Why Incorporate?

THE BEGINNING

Reston is the creation of Robert E. Simon, Jr. who brought his vision to the Virginia countryside west of our nation’s capitol 45 years ago.  In this New Town, as it was called, he brought together concepts almost unimaginable at the time into a cohesive unit where a person could spend his or her whole life in a place designed for living, working and playing.  He also envisioned it as a self-governing community, a town.

At the time, mixed-use development was unknown—homes were built in one place, retail and office buildings in another and manufacturing or industrial facilities in yet another.  The uses were, by tradition, kept physically separate.  Not in Reston.

Town houses and apartments were exclusively for the inner cities—not for suburban developments.  Single family, detached homes were the rule outside major urban centers.  Not in Reston.

And developers generally did not allow people of different skin color (or religious faiths or ethnicity in many cases) to buy homes or live next door to each other in a single development, especially below the Mason-Dixon Line.

Mr. Simon insisted Reston would be different.

He planned a community linked not only by employment and numerous recreational and cultural activities, but also by walkways and paths connecting neighborhoods all over his new town.

UNIQUE GOALS—NEW TOWN

Along with these unique and unifying innovations, Mr. Simon set forth goals to guide development of Reston as well as its future:
  That the widest choice of opportunities be made available for the full use of leisure time. This means that the New Town should provide a wide range of cultural & recreational facilities as well as an environment for privacy.
  That it be possible for anyone to remain in a single neighborhood throughout his life, uprooting being neither inevitable nor always desirable. 
By providing the fullest range of housing styles & prices - from high-rise efficiencies to 6-bedroom townhouses and detached houses - housing needs can be met at a variety of income levels & at different stages of family life. This kind of mixture permits residents to remain rooted in the community - if they so choose - as their particular housing needs change. As a by​-
product, this also results in the heterogeneity that spells a lively & varied community.
 That the importance & dignity of each individual be the focal point for all planning, & take precedence for large-scale concepts.
  That people be able to live & work in the same community.
  That commercial, cultural & recreational facilities be made available to the residents from the outset of the development - not years later.
  That beauty - structural & natural - is a necessity of the good life and should be fostered.
  Since Reston is being developed from private enterprise, in order to be completed as conceived it must also, of course, be a financial success."
Mr. Simon envisioned his carefully crafted community as a cohesive, self-governing entity in order to protect it and assure that it endured for generations to follow.  However, in the process of fulfilling Fairfax County regulations for development of his 7,000 acres, the Simon team was warned by county officials [See video-“Reston-Past, Present and Future”] not to incorporate Reston as a self-governing town or the county would make the processes of getting sewer and other permits very difficult.  The county blocked incorporation for Simon’s New Town, although the land on which Reston was established had been granted authority to incorporate by the Commonwealth of Virginia under a previous owner.  The pragmatic founder opted not to incorporate at the outset.  Thus, local control was thwarted.

SELF-GOVERNMENT INITIATIVES 

In the 43 years since Reston was founded, the issue of governance has arisen twice as the community grew.  These efforts faltered as one interest or another convinced a majority that a town would cost residents more in taxes or that the time was not right.  

Two major studies were conducted, the first in the late 1970s, and the second ten years later.  The first study resulted in the state legislature approving a referendum to allow incorporation as a town. The referendum was held and was defeated by about a 3-2 margin. Several factors appear responsible for the defeat:
· The developer was still "in charge," so there was no opportunity to transfer facilities to the town, which could have reduced after-tax costs to the homeowners.  The time was not right.
· There was no clear statement of the services the town would
provide, nor a clear statement of the future of organizations such as the homeowners’ association
· The draft charter provided review by, and a veto for, the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors for all but the most trivial town actions - a much more restrictive charter than those of neighboring Herndon and Vienna
The second study considered a broader range of alternatives.  In addition to looking at a town option, it looked at the economics of becoming a city, a much more ambitious undertaking that would include taking on police, fire and rescue, and schools.  It also considered adding the parks and recreation functions of the homeowners’ association (Reston Association) to the Small Tax District that had been established to fund the Reston Community Center. The 1988 study found that the town option:
· was politically and economically feasible (as a city was not)
· provided direct political representation (as an expanded tax district did not)
· was the least costly for residents
However, due to opposition of a significant part of the business
community (expressed as concern about possibly increased property taxes) as well as the county, residents never had an opportunity to vote on study results.

THE PLAN IS COMPLETE-WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE

Meanwhile, Reston has grown dramatically since the study was completed 18 years ago.  Reston is built out—we have filled in all of Mr. Simon’s 7,000 acres and there are now 60,000 of us.  As Reston has grown and matured, so has the region in which we live.  The issues are more complex, and if we are to maintain Reston’s unique character and continue to achieve the founding principles and goals, we will need to take control of our own destiny.  In recent years, major challenges have crystallized and underline the need for Reston to shape its own future.  In particular, the advent of rail in the region and the need to plan for post-build-out re-development and infill loom large for Reston citizens.  There is a growing recognition that Reston, with its current organizational structure, is beset by inefficiencies and the inability to respond as a community to the challenges we face now and in the years ahead.  There is also recognition that as currently structured, Reston, despite its founding principles, is not the model of fairness it could be.

Rail and Transportation Future

Transportation and attendant traffic congestion are choking much of the northern Virginia region, and Reston as a central nexus for regional transportation, is no exception.  Traffic congestion is now a reality within Reston, not just in the corridor down the road to Washington.  Public transportation serving Reston is woefully inadequate, and Reston has no voice to assure that future transportation planning will alter that reality.  

A few years ago, Reston residents witnessed the stark difference between the influence of an incorporated community, Herndon, and ourselves in dealing with the question of rail to Dulles.  Although no other community will see rail go right down its middle as the proposed Silver Line will in Reston, we have no voice in determining how rail serves us.  We depend for our voice on the Fairfax County Board of Supervisors, a group more influenced by the barons of Tysons Corner and developers in general.  Much smaller Herndon, on the other hand, was the mouse that roared.  Originally, the Supervisors decided that Herndon would pay a share of the costs for the first phase of rail construction, although the first phase would not actually serve them.  Because Herndon is a town, they were at the bargaining table, and simply vetoed the county’s approach.  Now, rail will be done in two phases both physically and financially.  There are still years of decisions to come before rail and associated supporting bus transport are realities.  Herndon which has less than half the population of Reston, will have a hand in all of those decisions.  Reston will have none.

Land Use in Reston—Who decides?

In 2006, the most crucial issue facing Reston came sharply into view.  Initially, it took the form of a question about residential density limits—that is, should the cap on residential density remain at its original level of 13 persons per acre?  But that question masks much larger and more serious issues facing Reston.  For reasons not entirely clear, the county decided to simply re-calculate the 

factors used to arrive at the 13 per acre, in a way that promptly permits the construction of nearly 8,000 additional units, adding 16,000 to 

20,000 more people to Reston.  The larger issues, now and for the next generation, are how and where to accommodate additional residential density as well as commercial, retail, and cultural buildings in a rational way that enhances, not degrades, our quality of life.  Despite staff recommendations to the contrary, the county plans to forego, at least for the present, the long-overdue re-write of the Planned Residential Community Zoning Ordinance and the Comprehensive Plan governing development. The PRC ordinance was drawn up over 40 years ago based on the premise of a single landowner/-developer and 7,000 acres of grass and woods.  It is past time to prepare new documents based on what actually exists on the ground and on the wishes of the 60,000 residents and homeowners who have replaced the one developer.  If a town were making the decisions, it is likely that the interests of the residents would drive it to a different conclusion, protecting the founding vision. 
As it now stands, the community effectively has no say in the coming flood of high-density projects.  Although the Planning and Zoning Committee can have a positive effect on plans brought to them, they lack formal power.  Formerly under the wing of the Reston Citizens Association, it is now split from RCA and has essentially been neutered by its own lack of institutional base or legitimacy (it is now a self-selected volunteer group) and by the absence of a formalized role for it in the increasingly ad hoc form of project approval without a viable ordinance or plan providing a sound regulatory framework.  The county will make the decisions based on centralized county-level political review.  Again, these would be unlikely outcomes in much smaller Herndon or Vienna.  Towns make their own land-use decisions based on land owner and community wishes.  Mr. Simon’s dream increasingly threatens to become a nightmare if Reston does not take control of its land-use planning and approval soon.
Getting Things Done—Efficiency and Responsiveness

Over the years, Reston has developed a set of organizations, each of which does its own thing, with varying degrees of effectiveness.  The Reston Association (RA) manages open spaces and recreational facilities and oversees the design review process and covenants administration.  It is funded by homeowner assessments and some user fees.  The Reston Community Center (RCC), organizationally an appendage of Fairfax County (which increasingly directs RCC policy), provides a wide range of cultural, personal development, and recreational services, overlapping in some areas with RA.  The RCC is funded by a special tax district roughly coinciding with the Reston master plan area.  The Reston Citizens Association (RCA), a citizen, volunteer-run organization, was formed in 1967 expressly to protect the founding goals from the corporate developer who succeeded Mr. Simon and to be an advocate for Reston before the county and other external authorities.  Until recently, it was organizational home for the Planning and Zoning Committee lending the latter some legiti-macy.  RCA has no dedicated funding source.  Reston Interfaith is an umbrella organization of religious entities in Reston providing services to lower income residents--from affordable housing to supplemental feeding and childcare.  It is the region’s most respected charitable organization and is funded by citizen donations and grants from governmental agencies.

While all these groups serve the community, none has the authority to perform the functions of governance, oversight and coordination, as a legitimate advocate for and voice of the people of Reston.  All but Reston Interfaith are run by volunteer boards and tend to take on the strengths and weaknesses of incumbent leaders.  The quality of the volunteer-led organizations varies over time and by function.  Some functions are done very well, some less well and others very poorly.  
For visitors to Reston, the alphabet soup and lack of central authority can be both confusing and aggravating.  At times, it is no less so for residents.  One recent anecdote sums up Reston’s organizational scene.  A young man reported in a community meeting that in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, he and other area residents decided to put together a relief mission to deliver needed supplies to the afflicted Gulf Coast.  They set out to obtain logistical and other support from Herndon and Reston.  Herndon’s Mayor’s office promptly responded with some equipment, supplies and other support.  After several days trying to identify a locus of authority and capability in Reston, the group was unable to do so—getting passed from one Reston organization to a county office to another Reston organization.  In the end, they gave up on Reston.  For residents trying to solve a myriad of everyday problems, the outcome was no surprise.

The organizational scene also has notable inefficiencies and overlap, which could be resolved if there were a set of unified human and physical resources to serve the community under one administrative framework—a town.  Under the proposal for a Town, the Reston Association and Reston Community Center would be merged, streamlining their functions within the Town administration.  Not only will such merging result in greater responsiveness and less confusion, but the financial savings from the existing financial base of the small tax district and the assessment fees of RA will more than pay the costs of the minimal administrative structure of the town.  A town with the limited mandate outlined in the Reston Citizens Association proposal will cost no more than the taxes and assessments now in place and, when they are paid to the town, residents will experience a modest reduction in their income taxes!

[See Attachment.]
Getting Things Done—With Fairness

For all the innovation and openness embodied in Mr. Simon’s principles, unincorporated Reston falls short in key measures of financial and participatory fairness, shortcomings which would be largely remedied by becoming a town.  Pocketbook inequities in paying for services include:


-Reston Association assessments are regressive.  All properties are assessed the same dollar amount, the burden falling disproportionately on properties of lower value;



-Reston Association assesses residential properties only—billions of dollars in commercial real estate goes unassessed, although businesses and their employees realize many of the benefits of the Association’s amenities.


-Assessments paid to RA are NOT tax deductible on State or Federal levels.  Taxes paid to a town will be tax deductible.


-RA is not exempt from State Sales Taxes as a Town would be.

Reston, as an unincorporated part of the county, makes a mockery of the one-person-one-vote foundation of a democracy in several ways:


-Residential renters have only half the votes of residential owners in RA elections and have no vote at all on referenda;


-Residential married couples have only half the votes of residential single owners, and residential renter couples only a quarter the votes of residential single owners in RA elections; and,

-the Reston Community Center only conducts “preference polls” which are structured so that participation is minimal, typically two percent or so of 

those eligible to vote.  The results can be overruled at the whim of the County.

Under the proposal to make Reston a town, all of these inequities would be eliminated, as would some others.

Incorporation as a town is the best way to preserve the unique “New Town” goals of our founder, Robert E. Simon---and by the way, the Town Charter specifically includes his goals.

JLL
________________________________________________________________________________________

Attachment (to Why Incorporate?)

SCENARIOS*


Retired couple, expensive single-family home

House valued at $800, 000. Marginal tax rate of 31%. Not in a cluster.

Current RA dues = $437.  Current RCC tax = $376, $260 after deduction. Aftertax expenditure is $697.

In the Town of Reston, at property tax rate of 11c per $100, tax to Town would be $880, expenditure would be $647 after deductibility and RA dues of $38 (to enforce covenants). 

Bottom Line: $50 savings.

Note: Town could arrange for private enterprise to offer cluster rates on snow removal, leaf removal and garbage collection, for further savings.  

Young family, lower-priced condo

Condo valued at $300,000. Marginal tax rate of 31%. Cluster.

Current RA dues = $437.  Current RCC tax = $141, $98 after deduction. Aftertax expenditure of $535. 

In the Town of Reston, at property tax rate of 11c per $100, tax to Town would be $330, $266 after deductibility and RA dues for covenant enforcement. 

Bottom Line: $268 savings.

It is assumed that this family’s advantageous arrangements with its cluster for snow removal, leaf removal and garbage collection remain unchanged.

Young professional couple, mid-priced townhouse

Townhouse valued at $450,000. Marginal tax rate of 34%. Cluster.

Current RA dues = $437.  Current RCC tax = $212, $140 after deduction. Aftertax expenditure is $577.

In the Town of Reston, at property tax rate of 11c per $100, tax to Town would be $495,  $366 after deductibility and RA dues for covenant enforcement. 

Bottom Line: $211 savings.

It is assumed that this couple’s advantageous arrangements with its cluster for snow removal, leaf removal and garbage collection remain unchanged.

Single renter

Renters will not see significant change, but there may be savings to the owner.

* See tables compiled by RCA on the RCA website. Tables include same families living in non-RA areas.
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