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Gerry Connolly's resounding victory in the race for Fairfax County board chairman was due, according to many people, to his being the "smarter" of the two candidates. He touted himself as a seasoned public official with the knowledge it takes to run the county. 

Now many citizens are looking to see if, one year after the failed transportation sales-tax increase proposal, he'll be "smarter" about growth. 

Tax opponents portrayed the sales-tax increase's defeat as a no-tax vote. Indeed, during the 2003 General Assembly session, Virginia lawmakers cited it as evidence that even Fairfax residents didn't want tax hikes -- even for roads. The election of Connolly, who refused to pander to the no-tax crowd, and the defeat of all tax-cap candidates cast doubt on that reading. 

Another reason given for the sales tax's downfall was a distrust of Richmond. But the only incumbents defeated in elections this year were Dels. Thomas M. "Tom" Bolvin (R) and John A. "Jack" Rollison III (R). 

Neither Bolvin nor his opponent, Mark D. Sickles (D), took the tax-cap pledge, and it's uncertain whether Rollison, a sales-tax increase supporter in growth-averse Prince William County, suffered a backlash in his primary because of taxes or his road plan. 

The third purported reason for the transportation sales-tax proposal's defeat was fear of growth. 

Roads beget new residential development and demands for more schools, police, firefighters and other services. These new developments don't generate enough real estate taxes to cover the cost of new services. With resources stretched, older neighborhoods are shortchanged; roads become choked, schools get crowded. 

Stewart Schwartz, executive director of the Coalition for Smarter Growth, cites a poll by the Mason-Dixon group to conclude, "The [sales-tax proposal] failed because there was a lack of confidence in how the land use and planning process is conducted in Northern Virginia." Some voters last year even said developer support for the sales tax increase was the most compelling reason to vote against it. 

Herschel V. "Buzz" Hawley Jr., a Republican who ran unsuccessfully for supervisor in the Mason District, says a poll he conducted showed development was the top concern of voters there -- somewhat surprising in an older area that is essentially "built out." Hawley says a countywide poll by Rep. Thomas M. Davis III (R-Fairfax) also registered significant voter interest in growth issues. 

Mychele Brickner, the GOP candidate for board chairman, thought painting Connolly as a pawn of developers would resonate. 

The portrait wasn't enough to defeat him, but there are smart-growth advocates who are concerned about what they see as Connolly's laissez-faire growth policy. 

Schwartz and others are more cautiously optimistic, however. "Gerry is pragmatic," says Stella Koch of the Audubon Naturalist Society. "I've always found him to be open and willing to listen." 

Comparing the sales tax proposal to the chairman's race provides no clear insight. 

The sales tax plan failed by 8 percentage points. Connolly won by 9 points. However, turnout in Fairfax was much lighter in the chairman's race. There were nearly 50,000 more voters in Fairfax against the sales tax increase than there were for Connolly. But ignoring vote totals for a moment, it's a good bet that all the folks who feel overly burdened by taxes or rabidly mistrustful of government would have voted in force for Brickner. That was essentially her platform. 

It seems pretty clear, then, that had the transportation plan in the referendum been more attractive to people, the sales tax plan might have overcome the anti-tax, anti-government vote. 

With Brickner having no smart growth agenda, and no sprawl-inducing road plan to rile voters, many smart growth advocates, perhaps despite some reservations, voted for Connolly's experience and community vision. 

But if that vision includes unbridled development, Connolly, in four years, may find himself and the Democratic-led board under the same smart-growth attacks and counterattacks now in play in Loudoun and Prince William counties. 

Gerry Connolly deserves credit for unapologetically defending investments the county has made over the years. But exactly what mandate he now holds on the growth issue is unclear. 

Perhaps now, with the support of a solid majority of Fairfax voters, he is confident enough to listen to those most concerned about how Fairfax will grow. 

Griendling, who lives in Fairfax, heads a grass-roots education advocacy group called RENEW.
