[image: image1.png]@he Washington Post




Virginia Needs Leadership, Not PR
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No surprise from the Virginia Association of Counties meeting last month in Hot Springs: In response to the depressing state budget, county supervisors said they would address the issue forthwith -- with a public relations campaign.

After Gov. Mark Warner spoke to the association about the additional $1 billion that must be cut from the budget, the group announced it was going to launch a media campaign to prove that the situation is the fault of the General Assembly and that localities shouldn't be asked to raise taxes to make up for cuts in state funding. Meanwhile, the governor said counties must "restructure" -- most likely meaning lay off workers and cut services.

This finger-pointing is wearing thin. What politicians are arguing about is who will take the political heat for raising taxes. The recent transportation referendums in Northern Virginia and Hampton Roads were a way for politicians who wanted to shirk their responsibilities to take a stand on taxes.

But the governor was right when he said, "We need . . . [a] debate about what we really expect from government." Implicitly added is, "Are we willing to pay for it?" Are schools, mental health facilities and transportation systems local or state responsibilities? Should schools be paid for by real estate taxes only? Should mental health needs be addressed by income taxes or sales taxes? Should roads be funded by gasoline taxes or supplemented by other taxes?

Underlying all this is the Catch-22 of Virginia politics: Virginia counties lack many of the taxing options other states allow their counties. The power to tax requires the approval of the General Assembly. A county that has the responsibility to maintain schools, roads, social services and public safety has few options for paying for them, other than real estate taxes. Virginia cities, on the other hand, can implement a variety of taxes.

Meanwhile, most income and sales tax money raised in Virginia flows through the state government, which allocates funds to the counties based on political formulas that have little to do with what counties actually paid in or with their needs.

Of course, a certain percentage of the electorate doesn't want any new taxes -- period. But these folks were only part of the "no" vote on the transportation referendums.

What's been passed over in the election analysis is the fact that 45 percent of Northern Virginia voters were willing to raise their taxes -- they just didn't like the state's method for doing so or the way the state planned to use their money.

Politicians must give voters a good plan and be willing to stand by the results. But that takes political courage.

When our organization met recently with Mr. Warner to discuss the need for more funds to renovate old schools and relieve crowded classrooms, we asked him not for more money, but for leadership. Ultimately, it is Mr. Warner and our other state and local elected officials who must outline plans to deliver the services a progressive citizenry asks of its government, as well as taxes to pay for them.

If the plans are good, the politicians might find that courage is a much greater selling tool than a PR campaign.

-- Robert J. Griendling

is a member of RENEW, an organization that advocates better school facilities.
