Arguments/Counter Arguments

“Slow Growth” and growth boundaries will hurt farmers and other rural residents for whom their land is their retirement plan.

A person with an agricultural land zoning is allowed to develop housing on their land right now – with a minimum of three acre lots – up to five houses a year.  Figuring a three-acre lot in rural areas is going for around $350,000, the farmer could net around $70,000 per house or up to $350,000 per year.  

How much “retirement” income does this person need?

The City needs to grow to develop its tax base.

Growth may increase Chesapeake’s tax base, but it will also increase the city’s expenses.  So, growth must be carefully planned and managed, the same way a business or a household is managed.  You wouldn’t expand your house beyond your means to pay – the same applies to a city.

Growth that is too fast or too large means that city investments (sewer, roads, water, emergency services, etc.) must be made before tax income will cover the costs.  So a city must borrow to finance those investments.  In the 1980’s, Chesapeake expanded so much and so fast that the city took on debt that it is still paying off - $30 million a year at present.  

Chesapeake needs a comprehensive plan that grows the city at a smarter pace than in the past.

The “housing boom” in Chesapeake is good for the city.

Actually, too much residential growth coming too rapidly is bad for the city.  Cost of Community Services studies done in Virginia show that a municipal government pays out $1.20 for every $1.00 collected in taxes on residential properties.  Government only pays out 40 cents for each dollar collected on farmland and commercial land.

So the key is a balance between residential, farm/working/open land, and commercial development.  The goal is to balance more expensive residential land with the other types so that the city at least breaks even.

Too much residential growth, coming too fast, can break a city’s budget, as has happened in Chesapeake.

Growth pays for itself
If growth pays for itself, why is Chesapeake, after 4.5% annual growth between 1985 and 1995, a financial basket case?  Shouldn’t that growth have paid for itself by now?  

· Shouldn’t the city already be building Grassfield High School, instead of seeing the school’s costs go up $13 million due to the delay in funding?  

· Shouldn’t the city have all the money it needs, instead of shaking dimes out of the city’s hotel guests through the on-again/off-again hotel tax?  

· Shouldn’t the widening of the steel bridge on Dominion Boulevard be underway instead of having its cost estimates going up tens of millions of dollars because of the delay?  

· Shouldn’t the city have a fully funded park plan, instead of spending the lowest per-person on parks of any city in Virginia?  

· Shouldn’t the city have at least one public pool for its residents?

Growth only pays for itself if it is smartly done.

-=-=-=-

FAQ’s

What is “smart growth?”
“Smart growth” means fitting development into the city’s budget, ability to borrow, and physical capacity of the city.  It means pacing the growth to the city’s ability to spend and borrow and finance the roads, schools, emergency services, etc. that the new growth requires.  It means placing the growth where it is most economical – within the urban growth boundary - the part of Chesapeake that already has sewer and water service.  Smart growth means not ruining the natural resources upon which the city depends for quality of life.  

Smart growth means treating the city’s development like a homeowner would an expansion on their house, or as a businessperson would deal with expanding their business.

How does the comprehensive plan deal with school crowding in Chesapeake?

The comprehensive plan does not deal with the current overcrowding problem.  The school overcrowding and the inability to build new schools (and fix old ones, like Oscar Smith) are directly linked to past explosive growth that left the city in debt and unable to issue bonds to pay for schools.

This comprehensive plan, if properly designed and implemented, will use “smart growth” approaches to make sure that the City can get out of the financial hole it is in.  The pace of growth and the placement of the growth are critical.  Growth that is compact and gradual saves money – sprawl costs a city.  

Concentrating growth within the “growth boundary” (the part of Chesapeake already getting sewer and water service) will keep costs down and allow the city to catch up on its unmet needs – like building the schools it needs.  Also, strict adherence to the “level of service” ceiling that denies development that will take a school over 120% of its capacity is needed.

Conversely, allowing the city to continue rapid and sprawling growth will only insure that the current school problems continue into the foreseeable future.

How does the comprehensive plan deal with road overcrowding?
The comprehensive plan does not directly deal with Chesapeake’s crowded roads and the inability to pay for widening.  Like the school overcrowding, the city’s current traffic congestion is a result of past growth that was too rapid, too large, and in the wrong place.   As a result of this growth, the city cannot finance road improvements.

Even worse, cash-strapped Chesapeake is forced to make congestion worse in search of tax dollars.  Today, Chesapeake has a “level of service” requirement that denies development on roads that are flunking congestion standards.  However, because the city is desperate for tax money, the City Council has stated that it will violate this “level of service” requirement for critical commercial development.  This means that crowded roads can be made more congested, have more stoplights, and left to flunk road standards if there is enough potential development money involved.

The comprehensive plan, if properly designed and implemented, will use smart growth measures to hold the line on congestion and help the city catch its breath and get out of the financial hole it is in.

How does the comprehensive plan deal with environmental quality?

The comprehensive plan, as drafted by the city staff, concentrated growth in the northern part of the city, keeping the southern part open.  The southern part of Chesapeake is marked by wetlands, open space, and is an environmental pathway between the Dismal Swamp and the Curituck Sound.  It is a valuable ecosystem.  It is a source of groundwater for many of the city’s residents.  It is a valuable recreational resource.

The comprehensive plan modifications made after the city staff’s draft would open the southern part of the city up to unlimited development.  Paved surfaces would increase and wetlands would be drained.  Wildlife pathways would be cut.  The distinguishing characteristic of Chesapeake would be lost.

