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April 9, 2002

Fairfax residents, school supporters clash over taxes 


By SAM HANANEL 
Journal staff writer 
     Fairfax County residents upset over a surge in real estate assessments gave the Board of Supervisors an earful Monday afternoon during the first of three public hearings on next year's proposed budget. 
    At the same time, school supporters urged the board not to give homeowners a break at the expense of public education. 
    The clash of viewpoints by more than 90 speakers reflects the hard choices that await the board as its members weigh the needs of schoolchildren and their parents against the complaints of residents who feel overburdened by skyrocketing real estate taxes. 
    Rex Turner, a Vienna homeowner whose annual assessment increased by 40 percent this year, was typical of more than a dozen angry residents demanding tax relief. 
    ``While the increase in equity will come in handy when it comes time to sell our property, it will do nothing to help us pay taxes and expenses today," he said. 
    Real estate taxes now account for 56 percent of Fairfax County revenues. While overall revenues are up by 7 percent this year, most of that increase comes from a 16 percent jump in residential real estate assessments. 
    If the current tax rate of $1.23 per $100 of assessed value does not change, the average county homeowner will pay $470 more in real estate taxes next year. The increase has put pressure on board members to provide some relief by cutting the tax rate. 
    Many speakers on Monday repeated a proposal made by Arthur G. Purves, president of the Fairfax County Taxpayers Alliance, to lower the tax rate dramatically, from $1.23 to $1.06. The move, they argued, would completely offset the rise in assessments, keeping tax payments at the same level as last year. 
    ``Keeping the tax rate at its current value of $1.23 is a $200 million tax increase," Purves said. Taking a hard line that drew scorn from board Chairwoman Katherine K. Hanley, D-at large, Purves said the county should limit spending increases to keep up with inflation and population growth. 
    Hanley and other board members called Purves' numbers unrealistic, saying they would gut the school budget. That was OK with Purves, who proposed drastic cuts in ``ineffective" school programs such as information technology, guidance counseling and speech therapy. 
    About twice as many speakers urged county leaders to maintain the tax rate and fully fund the school board's budget request, which is now underfunded by $70 million under the county executive's current proposal. Members of the Fairfax Education Association called on board members to use a portion of the county's rainy-day fund to rescue the school system from its budget woes. 
    At a rally at the county government building, FEA President Richard Baumgartner said the school system is losing its competitive edge, partly because take home pay for new county teachers ranks at the bottom in the region. 
    Gonzetta Burns, an FEA representative, told board members that ``leadership is more than juggling the budget to placate the anti-tax representatives that appear before you." 
    Robert Griendling, representing RENEW, an advocacy group seeking more funds to renovate Woodson High School, said most residents are willing to pay higher real estate taxes in return for the benefits of living in the county. 
    ``I don't think they want to make the same mistake as they did four years ago when they let three little words determine who they voted for," he said, referring to former Virginia Gov. James S. Gilmore's ``no car tax" pledge. ``The state is now broke because of it." 
    Other local jurisdictions have moved to lower tax rates, but not as radically as some anti-tax advocates said they would like. Prince William County officials are expected to lower the real estate tax rate from $1.30 to $1.23. Loudoun County officials recently cut the tax rate by 3 cents. 
    Every penny cut from Fairfax County's real estate tax would reduce revenues by $11.5 million. In a year when the state has slashed funding to localities, board members don't have a lot of room for more cuts. 
    Last week, Fairfax County Executive Anthony H. Griffin ordered all county agencies to target 5 percent of their spending plans for potential cuts. The move could free about $30 million to $40 million in extra cash, but even those cuts will be painful to many who rely on county services. 
    Alice Starr, chairwoman of the Fairfax County Public Library Foundation, told board members that the 5 percent cuts would mean 95,000 fewer books for libraries to purchase. 
    ``Please," she said, ``if cutting the tax rate by 2 or 3 cents means cutting revenues to the fire department, police department and the libraries, I urge you not to take such action." 

