
 

 

ARLINGTON COUNTY 
SPORTS COMMISSION 

2100 Clarendon Blvd., Suite 414 
Arlington, Virginia 22201 

 
February 2, 2021 

 
 
 
The Honorable Matt de Ferranti, Chair 
Arlington County Board 
2100 Clarendon Blvd. 
Arlington, VA 22201 
 
Dear Mr. de Ferranti, 
 
Pursuant to its mission to advise the County Board on the adequacy, accessibility, and equitable 
and efficient use of sports facilities, the Sports Commission offers its perspective on the softball 
fields at Virginia Highlands Park.  The Commission has long been aware of efforts by the Aurora 
Highlands Civic Association (AHCA), Friends of Aurora Highlands Park (FAHP), and other 
associated groups to convert these fields to other uses.  These efforts, which reflect the fervent 
desires of a small but vocal group, are self-serving, unwarranted, and disrespectful of Arlington 
County planning processes.  These efforts reached an apex in December 2020 when AHCA set 
up an unauthorized light display that violated multiple County requirements and constrained 
non-AHCA use of the fields. This letter reflects the views of the Commission by a vote of 14–0 
with no abstentions.  
 
The AHCA/FAHP battle against the softball fields is long-standing and ever-shifting.  In 2016, 
AHCA proposed eliminating the softball fields in favor of open green space.  Its rationale for this 
change included the fields’ “limited functionality” (closed during inclement weather and from 
November to March), “inaccessibility” (fenced and locked to prevent non-permitted use), and 
“underutilization” (only used for softball in the evenings and on weekends).  AHCA also noted 
the “need to rethink the way our limited parkland is used so that it benefits all Arlington 
residents.”  
 
In recognition of the increasing pressure on public spaces, the Department of Parks and 
Recreation (DPR) adopted a significant change to its management of permitted fields, changing 
the classification of 80% of the County’s diamond fields from “permit-only” to “permit-takes-
priority.”  These fields are now unlocked and open to the public for the vast majority of the day 
throughout the year, without request, for groups of 10 or fewer to “throw a Frisbee, kick [a] 
ball around, fly a kite, and [for] passive activities.”  Organized activities, including games, 
practices, and special events, still require a permit.  
 
The outcome at Virginia Highlands Park was even more favorable for those in its immediate 
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vicinity in terms of open green space.  At the request of AHCA (but without any County-wide 
engagement), DPR also removed 600 feet of baseline fencing from the softball fields.  The 
removal introduced several concerns for the existing sports users of the fields, including 
playability of line drives, safety hazards of foul balls to pedestrians, and the wear and waste 
issues associated with pet recreation (which occurs daily on Arlington’s sports fields despite 
clear signage that pets are not permitted).  In exchange for these concessions by sports users, 
the neighborhood now has a functional, substantially unfenced, multi-use space. 
 
With this change, DPR addressed AHCA’s assertions about the fields’ limited functionality, 
inaccessibility, and underutilization.  The fields are now fully accessible and are used more than 
they were before for a range of activities, including for multiple special events organized by 
AHCA.  While fields are closed for permitted use during inclement weather and from mid-
November to mid-March, community users continue to have access even at these times.1  
Moreover, the fields now meet the PSMP’s definition of casual use space.2  While the 
Commission continues to have concerns about how these changes have affected field 
condition, we view this outcome as a reasonable, community-minded compromise that 
supports multiple uses and users. 
 
However, it is now clear that AHCA does not seek an outcome that “benefits all Arlington 
residents,” but rather has a singular goal in mind that does not accommodate sports users.  
 
Under the auspices of Livability 22202, the AHCA and the Arlington Ridge and Crystal City Civic 
Associations launched an independent planning process (not run or sanctioned by Arlington 
County) for the 22202 zip-code area. As part of this effort, they invited 22202 residents to re-
envision the entirety of Virginia Highlands Park. A December 2020 report from this process 
includes a concept drawing that proposes eliminating both softball fields and a rectangular field 
from the park, replacing them with a single casual use space.  Such a development would 
effectively remove permitted field-based sports activities from the park.  Multiple sources, 
including DPR and field users, have told AHCA that the fields are important parts of the 
County’s field inventory, which, if eliminated, would disenfranchise current users and further 
exacerbate existing field shortages.  Unconcerned about those users, the AHCA, through 
Livability 22202, continues to push for its ultimate goal.  
 
Simultaneous with the release of the December report, the AHCA appropriated a sizable 
portion of one softball field to set up a holiday light display (even digging holes in the field 
surface to do so), while ignoring the well-established County permit process that AHCA had 
otherwise respected for other events hosted on the softball fields.  Permitting achieves several 
functions, ensuring that events are properly insured by the permit holder, and that permitted 
events have a defined period to accommodate other users.  Taken together with AHCA’s 

 
1 Although the weather and season closures apply equally to permitted and non-permitted users, in reality DPR 
does not have the resources to prevent community members from entering unlocked, unfenced spaces.  
2 According to the PSMP, casual use space includes, among other things, fields with community use but does not 
include permit-only fields. (Public Spaces Master Plan, Adopted April 25, 2019, page 62.)  
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advertisement of the event, encouragement of others to act similarly in their neighborhoods, 
and even video production to promote that “cancellation of organized sports in the spring 
allowed community members to put Livability concepts into action over the summer,”3 AHCA 
flouted the rules respected by all other users of Arlington’s public spaces to assert ownership. 
 
Meanwhile, positive developments continue to occur in and around Virginia Highlands Park that 
help address AHCA’s stated need for more open space and parkland.  The County spent $1.2 
million to add .26 acres of parkland a few blocks to the south of Virginia Highlands. There has 
been extensive community involvement during the County-run planning process for 
Metropolitan Park a few blocks to the east of Virginia Highlands. In addition, the County has 
agreed to install a temporary dog park – ironically, a single-use, fenced amenity – as well as 
community gardens at Virginia Highlands Park.  
 
As this Commission stated in our 2016 position statement on such planning processes, a central 
and essential tenet in our small county is that the entire Arlington community has primary 
“ownership” of public facilities and public spaces, and while the input of immediate neighbors 
needs to be considered, planning processes should reflect the interests of all County residents.4 
To that end, this Commission believes that: 
 

 While all Arlington residents are entitled to advocate for their immediate 
neighborhood as they see fit, the County should not supplant its own public 
engagement processes with “alternative” planning processes conducted by (and 
for) immediate neighbors. Planning processes for Arlington’s public spaces must be 
facilitated by the County, which has a responsibility to hear from, and balance, the 
needs of a cross-section of community voices. 
 

 Increased density in the 22202 area increases demand for all manner of 
recreational activity, not just those that occur in unprogrammed, casual use space. 
As Amazon’s HQ2 takes shape and more people move into the area, demand for 
sports facilities there—and across the County—will certainly grow. 
 

 Public spaces can, and should, be updated and improved over time. However, any 
updates and improvements should not prioritize immediate neighborhood desires 
to the disadvantage of current County-wide uses of existing assets, or diminish the 
number, size, or quality of such assets. 
 

 Contrary to AHCA’s assertions, the popularity of the softball fields at Virginia 
Highlands Park as casual/open space (and as an event venue, when properly 
permitted), while retaining the ability to host organized softball games, illustrates 

 
3 https://www.arlnow.com/2020/11/05/civic-association-still-waging-war-against-softball-fields-in-pentagon-city/ 
4 Sports Commission Position Statement on Planning Processes.  
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that this now multi-use space serves the greatest number of uses and users across 
the County and in the neighborhood, as-is. 
 

In summary, the Sports Commission advises that the County Board continue to support existing 
athletic fields that may also, where appropriate, provide casual use space, as these multi-use 
facilities help to maximize Arlington County’s valued parklands, fields and open spaces. It is 
time to end the battle against sports fields and particularly against the Virginia Highlands Park 
softball fields.  
 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Shirley Brothwell, Chair 
Sports Commission 
 
Cc:  Arlington County Board 

Mark Schwartz, County Manager 
Jane Rudolph, Director, Department of Parks and Recreation 

 
 


