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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Arlington County Real Estate Tax Relief (RETR) program provides an exemption and/or
deferral of real estate taxes for qualified Arlington homeowners who are age 65 or older, or who
are totally and permanently disabled.
The Arlington County Board adopted Arlington’s first Affordable Housing Master Plan (AHMP) in
September 2015. In conducting research for the AHMP, the County found that many lowincome senior households on fixed incomes face financial stress related to increasing
condominium association fees and real estate tax burdens. The AHMP’s accompanying
Implementation Framework included a recommendation to review the goals and guidelines of
the RETR program, and to consider redefinition of income levels, asset levels, and criteria for
exemptions and deferrals. As such, the County Manager presented several options for altering
the program during the Fiscal Year (FY) 2017 budget process. Instead of enacting specific
changes at the time of the FY 2017 budget adoption, the County Board requested the formation
of a Working Group to study the County’s current RETR program and develop recommendations
for consideration during the FY 2018 budget process.
In July 2016, the County Manager convened the RETR Working Group, a limited-term advisory
body charged with reviewing the County’s current RETR program and developing
recommendations to strengthen its structure and administration while continuing to meet
community needs. Between August 2016 and January 2017, the Working Group reviewed the
current RETR program, researched regional trends, explored best practices from across the
country, and gathered community input. This report provides an overview of the Working Group
process, and presents the product of their efforts: a set of 20 recommendations. These
recommendations are organized according to anticipated implementation timeframe, and are
listed below.

List of Recommendations


Priority
1. Revise the RETR application materials to be more user-friendly.
2. Extend the RETR application timeline.
3. Conduct additional outreach to the community to increase participation.
4. Establish a mechanism to provide oversight of the RETR program.
5. Establish a mechanism for sharing information and receiving resident feedback
related to the RETR program on a regular basis.
6. Investigate mortgage lenders’ opposition to the deferral portion of the RETR
program.
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7. Revise the RETR program’s method of calculating applicants’ assets.
8. Revise the RETR program’s asset limit.
9. Revise the RETR program’s method of calculating applicants’ income.
10. Revise the program’s income limits and expand the number of exemption levels
from three (3) to four (4).
11. Designate revenue received through the RETR program (i.e., deferral repayments)
to support affordable housing opportunities with accessibility and supportive
services for older residents and residents with disabilities.


Mid-term
12. Build the RETR application materials into the Arlington County website.
13. Explore options to increase funding for the development of, and services
associated with, housing for older residents and residents with disabilities.
14. Provide homeowners with complete, accurate, and unbiased information
regarding the Home Equity Conversion Mortgage (HUD’s reverse mortgage
product) so that it is a safe and viable option for all residents who are interested
and may qualify.
15. Explore options to provide real estate tax credits to owners of rental dwellings
that provide reduced rent to older renters and renters with disabilities.



Long-term
16. Consider implementing additional programs that could provide financial relief to
older residents and residents with disabilities (e.g., personal property tax relief,
vehicle registration fee relief, solid waste fee relief).
17. Conduct an extensive review and reevaluation of the Arlington County RETR
program.
18. Advocate for the amendment of state code in order to provide Virginia
homeowners with protection from lenders that refuse to recognize participation
in deferral programs.
19. Explore the feasibility, cost, and benefits of establishing separate real estate tax
classes specifically for older homeowners and homeowners with disabilities in lieu
of the RETR program.
20. Explore ways to enable older residents to age in the community in affordable
multi-age multi-unit developments, as well as assisted living facilities, with
accessibility and supportive services.

Additional specific information related to the rationale of the Working Group’s
recommendations, as well as the accompanying action items associated with each, is discussed
in more detail in the Recommendations section of this report.
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BACKGROUND: WORKING GROUP PURPOSE AND STRUCTURE
Virginia Code § 58.1-3210 – § 58.1-3218 authorizes localities within the Commonwealth to
provide RETR to qualified homeowners age 65 or over, as well as to homeowners who are
permanently and totally disabled. The Arlington County RETR program is governed by Arlington
County Code Chapter 43. At present, Chapter 43 allows for the exemption and/or deferral of
real estate taxes for qualified Arlington homeowners whose annual household income is no
more than $99,472, and whose household assets (excluding the value of their Arlington home)
are no more than $340,000. A household may receive a 100 percent, 50 percent, or 25 percent
exemption, depending on their income and household size; any real estate taxes not exempt
from taxation may be deferred until the property changes ownership, with no interest or
penalties charged. Homeowners within the income guidelines who have assets over $340,000
but no more than $540,000 do not qualify for an exemption, but may choose to defer payment
of some or all of their real estate taxes. A six-year overview of Arlington County RETR
participation by benefit type can be seen in Table 1 below.
Table 1: Real Estate Tax Relief Participation by Benefit Type, 2011 – 2016
Type of Benefit

2011

2012

2013

2014

2015

2016

100% Exemption

837

875

764

707

650

639

50% Exemption

149

115

127

123

118

129

25% Exemption

128

101

128

131

143

135

Deferral Only

36

35

34

36

29

26

1,150

1,126

1,053

997

940

929

Total Approved

The Department of Human Services (DHS) has overseen the RETR program since 1991. In 2016,
1,011 applications were received and 929 households were approved for RETR, resulting in
approximately $4,163,131 in uncollected revenue; this reflects a 25% decrease in participation
since a high of 1,234 households were approved for RETR in 2008. For more information on the
recent history of the RETR program in Arlington County, see Table 2 below. For a comparison of
Arlington’s RETR program to RETR programs in neighboring jurisdictions, see Appendix A.
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Table 2: Real Estate Tax Relief in Arlington County, 2005 – 2016
Calendar
Year

Maximum
Income
Level

Maximum Asset Level*

Applications
Received

Applications
Approved

Uncollected
Revenue
(RETR
participants)

2016

$99,472

$340,000 exemption/$540,000 deferral

1,011

929

$4,163,131

2015

$99,472

$340,000 exemption/$540,000 deferral

1,022

940

$4,218,957

2014

$99,472

$340,000 exemption/$540,000 deferral

1,088

999

$4,232,471

2013

$99,472

$340,000 exemption/$540,000 deferral

1,143

1,053

$4,299,041

2012

$99,472

$340,000 exemption/$540,000 deferral

1,193

1,126

$4,583,156

2011

$99,472

$340,000 exemption/$540,000 deferral

1,231

1,150

$4,250,259

2010

$94,572

$340,000 exemption/$540,000 deferral

1,257

1,129

$4,333,253

2009

$85,268

$340,000 exemption/$540,000 deferral

1,267

1,135

$3,948,130

2008

$95,515

$540,000 exemption and deferral

1,324

1,234

$4,183,106

2007

$95,515

$540,000 exemption and deferral

1,300

1,193

$3,909,694

2006

$77,407

$340,000 exemption and deferral

1,150

1,076

$3,282,620

2005

$62,000

$240,000 exemption/$340,000 deferral

960

862

$2,443,307

*Note: Asset levels exclude the value of an applicant’s Arlington home

Purpose of the RETR Working Group
The Arlington County Board adopted Arlington’s first AHMP in September 2015. In conducting
research for the AHMP, the County found that many low-income senior households on fixed
incomes face financial stress related to increasing condominium association fees and real estate
tax burdens. The AHMP’s accompanying Implementation Framework included a
recommendation to review the goals and guidelines of the RETR program, and to consider
redefinition of income levels, asset levels, and criteria for exemptions and deferrals. As such,
the County Manager presented several options for altering the program during the Fiscal Year
(FY) 2017 budget process. Instead of enacting specific changes at the time of the FY 2017
budget adoption, the County Board requested the formation of a Working Group to study the
County’s current RETR program and develop recommendations for consideration during the FY
2018 budget process.
The Working Group, appointed by the County Manager in July 2016, was charged to provide
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commission, community, consumer, and advocate perspectives on possible changes to the RETR
program in Arlington. More specifically, the Working Group was instructed to:










research and review best practices related to real estate tax relief from around the
country;
engage and inform the community and relevant stakeholders of ongoing efforts and
discussions;
determine if there may be Arlington homeowners who qualify for RETR but are not
currently participating in the program, and provide recommendations for what could be
done differently to effectively outreach to these residents;
collaborate with a consultant to conduct surveys and focus groups to gauge the historical
success of the RETR program in reaching eligible homeowners and enabling these
homeowners to stay in their homes, and to ascertain what changes (if any) would allow
the program to better address the needs of older homeowners and homeowners with
disabilities;
utilize identified best practices and survey/focus group results to inform an analysis of
the current program’s approach to enabling older homeowners and homeowners with
disabilities to stay in their homes; and
provide recommendations to the County Board on how to best structure and administer
the program in Arlington moving forward.

RETR Working Group Structure
The RETR Working Group was originally comprised of 13 members representing the following
groups:







Commission on Aging (COA);
Disability Advisory Commission (DAC);
Fiscal Affairs Advisory Commission (FAAC);
Citizens Advisory Commission on Housing (HC);
RETR program participants; and
Members-at-large.

Between July 2016 and February 2017, two members had to resign from the Working Group due
to personal reasons; one of these members was replaced, resulting in a total of 12 members that
participated in the majority of the process.
The County Board co-liaisons to the RETR Working Group were County Board members Christian
Dorsey and John Vihstadt. The Working Group Chair was Paul Holland (FAAC), and the Vice-Chair
was Patricia Sullivan (COA).
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DHS provided primary staff support to the RETR Working Group, with additional support and
coordination provided by staff from the Department of Community Planning, Housing, and
Development (CPHD), as well as from the Treasurer’s Office.
A full roster of the RETR Working Group County Board Liaisons, members, and participating
County staff can be found in Appendix B.

RESEARCH
During the first Working Group meeting held on August 2, DHS staff provided Working Group
members with an introduction to the RETR program, the purpose of the RETR review, and the
proposed RETR telephone survey/focus group methodology and content. The introduction to
the RETR program covered information such as current income and asset limits, historical
participation data, and a comparison to other Northern Virginia jurisdictions.
In subsequent meetings, staff presented members with additional information, including an
overview of regional trends, a summary of promising practices from across the country, and a
literature review covering topics such as RETR rationale, RETR critiques, and other
considerations.
After the Working Group’s third meeting, Working Group members were assigned to one of
three subgroups: (1) Application Process and Outreach, (2) Eligibility Criteria, or (3) Program
Alternatives. Subgroup members performed additional research related to their assigned
subject area, and met periodically outside of regularly-scheduled meetings, in order to develop
more detailed recommendations for later consideration by the entire Working Group.

COMMUNITY INPUT
The RETR Working Group and staff utilized a variety of tools and methods to engage and
communicate with the community, including a Real Estate Tax Relief Working Group web page,
community meetings, surveys, focus groups, media releases, and reports and communications
with participating liaisons from other groups.
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Telephone Survey and Focus Groups
The County contracted with Reingold, Inc. to conduct telephone surveys and focus groups
involving Arlington’s older homeowners and homeowners with disabilities. Reingold worked
with DHS staff and the RETR Working Group to develop and refine a telephone survey and a
focus group moderator’s guide, both of which aimed to:




examine the RETR program’s reach among eligible residents;
assess the RETR program’s success in enabling eligible residents to stay in their homes;
and
identify possible reforms that might help the County better address these residents’
needs.

From August 13-16, 2016, Reingold called 9,871 Arlington homeowners using a list of RETR
participants, as well as a commercially available sample list of Arlington County homeowners. As
a result, Reingold conducted 275 telephone interviews with 64 current and 14 former RETR
program participants, as well as 197 Arlington homeowners who had never participated in the
RETR program but were disabled and/or 57 years of age or older. The results of the telephone
survey are considered statistically significant, with an overall margin of error of +/- 4.9 percent at
the 90 percent confidence level.
For the focus groups, Reingold designed a recruitment toolkit, which was distributed to multiple
locations within DHS, community centers, senior centers, and libraries. In addition, Reingold
reached out to 12 long-term care residences in Arlington County, as well as to residents who had
participated in a large 2016 Arlington Agency on Aging event, the RETR program, and/or
Arlington Neighborhood Village, in order to recruit participants. Arlington staff also promoted
the focus groups through social media accounts, such as the Commission on Aging’s and the
Citizens Advisory Commission on Housing’s Facebook pages. As a result, Reingold engaged with
26 Arlington homeowners representing former participants, current participants, and
nonparticipants in the RETR program over the course of three 90-minute focus groups held at
Walter Reed Community Center between August 23 and 25.
Reingold presented its key findings to the Working Group at the Working Group’s October 3
meeting, and later delivered a final written report; Reingold’s key findings can be found in
Appendix C. The Working Group considered convening additional focus groups representing a
wider array of Arlington residents. This could be an item for future consideration by the County.

Civic Organization and Commission Briefings
After the Working Group finalized its draft recommendations in late January 2017, the RETR
Working Group Chair/Vice-Chair and DHS staff met with civic organizations and relevant
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commissions, including the Civic Federation, Commission on Aging, Disability Advisory
Commission, Fiscal Affairs Advisory Commission, and Citizens Advisory Commission on Housing.
These meetings, held mid-February through early March 2017, provided each group with an
overview of the RETR program, data on program participation in recent years, information about
the Working Group and its RETR program review, and highlights of the draft recommendations.

Community Meeting on the Real Estate Tax Relief Working Group
On February 15, 2017, a copy of the RETR Working Group’s draft Program Recommendations
Report was posted online for public comment. Following the dissemination of this document, a
Community Meeting on the RETR Working Group was held at the Arlington Mill Community
Center on the evening of March 6, 2017. County staff and Working Group members provided
the XX attendees with an overview of the review process and a summary of the draft
recommendations. After a brief presentation, attendees were able to explore various stations
featuring additional information about the draft recommendations, at which they could speak
with County staff and Working Group members, ask questions, and share their thoughts and
ideas. A summary of the feedback received via mail, email, online, and at the meeting can be
found in Appendix D. INCORPORATE ADDITIONAL INFORMATION AFTER THE MEETING.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The 20 recommendations put forth by the Working Group and detailed below are organized
according to anticipated implementation timeframe. Priority recommendations constitute the
Working Group’s primary recommendations, and if accepted by the County Manager and County
Board, implementation is intended to begin immediately. Mid-term recommendations build
upon the outcomes of the priority recommendations, and implementation is intended to begin
in the next 1-3 years. Long-term recommendations are generally more future-focused, and may
be related to topics that arose over the course of this review but are beyond the scope of the
charge and/or require additional research for proper consideration; implementation is intended
to begin in the next 3-5 years.
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Recommendation 1 (Priority)
Recommendation 1 (Priority). Revise the RETR application materials to be more userfriendly.
• 1.1 Edit the RETR application materials using simple language that is easily
understood.
• 1.2 Increase the font size on the RETR application materials.
• 1.3 Reduce the number of columns on the RETR application.
• 1.4 Edit the RETR review application to reduce confusion around deadlines.
• 1.5 Develop supplementary materials to be included with the RETR application
materials, such as program guidelines, an overview of the appeals process, line-byline instructions, a preparation checklist identifying all items needed to complete
the application materials, and a documentation submission checklist indicating
which items must accompany the completed application materials.
• 1.6 Create fillable electronic forms for the RETR application materials.
• 1.7 Promote other programs through the RETR application materials, including
other types of real estate tax relief (e.g., disabled veterans) and programs that
provide additional assistance to older homeowners and homeowners with
disabilities (e.g., utility assistance, back door trash pick-up).

In Arlington County, a full RETR application must be completed by all applicants at least once
every three years. In other years, applicants may only be required to complete a short review
form, depending on whether there have been any changes to their situation.
In the telephone survey, Reingold tested 12 potential reforms to the RETR program, including
“mak[ing] the application and reapplication process simpler.” When asked, nearly three in four
(71 percent) of the surveyed Arlington homeowners – and 77 percent of current and past RETR
program participants – strongly supported or somewhat supported this change. In fact, among
the 14 former RETR program participants who completed the telephone survey, three (21
percent) reported that they no longer participate because the application review process is too
complicated.
Figure 1 below shows the distribution of support for this change among all surveyed Arlington
homeowners and, more specifically, among the current and former RETR program participants.
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Figure 1: Support for making the application and reapplication process simpler
Would you support or oppose the following reforms to the RETR Program?
“Make the application and reapplication process simpler.”

Arlington homeowners

RETR current/past participants

21%
18%
59%
50%

11%

12%

3%
3%

14%
6% 3%

Similar to the telephone survey, 100 percent of focus group participants supported making the
application and reapplication process simpler, with current and former participants unanimously
agreeing that the application process was extremely time-consuming and complex. In addition,
many focus group participants reported difficulties in gathering the necessary supporting
documents.
To this end, the Working Group’s recommendation to make the application process more userfriendly includes action items such as simplifying language and developing supplementary
materials that provide greater clarity and guide applicants through each step of the application
process.
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Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 1

N/A

Savings

The estimated cost to
make the suggested
changes to existing
documents and
develop
supplementary
materials would be
approximately 80
hours of existing staff
time.

Recommendation 2 (Priority)

Recommendation 2 (Priority). Extend the RETR application timeline.
• 2.1 Change both the RETR application deadline and the RETR review application
deadline from August 15 to November 15.
• 2.2 Amend Arlington County Code Chapter 43 to codify the existing RETR Extension
Policy, which allows for extensions until January 31 in the event that a physical or
mental health issue, or extreme circumstances beyond the control of the applicant,
prevented the applicant from filing a timely application.
• 2.3 Amend Arlington County Code Chapter 43 to allow for the provision of
retroactive RETR of up to five (5) years if a physical or mental health issue, or
extreme circumstances beyond the control of the applicant, prevented the
applicant from filing a timely application, or if an applicant was retroactively
determined to be permanently and totally disabled.

Presently, March 31 is the RETR application deadline in order for homeowners to receive a
timely adjusted tax bill for the first installment of the real estate tax (due June 15). The final
deadline to apply for RETR for the current tax year is August 15, unless an extension is granted.
The current extension policy allows an extension to the filing deadline to be granted if a physical
or mental health issue, or extreme circumstances beyond the control of the applicant, prevented
the applicant from filing a timely application; this is an administrative policy, however, and does
not currently exist in County Code. The final deadline for requesting an extension to the filing
deadline is January 31 of the next year. At present, there is no mechanism – in administrative
policy or Arlington County code – to allow for the provision of retroactive RETR.
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In order to provide applicants with more time to apply for RETR each year, and in order to
accommodate potential applicants who may have experienced a substantial impediment to the
successful completion and/or submission of an RETR application in the past, the Working Group’s
recommendation to revise the RETR timeline includes action items such as extending the
application and review application deadlines to November 15, codifying the current RETR
Extension Policy, and allowing for retroactive RETR up to five (5) years in situations similar to
those in which extensions are granted.
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Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 2

Increased Cost

Each of the action items in
Recommendation 2 would
require a local code change. The
estimated administrative impact
of a local code change would be
approximately 120 hours of
existing staff time over a three to
six month period in order to
oversee the code revision
process.

N/A

Savings

The provision of retroactive
RETR would impact
approximately five (5)
households annually.
Households that already paid
their real estate taxes would be
reimbursed an amount equal to
the relief for which they would
have been eligible had they
applied for RETR in a previous
tax year. Given that the average
amount of real estate tax relief
per household was $4,481 in
2016 and a household could be
eligible for up to five (5) years of
retroactive relief, this could
result in an additional cost of up
to $112,025 per year.
Moreover, an additional 0.30
Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) would
be required in order to process
requests for retroactive relief.
Based on the FY 2017 midpoint
for an Eligibility Worker, this
would result in an additional cost
of $23,711 per year.
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Recommendation 3 (Priority)

Recommendation 3 (Priority). Conduct additional outreach to the
community to increase participation.
• 3.1 At a minimum, perform outreach to organizations, groups, businesses, and
events identified in the Working Group’s Outreach List.
• 3.2 Perform targeted outreach to homeowners whose preferred language is not
English.
• 3.3 Provide assistance with applications and appeals at senior centers, libraries, tax
preparation clinics, and other locations.
• 3.4 Establish a group of trained volunteers to assist in performing
outreach/technical assistance.
• 3.5 Make clear that residents do not have to be traditional clients of DHS programs
in order to participate in the RETR program.
In the focus groups, Reingold found that nonparticipants in the RETR program unanimously
agreed that the RETR program should be actively promoted among all Arlington homeowners,
and not just those who currently meet the eligibility criteria. This belief is bolstered by the fact
that even though the population of older Arlington homeowners aged 65 or older grew by
approximately 13 percent between 2010 and 2016, the number of RETR applications received
decreased by 20 percent during this same time period, and the number of RETR participants
decreased by 18 percent. With this in mind, the Working Group drafted an Outreach List of
organizations, groups, businesses, publications, and events to which additional outreach should
be targeted, which can be found in Appendix E.
In addition, current and past RETR program participants partaking in the focus groups indicated
that it would be helpful to have volunteers provide assistance with completing the application
and review application paperwork. As such, the Working Group recommended establishing a
group of trained volunteers that could assist staff in both performing outreach and providing
technical assistance on an as-needed basis.
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Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 3
It is estimated that an
additional 0.15 FTE would be
needed in order to conduct
additional outreach, provide
technical assistance, and train
and supervise volunteers
aiding in these efforts. Based
on the FY 2017 midpoint for an
Eligibility Worker, this would
result in an additional cost of
$11,856 per year.

N/A

Savings

It is important to note that
increasing outreach could also
result in an increase in RETR
applications and, subsequently,
additional households
approved for participation in
the program.

Recommendation 4 (Priority)

Recommendation 4 (Priority). Establish a mechanism to provide oversight of
the RETR program.
• 4.1 Create a County Manager-appointed Citizens Advisory Group to regularly review
the RETR program, investigate issues as they arise (e.g., hardships, appeals), and
make recommendations for changes as needed.

The Working Group felt that it was important to establish a neutral third-party that could
perform a number of key functions for RETR applicants or program participants, including (but
not limited to) examining hardship cases, providing appeals oversight, serving as a liaison
between applicants and the County government when necessary, and participating in RETR
program reviews as needed.

Real Estate Tax Relief Working Group |Draft Program Recommendations Report |2/15/2017

17

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 4

N/A

Savings

It is estimated that an
additional 0.15 FTE would
be needed in order to
support the ongoing work
of this new Advisory
Group. Based on the FY
2017 midpoint for an
Eligibility Worker, this
would result in an
additional cost of $11,856
per year.

Recommendation 5 (Priority)

Recommendation 5 (Priority). Establish a mechanism for sharing
information and receiving resident feedback related to the RETR program
on a regular basis.
• 5.1 Create a comprehensive report and reporting schedule for the RETR program in
order to collected more detailed data that can assist in future moitoring and
evaluation of the RETR program.
• 5.2 Create questions related to the RETR program in the county's triennial Resident
Satisfaction Survey, an annual or biennial RETR participants' survey, and/or some
other countywide feedback mechanism.

The Working Group felt that it would be beneficial to provide the public with consistent and
comprehensive reporting on all aspects of the RETR program, including (but not limited to)
annual metrics such as number of applicants in each exemption level, total dollar value of
exemptions approved, total dollar value of deferrals taken, total dollar value of deferrals repaid,
number of denials, number of applications initiated but not completed, and whether
homeowners have a mortgage. Such an effort could take the form of a Performance
Management Plan, which is a document based on Mark Friedman’s Results-based Accountability
Framework, and is used to manage the process of monitoring and evaluating progress towards
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the achievement of an established program purpose. Performance Management Plans
systematically evaluate programs using three key questions: (1) “How much did we do?” (2)
“How well did we do it?” and (3) “Is anyone better off?” After a rigorous development process, a
completed Performance Management Plan is incorporated into DHS budget metrics, published
online, and updated on an annual basis. Utilizing this type of format could serve to broadly
inform citizens interested in knowing more about the RETR program, and could also be a means
to regularly raise awareness of the program.
Similarly, the Working Group also recommended including questions related to the RETR
program in the County’s triennial Resident Satisfaction Survey, an annual or biennial RETR
participants’ survey, and/or some other feedback mechanism, which could serve the dual
purpose of collecting feedback from current program participants and informing the general
public (including potential RETR participants) of the program’s existence.

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 5

N/A

Savings

It is estimated that an
additional 0.05 FTE would be
needed in order to
create/update an RETR
Performance Management
Plan, draft questions for the
Resident Satisfaction Survey
(or similar instrument), and
regularly collect and analyze
data. Based on the FY 2017
midpoint for an Eligibility
Worker, this would result in
an additional cost of $3,952
per year.
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Recommendation 6 (Priority)

Recommendation 6 (Priority). Investigate mortgage lenders' opposition to
the deferral portion of the RETR program.
• 6.1 Conduct research related to mortgage lenders’ opposition to the deferral
portion of the RETR program.
• 6.2 Connect and collaborate with various stakeholders at the local, state, and
federal levels, to include affected consumers, elected officials, other local
governments, attorneys, the American Bankers Association, the Mortgage Bankers
Association, the Consumer Finance Protection Bureau, the Metropolitan
Washington Council of Governments, the Virginia Association of Counties, and the
Virginia Municipal League.

In conducting research for the RETR program review, the Working Group discovered an
unintended consequence of employing deferrals to deliver tax relief to mortgaged homeowners
and homeowners covered by reverse mortgages. Lenders may refuse to accept real estate tax
deferrals for properties with an outstanding mortgage balance, as many view the deferral as a
threat to their first lien rights to, as well as their equity in, the mortgaged property. Federal
statute actually prohibits any homeowner participating in the United States Department of
Housing and Urban Development (HUD)’s reverse mortgage program, the Home Equity
Conversion Mortgage (HECM), from participating in a deferral program – to have a deferral is to
be in default of this particular loan.
First-hand accounts suggest that at least some mortgage lenders servicing homeowners in
Arlington deny real estate tax deferrals on the grounds that they are a violation of the Deed of
Trust’s requirement to keep all taxes current, leaving older homeowners and homeowners with
disabilities who wish to defer some or all of their real estate taxes without an alternative option
for relief. In some instances, this may impact program participants’ credit ratings and access to
home equity, and could lead to threatened or actual foreclosure.
While the exact number of homeowners participating in the RETR program who also have a
mortgage is unknown, it is estimated that approximately 45% of Arlington homeowners age 65
or older have a mortgage. Given this high percentage, the Working Group felt it was important
to recommend that the County investigate mortgage lenders’ opposition to deferrals, so that
deferrals are a viable option for all qualified homeowners wishing to pursue them. This effort
would require collaboration across sectors and all levels of government, with input and
participation spanning from other local jurisdictions in the region to Elder Care attorneys, from
the American Bankers’ Association to the Virginia Association of Counties. This would likely be a
multi-departmental effort that would involve DHS, the County Attorney’s Office, and the
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Treasurer’s Office, but because of the open-ended nature of this undertaking, the amount of
staff time needed is currently unknown.

Increased Costs

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 6

N/A

Savings

It is estimated that this
would require an
extensive amount of
existing staff time
(estimate TBD) involving
DHS, the County
Attorney's Office, and the
Treasurer's Office to
conduct research, and
connect and collaborate
with various stakeholders.

Recommendation 7 (Priority)

Recommendation 7 (Priority). Revise the RETR program's method of
calculating applicants' assets.
• 7.1 Include only the assets of owners and owners’ spouses.
• 7.2 Allow for the deduction of approved liabilities/debts if an applicant’s asset total
exceeds the program's asset limit. More specifically, deduct the following liabilities
(if applicable) from the applicant’s asset total:
• Medical and dental expenses not covered by insurance, as reported on Schedule
A (Form 1040);
• Out-of-pocket emergency home repairs within the tax year not covered by
insurance and exceeding $1,000 per incident;
• Condominium Association special assessments exceeding two times the annual
condominium fee; and/or
• State and federal income tax debts in arrears.
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In nearly all of the neighboring jurisdictions, RETR applicants are able to adjust their assets by
deducting liabilities, thus arriving at their net worth. This step is needed only if applicants’ assets
exceed the program’s asset limit. In one jurisdiction, for example, applicants are asked to list the
net value of their assets on the RETR application. In the case of a vehicle valued at $20,000 with
an outstanding loan balance of $9,000, the applicant would list $11,000 as the net value. Nearby
jurisdictions vary with regards to the types of liability deductions permitted: debts payable,
mortgages other than residence, notes payable, accounts payable (credit cards, personal loans,
etc.), taxes due (state, federal, and other), and other miscellaneous debts. Only Arlington and
the City of Alexandria do not ask for a listing of applicants’ liabilities on their applications at this
time.
Reingold found that 78 percent of telephone survey respondents, as well as 34 percent of focus
group participants, supported the deduction of medical expenses. Throughout the Working
Group’s discussions related to liability deductions, there was support for a range of deductions,
with the Group ultimately incorporating medical and dental expenses not covered by insurance,
out-of-pocket emergency home repairs not covered by insurance and exceeding $1,000 per
incident, Condominium Association special assessments exceeding two times the annual
condominium fee, and state and federal income tax debts in arrears. The Working Group
strongly recommends allowing for the deduction of these liabilities/debts if the program’s asset
level is reached in order to help older homeowners and homeowners with disabilities with
limited incomes to qualify for the RETR program.

Real Estate Tax Relief Working Group |Draft Program Recommendations Report |2/15/2017

22

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 7
Each of the action items in
Recommendation 7 would
require a local code change.
The estimated administrative
impact of a local code
change would be
approximately 120 hours of
existing staff time over a
three to six month period in
order to oversee the code
revision process. These
hours are already
incorporated in the fiscal
impact of Recommendation
2.

The effect of these action
items on collected revenue is
unknown, as this type of
information is not currently
collected from applicants,
although it is likely to result
in additional households
approved for RETR since
households with higher asset
levels may be able to qualify
for an exemption after
accounting for liability
deductions.

N/A

Savings

It is estimated that an
additional 0.30 FTE would be
required due to the
workload involved in the
documentation
requirements and new asset
calculation method. Based
on the FY 2017 midpoint for
an Eligibility Worker, this
would result in an additional
cost of $23,711 per year.
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Recommendation 8 (Priority)

Recommendation 8 (Priority). Revise the RETR program's asset limit.
• 8.1 Change the asset limit to $400,000 for both exemptions and deferrals.
• 8.2 Tie the asset limit to the Consumer Price Index (CPI) so the limit will
automatically adjust each year.

As highlighted previously, the current Arlington asset limit for exemptions is $340,000.
Homeowners within the income guidelines who have assets over $340,000 but below $540,000,
however, may defer payment of their real estate taxes until their property changes ownership.
See Table 3 below for the distribution of Arlington RETR participants’ asset levels in 2016.

Table 3: Assets for Arlington RETR Participants, 2016
Household Assets

Number of Households

Percentage of Households

$0 - $100,000

473

51%

$100,001 - $200,000

212

23%

$200,001 - $300,000

159

17%

$300,001 - $400,000

73

8%

$400,001 - $500,000

11

1%

$500,001 - $540,000

1

0%

In the telephone survey, Reingold found that the majority of survey participants (54 percent)
supported raising the asset limit in order to accommodate more people in the RETR program.
Current and former participants were more likely (61 percent) to support raising the asset limit
than were nonparticipants (52 percent). In addition, more than one-third (34 percent) of focus
group participants supported an asset limit increase. Throughout Working Group discussions
regarding the RETR program’s asset limit, there were proposals to both raise the asset limit as
high as $440,000 for exemptions, and lower the asset limit as low as $340,000 for both
exemptions and deferrals. As a point of comparison, neighboring Virginia jurisdictions have asset
levels ranging from a low of $340,000 (Prince William County and Fairfax County) to a high of
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$440,000 (Loudoun County). Ultimately the Working Group recommended setting the asset
limit at $400,000 for both exemptions and deferrals (with an annual increase linked to the
Consumer Price Index, or CPI). This change from the current “two-tiered” asset limit represents
an increase of nearly 18 percent for exemptions, but a decrease of nearly 26 percent for
deferrals.

Dissenting Opinions
The majority of the Working Group felt that the proposed changes to the RETR asset limit were
fair given the Group’s recommendation for utilizing an “adjusted asset” calculation method (see
Recommendation 7), but there were at least two dissenting opinions:
1. The first dissenting opinion disagreed with moving to a single asset limit tied to CPI and
the “adjusted asset” calculation method for three reasons:


There would be a potential administrative cost involved with having to reestablish all participants’ asset levels using the new calculation method in a oneyear period. As explained previously, at present, a full RETR application must be
completed by all applicants at least once every three years, and in other years,
applicants may only be required to complete a short review form, depending on
whether there have been any changes to their situation.



CPI does not adequately reflect the economic reality of households living on fixed
incomes.



The overall approach does not account for a deficiency in the current RETR
program: households with self-funded retirement plans may have higher assets
balances than households with defined benefit pension plans in that defined
benefit pension plans only count towards income limits, whereas self-funded
retirement plans count towards asset limits.

2. The second dissenting opinion disagreed with changing the asset limit to $400,000 for
exemptions and deferrals, and instead advocated for lowering the asset limit to $250,000
for exemptions and $400,000 for deferrals. This change would ensure that the RETR
program serves those homeowners most in need, and that the program remains
sustainable in the long-term.
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Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 8
Each of the action items in
Recommendation 8 would
require a local code change.
The estimated administrative
impact of a local code change
would be approximately 120
hours of existing staff time over
a three to six month period in
order to oversee the code
revision process. These hours
are already incorporated in the
fiscal impact of
Recommendation 2.

Savings

Assuming that the participants
meet the income
requirements, it is estimated
that approximately 90
households may gain eligibility
for an exemption due to the
recommended asset limit
increase from the current limit
of $340,000 to $400,000,
resulting in a $376,267
decrease in collected revenue
each year.

It is estimated that
approximately 12
households would lose
eligibility for the current
“deferral only” option and
would be required to pay
their real estate taxes in
the current tax year, which
would translate to a
$50,100 increase in
collected revenue annually.

Recommendation 9 (Priority)

Recommendation 9 (Priority). Revise the RETR program's method of
calculating applicants' income.
• 9.1 Exclude all disability income for either owner and/or spouse.
• 9.2 Exclude the first $10,000 in income for each non-owner/non-spouse relative
living in the home.

At present, Arlington County does not allow for any income exclusions in determining eligibility
for the RETR program. In neighboring Virginia jurisdictions, however, disability income
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exclusions can range from $7,500 (Fairfax County, Falls Church, City of Manassas, and Prince
William County) to $10,000 (City of Alexandria) to 100 percent of disability income (Loudoun
County). Income exclusions for each non-owner/non-spouse relative living in the home can
range from $6,500 (Fairfax County) to $10,000 (City of Alexandria, Loudoun County, City of
Manassas, and Prince William County).
In discussions regarding income exclusions, the Working Group recognized that disability
expenses can be significant. The Working Group also acknowledged that in the telephone
survey, Reingold found that 41 percent of telephone survey respondents supported income
exclusions for relatives. With this in mind, the Working Group ultimately recommended
excluding all disability income from the income of either owner and/or spouse, and up to
$10,000 for each non-owner/non-spouse relative living in the home.
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Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 9

Increased Cost

Each of the action items in
Recommendation 9 would
require a local code change.
The estimated administrative
impact of a local code change
would be approximately 120
hours of existing staff time over
a three to six month period in
order to oversee the code
revision process. These hours
are already incorporated in the
fiscal impact of
Recommendation 2.
It is estimated that an
additional 0.30 FTE would be
required due to the workload
involved in the documentation
requirements and new income
calculation method. Based on
the FY 2017 midpoint for an
Eligibility Worker, this would
result in an additional cost of
$23,711 per year.

Savings

Excluding all disability income
for either owner and/or
spouse would impact
approximately seven (7)
households, resulting in a
$20,000 decrease in collected
revenue each year. Excluding
the first $10,000 in income for
each non-owner/non-spouse
relative, however, will have
minimal fiscal impact since
under the current program,
larger households have higher
income limits than smaller
households.

N/A

Real Estate Tax Relief Working Group |Draft Program Recommendations Report |2/15/2017

28

Recommendation 10 (Priority)

Recommendation 10 (Priority). Revise the RETR program's income limits and
expand the number of exemption levels from three (3) to four (4).
• 10.1 Establish an additional exemption level providing a benefit of 75% real estate
tax relief.
• 10.2 Use one income range for each exemption level, regardless of household size.
• 10.3 Use the following income ranges as the baseline income ranges for each
exemption level:
• $0 - $45,000 = 100% exemption
• $45,001 - $55,000 = 75% exemption
• $55,001 - $65,000 = 50% exemption
• $65,001 - $80,000 = 25% exemption
• 10.4 Tie the income ranges to the Area Median Income (AMI) so the ranges will
automatically increase in proportion to annual percentage increases in the AMI (but
hold households harmless in the event that the AMI decreases).
• 10.5 Continue to permit and promote the deferral of any real estate taxes not
eligible for exemption.

The current Arlington County RETR program income levels can be seen in Table 4 below.
Table 4: Current Arlington County RETR Income Levels
Exemption Level

Income Range

100% exemption

1-2 people $0-$55,953
3 people $0-$62,667
4 people $0-$69,560

50% exemption

1-2 people $55,954-$68,387
3 people $62,668-$76,593
4 people $69,561-$85,018

25% exemption

1-2 people $68,388-$99,472
3 people $76,594-$99,472
4 people $85,019-$99,472
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As a point of comparison, Table 5 highlights exemption levels in neighboring jurisdictions.
Table 5: Northern Virginia RETR Income Levels
Prince William
Fairfax County
Loudoun County
County
$0-$56,200
$0-$52,000
$0-$72,000

Exemption
Level
100%
exemption
75%
$56,201-$64,630 N/A
N/A
exemption
50%
$64,631-$73,060 $52,001-$62,000 N/A
exemption
25%
$73,061-$81,490 $62,001-$72,000 N/A
exemption

City of Alexandria
$0-$40,000
N/A
$40,001-$55,000
$55,001-$72,000

See Table 6 for the distribution of Arlington RETR participants’ income levels in 2016.

Table 6: Income for Arlington RETR Participants, 2016
Household Income

Number of Households

Percentage of Households

$0 - $20,000

112

12%

$20,001 - $40,000

295

32%

$40,001 - $60,000

283

30%

$60,001 - $80,000

151

16%

$80,001 - $99,472

88

10%

Reingold found that more than half (54 percent) of telephone survey respondents and supported
an income limit increase for the Arlington RETR program. Throughout Working Group
discussions regarding the RETR program’s income limits, there were proposals to both raise the
income limit as high as $99,935, and lower the income limit as low as $72,000. Ultimately the
Working Group recommended setting the baseline income limits as seen in Table 7 below, with
an automatic adjustment in proportion to the annual percentage change in the Area Median
Income (AMI):
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Table 7: Proposed Arlington County RETR Income Levels
Exemption Level

Proposed Income Range

100% exemption

$0-$45,000

75% exemption

$45,001-$55,000

50% exemption

$55,001-$65,000

25% exemption

$65,001-$80,000

As is evident in the above chart, the Working Group also recommended utilizing one income
range per exemption level regardless of household size for increased simplicity and ease, as well
as establishing an additional exemption level providing a benefit of 75 percent real estate tax
relief. Establishing an additional exemption level could help lessen the effect of the “notch
problem” possible under the current system of three exemption levels, in which a small increase
in income could potentially move a household from a 100 percent exemption to a 50 percent
exemption, resulting in greater loss of real estate tax relief.
Although the proposed upper income limit represents a nearly 20 percent decrease over the
current upper income limit, the majority of the Working Group felt that this was fair given the
Group’s recommendation to exclude all owner/spouse disability income as well as the first
$10,000 in income for each non-owner/non-spouse relative living in the home (see Priority
Recommendation 9).

Dissenting Opinion
There was at least one dissenting opinion that disagreed with lowering the RETR program’s
income ranges, for four reasons:


Lowering the income limit does not take into account the effects of inflation for fixed
income households, particularly in a community with high real estate assessments such
as Arlington.



There would be a potential administrative cost involved with having to re-establish all
participants’ income levels using the new calculation method in a one-year period. As
explained previously, at present, a full RETR application must be completed by all
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applicants at least once every three years, and in other years, applicants may only be
required to complete a short review form, depending on whether there have been any
changes to their situation.


There would be an administrative cost involved with re-programming existing computer
systems in both DHS and the Treasurer’s Office.



The costs associated with bullets 2 and 3 could result in a delay of benefit delivery.

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 10
Each of the action items in
Recommendation 10 would
require a local code change.
The estimated
administrative impact of a
local code change would be
approximately 120 hours of
existing staff time over a
three to six month period
in order to oversee the
code revision process.
These hours are already
incorporated in the fiscal
impact of
Recommendation 2.

Approximately 145
households would move
from a 100 percent
exemption to a 75 percent
exemption, and 25
households would move
from a 50 percent
exemption to a 25 percent
exemption, which would
equal a $236,995 increase
in collected revenue
annually.

Savings

It would be necessary to
re-program existing systems
in DHS as well as the
Treasurer’s Office in order
to account for the new
income ranges as well as
the additional exemption
level. This would require
approximately 100 hours of
existing staff time plus
$3,200 in one-time
contracted development
expenses.

It is estimated that 90
households would lose
their RETR benefit as a
result of decreasing the
upper income limit from
$99,472 to $80,000, which
would translate to a
$125,421 increase in
collected revenue annually.
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Recommendation 11 (Priority)

Recommendation 11 (Priority). Designate revenue received through the
RETR program (i.e., deferral repayments) to support affordable housing
opportunities with accessibility and supportive services for older residents
and residents with disabilities.

In addition to discussing the goal of older residents aging in place in their current homes,
Working Group members discussed options for residents to age “in their communities” – a key
recommendation of Arlington’s 2015 AHMP. As such, the Working Group felt strongly that
revenue received by the County through the RETR deferral process should be specifically
allocated for housing programs that serve both older residents and residents with disabilities.
To give fiscal context to this recommendation: from FY 2011-FY 2016, Arlington received
$680,299 in deferral repayments, or an average of $113,383 per fiscal year. As of December 31,
2016, there was $3,664,471 in outstanding deferrals that date back as far as tax year 1989.
The tax revenue received from deferral repayments could be used to fund new programs, or to
enhance or expand programs already in existence, such as:





Mary Marshall Assisted Living Residence, which serves up to 52 low-income residents
with serious mental illness and/or developmental disabilities at an annual cost of
$2,432,458;
Developmental Disability Services Group Homes, which serve eight (8) residents with
developmental disabilities in two facilities at an annual cost of $839,160; and the
Community Living Program, which provides in-home services to 256 residents over the
age of 60 and residents with disabilities over the age of 18 so that they may remain in
their home, at an annual cost of $1,153,808.
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Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 11

From FY 2011 - FY 2016,
Arlington County received
an average of $113,383 in
deferral repayments per
year.

Savings

As of December 31, 2016,
there was $3,664,471 in
outstanding deferrals.

N/A
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Recommendation 12 (Mid-term)

Recommendation 12 (Mid-term). Build the RETR application materials into
the Arlington County website.

Presently, RETR applicants can apply to the program in person, by mail, or via fax. The Working
Group felt that building the RETR application materials into the Arlington County website so that
prospective participants could apply online would provide applicants with greater flexibility
around how they apply to the program.

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 12

N/A

Savings

It is estimated that
it would take
approximately 10
hours of existing
staff time to build
the RETR
application
materials into the
website.

Recommendation 13 (Mid-term)

Recommendation 13 (Mid-term). Explore options to increase funding for
the development of, and services associated with, housing for older
residents and residents with disabilities.

In addition to discussing the goal of older residents aging in place in their current homes,
Working Group members discussed options for residents to age “in their communities” – a key
recommendation of Arlington’s 2015 AHMP. As such, the Working Group felt strongly that
revenue received by the County through the RETR deferral process should be specifically
allocated for housing programs that serve both older residents and residents with disabilities
(see Priority Recommendation 11). To take things one step further, the Working Group
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recommended that over the next 1-3 years, County staff across multiple departments work with
nonprofit housing developers to investigate strategies to augment existing funding and increase
affordable housing options accompanied by services for older residents and residents with
disabilities.

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 13

N/A

Savings

It is estimated that this
would require a
moderate amount of
existing staff time
(estimate TBD) to
conduct research,
develop strategies, and
connect and collaborate
with various
stakeholders.

Recommendation 14 (Mid-term)

Recommendation 14 (Mid-term). Provide homeowners with complete,
accurate, and unbiased information regarding the Home Equity Conversion
Mortgage (HUD's reverse mortgage product) so that it is a safe and viable
option for all residents who are interested and may qualify.

In light of the incompatibility of deferrals and the HUD HECM (see Priority Recommendation 6),
as well as the frequently held belief that reverse mortgages are predatory in nature, the Working
Group recommended that Arlington County play a more prominent role in educating
homeowners regarding the pros and cons of reverse mortgages.
The approximate amount of staff time required to implement this recommendation is currently
unknown, but it would entail conducting research, developing educational materials,
disseminating information, and fielding inquiries as they arise.
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Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 14

N/A

Savings

It is estimated that this
would require a
moderate amount of
existing staff time
(estimate TBD) to
conduct research,
develop educational
materials, disseminate
information, and field
inquiries as they arise.

Recommendation 15 (Mid-term)

Recommendation 15 (Mid-term). Explore options to provide real estate tax
credits to owners of rental dwellings that provide reduced rent to older
renters and renters with disabilities.

In reviewing best RETR practices from across the country, the Working Group found that the
state of Maryland grants a tax credit to owners of rental dwellings that provide reduced rent for
older tenants and tenants with disabilities. This was an appealing concept, and something the
Working Group recommended Arlington County explore in the mid-term as a cost-effective way
to increase affordable housing options for older residents and residents with disabilities.
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Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 15
This recommendation would
require both a state and local
code change. The estimated
administrative impact of
lobbying for a state code
change is unknown, but it
would entail conducting
initial research, as well as
collaborating with various
stakeholders at the state and
local levels.
N/A

Savings

If efforts to alter state code
were successful, a local code
change would be
approximately 120 hours of
existing staff time over a
three to six month period in
order to oversee the code
revision process. These hours
are already incorporated in
the fiscal impact of
Recommendation 2.
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Recommendation 16 (Long-term)

Recommendation 16 (Long-term). Consider implementing additional
programs that could provide financial relief to older residents and residents
with disabilities (e.g., personal property tax relief, vehicle registration fee
relief, solid waste fee relief).

In reviewing RETR in neighboring Virginia jurisdictions, the Working Group found that many offer
older residents and residents with disabilities financial relief beyond RETR. In Fairfax County and
the City of Alexandria, for instance, older residents and residents with disabilities may qualify for
personal property tax relief. In fact, some of these jurisdictions even provide applicants with the
opportunity to apply for both RETR and personal property tax relief using one application. With
this in mind, the Working Group recommended that over the next 3-5 years, Arlington evaluate
the feasibility of implementing additional programs that could provide further financial relief to
older residents and residents with disabilities.

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 16

N/A

Savings

It is estimated that this
would require a moderate
amount of existing staff
time (estimate TBD) to
conduct research, and
connect and collaborate
with various stakeholders.
Depending on staff's
conclusions, a local code
change could be required
down the road.
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Recommendation 17 (Long-term)

Recommendation 17 (Long-term). Conduct an extensive review and
reevaluation of the Arlington County RETR program.
In its discussions, the Working Group recognized a need for data regarding the quantitative and
qualitative return on investment associated with the RETR program. As such, the Working Group
recommended that in the long term, the County consider conducting an extensive review and
reevaluation of the RETR program.
There would likely be a need to hire a contractor to assist in this undertaking; it is possible that
this could be a substantial cost.

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 17
It is estimated that this
would require a moderate
amount of existing staff
time (estimate TBD) to
conduct manage the
review and reevaluation.

N/A

Savings

There would likely be a
need to hire a contractor to
assist in assessing the
quantitative and qualitative
return on investment
associated with the RETR
program; it is possible that
this could be a substantial
cost.
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Recommendation 18 (Long-term)

Recommendation 18 (Long-term). Advocate for the amendment of state
code in order to provide Virginia homeowners with protection from lenders
that refuse to recognize participation in deferral programs.

As discussed in Recommendation 6, lenders may refuse to accept real estate tax deferrals for
properties with an outstanding mortgage balance, as many view the deferral as a threat to their
first lien rights to, as well as their equity in, the mortgaged property. Since this may impact
program participants’ credit ratings and access to home equity, and could lead to threatened or
actual foreclosure, the Working Group felt it is important for the County to advocate for the
amendment of state code in order to provide clarity around this issue, and to provide Virginia
homeowners with protection from lenders who refuse to recognize participation in deferral
programs.

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 18

This recommendation would
require both a state and local
code change. The estimated
administrative impact of
lobbying for a state code
change is unknown, but it
would entail conducting initial
research, as well as
collaborating with various
stakeholders at the state and
local levels.

Savings

If efforts to alter state code
were successful, a local code
change would be approximately
120 hours of existing staff time
over a three to six month
period in order to oversee the
code revision process. These
hours are already incorporated
in the fiscal impact of
Recommendation 2.

N/A
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Recommendation 19 (Long-term)

Recommendation 19 (Long-term). Explore the feasibility, cost, and benefits
of establishing separate real estate tax classes specifically for older
homeowners and homeowners with disabilities in lieu of the RETR
program.

Following a presentation related to reverse mortgages, Working Group members discussed the
feasibility of defining a separate real estate tax class specifically for older homeowners and
homeowners with disabilities in lieu of the RETR program. Potentially establishing separate real
estate tax classes and utilizing a different tax rate for these two groups could provide Arlington
with greater flexibility around how the real estate tax relief benefit is delivered to participants,
and potentially alleviate the problem of mortgage companies not accepting the deferral portion
of the RETR program (see Recommendation 6). This was an appealing possibility, and something
the Working Group recommended Arlington County explore in the long term as an alternative to
the current RETR program.
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Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 19

This recommendation would
require both a state and local
code change. The estimated
administrative impact of
lobbying for a state code
change is unknown, but it
would entail conducting initial
research, as well as
collaborating with various
stakeholders at the state and
local levels.

Savings

If efforts to alter state code
were successful, a local code
change would be
approximately 120 hours of
existing staff time over a three
to six month period in order to
oversee the code revision
process. These hours are
already incorporated in the
fiscal impact of
Recommendation 2.

N/A

Recommendation 20 (Long-term)

Recommendation 20 (Long-term). Explore ways to enable older residents to
age in the community in affordable multi-age multi-unit developments, as
well as assisted living facilities, with accessibility and supportive services.
In exploring best practices from across the country, the Working Group identified recent studies
documenting the benefits of multigenerational housing, as well as information related to colocation, and felt that these types of models present unique opportunities to create additional
options for older residents to age in the community. For renters with limited incomes, as well as
homeowners in the RETR program wanting to downsize, choices are limited. Multigenerational
developments could include partnerships with local colleges and universities, and provide
students and older residents with affordable units, accompanied by accessibility and supportive
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services for those that need them. Another avenue is to consider co-location when designing
new County buildings. The County already has buildings that serve multiple purposes, including
Thomas Jefferson, which has a community and fitness center as well as a middle school, and
Arlington Mill, which consists of a community and fitness center as well as affordable
apartments. Other communities across the country have tried this type of approach with much
success: in Silver Spring, Maryland, for example, the local government constructed a public
library attached to affordable housing for older residents.

Increased Cost

Fiscal Impact – Recommendation 20

N/A

Savings

It is estimated that this
would require a
moderate amount of
existing staff time
(estimate TBD) to
conduct research,
develop strategies, and
connect and collaborate
with various
stakeholders.

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDATIONS DISCUSSED
There were two additional areas for possible recommendations that were debated at length on
which the Working Group was unable to come to consensus.

Home Value
There was significant discussion related to limiting the amount of home value that is eligible for
an exemption. Several authors cited in the Working Group’s research materials recommend
limiting the amount of home value that is eligible for an exemption, but home value is not
currently considered in eligibility determinations. The distribution of assessed home values for
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RETR households can be seen in Table 8 below.
Table 8: Assessed Home Values for RETR Households, 2016
Assessed Value
$0-$200,000
$200,001-$400,000
$400,001-$600,000
$600,001-$800,000
$800,001-$1,000,000
$1,000,001+

Households
75
220
267
307
53
7

Percentage
8%
24%
29%
33%
5%
1%

Some Working Group members believed that older Arlington homeowners with significant
equity in their homes should utilize this equity for large expenses such as real estate taxes rather
than receiving real estate tax relief, while other members posited that these same homeowners
may be planning to tap into this equity later in retirement for expenses such as long-term care.
There were three options related to home value discussed:
1. Keep the program as-is; do not limit the amount of home value that is eligible for
exemption.
2. Limit the amount of home value that is eligible for exemption to the median assessed
home value, and allow for the deferral of any remaining taxes not eligible for exemption.
3. Limit the amount of home value that is eligible for exemption to $800,000 (unless the
applicant purchased the home prior to January 1, 2000), and allow for the deferral of any
remaining taxes not eligible for exemption.

Program Management
There was also significant discussion related to which Arlington County office should oversee the
RETR program. Currently the RETR program is managed by DHS, with support from the
Treasurer’s Office. In Loudoun County and Manassas, the Commissioner of the Revenue
manages the RETR program. In other neighboring jurisdictions, the program is managed by a
variety of other departments or offices: the Revenue Division, Tax Services Enforcement, the
Department of Tax Administration, the Treasurer’s Office, and the Real Estate Assessments
Office.
In the telephone survey, Reingold found that 38 percent of respondents either strongly opposed
or somewhat opposed having the RETR program administered by the Commissioner of the
Revenue rather than by DHS, compared to 21 percent of respondents who strongly supported or
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somewhat supported making this change.
The Working Group primarily discussed two options related to the management of the RETR
program:
1. Create a “No Wrong Door” system of administration for the RETR program so that the
resources and skills of both DHS and the Commissioner of the Revenue can be used to
support the program.
2. Retain RETR program administration in DHS.

The discussion to consider program management was left to the end of Working Group
deliberations as the group wanted to develop recommendations about changes to the program
itself first. The group reviewed the pro’s and con’s of program location, heard from DHS staff
about their administration of the program, spoke with Treasurer’s Office staff about their office’s
role in administering the program, and heard a presentation from the Commissioner of the
Revenue as to why the program should be transferred to that office.

NEXT STEPS
This Program Recommendations Report will be presented for consideration to the County
Manager and County Board. Should they wish to implement some or all of the Working Group’s
recommendations, there are several that can be acted upon fairly quickly, and for little cost to
the County (e.g., Recommendation 1); nevertheless, the impact of these changes would be
significant. Other recommendations, however, would require additional time and/or resources
(e.g., Recommendation 2), likely extending implementation efforts into FY 2019 and beyond.
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APPENDIX A
Northern Virginia Real Estate Tax Relief Comparison – 2016
Qualification Factors
Household Income
Maximum
Full Exemption

Arlington County
Current

Fairfax County

City of Alexandria

Loudoun
County

Prince William
County

$99,472

$72,000

$72,000

$72,000

$81,490

0 - $52,000
up to 1 acre

0-$40,000
up to 2 acres

0-$72,000
up to 3 acres

0-$56,200
up to 1 acre

$52,001-$62,000
50% exempt

$40,001-$55,000
50% exempt

Full Exemption to:
1-2 people $55,953
3 people $62,667
4 people $69,560
50% Exempt to:
1-2 people $68,387
3 people $76,593
4 people $85,018

$56,201- $64,630
75% exempt

Partial Exemption

Deferral

Asset Maximum

None
25% Exempt to:
1-2 people $99,472
3 people $99,472
4 people $99,472
Can defer what is not
exempt
$340,000 for
exemption/
$540,000 for deferral
excludes house +
property

Income Exclusions
Relatives in Home:

-

Disability:

-

$64,631- $73,060
50% exempt

$62,001-$72,000
25% exempt

$55,001- $72,000
25% exempt

None

Can defer what is not
exempt

None

None

$340,000
excludes house + up
to 1 acre

$430,000
excludes house + up to 2
acres

$440,000
excludes house + up to
10 acres

$340,000
excludes house + up to
25 acres

$6,500 per nonowner/non-spouse
relative

$10,000 per nonowner/non-spouse relative

$10,000 per nonowner/non-spouse
relative

$10,000 per nonowner/non-spouse
relative

$7,500 per
applicant with
disability income

$10,000 per applicant/
owner who is totally and
permanently disabled

100% for owner and/or
spouse with disability
income

$7,500 per applicant
with disability income
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APPENDIX B
Real Estate Tax Relief Working Group Roster
Assistance to the Real Estate Tax Relief (RETR) Working Group was provided by staff from the
Arlington County Department of Human Services, Department of Community Planning, Housing,
and Development, and the Treasurer’s Office, in addition to a consultant team from Reingold,
Inc. Following is a roster of the RETR Working Group County Board Liaisons, members, and
County staff:
COUNTY BOARD LIAISONS
COUNTY BOARD CO-LIAISON
COUNTY BOARD CO-LIAISON

Christian Dorsey
John Vihstadt

WORKING GROUP ROSTER
CHAIR/FISCAL AFFAIRS ADVISORY COMMISSION REP.
VICE-CHAIR/COMMISSION ON AGING REP.
CITIZENS ADVISORY COMMISSION ON HOUSING REP.
DISABILITY ADVISORY COMMISSION REP.
RETR PROGRAM PARTICIPANT
RETR PROGRAM PARTICIPANT
RETR PROGRAM PARTICIPANT
RETR PROGRAM PARTICIPANT
AT-LARGE
AT-LARGE
AT-LARGE
AT-LARGE

Paul Holland
Patricia Sullivan
Evelyn Gee
William Staderman
Carolyn Day
Prentiss de Jesus
Julia Herndon
Pamela Juhl
Patricia Findikoglu
Edith Gravely
Peggy Jones
Kathryn Scruggs

STAFF
COMMUNITY PLANNING, HOUSING, AND DEVELOPMENT
HUMAN SERVICES
HUMAN SERVICES
HUMAN SERVICES
HUMAN SERVICES
HUMAN SERVICES
TREASURER’S OFFICE

Kasey Liedtke
Jeanne Booth
Anita Friedman
Caitlin Hutchison
Aaron McCready
David Remick
Kim Rucker
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APPENDIX C
Key Findings – Real Estate Tax Relief Telephone Surveys and Focus Groups

Reingold’s research and analysis arrived at several key findings:



Program participants had varied responses regarding the level of financial relief. In the
survey, 67 percent of current and former Real Estate Tax Relief (RETR) participants said
the program has had a “great impact” on their personal financial situation and 68 percent
of current and past participants strongly agreed that the program helped them stay in
their homes. Conversely, in the focus groups, current and previous participants had
mixed reviews about the financial benefits of the program.



Participants who were familiar with the program learned about it through their tax bill or
from word of mouth. Among those survey participants who were very or somewhat
familiar with the RETR Program, the most common way of learning about it was from the
insert in their property tax bill (25 percent), from friends or family (23 percent), or from a
newspaper or magazine (20 percent). Similarly, the majority of current participants and
nonparticipants in the focus groups heard about the program through friends and family,
while about 10 percent of current, past, and nonparticipants learned about the program
through their tax bill.



The most favored recommendation for improvement was to refine the program’s
application and reapplication process. Reingold tested support for 12 potential reforms to
the RETR Program across a wide range of areas, including: making the application and
reapplication process simpler; allowing homeowners to deduct expenses such as medical
expenses; raising the asset limit; raising the income limit; requiring less documentation;
excluding some or all of the assets or non-owner/non-spouse relatives who reside in the
home; allowing homeowners to deduct liabilities/debts from asset totals; excluding some
or all of the income of non-owner/non-spouse relatives who reside in the home; making
the program deferral only; requiring more documentation; having the program
administered by the Commissioner of the Revenue; and making the program exemption
only. Among these, the top three reforms were making the application and reapplication
processes simpler (supported by 71 percent of surveyed homeowners and 100 percent of
focus group participants); allowing homeowners to deduct expenses such as medical
expenses (supported by 73 percent of surveyed homeowners and 34 percent of focus
group participants); and raising the asset limit (supported by 54 percent of surveyed
homeowners and 34 percent of focus group participants).
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APPENDIX D
Real Estate Tax Relief Community Feedback Summary

(HOLD FOR UPDATE AFTER COMMUNITY MEETING)
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APPENDIX E
Real Estate Tax Relief Working Group Outreach List
This list was developed by the Working Group for use in conducting additional outreach related
to the RETR program.



Media/Publications
o Arlington Independent Media – Radio
o Arlington Virginia Network
o Nextdoor – County-wide or Specific Zip Codes
o AARP Virginia Mailing to Arlington Zip Codes
o The Citizen Newsletter
o Arlington Magazine
o 55 Plus Guide
o Sun Gazette
o The Beacon Newspaper
o Civic Association Newsletters



Events
o
o
o
o
o
o
o



Neighborhood Day
Clarendon Day
County Fair
Farmer’s Markets
Arlington 5K Races/Walks
Senior Olympics
Senior Expo

Services Providers/Businesses/Other Organizations
o Leadership Center for Excellence (Leadership Arlington) – All Groups
o Shepherd Center – Social Services Program, Transportation
o Beauty Parlors/Barber Shops
o Faith Based Organizations – Adult Education Classes, Church Preschools, “Senior”
Ministries
o Encore Learning
o Tax Preparers
o Real Estate Agents
o Virginia Hospital Center Wheelchair Escorts
o Metro Access
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o
o
o
o
o


McDonald’s
Meals on Wheels Deliverers
Arlington Free Clinic
Virginia Hospital Center Social Workers and Billing Department
Arlington Food Assistance Center

Groups/Programs
o Adult Day Care Programs
o Child Care Programs
o Local Hospitals – Senior Programs
o Arlington Public Schools Adult Education
o Parent-Teacher Associations
o 55 Plus Workshops and Classes
o Arlington County Civic Federation
o Condominium Associations/Boards
o Libraries – Educational Programs, Written Materials, Bulletin Boards
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