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Systemic failure 
     AS THINGS NOW stand, ``today's third-graders will graduate from [Fairfax County's] Woodson High School without renovations being done," Ellen Oppenheim, a frustrated member of the RENEW (Renovate to Educate the Next Era at Woodson) Board of Directors told The Journal. 
    But with a countywide school construction backlog of $1 billion, the 40-year-old school still is waiting for $400,000 in planning money to begin the process. 
    Even if that amount materializes, and there is no guarantee it will, RENEW members say, there is no way the $74 million project could begin any time before 2007. And promises that Woodson will get the planning money it needs have been broken several times in the past. 
    In desperation, RENEW is now lobbying against a transportation-only sales tax referendum, if one survives the legislative impasse in Richmond and somehow winds up on November's ballot. 
    But the referendum issue masks a systemic failure at the local level that simply raising taxes will not correct. 
    In fact, it could be argued that a transfusion of more money will only allow a deeply dysfunctional system to continue to do things backward. 
    Instead of following a logical schedule for maintaining and renovating its existing schools, over the past few decades the county has encouraged sprawl by approving massive new development. 
    At the same time it was building new schools in outlying areas, the county was allowing the older ones to deteriorate. RENEW members admit they have no guarantee that any proceeds from a sales tax referendum for education will be spent any differently. 
    Even so, the group still believes that ``it clearly is in the public's best interests to force a political compromise by asking that transportation and education be addressed together." 
    But as RENEW board member Robert Griendling told The Journal, at least as far as the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors is concerned, ``the whole process is so self-serving. If the referendum doesn't pass the General Assembly, it's their fault. If the governor doesn't do something, it's his fault. If we don't vote for it, it's our fault." 
    But, he added, ``never was it their fault" for diverting tax dollars away from older, established communities to facilitate new development in areas of the county that lacked the infrastructure necessary to support it. 
    ``A tax referendum is admittedly a stopgap solution for what ails Virginia," Griendling and Oppenheim both noted. ``But it does plug a hole in the gap between fiscal reality and political backbone." 
    What they overlook is the fact that it is precisely the lack of political backbone that created Fairfax County's fiscal problems in the first place. A referendum won't change that, unless a backbone transplant is on the ballot. 
    RENEW members, however, will not be deterred. They lobbied in Richmond and plan to pack the Board of Supervisors' budget hearings April 8-10. 
    Knowing that a squeaky wheel gets the oil, ``we plan to be the squeakiest," Oppenheim promised. 
    But real change will come, Griendling said, only ``when somebody loses an election." Come November, somebody might. 
