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Toole Design has a long history with this project. We were first hired in 2005 to develop planning and design recommendations for three blocks of North Lynn Street -- a busy gateway and commuter route between Arlington County and the District of Columbia. The intersection of N Lynn Street and US 29 incorporates one of the regions busiest trails and the crossing was a high crash location. We assisted the County with a detailed study of the intersection and began discussing potential design solutions for the trail corridor as well as N Lynn Street. Two of the bigger challenges throughout the project were that a) there are numerous landowners and stakeholders (e.g. the County, National Park Service, Virginia DOT, Commission of Fine Arts, National Capitol Planning Commission) and b) Interstate 66 passes through the heart of the study area in a capped tunnel; the on and off ramps intersect with N Lynn Street. 



Original Concepts (2010-11)
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Initial concepts for N Lynn Street were developed for the area encompassing the bridge over I-66 and a block either side, including the intersection of N Lynn Street and US 29 including the Custis Trail. The project involved the reconstruction of the bridge over I-66 and transformation of the structure and its surroundings to include inviting pedestrian spaces, public art, expanded bicycle facilities, energy-saving LED lighting and landscaping. 



Original Concepts (2010-11)
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Toole Design also managed a multidisciplinary team to develop planning and design recommendations for westbound Lee Highway (US 29) and the Custis Trail , including the complex intersection of US 29 and N Lynn Street. Initial concepts included widening the trail, changes to the trail/roadway intersections to manage turning traffic and increase predictability, and landscaping to improve the user experience. We had to demonstrate feasibility and secure approvals for innovative solutions including narrowing and reducing the number of travel lanes on major roadways. These initial concepts were developed into detailed designs and eventually final design and construction drawings. 
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The Custis Trail crossing of N Lynn Street (at an intersection referred to as Rosslyn Circle) was a major safety challenge. High volumes of trail users crossing N Lynn Street conflicted with two right-turning lanes of traffic coming off I-66 and heading towards Key Bridge and the District of Columbia. The trail was narrow, especially on the east side of the road immediately adjacent to the interstate ramp. Today, the trail is significantly wider (16 feet), there are larger waiting areas for trail users, and the traffic operations and signaling have been adjusted to provide an initial protected phase for trail users to start crossing N Lynn Street. 
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Prior to reconstruction, the N Lynn Street Esplanade was completely dominated by five lanes of northbound traffic on a bridge carrying the roadway over Interstate 66. A narrow and aging sidewalk was the only refuge for people on foot or bike; riding on the roadway was an uncomfortable experience. Connecting to the Custis Trail was difficult, especially if people were waiting to cross N Lynn Street. Reconstruction of the bridge required extensive coordination with a wide variety of engineering disciplines and technical specialists as well as a project artist. The structural engineering was particularly complex due to the need to expand the existing structure and incorporate several artistic curved retaining walls that align the Esplanade and connect to existing support walls. 
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Geotechnical engineers were responsible for conducting subsurface investigations and providing recommendations for structures, pavements, and stormwater management features. The traffic signal and lighting work also required extensive coordination with utility relocation work. The finished project remains true to early concepts and creates a much more inviting space for pedestrians, safer options for people on bikes, and offers views across the Potomac to Roosevelt Island and beyond to Washington DC. 
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The Custis Trail on the east side of N Lynn Street is directly adjacent to the off ramp from I-66 to Lee Highway (US 29) and drops sharply away to the Potomac River and the popular Mount Vernon Trail. Prior to reconstruction, trail users waiting to cross N Lynn Street into Arlington were not easily visible to drivers on the ramp and there were frequent conflicts between trail users and right-turning traffic. People on foot and on bike traveling along N Lynn Street had little space to get around Custis Trail users waiting at the intersection. Today, the trail is significantly wider and is clearly visible to drivers on the I-66 off-ramp. Widening the trail required extensive reconstruction with new retaining walls and fencing.   
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The Custis Trail travels alongside the north side of westbound Lee Highway (US 29) and serves thousands of trail users daily. It connects the Mount Vernon trail to the east with the W&OD trail several miles to the west. For decades, the busy trail was essentially a slightly widened sidewalk with a centerline; there was very little buffer between the road and trail. Intersections were not directly aligned and had no waiting or landing areas. Today, the trail is significantly wider, buffered from the roadway, and has a continuous and direct alignment along the corridor. Signing, marking, and wayfinding has been updated; street lighting is decorative and more pedestrian-scale. Intersections have new signals, wide ramps, and ample waiting areas. 
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Probably the most dramatic change to the trail corridor is the road diet on Lee Highway (US 29) immediately adjacent to the Key Bridge Marriott hotel. The road has been reduced from three lanes in one direction to two, requiring significant negotiation with the Virginia Department of Transportation. 
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As with the N Lynn Street section of the project, the final product stays true to the original concept. The wider trail provides significantly greater comfort for people on foot and allows for people to walk or bike side-by-side. The landscaping and buffer from the roadway makes for a much more pleasant user experience for everyone. 



Design Details 
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The Rosslyn Circle area used to be a very functional, unattractive, yet busy and hugely important intersection of major roads and a popular regional trail – right at the gateway of Arlington, VA and the District of Columbia. Today the experience is totally different, even though it is still a busy regional crossroads. The wide, inviting trail is visible, comfortable, and attractively landscaped; the intersections are much more predictable and easy to navigate for both drivers and trail users; pedestrian improvements at all the intersections along the corridor make walking easier and more pleasant.  
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Design Details
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The overall aesthetic sometimes masks the significant details that really make the project work. The signal timing at the intersection of N Lynn Street and the trail gives trail users an important protected crossing phase during which right turns are prohibited, reducing ambiguity for both drivers and trail users. N Lynn Street is still a busy, wide, urban street but now has a striped bike lane, wide sidewalks, crosswalks, street furniture, landscaping, human scale lighting, and decorations to make it more hospitable. The iconic art installations create a gateway feeling on the Esplanade. The trail counter provides real-time feedback on the level of use, and is also helpful for long-term evaluation.  



Toole Design staff want to thank 
everyone at Arlington County for 
their leadership, support, and 
help during the many years this 
project was active; numerous 
agencies played a key role in 
planning, design, and 
construction. We also thank the 
Virginia Department of 
Transportation for their 
collaboration. 

Thank You
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For more information about this project, visit either the Arlington County (https://projects.arlingtonva.us/projects/lynn-street-esplanade-custis-trail-improvements/) or Virginia DOT (https://www.virginiadot.org/projects/northernvirginia/rosslyn_bike_ped.asp) websites. You can also contact Toole Design at (301) 927-1900 or visit www.tooledesign.com. 
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