Draft (Updated 6 February 2023)
Resolution to Restore the Public’s Confidence
in Arlington County Governance

Whereas, public participation processes are based on the belief that those who are affected by a
decision have the right to be involved in the decision-making process and all perspectives should
be represented in civic engagement. % 3 4

Whereas, for decades Arlington County had an established, bottom-up community engagement
process to make decisions, frequently called the “Arlington Way”.> ¢ 7, & 9,10, 11, 12,13, 14, 15

Whereas, in this process Arlington residents had a meaningful seat at the decision-making table,
which resulted in robust community discussion, producing consensus-driven outcomes that have

made Arlington one of the most sought-after places to live in the nation.1® 17 18 19, 20, 21, 22, 23, 24,
25

Whereas, it appears to many residents that the current community engagement methods are
unevenly applied or have fundamentally changed and no longer consistently includes critical
engagement principles and features, and where far-reaching decisions may be made without

incorporating substantive resident input or broad community consensus.?% 27 28 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34,
35, 36, 37, 38, 39

Whereas, it appears to many residents that the Arlington County Board and County Manager
frequently dismiss concerns of individuals, civic groups, civic associations, multi-family residence
associations, and the Arlington County Civic Federation, which historically have played an

integral role in the county’s decision-making processes.#0 41 42, 43, 44, 45

Whereas, the current Arlington County Board, County Manager and staff conduct processes
frequently led by outside consultants that, from the perspective of many affected residents, lack
transparency and seem to be designed to reach a single, predetermined conclusion (e.g., Sector
Plan updates, Public Spaces Master Plan update, Site Plan approvals, increased density and
other mechanisms) without addressing substantive community concerns expressed during the

process. 6 47, 4,49, 50, 51, 52, 53

Whereas, the current community engagement process is perceived by many to marginalize or
stifle substantive criticism from residents about proposed County policies by such methods as
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not recording public comments, using “push poll” surveys that are structured to support a single
point of view, providing on-line only presentations that do not allow for two-way
communications, encouraging advocacy group support, not recording or posting public minutes,
and failing to include some letters from the public record.>* >> 3% 57

Whereas, the citizen-commissioner appointment process and objectives lack transparency for
member and Chair selection and seems to result in commissions that lack a diversity of opinion

or thought and do not necessarily reflect the views of the public at large.>% > 60, 61, 62, 63,64, 65, 66

Whereas, it appears to many of our members that the County frequently conducts a planning
review process without two-way engagement with residents and residents report that in some
planning reviews, paid developer staff have the opportunity for two-way engagement at the
table with planners while residents are limited to short, one-way comments. The information
presented to planners can thus be considered “unbalanced” and “skewed”.%”

Whereas, certain types of meetings exclude public attendance—even when the planning is
holistic in nature (not a specific site plan)—permitting developers, approved “stakeholders” and
staff to meet and consider planning during “office hours” in a way which limits public
discussions public and skirts public “sunshine” laws’.%% 6% 70, 71, 72, 73, 74, 75

Whereas, the outcome of land-use planning and development processes appears to focus
almost exclusively on increasing density and satisfying developers’ goals and interests without
providing specific metrics to document an equitable focus on achieving a balanced outcome that
mitigates negative community impacts and enhances the long-term livability of both existing

and new residents 76,77, 78, 79, 80, 81, 82, 83, 84, 85, 86

Whereas, there is no accurate, measurable public accounting of the value of the “community
benefits” developers offer as part of the site plan process and likewise no accurate public
accounting of the value of the density and other benefits that property developers receive in
return, leaving the public in the dark as to whether or not what is received is of roughly

equivalent value.8” 88 89 90, 91,92, 93

Whereas, the County continues to enact further restrictive rule and limitations on public
94, 95, 96, 97

speaking.
Whereas, there is a lack of data transparency, accessibility, and properly working systems such

as policies, processes, broken website links, website links to meetings, documents, historic
content, minutes and video resulting in significant impediments to residents’ ability to view,
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research, and participate in County activities in a transparent way.%® 9% 100, 101, 102, 103, 104, 105, 106,

107, 108, 109, 110

Therefore let it be resolved, the Arlington County Civic Federation calls on the Arlington
County Board, the County Manager and staff to reaffirm their commitment to meaningful
public/civic engagement and to work with the Arlington County Civic Federation and the
diverse organizations of our whole community to restore authentic civic engagement and
faith in Arlington County governance and the “Arlington Way”, beginning with the following
high-priority actions:

1. Recommit to the “Arlington Way” principles and processes where the intent of
community engagement is to give community members a meaningful role at the
decision-making table by including the public in robust two-way conversations — to
incorporate and address public concerns and ideas; to acknowledge and address
substantive public criticism; encourage a diversity of thought and information in all
processes; fully answer the public’s questions and concerns (providing all relevant
information/documentation whether or not it supports the County’s position); provide a
full accounting of support and public participation; identify areas of common objectives
to build genuine consensus in order to produce outcomes that better serve the
community’s interest and are perceived as legitimate, unbiased, and fair; improve
engagement timeframes; provide information in advance with proper notice; create
neutral survey tools to collect statistically valid, unskewed results; improve transparency
of the Board’s monitoring of the implementation of policy; create an equitable balance
between development interests and residents’ interests; relax public comment
requirements and reduce reliance on both Consent Agenda and Closed Sessions; and
further expand the Six Step Guide beyond Capital Projects, such as planning and zoning
initiatives; expand public notice, engagement times, engagement timeframes and
languages; revisit prior recommendations to improve civic engagement; and realign the
County Ombuds role to allow for independence from County operations;

2. Support in spirit (not just the letter of the law) open-data and open-government
principles and requlations by revamping the county’s current policies and methods,
especially with respect to Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) requests, to ensure the
prompt release of all relevant data and to significantly reduce the withholding of
information or making the public pay to obtain public information. Make all notices,
policies, guidance, data, analysis and objectives available to the public before, during
and after each process; allowing participants to observe meetings and review notes from
ALL county meetings including using technology to record and livestream its public
meetings, to publish all residents’ feedback frequently and broadly, and to restore
transparency in all its process and engagement activities; and providing public notices to
larger audience bases to comply with the spirit of the law;

3. Reconvene and reinvigorate the Arlington County Open Data Advisory Group and
Open Data Portal; develop a more sophisticated, data-driven toolkit for anticipating and
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addressing likely impacts from County policies; encourage the County Manager, Staff,
and County Advisory Groups to use the best available data and data driven analysis to
form their recommendations; and allow the public free access to all data, analysis, and
information made available to County commissions and other Advisory Groups, including
data sources, methodology and data analysis results; make additional information
available in the Open Data Portal such as conflict of interest, financial, real estate,
candidate and other disclosures as well as County award applications, conference
presentations, papers, articles, policies, Advisory Group appointment/tenures, Six Step
Guide and other engagement documentation;

4. Reinvigorate and empower County Commissions and other Advisory Groups by
recruiting and selecting members with a wider diversity of perspectives and
backgrounds; by offering them unfettered access to all relevant data, analysis and
information; and by applying the same county open-data, open-government and public-
engagement standards to enable these volunteer groups to better meet their intended
purpose—

a. Advise the Board consistent with their roles in publicly and systematically setting
and monitoring the implementation of policy;

b. Serve as an essential link between elected officials and the governed, eliciting
meaningful public/community feedback and providing an open and neutral
forum for discussing and sharing information, ideas, concerns and suggestions;

c. Evaluate and critically analyze policy, plan and project proposals or changes,
using all relevant sources of information and data (tapping volunteer experts in
the community, as available and as necessary) to provide part-time County Board
members with as much objective information and independent analysis as
possible to support better informed decision-making that furthers and protects
the community’s interests;

d. Update the Advisory Group Handbook to accurately reflect roles and
responsibilities and provide more detailed guidance to Advisory Groups, Chairs,
Board Liaisons and Staff Liaisons;

e. Reinstitute and improve the Staff Liaison Handbook and provide Staff Liaison
training;

5. Establish interdepartmental after-action, lessons-learned review committees (including
community representatives) to track/document outcomes and continuously improve.

a. Authorize review to collect data (and, where necessary, to request the collection
of relevant data) for analysis of major policy/procedure, planning and project
initiatives or changes to empirically determine what has worked, what hasn’t
worked (and why) in order to recommend changes that correct negative or
unintended consequences, better inform future decision-making, and improve
outcomes going forward.

b. Apply the same county open-data, open-government and public-engagement
standards. Publicly present lessons learned, improvement recommendations and
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recommendation implementation, and other information to the County Board
consistent with the Board’s role of monitoring the implementation of policy;

6. Enact a policy preventing the implementation of plans, policies or projects (new major
initiatives or revisions) in the absence of a thorough and data-supported analysis of
the potential and cumulative impacts (net effects on costs, budgets, personnel, capacity
and service delivery).

The below endnotes provide detailed support for the whereas clauses, consistent with Arlington County
Civic Federation guidance. The Report on Erosion of Public Confidence in Arlington County Decision
Making (https://www.civfed.org/newContent/2023-02/2023-02-
06%20CivFed%20Res%20Report%20Restore%20Public%20Confidence %20in%20Arlington%20County
%20Governance.pdf), submitted by five former ACCF Presidents and delegates, may provide additional
context. The report has not been approved by ACCF and does not necessarily represent the views of the
ACCEF. Approval of this resolution does not constitute approval of the report or examples contained
therein.

1 https://iap2usa.org/resources/Documents/IAP2USA PillarsOfPublicParticipationBrochure.pdf

2 https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Topics/Equity

3 https://www.civfed.org/newContent/2021-09/2021-
09%20ACCF%20DEBI%20Resolution%20APPROVED.pdf

4 https://www.civfed.org/newContent/2022-06/2022-

06%20ACCF%20PSComm%20Res%20GLUP Planning Input%20APPROVED.pdf
5https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uFHs1 P4qTU&feature=share&si=ELPmzJkDCLju2KnD5oyZMQ&t=
1695

6https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uFHs1 P4qTU&feature=share&si=ELPmzJkDCLju2KnD50oyZMQ&t=
1711

7 Mapping the Arlington Way: Understanding the System of Citizen Participation in Arlington County,
Abbott Bailey, June 2000 https://www.civfed.org/newContent/2022-10/2022-
10%20CivFed%20Res%20Bailey%202000%20Mapping%20the%20Arlington%20Way%20Understanding
.pdf

8 https://arlingtonhistoricalsociety.org/2020/06/ellen-m-bozman-building-dedication-2018/

9 https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract id=1510267

10 Strand, Palma Joy, Civic Engagement: A Guide for Communities (2006). Palma Strand, CIVIC
ENGAGEMENT: A GUIDE FOR COMMUNITIES, Melinda D. Patrician, Mary H. Hynes, eds., The William
and Flora Hewlett Foundation, (2006), https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract id=1510276

11 Participation, Leadership and Civic Engagement: Report to the County Board, December 2012,
https://arlington.granicus.com/MetaViewer.php?view id=&clip_id=2438&meta id=105775

12 https://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/5/2014/02/Advisory-Group-
Handbook-2014.pdf

13 https://www.arlingtonva.us/About-Arlington/News/Articles/2018/Major-Milestone-A-New-Six-Step-
Public-Engagement-Guide

14 https://www.iap2.org/page/resources

15 https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Departments/CMO/County-Awards-Recognition

16 https://arlingtonva.s3.amazonaws.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/31/2014/03/Clarendon-
SectorPlan06.pdf

17 Roundtables with Civic and Condo Association Presidents, March 2018,
https://arlingtonva.s3.dualstack.us-east-1.amazonaws.com/wp-
content/uploads/sites/21/2018/03/SummaryCivic.CondoAssociationRoundtables.March-2018.pdf

18 https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Projects/Plans-Studies/Land-Use/Plan-Langston-Boulevard
19 https://www.arlnow.com/2016/10/31/county-revises-bluemont-baseball-field-plan-in-attempt-at-

compromise/
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https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Projects/Plans-Studies/Land-Use/Plan-Langston-Boulevard
https://www.arlnow.com/2016/10/31/county-revises-bluemont-baseball-field-plan-in-attempt-at-compromise/
https://www.arlnow.com/2016/10/31/county-revises-bluemont-baseball-field-plan-in-attempt-at-compromise/

20https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uFHs1 P4qgTU&feature=share&si=ELPmzJkDCLju2KnD50yZMQ&t
=167

21 https://www.arlingtonva.us/files/sharedassets/public/commissions/documents/housing-
commission/aging-caf-strategies-final-report.pdf

22 https://arlington.granicus.com/MetaViewer.php?view id=2&clip_id=3924&meta id=203930

23 https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Departments/CMO/Police-Practices-Work-Group

24 https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Departments/Police-Department/About-ACPD/Publications
25 https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Topics/Data-Blog/What-Is-the-Open-Data-Advisory-Group

26 https://www.change.org/p/arlington-county-board-riverhouse-neighbors-for-sensible-density

27 https://www.arlnow.com/2021/02/22/county-board-approves-new-residential-permit-parking-program/
28 https://youtube.com/watch?v=DWJ-nOGt-

oY &feature=share&si=EMSIkalECMiOmarE6JChQQ&t=2767
29https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_y7L5WEtQN8&feature=share&si=ELPmzJkDCLju2KnD5oyZMQ&t
=22025

30 https://wjla.com/news/local/arlington-civilian-review-board-police-department

31 https://columbiaheightsva.org/group-letter-opposing-n-fboc-amendment/

32 https://lyoutube.com/watch?v=pY_ 5oEluops&feature=share&si=EMSIkalECMiOmarE6JChQQ&t=1317
33 https://lwww.arlnow.com/2016/12/22/peters-take-toward-a-new-model-of-arlington-civic-engagement/
34 https://www.arlnow.com/2016/11/10/bluemont-baseball-field-compromise-approved-county-promises-
better-outreach/

35 https://www.arlnow.com/2021/05/06/rodents-mold-shoddy-maintenance-plague-affordable-apartment-
building/

36 https://wjla.com/news/local/arlington-county-leaders-apologize-for-construction-confusion-on-columbia-
pike

37 https://www.arlnow.com/2022/02/16/typo-causes-hassle-for-county-prompts-critique-of-public-notice-
laws-limits/

38 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DWJ-nOGt-
6Y&feature=share&si=ELPmzJkDCLju2KnD50yZMQ&t=2767

39 https://wtop.com/arlington/2018/05/pedestrian-hit-killed-arlington-county/

40 https://www.arlnow.com/2022/10/19/county-board-wants-swifter-action-after-most-recent-pedestrian-
death/
41https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=reTEgabplks&feature=share&si=ELPmzJkDCLju2KnD50oyZMQ&t=7
53

42 https://www.arlnow.com/2021/11/09/green-valley-residents-express-concerns-about-updated-arts-
mater-plan/

43 https://www.insidenova.com/opinion/letters to editor/letter-arlington-government-again-tries-to-
marginalize-green-valley/article 1f169fee-0289-11eb-ae80-b3a96d69fb56.html

44 https://youtube.com/watch?v=pY 5oEluops&feature=share&si=EMSIkalECMiOmarE6JChQQ&t=2394
45https://youtube.com/watch?v=3ePk1Akv5AA&feature=share&si=EMSlkalECMiOmarE6JChQQ&t=2095
5

46 https://s26551.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/2013-01-15-Executed-County-Penzance-LOl.pdf
47 https://arlington.granicus.com/MetaViewer.php?view id=2&clip id=4040&meta id=208816

48 https://www.arlnow.com/2021/02/22/county-board-approves-new-residential-permit-parking-program/
49 https://www.civfed.org/newContent/2022-05/2022-
05%20ACCF%20PSComm%20Res%20Extend%20Missing%20Middle%20Comment%20Period%20202
2-05-10%20APPROVED.pdf

50 https://www.arlingtonva.us/Government/Projects/Plans-Studies/Land-Use/Pentagon-City-Planning-
Study/Documents

51 https://lwww.washingtonpost.com/dc-md-va/2022/04/22/amazon-headquarters-penplace-arlington-
plan/

52 https://www.civfed.org/newContent/2021-06/2021-06-ACCF-PubSvcCmte-Res-External-Police-
Consulant-APPROVED.pdf

53 https://www.civfed.org/newContent/2019-01/2019-
01%20ParksRec%20PSMP%20L0S%20Res%202019-01-08%20APPROVED.pdf

54 https://twitter.com/YIMBYarlington/status/888052408999448577
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