable housing, in the most appropriate ways possible within historic settings. In Arlington 
specifically, solutions like adding bumpouts to garden apartments and using transfer of development rights 
to preserve historic resources are examples that already have proven successful and should be expanded 
upon. 

Growing Need for More and Expanded Tools 
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In a piece in Bloomberg CityLab (https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-02-08/why-historic-
preservation-needs-a-new-approach), Patrice Frey, President and CEO of Main Street America, describes 
the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards for Rehabilitation as too limited for several types of projects, 
thereby discouraging historic preservation by providing only one too-rigid approach. Likewise, she provides 
examples of buildings and projects that require additional, more flexible financial and regulatory tools that 
are not currently accessible to practitioners and advocates across the country. Typical historic preservation 
tools, such as local historic district overlays, are especially difficult to achieve due to low public support in 
both low-investment and high development pressure environments, for different reasons. In high 
development areas, there is immense payoff for maximizing density and avoiding concessions like historic 
preservation overlays. Interviewees who own multi-family or other large properties echoed these points 
and suggested more flexible and incentive-based approaches. 

Engaged Citizenry with Expectations for Engagement 

Thanks to rapidly increasing information sharing, everyday citizens have increasing sophistication about 
issues around equity, property rights, communications, taxation, and a wide range of other topics. This 
allows them to choose their engagements and to assess public engagement through savvy and critical 
lenses, holding planners and consultants accountable for both processes and outcomes. This is both 
exciting and challenging, as engagement makes for better outcomes, yet citizen desires are not 
homogenous and can be conflicting. In addition, busy and stressed Arlingtonians may choose to eschew 
public engagement processes if they are deemed not to be in earnest, or, in this time of online-only 
feedback, they feel overwhelmed by too much screen time.  

In addition, each process undertaken by the County reflects on all programs. One interviewee in Arlington 
spoke of being invited to many meetings through the years but being “talked at and not engaged. We try 
to help them understand what engagement is—not telling us what is happening but asking us for input. No 
more charettes where you tell us what you want in our neighborhood.” This perception can damage future 
planning efforts’ ability to garner community interest and feedback. 

Importance of Neighborhoods 

Internationally, there is increased awareness of the impacts on people and culture in neighborhoods of 
both real estate professionals’ “rebranding” of neighborhoods to sell properties and of redeveloping to sell 
housing and commercial real estate have increased. Buildings and properties are only one piece of the 
historic preservation puzzle, with the residents and their associates stories, traditions, food culture, and 
more making up additional elements. Some neighborhoods in Arlington communicate a strong sense of 
identity and pride, while there is a sense that newcomers are less aware of neighborhood history. Arlington 
interviewees noted that new buyers are almost always from outside the County and neighborhood. 
Another noted that displacing residents from multi-family construction for new development on site 
changes the makeup of neighborhoods, with most residents not coming back once they’ve departed.  

 Conclusion 

These considerations, in addition to other elements of discovery in the planning process, will inform the 
Historic Preservation Master Plan Update. These factors were informed by research, field work, discussions 
with County staff, and interviews with about twenty stakeholders that included commission members, 
history and historic preservation advocates, developers, neighborhood representatives, and leaders of local 
nonprofits and agencies. The next stage of planning will include focus groups and an online feedback form 
that invite additional input before goals are set. 


