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In a Fairfax County government building, the vote was 30 to 0 in favor of a tax increase.

But the voters weren't politicians. They were average citizens. Well, maybe not so average.

In January, Supervisor Sharon Bulova invited about 60 county residents to participate in a series of meetings about land use and transportation. The group, which met at the Braddock District building, heard from transportation planners, land-use experts, lawyers, politicians, a smart-growth advocate and a developer. They asked questions, formed subcommittees and, ultimately, made recommendations that Bulova plans to carry to the Board of Supervisors and to other groups, including regional organizations and the General Assembly, which are grappling with the same issues.

After four months of meeting every other week and additional subcommittee meetings, half of the group members were still at it -- which proves that nothing was average about these citizens. Few people would sacrifice so much time and give such thought for what were, at times, wonkish discussions that only a Bill Clinton could love.

The group wasn't stacked. At the first meeting, a poll found about equal numbers who had voted for and against the transportation sales tax referendum last fall. But pro or con, the group members listened and learned about how transportation projects are planned and funded and about what laws govern land use, and they heard about the political history and challenges in Fairfax and in Richmond.

Some in the group were outraged about rising real estate taxes. Some were frustrated about congestion. But in the end, they came together to make recommendations.

The group voted for serious consideration of light rail in major arteries. It wanted more north-south county roads and more dedicated bus lanes. It demanded an annual report to voters on the progress of top transportation priorities. Further, it wanted air quality studies to be a part of every transportation project, and it wanted well-maintained roads and more mixed-use development.

It would surprise no one if such ideas were promised by any area politician. But this group was willing to pay the price -- in taxes.

To be sure, many demanded that other revenue sources be considered too: tolls for single drivers in HOV lanes and better proffers from developers. They also were willing to divert funds from other county services to pay for better transportation systems.

Nonetheless, they overwhelmingly recommended greater taxing authority for the county, including a tobacco tax, a meal tax and a hotel tax, and possible restoration of part of the car tax. And in that 30 to 0 vote, the group opted for an increase in the gas tax in Fairfax County.

Meanwhile, Virginia Gov. Mark R. Warner plans to put off tax reform until after the elections, and in local supervisor races, anti-tax groups are calling for a 40-cent cut in the real estate tax and a 5 percent cap on annual increases (even if revenue from other sources is plummeting). And they have their candidates.

What they don't have are a few dozen thoughtful citizens willing to study the issues, make reasonable recommendations and sign the check for what they want. I'd vote for any one of those citizens for county chairman. Maybe even for governor. We could do worse.

Robert Griendling was a participant in the meetings on land use and transportation.
bob@griendling.com
