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Pay Now or Pay The Piper Later 
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Fairfax County supervisors have gotten an earful from residents who are demanding relief from spiraling real estate taxes, but those complaints don't take into account the larger tax picture.

The average annual Fairfax household income is a little less than $100,000. According to the Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, this household got a $1,523 break on federal taxes last year, thanks to the president's 2001 tax cut. It will get an estimated $1,380 cut for the 2003 tax year, according to Citizens for Tax Justice, if Congress passes the $550 billion tax break and the reductions are proportionate to the $726 billion proposal.

At the state level, the average Fairfax household is paying $420 less in car taxes this year than it did six years ago, according to the county's budget department. The same household also is paying $25 less in sales taxes and $5 less in utility taxes. These breaks on federal and state taxes add up to $3,353.

Fairfax real estate taxes, of course, are another matter.

The owner of an average Fairfax home is paying $1,055 more in real estate taxes than he or she did five years ago, according to county statistics. But even with that increase, the average Fairfax household will pay about $2,298 less in taxes this year than it did six years ago, provided Congress passes the new tax cut. 

Meanwhile, Fairfax County is facing a crisis. It's having a hard time finding funds for schools, transportation and parks. And the more the county cuts and scrimps, the less desirable it becomes to live in the county.

No budget is perfect. But the anti-tax chorus starts with the premise that taxes are too high and then looks for places to cut. Why not ask instead, "What do we want, and how do we pay for it?"

If Fairfax County's leaders were bolder and more farsighted -- instead of politically expedient -- and if its officials at all levels practiced more fiscal responsibility, they might discover that most taxpayers understand why they must pay their fair share. Maybe a story will help.

When my neighborhood was new and populated mostly by young families, the local swimming pool had a large membership. Dues were low -- just enough to operate the pool, but not enough to save for repairs. Twenty-five years later, the empty-nesters are no longer members, and the young families that are have faced huge repair bills. To help cover costs, the pool president and the board of directors decided not to return what was supposed to have been a refundable bond that all families, including the original members, paid when they joined the pool. Although in some cases the bond was $500, few people balked at this solution. Dues also had to be raised, and the pool leased a parcel of its land for use by a communications tower. Everyone understood what Fairfax County anti-tax zealots can't or choose not to grasp:

Either you pay now, or you pay later.

-- Robert Griendling, a Fairfax resident, is co-founder of RENEW,  a K-12 education advocacy organization.
bob@griendling.com
