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The Fairfax County Tree Commission

12055 Government Center Parkway, Suite 518

Fairfax, Virginia 22035; 703.324.1770

Kelly M. Atkinson

Director, Planning Division

Fairfax County Department of Planning and Development

12055 Government Center Parkway, 7th Floor

Fairfax, Virginia 22035

May 2, 2025

Re: Tree Commission Comments on Plan Forward Environmental Element Draft Text

Dear Director Atkinson,

The Tree Commission (TC) is pleased to submit comments on the Plan Forward Environmental

Element draft text. The TC has been following the Plan Forward public outreach process closely,

as County development policies have a tremendous impact on our urban forest.

The TC commends staff for their work on this undertaking. The staff-prepared research papers

were useful resources for reviewing the revised Policy Plan, and they provided additional

insights into proposed changes in the Environmental Element. The TC is particularly pleased that

numerous enhancements were made to the Plan to address the following, all of which have

beneficial impacts on the urban forest:

• Incorporating natural environmental features into the planning process, including

increased tree canopy shading;

• Adding multiple references to climate change and the need for resilient and sustainable

concepts in land use planning and development;

• Enhancing recognition of the adverse impact of impervious surfaces on our local

streams;

• Paying greater attention to the benefits of low-impact development techniques that

mimic natural processes and address stormwater runoff on site;

• Adding specific guidance addressing light pollution that is “bird-friendly”;
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• Addressing the benefits of conservation corridors that connect areas of tree canopy and

habitats through greater emphasis on Environmental Quality Corridors (EQCs) in

Objective 2, Policy e and Objective 9, Policies a-c;

• Consolidating policies related to trees to a single objective (Objective 10), a needed

improvement that now offers enhanced guidance on tree canopy, natural areas, and

soils; and

• Adding a new discussion in Objective 12 that focuses on the need to address the

environmental and health impacts of development in vulnerable areas affected by

flooding and heat islands.

The TC has the following general comments and suggestions on specific Objectives included in

the Environmental Element draft text:

GENERAL COMMENTS

In general, the TC would support additional emphasis throughout the Environmental Element

draft text on the following concepts, all of which have a tremendous impact on the urban forest.

• The threat of invasive plants to the urban forest on public and private lands and rights-

of-way;

• The environmental importance of tree canopy in Resource Protection Areas (RPAs) and

riparian buffers, the need for adequate controls on development and controls for

protecting trees in RPAs to protect our waterways, and the need to raise awareness

among RPA landowners about their responsibilities in RPAs;

• The potential negative impact of changes in zoning on tree canopy;

• The need to focus on the County’s ability to achieve Community Energy and Climate

Action Plan (CECAP) tree canopy goals and how the Policy Plan can be used to address

that; and

• The need for clear guidance addressing the impact of road work and trail construction

on tree canopy.

In addition, the TC recommends use of the term “tree canopy” instead of “tree cover”

throughout the document. In the ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES introduction and throughout

Objective 10, tree canopy is described as tree cover.  This is a carry-over from the current Plan.

Chapter 122 of the Fairfax County Code is specific in referring to the tree canopy, so the TC

recommends that “tree cover” be updated to “tree canopy.” Tree canopy is used for the new

sections of Objective 2.

COMMENTS ON SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES

The TC has the following questions and comments regarding individual Objectives in the draft

text:
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Objective 1 (Preserve and improve air quality, and reduce greenhouse gas emissions.)

• The discussion on the air quality benefits of trees in the introduction to the Air Quality

section (page 4) has been deleted. The TC recommends that this discussion be

reinserted to recognize the vital role that trees play in improving air quality, and that the

discussion also recognize that trees mitigate PM2.5 pollution from transportation and

industry, thereby reducing asthma/respiratory diseases.

• Add the following to the end of the third paragraph of the introduction to the Air Quality

section (page 4) in order to acknowledge the existing legal/policy framework for trees

and air quality: “For example, with the proven capability for trees to positively affect air

quality and the county's previous nonattainment of air quality standards, the county

uses an ordinance to conserve trees during the land development process.”

• The discussion about the goal of implementing transportation strategies that reduce

pollution has been deleted in the draft text. The TC would like to make sure that these

goals are included and further that several additional TC concerns are addressed,

including 1) the need for additional guidance on the environmental impact of linear road

and trail projects, including an environmental impact review at an early-enough stage to

mitigate the unnecessary loss of mature trees, and 2) the need for additional guidance

on the threat that invasive plants pose to the urban forest along transportation corridors

undergoing construction.

Objective 2 (Prevent and reduce pollution of surface and groundwater resources. Preserve,

restore, and enhance the ecological integrity of streams in Fairfax County.)

• The TC appreciates many of the improvements to Objective 2, including the increased

emphasis on Best Management Practices (BMPs) and Low-Impact Development (LID),

but recommends that recognition be given to the significant stormwater benefits

provided by trees, particularly mature trees.

• The TC also recommends that Policy (b) include rain gardens/bioretention areas in

parking lot medians that control water and pollutant runoff.

• The TC recommends that, if appropriate, reference be made to the use of trees as BMPs,

as permitted by the Commonwealth of Virginia; this would raise awareness and

acceptance of this practice and would help preserve mature trees and improve

stormwater management in development.

• In the discussion on noise pollution, the TC recommends the addition of a new Policy (c)

recognizing the value of trees in reducing noise pollution: “Wherever possible,

encourage the use of trees, which can absorb, deflect, and refract sound waves, to

reduce noise pollution in new and existing development.”

Objective 6 (Ensure that new development either avoids problem soil areas, or implements

appropriate engineering measures to protect existing and new structures from unstable soils.)
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• The TC recommends that a policy be added to reduce/limit soil compaction outside of

the structural site to allow for improved water infiltration into the soil to reduce surface

flow, recharge groundwater aquifers, and reduce adverse effects of drought conditions,

as these improvements will benefit the County’s tree canopy.

Objective 9 (Identify, preserve, and enhance an integrated network of ecologically valuable

land and surface waters for present and future residents of Fairfax County.)

• The TC appreciates the improvements made to the introduction of this objective,

including the references to the importance of open spaces, of having a forest

conservation program, and of connecting areas of tree canopy, all of which provide

multiple benefits.

• The TC recommends that greater attention be given to the role of trees and the

importance of tree preservation in Environment Quality Corridors (EQCs) throughout

Objective 9, particularly in sections focused on preservation of stream valleys and

riparian buffers and on stream restoration projects.

Objective 10 (Preserve and enhance tree cover, natural areas, and soils to, among other

benefits, enhance environmental resources.)

• As noted in General Comments, replace references to “tree cover” with the term “tree

canopy” (including in the title of Objective 10).

• As previously mentioned, the TC appreciates the enhanced discussion of the importance

of tree canopy natural areas, and soils in Objective 10, including the added focus on the

use of natural landscaping, the need to address invasive plants, and the importance of

connection corridors.

• As mentioned earlier, the TC has the following recommendations, for this objective

and/or for another relevant objective: 1) the addition of guidance on the environmental

and tree canopy impact of linear road and trail projects, including an environmental

impact review at an early-enough stage to mitigate the unnecessary loss of mature

trees, and 2) additional guidance on addressing the threat of invasive plants along

transportation corridors undergoing or following construction, since such developments

frequently result in more invasive plants, which pose a serious threat to the urban

forest.

• The TC recommends that Objective 10 include a reference to the County’s Tree Action

Plan, which discusses the many benefits of trees on air quality, soil, stormwater

management and water quality, carbon storage, and health, wildlife, and economic

benefits as well as myriad urban forest stressors.

• Wherever possible throughout Objective 10, the TC recommends the use of stronger

verbs, such as “ensure” or “require” rather than “encourage.”
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Objective 11 (Promote the use of open space/conservation easements as tools to preserve

environmental resources and create or enhance conservation corridor connectivity.)

• The TC recommends the addition of an additional policy: “Policy (e) Retain, without

exception, existing conservation easements.” Such a policy would be consistent with the

Environmental Element’s goal of preservation. This would address instances where staff

may be granted permission to remove an existing conservation easement as part of a

site development process, but if the site subsequently is not developed, it would result

in a loss of protection and a reduced ability to preserve trees.

Objective 13 (Design and construct buildings and associated landscapes to use energy and

water resources efficiently in support of reducing greenhouse gas emissions, improving

resiliency, and minimizing short and long term negative impacts on the environment and

building occupants.)

• The TC recommends that the SITES rating system (www.sustainablesites.org) be

mentioned in Policies (a), (b), and (i) in order to promote the use of nature-based,

sustainable landscape practices that protect the ecosystem and promote biodiversity in

the planning, design, construction, and management of outdoor spaces.

The TC appreciates the opportunity to provide comments on the Environmental Element draft

text, and again commends staff on their work on this critical component of the Policy Plan.

Please do not hesitate to let me know if there are any questions.

Sincerely,

Barbara A. Ryan, Chair

Fairfax County Tree Commission

Cc: Clerk of the Board of Supervisors

Phillip Niedzielski-Eichner, Chair, Planning Commission

Bryan Hill, Fairfax County Executive

Chris Herrington, Director, Department of Public Works and Environmental Services

Brian Keightley, Director, Urban and Community Forestry Division

William Hicks, Director, Land Development Services

Tree Commission

http://www.sustainablesites.org/

