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GENERAL QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

2004 Parks Bond

On Election Day, November 2, Arlington voters will be asked to approve approximately $75 million in parks bonds to help to preserve public open space, improve our community parks system, and develop a major new park and recreational fitness and aquatics facility.  Here are answers to some frequently asked questions about the proposed bonds. 

Why do we need park bonds? 

Through park bonds, Arlington County citizens finance long-term investments to preserve and acquire new public open space and to develop, improve and enhance County park and recreation facilities. In the past, park bonds have enabled Arlington to acquire land for nature centers, soccer fields, running and biking trails, and historically significant sites such as Fort C.F. Smith. Bond funds have supported the building of major community recreational facilities such as the Thomas Jefferson Community Center and Barcroft Recreation Center. They have also underwritten public art, cultural activities, and improvements to Arlington’s large network of neighborhood parks. 
Why borrow money for park projects and new open space? 

Bonds are long-term loans that function much like the mortgage on a home. The County borrows funds when needed, and makes annual interest and principal payments from current budgets for the duration of the loan. Paying for long-term investments, such as land acquisition for public parks or the construction of new recreational facilities, with bonds spreads the cost among current and future taxpayers, all of whom will benefit from the projects. 
This method of financing is especially economical because Arlington County has the highest possible rating from municipal bond rating agencies, so the interest rates on county bonds are relatively low.
What and who determines how much will be contained in the bond issue for parks? 
The Capital Improvements Plan (CIP) serves as the basis for major capital investments such as land acquisition and park development and improvements financed through the purchase of bonds. The CIP is a six-year plan reviewed and developed every two years by the County Manager and presented for consideration by the County Board.  The County Board approved this year’s CIP on June 26, 2004.  

The CIP ranks capital projects, including those for parks and recreation facilities, in order of priority. The CIP also serves to coordinate the financing and timing of these projects to ensure that the county can afford these capital expenditures without having to increase tax rates, while preserving the county’s excellent credit rating. 
Why is this year’s bond request significantly larger than previous ones? 
This year’s bond includes $50 million for the design and construction of the first of two planned phases for a major new Arlington park and recreational facility at the North Tract.  Among other things, this __-acre park will feature lighted, full-sized adult synthetic grass athletic fields and a world-class aquatics, fitness and recreational facility.  The $50 million is based upon the North Tract master plan approved by the County Board in February and the comprehensive cost estimates prepared by expert consultants during the master planning process. 
The bond also provides $25 million to redevelop and improve existing parks and recreational facilities including Barcroft Park, Greenbrier Park, and the Arlington Mill and Fairlington Community Centers.  Portions of this money will also go to support additional land acquisition and public art. 
Can Arlington really afford a park bond of this size, especially when there is also a significant bond request for Arlington schools? 

Yes. The County’s tax-supported debt is currently less than two percent of the assessed value of property in the County. Debt service is about eight percent of total expenditures. Approval of the park bond, the schools bond, and the transportation and community infrastructure bond would not increase these figures above the levels considered acceptable by bond rating agencies. The County’s financial health and borrowing capacity were carefully reviewed by the County Manager and the County Board before they approved the overall amounts contained in this year’s bond issues. 
How is a park bond of this size likely to affect the County’s current bond rating? Could it place the current bond rating in jeopardy? 

This park bond will not affect the County's top Aaa/AAA/AAA bond rating. When County staff recently met with all three rating agencies to prepare to refund (refinance) some older bonds at a lower interest rate, the agencies reviewed the proposed CIP as part of the rating process.   During this review, they did not indicate any problems or concerns associated with the size of this year's park bond.  

The County also considers affordability guidelines and benchmarks when developing the CIP and the bond requests.  Specifically, the County Board has adopted targets in three areas of fiscal policy: (1) Ratio of debt service to expenditures; (2) Ratio of debt per capita to income per capita; and (3) Ratio of debt to assessed valuation.  By all of these gauges, the adopted CIP is within the acceptable ratios.  
Finally, approval of the bond issue only provides authorization to the county to issue bonds. The County does not actually seek the financing until it is needed for specific purposes. If at any point there appear to be concerns about the bond rating or any other factor, the County Manager has the ability not to proceed with the purchase of bonds even thought he has been granted the authority by the voters. 
Will my property taxes increase if the park bond is approved?  

The two factors that determine your property taxes are the assessed value of your property and the tax rate. The assessment process is an independent system which under state law is required to keep property valuations in line with recent sales. Because Arlington is a desirable place to live, home sale prices, property values and assessments do keep increasing. However, there is no direct connection between the size of the CIP or any bond and the assessed value of one’s home. 
It is also important to know that the CIP and Park Bond were prepared assuming the current tax rate.  So, while the value of your home could increase, based on the market, the tax rate will not need to go up to pay for these bonds.

Finally, since property values have been increasing and the tax base has grown significantly in the past few years, it is logical for Arlington citizens to insist that the additional revenues be used to expand and improve upon county facilities and services. This is exactly what the North Tract and other items included in the park bond will do.  Arlington’s healthy economy is also one reason why the County’s bond rating will not be threatened by moving forward with such a major expenditure all at one time, i.e. we have the revenue base and debt capacity to cover the bond. 
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NORTH TRACT QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
2004 Parks Bond

What is the North Tract? 

The North Tract consists of 28 acres of formerly industrial land. This land came to the County in October 2002 at no monetary cost in exchange for development rights on the South Tract, land located between Crystal City and Four Mile Run. 
Where is the North Tract? 

The North Tract is just north of Crystal City and south of the 14th Street Bridge. It is bounded on the north by George Washington Memorial Parkway and the Potomac River, on he east by the CSX railroad corridor and the Roaches Run Waterfowl Refuge, on the south by Crystal City, and on the west by I-395 and the Pentagon. 

What is planned for the new park at the North Tract? 

The Master Plan for the new North Tract park includes: 

· A state-​of-the-​art aquatics center, with a 50​ meter pool;  a deep water pool for diving, water aerobics, synchronized swimming and water polo; a warm water pool designed specifically for physical therapy;  and a leisure and recreational pool with water play areas for children and families; 

· A significant fitness space with cardiovascular and weight training equipment; 

· A multi​-activity center (MAC), a large, flexible indoor space with multiple courts for basketball, volleyball and other sports that will also include an indoor running track and racquetball and squash courts; 

· Four adult-sized synthetic grass athletic fields; 

· Over a mile of walking trails with playgrounds, open lawn areas, and gathering places;

· A bicycle route connecting to the Mount Vernon Trail; and 

· A pedestrian bridge across the railroad tracks to the Roaches Run Waterfowl Sanctuary.  

If the bond referendum is approved, what specific new park facilities will it pay for and when can we expect the new park to be open? 

The $50 million requested in the Bond referendum is for phase 1 development of the North Tract.  Phase 1 includes the complete aquatics and initial fitness facility, two lighted synthetic grass athletic fields, concessions, restrooms and storage buildings, the redesigned Old Jefferson Davis Highway with a bicycle lane, and initial elements of the park’s trail network, public plazas, site furnishing, landscaping, and surface parking.  
Portions of the new park are expected to be open by summer of 2007.  It is expected that the entire Phase 1 will be completed by the end of 2008. 
What is planned for Phase 2 development of the North Tract and when will construction on this phase begin?

Phase 2 of the North Tract development calls for the addition of a new multi-activity center (MAC) to include a large, flexible indoor space with multiple courts for basketball, volleyball and other sports, community use spaces, courts for racquet sports, and an indoor track. This phase will also add two additional athletic fields, a pedestrian crossing over the railroad to Roaches Run waterfowl sanctuary, development of more outside park space, and structured parking. 
No funding has been requested yet for construction of Phase 2 of the project.  Therefore, it is unclear when these components of the park will be completed.  This year’s parks bond does include money for the complete Phase 2 design of outside park spaces and a significant start (~30 percent) of the design of the Phase 2 indoor facilities.
What will the new park at the North Tract cost Arlington County?

During the conceptual planning process, the County has cost estimates developed by its consultants: Lewis, Scully, Gionet, Inc; Downey Scott, LLC Construction Management Consulting; Hughs Groups Architects; Kimley Horn Associates, and; Brailsford and Dunlavey.  Based upon these estimates, the total cost of completed the North Tract Master Plan is estimated to cost approximately $100 million.  Phase 1 of the park development is estimated to cost $45.3 million, and up to an additional $5 million for environmental remediation.  Phase 2 of the project is estimated at $49.2 million. 

Are the cost estimates for the North Tract design and construction sound? 

Due to the size and complexity of the North Tract project, the County had very detailed conceptual cost estimates developed by its consultants and then confirmed by the independent cost estimators Downey Scott, LLC, Construction Management Consulting.  These cost estimates are conservative and specifically designed to build in flexibility for adjustment needed during the final design and construction phases of the project.  They include over 180 specific line item estimates for individual components to be included in the project.  The estimates for the athletic facilities include the different sports surfaces, lighting, comfort stations, storage buildings, sidewalks, site amenities, landscaping, demolition, site work, etc.  The North Tract cost estimates also include substantial detail around the building costs for the various spaces within the indoor facility and the inclusion of estimates for site utility and permit-related costs.  On top of these costs, the total estimated cost of $100 million includes a 10 percent contingency cost (fairly standard for the park industry), soft costs, and yearly escalation funding to adjust for the later years of construction. 
Is the North Tract easy to drive to or to access by public transit?  How can one get there from north or south Arlington?  
The North Tract site is very accessible from all directions.  From north Arlington, one can take Wilson Blvd. to Route 110, which leads directly from Rosslyn to the site. Alternatively, one can take the southbound George Washington Memorial Parkway to I-395 South, and then exit immediately at the Clark Street exit.  From south Arlington, one of the easiest ways to access the North Tract is by taking the Boundary Channel Drive exit directly off northbound I-395.  

The site is just over half a mile from the Pentagon City and Crystal City Metro stations. To encourage people to travel to the site using mass transit, the North Tract Master Plan calls for convenient bus links to Metro, well-designed bus loops with multiple stops within the park, high-quality shelters, and other amenities. At the same time, the Plan calls for adequate parking in on-site surface lots and structures, along with way-finding signage for people driving or bicycling to and from the site. 

One reason why some people think the site is inaccessible is that they have never attended a production at the Clark Street Theater or had any other positive reason to travel to or to visit the area. Some may have gone there only to retrieve a car from one of the towing-company lots previously located on the site.  The park development will now give people an excellent incentive to learn how easy access to the North Tract can be with or without a car. 

What will it cost to use the new aquatics, fitness and recreational facilities at the North Tract? 

The exact fees for use of these facilities have not yet been determined. A consultant team is currently studying fee issues and options as part of a broader market study relating to the facility.  However, several general points are clear: 

· Fees will be designed to cover the facilities’ operating expenses, so that these facilities will operate in the black and will not require subsidies from the County’s general operating budget. 
· There will probably be a variety of fee options, such as yearly membership, one-time usage, and fees for special events. 
· Fees could be specially designed to ensure access to lower income Arlington families. 
· Arlington residents will get a significant discount over out-of-county residents. This is similar to the existing Fairfax recreation centers where out-of-county residents pay almost double the fees of county residents.  

Will developing the North Tract take money away from open space land acquisition elsewhere? 

Besides the $50 million for North Tract development, there is $4 million in the park bond earmarked in FY 2005 for acquisition of additional land. 

It is important to point out that the North Tract was the County’s largest open space land acquisition in years, and came at no monetary cost to the county through a shifting of development rights agreed to by the County and the then-owner of the property in 1993. With the average cost of land in Arlington now over $1 million per acre, acquisition of these 28 acres of land is a great gain which can be best exploited by implementing the Master Plan quickly before construction costs increase.  
Shouldn’t we let a private-sector or for-profit recreation company or companies do this large a project?

The North Tract plan is based largely on input from the Arlington community about major recreational needs that are not being met by existing public and private facilities.  One of the major components of Phase I North Tract development is a large aquatics center of a type that does not currently exist in Arlington and is unlikely to be developed by a private entity. Additional features planned for this facility, such as the large fitness center, will significantly enhance its overall appeal and uniqueness, so that the planned facilities will attract many users with diverse interests and will be able to fully recover their operating costs. 

Similarly, soccer fields and other outdoor park spaces for free public use are not typically developed by private, for-profit entities.
It should be noted that the County is actively pursuing public/private partnerships to complement county investments in the new park and to help to enhance the quality and scope of available recreational opportunities at the North Tract. Therefore, if private sector companies are interested in developing or operating any of the facilities being planned for the North Tract, the County is very interested in exploring possibilities. 
We have heard that there are environmental concerns about this site.  Is this true? 

Like most industrial sites, the North Tract does require remediation to make it safe for recreational use. Four separate environmental studies have identified two general types of pollution on the acreage now owned by the County.  The main contaminant on the site is lead, found in several areas in the central-western portion of the site.  The highest concentrations of lead are not on the surface, but occur 12 to 13 feet below the current ground level, suggesting that they may have been deposited in fill dirt dumped there many years ago.  The deposits are stable, meaning that the lead is not migrating through the ground and is not contaminating any groundwater.  The other category of contaminants on site consists of other metals, semivolatile organic compounds, and very small amounts of organic compounds. Some of the metals and the semivolatile organic compounds occur naturally, while some are byproducts of normal urban activities and are commonly found throughout heavily developed areas. For example, one of the organic compounds found on the site, MTBE, is a relatively recent gasoline additive and is probably associated with a retail gas station that used to be on the north end of the site. 
The proposed cleanup or remediation process is to dig up and haul away the most highly contaminated dirt and dispose of it in a secure landfill licensed to handle that type of solid waste. That dirt would be replaced by clean soil. The entire park site would be covered with up to two feet of clean soil to provide a safe foundation for construction of the athletic fields, pathways, gardens, plazas, parking lots and other park features. The remediation of the entire site will be overseen and approved by the Virginia Department of Environmental Quality to ensure that the remediated site presents no health hazards and is safe for Arlingtonians to use and enjoy as a park. 
How much will it cost to clean up the site so that it is safe? 
The remediation costs for the Phase 1 development of the site are to be shared by Crescent Resources and Arlington County. The total remediation costs to be borne by the County are not expected to exceed $5 million.  

How can I get involved in the North Tract design process?

The North Tract process has been set up specifically to welcome and encourage broad public participation in the planning and design stages.  Several opportunities will be provided for public input through community forums, walking tours, surveys and focus groups.  Anyone wishing to find out more and get involved should visit the County’s North Tract web site or contact Erik Beach of the Arlington County Department of Parks, Recreation and Cultural Resources at: 703-228-3318.  The URL for the web site is http://www.arlingtonva.us/departments/ParksRecreation/forums/northtract/ParksRecreationForumsNorthtractP1issues.aspx.
