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Where are the Leaks Coming From?
by Tim Stevens

V

PIS has long had a keen
interest in protecting and
improving our environment.
Projects we support have
involved either things visible
(planting trees, supporting rooftop
solar systems, etc.) or things not
visible (reducing pollutants in
stormwater runoff, reducing greenhouse gas emissions, etc.). Our latest environmental initiative combines both concepts, and it does so
via an electronic device smaller
than your thumb.
The initiative is a thermal imaging camera, which VPIS purchased
and then donated to the Mary Riley
Styles Library so it can be available
for use by all our residents. The
thermal imaging camera identifies
places where cold air (winter) or
warm air (summer) leaks into your
house. The camera translates con-

trasting air temperatures into
color images that highlight places
where insulation and other remedies can be applied to reduce or
stop entirely the unwanted leakage of outside air. The end result
is a more comfortable home with
lower utility bills.
The camera attaches to your
smart phone and works with the
display screen the phone uses
when you take photographs.
VPIS purchased two cameras, one
each for Apple phones and Android models, so that everyone
with a smart phone can benefit
from the thermal imaging cameras. VPIS purchased the cameras
from Dominion/ACE Camera on
Broad Street, who gave us a discount along with help on how to
use the cameras. The salesperson
had already purchased one of the
Continued on page 3
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n an expansion of the Neighborhood Tree Program, the VPIS
Board voted to fund the purchase of native plants and shrubs
for planting in City of Falls Church
parks during 2017.
Over the past decade, City of Falls
Church Habitat Restoration Team
events have focused on the removal
of non-native invasive plants and
occasionally the replanting of native
plants in the city’s parks. Most of
the work has been at Cherry Hill
and Isaac Crossman Parks. Invasive

Tree Labels

4

Streetscape
Planters

5

Farmers Market

5

Letter on Cottage
Housing

6

Letter on Founders
Row

7

I

plant removal has also taken
place at Berman, Cavalier Trail,
Frady, and Howard Herman
Parks. In addition to the volunteer efforts of the Habitat Restoration Team, the City’s Urban
Forestry Team and City contractors have spent countless hours
managing invasive plants
throughout the City.
From 2013 through 2016, many
invasive plants were removed as
part of Capital Improvement Plan
Continued on page 4
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President’s Message by Mark Gross

I

am looking forward to a productive year for the
Village Society. As in past years, we are very
engaged in reviewing and commenting on the many
development projects the City is pursuing. The dominant issue this year is the development of the school
property at the George Mason and Mary Ellen Henderson sites. We intend to keep a close eye on the progress
of that project and to try to ensure that in balancing education and economic development, the City does so in a
manner consistent not only with its values, but also
with the historical and community beautification interests of VPIS. There are a number of other projects in
the planning stages: the addition to City Hall, the Mason (now Founders) Row project, the expansion of the
Mary Riley Styles Library, and the implementation of
the City’s Streetscape program. All have the potential
to affect, we hope in a positive manner, the appearance
and livability of our City. Board members will be reviewing these projects and reporting to the Board and
the membership about them. We are never hesitant to
provide the City our views as needed. See the letters we
recently sent on two issues, the ordinance on Cottage
Housing and the site plan for Founders Row, both printed in this newsletter.
We will hold our annual Attic Treasures sale Saturday, April 29, in the Community Center gym. This year
marks the 50th year VPIS has held this event. Attic
Treasures, in addition to being VPIS’s primary fundraiser, has become an annual social event for the City.
Residents come not only to peruse the always interesting (and eclectic) variety of merchandise, but to meet
and visit. We hope many members of VPIS will help
with the sale by donating items, perhaps by working on
the event for a few hours, or simply by coming to see old
friends and make new ones.
Speaking of fundraising, the VPIS treasury is in very
good shape. We are now interested in spending money.
The Board is looking for ideas on how to spend our
funds on projects and efforts consistent with the goals
of historic preservation and beautification of the City.
I encourage all of you to think about ways VPIS can finance projects that advance its goals, and to let members of the Board know about them. We will, in the near
future, meet to talk about potential projects and I hope
many members will participate. The more the merrier.

All telephone numbers are area code 703
unless noted.
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Leaks, continued from page 1

Membership Renewal Time

cameras and was impressed with how it
worked.
The idea for the thermal imaging camera
came from our friends in Arlington County,
who began a similar program over a year ago.
When we heard about their novel approach to
using Arlington’s Central Library to circulate
the cameras, we thought that any of our residents with a library card would have access to
the cameras. That was a good thought until we
learned there was a five-month wait list to access the camera. At that point we were persuaded that we needed to buy our own cameras
if our residents were to benefit from this new

I

t’s a new year, so please remember to pay
your 2017 VPIS membership dues. The
membership fees and donations we collect provide the majority of the funds used throughout
the year for VPIS activities and grants. In addition to supporting high profile events like
concerts in the park and services like the
neighborhood tree program, your membership
enables VPIS to have a strong voice in Falls
Church. Be sure to return the membership
postcard as soon as you receive it. For more
information e-mail Keith Thurston at
keith.thurston@gmail.com.♦

Planning Underway for
Attic Treasures Sale

T

Tim Stevens (Right) shows off the thermal camera, with Library
Director Mary McMahon (Left) and City staff member Kate
Walker (Center).

energy-saving technology. With no money in
the City’s budget for the cameras, the VPIS
Board saw this as an opportunity to advance
our environmental agenda and stepped in to
fund the purchase.
Not only was our environmental agenda enhanced, but also our interest in partnering
with our library, whose staff enthusiastically
embraced making these cameras available
through library circulation. In addition, we
called on one of our George Mason High School
youth representatives, Aziz Shaik, to help explain the use and need for the cameras to both
the VPIS Board and the City Council. The
City’s Energy Transition Subcommittee liked
the ability of the cameras to help reduce greenhouse gas emissions.
Interesting to see how such a small device
has brought together so many institutions in
our City. Check one out and see for yourself
where the energy leaks in your home are coming from.♦
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he Village Society is now preparing for
our 50th Attic Treasures event, to be held
in the Falls Church Community Center
on Saturday, April 29, from 9:00 a.m. to
2:00 p.m.
We have an organizing committee formed. If
you would like to work with the committee or
want to volunteer to work the day of the sale
or the day before, please contact Michael Connelly at prareedog@gmail.com , Marian Starr at
mustarrpower@gmail.com , or Nisha Sensharma
at nisensharma@gmail.com. Any of them can
tell you when the next committee meeting will
be and what the Society needs to put on a successful Attic Treasures event.
We are, as always, looking for donations for
sale including jewelry, plates and silverware,
cooking utensils, housewares, hardware, sporting goods, books, plants, furniture, toys and
games. If you have any items in good and
workable condition, please consider donating
them to the sale. Contributions to VPIS are, of
course, tax deductible. Items can be dropped
off at the Community Center on Friday,
April 28 between 9:00 a.m. and 7:00 p.m. If
you have larger items, we can pick them up
any time before the event and store them.
We are looking forward to a terrific event,
and hope you can join us. In the meantime, follow VPIS on Facebook and Twitter to get all the
latest information. ♦
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Plant Funding, continued from page 1 VPIS and City Collaborating on
Tree Labels b y Set h Hem i n w ay
(CIP) projects. These projects include stream
restoration at the Pearson and Coe branches
of Tripps Run, West End Park renovations,
and City staff projects in Cherry Hill, Crossman, Berman, Frady, and Madison Parks.
The goal of the City’s Urban Forestry Team
is to replenish cleared areas in City parks
with native plants and shrubs before invasive
plants can gain a new foothold. These native
plants and shrubs will cover the soil and deter erosion and also supply food, shelter, and
cover for birds and other wildlife while attracting beneficial insects, many of which are
wonderful pollinators.
The Habitat Restoration Team welcomes
volunteers at any of its of upcoming events,
where they will be removing damaging invasive plants and replacing them with natives
that benefit local birds and wildlife. For information on restoration events or on purchasing native plants for your own use,
contact Melissa Teates, 703-538-6961 or
melanite@verizon.net.
VPIS is proud to support this environmental initiative throughout the City.♦

Habitat Restoration Events
Date
April 15
April 22
May 7
May 13
TBD

Location
Crossman Park—
Planting Event
Crossman Park—
Planting Event
Native plant sale pickup
Howard Herman Stream
Valley Park
Cherry Hill Park

Time
10:00 a.m.–
1:00 p.m.
8:00 a.m.–
noon
11:00 a.m.–
1:00 p.m.
10:00 a.m.–
1:00 p.m.
10:00 a.m.–
noon

V

PIS is working with the City Arborist on a
project to label highly visible street and
park trees. The effort, which is designed to
boost tree awareness and educate citizens on
tree identification, will be rolled out in phases. The first phase this spring will cover some
of the most common trees that are native to
Virginia, such as oaks, maples, hickories, and
tupelos. VPIS is purchasing the labels and
will, in consultation with the arborist, begin
attaching the labels in a way that is
essentially harmless to the tree. The durable
tags show the common and scientific names.
Once we’ve installed the first batch of labels
we’ll purchase more labels for less commonly
encountered trees, such as beech, yellowwood,
and hackberry. We hope you’ll enjoy testing
your tree knowledge as you walk around town.
Adding these trees will help build the
diversity of our urban forest. If you aren’t
quite sure what that lovely tree is, check the
label.

Tree Facts—Did You Know?

Native trees have evolved in our local ecosystem and as a result provide the greatest benefits to wildlife, including fungi, lichens and
many of the insects that birds depend on for
protein. Studies have shown that a mature native oak tree can support hundreds of species,
while an exotic tree may serve only a relatively small number of species. Of course, since
native trees are well adapted to our weather
and soil conditions, they are also more likely
to thrive than exotic species. And many exotic
species are invasive, meaning they spread into
our forests and parks and disrupt the native
ecology. When you are considering planting a
new tree, try to go native.

Maintenance Tips

Trees need good soil and healthy roots in
order to thrive. One of the best ways to ensure
good tree health is to apply a 4-inch layer of
bark or leaf mulch out to the drip line. The
mulch will keep the soil moist and release
nutrients as it decomposes, plus it will protect
the tree from damage by lawn care equipment.
Never pile mulch up against the base of the
trunk! Also, be careful not to apply certain
lawn treatments like lime too close to trees, as
they can be harmful to your trees.♦
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Streetscape Planters and Street Trees

T

he era of raised edged, or “bullnose,”
brick planters along the City’s main
commercial streets is over. Recently,
the Streetscape Task force recommended a
preference for smaller planters without
edges for all new development projects. The
Falls Church City Council accepted this
and other recommendations in an updated
Streetscape Design Standards for the City.
Planters.
Sounds mundane or even
trivial, but
the result
says something about
the direction
for City
streetscape
Example of a bullnose planter. Photo courdevelopment
tesy of Dennis Szymanski.
and leaves
open to question whether trees will continue to be a priority.
Since the late 1980s, the thriving street
trees along West Broad Street have been
separated from both vehicular and pedestrian traffic by raised brick planters. Advocates would tell you they allow the trees to
thrive, keep road salts from damaging root
systems, and contribute a unique look for
the landscape. Those less supportive would
suggest the brick edge is a hazard to pedestrians and restricts their movement, are
poorly maintained, and as a result, actively
discourage pedestrians from our shopping
district.
For new
development
projects, the
City will
have a preference for
what’s
known as a
“flush”
planter, an
Example of flush planter. Photo courtesy of
open soil ar- Dennis Szymanski.
ea with no
protective edge. You can see flush planters
today at Pearson Square, or at any generic
urban street tree planting from Vancouver
to Miami. The City will be counting on the
private developers to assume responsibility
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by Dennis S zymanski

for all the plants in these planters—including
the trees. That could be a viable and costeffective approach, if applied consistently and
with clear responsibilities—but that is very
much a work in progress.
Today, City staff are responsible for everything in both raised and flush planters; for future projects they will instead have a compliance
or enforcement role. However, the City lacks
maintenance standards, a consistent mechanism
for defining responsibilities, and enforcement
authorities. As a result, until standards are developed, we will be at risk for learning as we go
and relying on the developers to be good citizens.
There may be no reason to assume they will not
be good citizens, but if they are not, there are no
compliance incentives.
Cities nationwide are finally catching on to
what Falls Church knew in the 1980s: street
trees in shared planters, with raised edges, do
better than unprotected or single trees. The City
has long been known as a Tree City USA; let’s
not lose that.♦

Farmers Market Starts May 6

A

s the spring vegetables come to market,
the VPIS booth will be up and running
once again on Saturday mornings at the Falls
Church Farmers Market. This year we will
open on May 6. It will be our 23rd year providing hot coffee and cold beverages to raise money for the Neighborhood Tree Program and
other activities. Special thanks to the Starbucks at Broaddale for providing the coffee
supplies. We invite you to stop by and talk to
the many volunteers who help run the booth.
Check out the community table for information
about community events and activities that
are happening throughout our city.
We are always looking for more VPIS member involvement. So if you want to maximize
your VPIS membership, do good for the environment, and be a part of a social and cultural
phenomenon in Falls Church, consider volunteering. It only takes a couple of hours and you
still have time to do your shopping. Contact
Peng Si Highnam (phighnam@aol.com or 703532-3865).
We look forward to seeing you at the VPIS
Coffee for Trees booth.♦
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The Falls Church Village Preservation and Improvement Society
February 9, 2017

Russell Wodiska, Chair, and Members of the Planning Commission
Jonathan Fritsch, Chair, and Members of the Architectural Advisory Board
James Snyder, Director, Department of Development Service, and Members of the Planning Staff
City of Falls Church
300 Park Avenue
Falls Church, VA 22046
SUBJ: Proposed Broad and West Street Development (Founders Row)

Dear Chairs Wodiska and Fritsch, Director Snyder, Commission and Board Members and Planning Staff:

The Board of Directors of the Falls Church Village Preservation and Improvement Society (VPIS) has reviewed the latest plans of the
proposed development at Broad and West Streets made public at the January 26, 2017, Town Hall Presentation. The VPIS Board reiterates that
it strongly supports commercial development as provided for in the City Comprehensive Plan. We do have concerns with the current plan.
1. Trees. Several street trees are missing on Broad Street and around the Bike Share Station. Because the project is placed at the St. James
Church property line, VPIS suggests that the developers approach the Church and offer to plan a landscape buffer on the church property to
soften what appears to be a large mostly blank wall.
2. Landscaping. We are concerned that this project has relatively little landscaping. By-right projects are required to include much more interior landscaping in addition to landscaped buffers. The fact that this project is permitted by Special Exception does not justify the obvious shortcomings in landscaping. The City should require landscaping improvements.
3. Anchor Tenant and Theaters. No anchor tenant and theater operator has yet signed a contract with the developers. In order to avoid a
significant commercial vacancy in the project, the City must take aggressive legal steps to require the developers to secure written binding commitments from an anchor tenant and operating theaters before the City allows the developers to break ground and before occupancy is permitted.
4. Name of Development. VPIS supports changing the name of the development from “Mason Row” to “Founders Row.” We appreciate the
developer’s reconsideration of the name.
5. Townhouses Facing Park Avenue. Because this section of the project is being built on a residential street facing single family homes, it
was initially agreed that the apartments at the northeastern section of the building should look like townhouses from the outside. That part of
the plan has changed, in our view to the detriment of the residents of Park Avenue, and should be re-visited.
6. Retail Surrounds. The project “surrounds” on the street level are dominant and cause the project to appear as one large monolith. We hope
design changes reduce “appearance massing” and present an image of separate buildings. In our experience, awnings of various colors can help
this image. We are sure there are other creative design efforts that can do this as well and the City should insist that they be pursued.
7. History Kiosk. We were under the impression there was to be a History Wall and Community Kiosk. They were not included in the Town
Hall presentation and should be restored.
8. Buffer. VPIS agrees with the strong will of the community, as demonstrated at the January 26 Town Hall, that the buffer of bushes along
the trail remain.
9. Parking. No residential parking arrangements were disclosed. With a project of this size abutting residential areas, the potential effects of
increased parking on nearby residential streets must be very carefully examined and addressed. There well might be too little parking for a fivestory hotel, multi-screen cinema, numerous shops and restaurants, and hundreds of residential units. This issue needs more study.
10. Entrance from Broad Street. The distance between West Street and (the proposed) Mason Avenue is not long, and making a left-hand
turn from Broad into Founders Row via Mason Avenue could cause traffic congestion at the intersection of West and Broad Streets. The developers should explain how the project will address this issue.
11. Overall Visual Aesthetic. While this is a large scale project, the appearance and livability of the City is best if the buildings present a
proportional image. The City should ask the developers to explain how they will make the large slabs of wall visually pleasing and interesting.
Thank you for considering VPIS’s comments and concerns as we try to make this project the best possible for Falls Church.
Sincerely,
Mark Gross, President
On Behalf of the Board of Directors of the
Falls Church Village Preservation and Improvement Society
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The Falls Church Village Preservation and Improvement Society
Mayor Tarter and Members of the City Council
City of Falls Church
303 Park Avenue
Falls Church, VA 22046

February 12, 2017

Subject: TO16-19, Cottage Housing Zoning Ordinance Comments
Dear Mayor Tarter and Members of the City Council:
The Board of Directors of VPIS has reviewed the amended draft ordinance for Cottage Houses the City Staff has prepared. We remain
concerned about three provisions.
One year between approved projects. Fir st, VPIS and other s suggested that, because this is a new and untested concept for the
City that the Council approve one project and wait to see how it works out before approving another. The staff seems to have tried to implement
this idea, as the new draft says that the Council should approve only one new project per year, and wait one year from the date of approval of the
prior project.
The new draft does not use language that properly will implement the concept of “a pilot project” and a year to assess its ramifications.
The draft states that the Council must wait one year after approval of the first Cottage Housing project to approve another. That one-year period,
were it to run from the date of approval, is simply not enough time to permit the first project to be built and significantly occupied for a period of
time sufficient to see what the impacts of this sort of housing are on the neighbors and on the City generally. Instead, the one year period should
start no earlier than the date on which 80% of the units are occupied. We suggest line 609 to be modified to read “…been withdrawn, denied or
80% of the occupancy permits are approved, and within 3 years of enactment of ….”
Parking. Second, we r emained concer ned about par king. We believe that many of these homes will be occupied by two people
with two cars. Because the special exception language specifically requires all parking to be on-site and not on public streets, the staff’s recommendation of 1 space per unit and 0.25 for guests will be inadequate. The R1-A concept of one off street space per dwelling unit works in R1-A
because many homes have garages or at least driveways, and in any event there is on-street space right in front of the house to park one or two
cars. That is simply not true for Cottage housing projects where, as with the first set of plans we saw, there are no internal streets and all cars are
parked in a lot. Therefore, there will simply be no space for a second car within the confines the Cottage Housing properly, forcing parking on
adjoining residential streets. That is just poor planning and unfair to the residents of those adjoining those streets. Therefore we suggest line 547 to
be modified to read “. …at least 2 parking spaces per dwelling unit plus 0.25 spaces (rounded up) per dwelling unit for guest use.”
Front yard set-back. Thir d, we continue to be concer ned by the staff r ecommendation that the fr ont yar d of the Cottage homes
can be as little as 20 feet from the public street. The minimum front yard of homes in R1-A is thirty feet (and many are more due to the historical
requirement of 35 feet), which would mean that if a cottage home is adjoining another detached home in an R1-A zone, the cottage home can be
placed ten feet closer to the curb, jutting in front of the house on the adjoining lot. There is no reason to encourage that plan. We suggest line 572
to be modified to read “: …to a residential zoned district, front yard setbacks from a public right-of-way is 30 feet, side yard setbacks for dwelling
units … .”
Thank you very much for considering our views.
cc: Planning Commission
City Manager and Planning Staff

Sincerely,

Mark L. Gross, President
On Behalf of the Board of Directors
The Village Preservation and Improvement Society (VPIS), originally founded in 1885, is an active non-profit citizen volunteer organization in
the City of Falls Church, Virginia. The Society works to preserve our natural and built environment, historic structures and landmarks, and it
promotes cultural activities. The members are primarily residents and former residents or neighbors of the City of Falls Church and are of all
political persuasions. They are bonded by their interest in and commitment to preserving and improving the City. Send donations, comments,
questions, or letters to the editor to: Village Preservation and Improvement Society, P.O. Box 6824, Falls Church, VA 22040 or e-mail to
vpisfc@gmail.com. VPIS is an IRS approved 501(c)(3) not-for-profit organization. A financial statement is available upon written request.
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Falls Church Village Preservation
and Improvement Society
P.O. Box 6824
Falls Church, VA 22040
E-mail: VillageSociety@VPIS.org
www.vpis.org

Address Service Requested

Upcoming Events
Saturday, April 15, 10:00 a.m.–1:00 p.m. Habitat Restoration
Saturday, April 22—Arbor Day
Tree planting 8:30 a.m.
Arbor Day Celebration, TBD
Friday, April 28, 9:00 a.m.–7:00 p.m. Drop off for Attic
Treasures
Saturday, April 29, 9:00 a.m.–2:00 p.m. Attic Treasures Sale
Saturday, May 6, 8:00 a.m.–noon. VPIS at Farmers Market
Saturday, May 13, 10:00 a.m.–1:00 p.m. Habitat Restoration
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