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THE CONSEQUENCES OF URBAN GROWTH:
THE FAIRFAX COUNTY EXPERIENCE
By ELLIOTT G. SHAW, JR.
Fairfax County is the fastest growing
political subdivision in the Commonwealth of Virginia and the County has
learned that rapid growth has its glory,
its problems, its pains, and its price.
The County must deal with a set of
circumstances that are not completely
paralleled in other times or places. The
citizens of the County, drawn here largely by the increasing needs of the Federal
government, are unusually talented and
energetic. The median age is below 24
years! The average family inc 0 m e is
among the highest in the world. It has
been said that our citizens consume more
goods, read more books, and have more
babies than any other group in civilized
society.
EDUCATION

Since the 1960 Federal census Fairfax
County's population has increased by
112,000 persons, of whom 48,000 (an unbelievable 43 percent) are enrolled in the
public schools! Of the County's present
population of 363,000, over 102,000 are
enrolled in the public schools.
Any study of growth at the local government level must begin with education. Of all the services rendered by the
locality education is first in importance
to the taxpaying parent. Even though
State and Federal funds are received for
school purposes, the constantly increasing need for physical facilities is all but
overwhelming. It has necessitated the
completion of better than one classroom
per day for a number of years. A classroom today, complete with equipment
and teacher, costs about $16,000. At
The author is Director of Information of Fairfax
County.

present the County has over 4,000 classrooms and the instructional personnel
number 4,775.
In order to meet these physical needs,
Fairfax County during the last 15 years
has issued $106,875,000 in bonds for
school construction. The County now has
17 high schools, 16 intennediate schools,
and 101 elementary schools. Since 1960,
the system has constructed 45 new buildings and 32 additions. Eleven new build..
ings currently are under construction. Although the construction of new buildings
is a financial burden, it has a bright aspect. The construction process affords the
opportunity for developing new horizons
for the students. A new high school in
the western part of the County, to be
ready in late 1967, will have a horticultural laboratory with a greenhouse to
take the place of the agriculture program
which is being phased out. At another
existing high school an observatory is
under construction. This will supplement the science offerings now offered at
two planetariums in high schools, as
well as at three new planetariums under
construction at three other high schools.
With new construction permitting the
introduction of the latest advances in
physical plants, such as air conditioning,
it is only natural that the latest educa..
tional methods and subject matter should
be developed also.
A great deal has been said in recent
years about the idle summer months.
Until recently, "summer school" was a
purely remedial exercise. Today the pic..
ture has changed drastically. During the
summer of 1966, over 10,000 students
from preschool to high school age attend..
ed institutes, seminars, and enrichment
classes given at 50 County schools. Re-

medial work was only a small part of
the sessions.
N or are the evening hours wasted.
Currently, 28 schools are open at night
for regular adult education classes. In
addition to the usual academic courses
the interested adult may study contemporary American affairs, drama, industrial arts, laymen's law, leadership development, securities and investing, interior
decorating, sewing, seamanship, art, and
many other subjects.
In truth, rapid growth has brought
opportunity as well as responsibility in
the field of education in Fairfax County.
LIBRARIES

In 1960 the Fairfax County library
system had a small headquarter~ building, one bookmobile, and five branches
in small, rented buildings. Total circulation in that year was 930,164.
In 1966 we have a headquarters, 2
bookmobiles, and 9 branches, with a
total circulation of 2,092,992. The headquarters and three branches occupy new
buildings; one other branch is under
construction and bids are out for yet
another.
PARKS

In 1960 there were 781 acres of public
parkland in Fairfax County. This has
increased to 5,261 acres in 1966 of which
3,300 acres are administered by the County Park Authority and 1,961 acres by the
Northern Virginia Regional Park Authority. The parks include three river
front parks, three large fishing lakes,
several swimming facilities, camping facilities, and historical sites. Work will
soon be completed for an 18-hole golf
course and ski facility.
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UTILITIES GROWTH

As might be expected, water and sewer
facilities have expanded along with the
population. Since 1960 the sewerage system has grown from 637 miles of sewers
to 1,041 miles.
Water is furnished to County residents
by several agencies. The Fairfax County
Water .A.uthority was created in 1957 to
establish, through acquisition and con..
struction, an integrated water system for
the residents who were then served by 26
separate systems. There are now only
five public agencies and five private
companies providing water. All but one
of the private companies comprise SInal]
neighborhood operations. From 1960
through 1965 the Water Authority increased its customer accounts from 6,900
to 18,900, its gallonage sold from 455 million to 2,199 million, and its mains in
service from 86 miles to 314 miles.
WHERE THEY LIVE

In an area of rapid growth, land values
ill£rease. As land values -increase,-developers seek more economical use of the
land. This has been evident in Fairfax
County by the increase in multi-family
building during the past six years as
shown in the following table.

To produce this difference in ratio, the
number of apartment units increased by
235 percent during the 6-year period while
the single-family units increased by only
32 percent. The demand for apartments
is increased, to some extent, by a sizable
transient population - that is to say, a
residency of less than five years as is the
case with most military personnel. Another major reason is certainly the ever
increasing number of young families who
strive to accumulate resources for initial
home investments.
High-rise apartment development has
only started in Fairfax County. Although
this kind of development represents a
very economical use of land through its
high-density characteristic, it is most useful where new land is not available. Fairfax County still has nearly two-thirds of
its 406 square miles in a rural state and
high-rise development has therefore been
limited even though increases occur from
year to year.
RESTON - THE NEW TOWN

One of the most promising ideas resulting from the County's growth is the
advent of the Residential Planned Community. The adoption of the RPC zoning
classification in 1962 paved the way for
the first such community which bears the
name of Reston.
Now under construction, Reston expects to house 75,000 people by 1980.
Each village in this community will be
served by its own shopping and social
centers. They will be linked through
parkland wi th walks, bicycle paths, and
roads.
In this RPC community the following
distribution of its 6,800 acres is planned:
_~es!_~e~ti~l, ~_!9Qi- p~_!"~~_~public.!-_~!Q91
__
industrial and government, 900; two 18hole and three 9-hole golf courses, 400;
village- centers and town centers, 200;
lakes, 100, ipcluding 1 of 35 acres and
another of 26 acres. Near Reston there

TABLE 1
Existing Dwelling Units in Fairfax County By Type
1966

1960
Percent
Type
Apartment
Single Family
Total

Percent

Number
4,829
57,194

of Total
7.7
92.3

Number
16,159
76,202

of Total
17.5
82.5

62,743

100.0

92,361

100.0

will be a convention center and medical
facilities. Sites have been reserved for
more than 30 churches and 26 schools, including 15 elementary, 2 parochial, aneJ
9 intermediate and high schools.
The new zoning category allows a
variety of housing and an overall density
increase to 11 persons per acre. There
will be 3 categories of density: 60 persons
for high density, 14 persons for medium
density, and 3.8 persons for low density.
A total of about 25,000 dwelling units
will be allowed in the community.
The RPC district is intended to permit, in accordance with the master plan,
the development of planned satellite
communities containing not less than 750
contiguous acres under a single ownership
or control in those areas of the County
provided with sanitary sewers, sewage disposal facilities, adequate highway access,
and public water supply.
Within such planned communities, the
location of all residential, commercial,
industrial, and government uses, school
sites, parks, playgrounds, recreation areas,
parking areas, and other open spaces will
be controlled in such a manner as to permit a variety of housing accommodations
and land uses in orderly relationship to
one another. Such planned communities
constitute a part of the master plan for
the County as a whole. Additional land
area may be added to an existing RPC
district if it is adjacent or forms a logical
addition to an existing RPC district. A
second RPC community, called Cardinal
Forest, is being developed in the Springfield area. Growth has indeed changed the
living habits of our people.
LONG-TERM INDEBTEDNESS

Expansion of governmental services
like that necessary in Fairfax County
cannot be provided without debt financing. Although counties in the Commonwealth of Virginia are not subjec~ to the
18 percent of assessed value limitation applicable to cities, there are 2 very practical
controls on county debt. General obligation bonds may be sold only upon the
favorable vote of the people at a referendum. In addition, the extent to which
the bonds can be sold at a reasonable interest rate depends in large part upon
the judicious use of the debt incurring
power.
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The accompanying table shows the
bonded indebtedness of Fairfax County
as of June 30, 1966. There are no outstanding bonds issued prior to 1951.
The assessed value of property subject
to local taxation has risen sharply in recent years as follows:
1959
$ 470,298,871
1965
1,067,560,711
1966 (estimate ) ..
1,146,500,000
As a result, the present bonded indebtedness is approximately 11 percent of the
assessed value.
Most of the bonds will be retired from
the general funds of the County. The
sewer bonds, though not actually revenue
bonds, are to be paid from revenues from
connection fees and sewer service charges,
thus achieving the desirable situation of
having a service paid for by those who
use it.
FUTURE GRO'VTH AND PLANNING

The future promises even more growth
for Fairfax County. Meeting the demands

TABLE 2
:Fairfax County Debt, June 30, 1966
Total Issue
Purpose
Hospital
. $ 3,000,000
980,000
Court House Addition
..
106,875,000
Schools
.
31,700,000
Sewer Program
.
500,000
Police and Fire Buildings
.
2,000,000
Libraries
.
4,800,000
Park and Recreational Facilities
..
5,500,000
Office Facilities
.
$155,355,000
of the cItIzens for necessary services
means expansion of facilities to administer those services. The present court system and its allied functions are sufficient
in size to occupy all of the present Court
House. As a result, plans have been made for a long-range building program to
provide necessary working space as the
need increases. The construction of a
new governmental center is scheduled to
begin before the end of this year.

Total Outstanding
$ 2,310,000
420,000
83,925,000
29,365,000
300,000
1,680,000
4,040,000
5,500,000
$127,540,000

The first building in the complex will
be the general administration building.
This central tower will have 12 floors
of offices above ground with an additional
story on top for service equipment. Two
lower levels will provide space for the
meeting room of the board of supervisors, data processing equipment and a
lunch room. There will be parking for
420 cars.
The building will be 100 feet square

The intersection of Shirley Highway and the Capital Beltway looking north. In the center is Shirley Industrial Park surrounded by
single-family honlesJ shopping centersJ and garden apartments.
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AIodel of Phases 1 and 2 of the new governmental center shows the 13-story Administration
the Public Contact Building} and the circular Board Room Building.
and will contain approximately 160,000
square feet. This is phase lA of the complex. Phase IB will be a 2-story Health
Office building of approximately 18,000
square feet. The two structures will be
connected at the lower level.
Phase 2 of the overall plan calls for a
public contact building and abo a r d
room building. Other buildings planned
beyond this point include an education
building, parking garages, dommunity
service building, court building, and public safety building. Each of these will be
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accompanied by further parking facilities
as needed. The courts will continue to
use the present Court House for approximately the next 20 years according
to present plans.
A total of $5,500,000 of bond funds
were approved in May 1965 by the voters
for the acquisition of land for this complex and the erection of the first building. Plans call for the completion of Phase
1 by 1970.
No one has ventured an opinion as to
when the growth, 'w hich started after

Building~

the Health Office Building,

World War II, will end. Planning for
the entire Washington metropolitan area
assumes that Fairfax County will have in
excess of 1,000,000 people by the year
2000.
It seems clear from this brief account
of the growing pains of Fairfax County
that it will not only play a large role in
the government of the metropolitan
Washington area but will probably continue to be the largest local government
operation in Virginia in terms of population, services, and finance.
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