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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  
 

The Arlington County Department of Human Services (DHS) provides a Real Estate Tax Relief 

(RETR) Program for qualified Arlington homeowners age 65 and older and for permanently 

disabled homeowners. This 25-year-old program allows for exemption and/or deferral of real 

estate taxes by program participants.  

 

In 2015, 940 households were approved for RETR, and in September of that year, Arlington 

County’s first affordable housing master plan was adopted. When conducting research for that 

plan, the county found that older residents on fixed incomes in low-income households faced 

financial stress related to an increase in the cost of living and increasing tax burdens. The County 

Board requested the formation of a working group to study the RETR Program and to develop 

recommendations for consideration during the fiscal year 2018 budget process.  

 

Arlington DHS asked Reingold, a strategic communications and marketing firm, to develop and 

conduct a telephone survey and three focus groups to understand if the program has succeeded in 

reaching residents who are eligible for the program and if it has allowed them to stay in their 

homes and relieved them of extraordinary tax burdens. The research also identified whether there 

are changes to the RETR Program that might help the county better address the needs of these 

homeowners. 

 

Reingold conducted 275 telephone interviews and three focus groups. The interview participants 

included 64 current and 14 former participants in the RETR Program, along with 197 Arlington 

homeowners who have never participated in the RETR Program and either had disabilities or 

were over age 57. The focus groups included 26 former and current program participants and 

nonparticipants in three 90-minute focus groups held at Walter Reed Community Center. At the 

start of each focus group, we asked each participant to fill out a form (see Appendix D for the 

culmination of responses) pertaining to the program and their experiences.  

 

Key Findings 

 

Reingold’s research and analysis arrived at four key findings. 

 

 Program participants had varied responses regarding the level of financial relief. In 

the survey, 67 percent of current and former 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 
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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. When asked, 71 percent of survey participants 

— and 100 percent of focus group participants — supported making the application 

process easier. As part of the survey specifically, we tested the appeal of 12 potential 

reforms to the RETR Program across a wide range of areas, including lowering the 

eligibility requirements, allowing homeowners to deduct medical expenses, and having 

the program administered by the commissioner of revenue rather than by DHS. Among 

these, the top reform was to make the application and reapplication process simpler 

(supported by 71 percent of homeowners and 77 percent of current and past RETR 

Program participants).    

 

 There were three primary recommendations for enhancing participation. In the 

focus groups and the survey, the ability to deduct medical expenses, an increase in the 

asset limit, and/or an increase in the income level garnered the most support. When 

asked, 73 percent of survey participants and about 34 percent of focus group participants 

recommended allowing the deduction of medical expenses. In addition, 54 percent of 

survey participants and about 34 percent of focus group participants said the program 

should increase the asset limit.  

BACKGROUND 
 

The Arlington County RETR Program — administered by Arlington DHS — is available to 

county homeowners who are age 65 and older, or are permanently disabled, with annual 

household incomes below $99,472 and with household assets (excluding the value of their 

Arlington home) below $340,000. Eligible households may receive a full, 50 percent, or 25 

percent exemption, depending on income and household size. Homeowners who are within the 

income guidelines but whose assets are between $340,000 and $540,000 may choose to defer 

payments on their real estate taxes until their property changes ownership.  

 

In a county so rich in history and community ties, Arlington DHS is invested in helping older 

residents and those with disabilities stay in their homes. Research conducted for the Affordable 

Housing Master Plan in September 2015 discovered that there are many older low-income 

homeowners who face financial hardships related to increasing condominium fees and real estate 

tax burdens.  

 

Reingold was asked to develop and conduct a telephone survey (resulting in 275 interviews) and 

three focus groups with 26 participants to examine the RETR Program’s reach among eligible 

residents, its success in enabling eligible residents to stay in their homes and in diminishing their 

tax burdens, and possible reforms to help the county better address these residents’ needs.   



 

Reingold     Arlington County DHS RETR Program      

   Telephone Survey and Focus Group Findings Report   

 

 

5 

METHODOLOGY 

 
Telephone Survey 

 

Reingold called 9,871 Arlington homeowners and conducted 275 telephone interviews from 

Aug. 13 through Aug. 16, 2016. Those interviewed included 64 current and 14 former 

participants in the RETR Program, as well as 197 Arlington homeowners who have never 

participated in the RETR Program and were either disabled or over the age of 57. For more 

information about the telephone methodology, see Appendix A. The interviewees were sampled 

from a list of RETR participants provided by Arlington DHS and from a commercially available 

sample list of Arlington County homeowners.  

 

Reingold conducted all interviews in English. We considered adding dedicated oversamples in 

other languages, such as Spanish. However, the non-English telephone sample number was too 

small to be viable for statistically reliable results. 

 

The margin of error for the study overall is +/- 4.9 percent at the 90 percent confidence level. It 

is larger for subgroups: +/- 9.2 percent for current and  former participants of the RETR Program 

and +/- 5.8 percent for senior homeowners who have never participated in the RETR Program. 

 

Some percentages may not equal 100 percent due to rounding. 

 

Focus Groups 

 

Reingold designed a focus group recruitment toolkit, including a poster and other content, that 

was distributed to Arlington community centers, senior centers, and libraries. In addition, 

Reingold used the following lists as provided by Arlington DHS staff and by Working Group 

member Patricia Sullivan: 

 

 Long-Term Care Residences in Arlington County 

 Arlington Agency on Aging Outreach List 2016 

 Real Estate Tax Relief Participant List 

 Arlington Neighborhood Village 

 

Arlington DHS staff also promoted the focus groups through the Commission on Aging’s 

Facebook page.  

 

As a result, Reingold engaged with 26 former participants, current participants, and 

nonparticipants in the RETR Program who were divided among three 90-minute focus groups 

held at Walter Reed Community Center on Aug. 23, 24, and 25. To adhere to a focus group best 

practice, each focus group consisted of fewer than 10 individuals to allow each person the 

opportunity to express his or her opinion. To ensure that there was no bias in the meetings and 

that focus group participants could be open and honest about their experiences, Arlington DHS 

staff members did not attend the groups. At the start of each focus group, we asked each 
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participant to fill out a form (see Appendix D) about the program and their experiences. To learn 

what was said during the focus groups, see Appendix F: Focus Group Transcripts. 

TELEPHONE SURVEY AND FOCUS GROUP FINDINGS 
 

This report includes findings on Arlington DHS’ promotion of the RETR Program, its 

communication to participants, the application process, participation in the program, and the 

program’s impact. The detailed findings below also provided the county with information about 

improvements recommended by the survey and by focus group participants and suggestions for 

implementing them.  

Program Promotion 

 
To learn more about how the program should be promoted, Reingold asked focus group 

participants about the depth of their awareness of the program, their perceptions of the program, 

and how audiences are and can be targeted. (See Appendices B and C for moderator’s guides). 

The telephone survey asked specific questions about the different ways that individuals heard 

about the program. (See Appendix D for the full survey questionnaire.) 

 

Finding: Homeowners’ awareness of the program generally originated from their tax bill 

or by word of mouth. When asked how they became aware of the RETR Program, the majority 

of current and former participants said they learned about it from friends and family. While some 

participants said they became aware of it from reading a small insert that came with their tax bill, 

this insert was often not enough to get them to apply for the program until they heard about it 

from a friend or family member.  

 

Sample Focus Group Quotes:  

 

“I found out from a neighbor who was helping her mother that lives in the same court where I 

do.”  

 

“There is … an insert in the tax bill, so I mean, as soon as you open that bill up, that’s the one 

piece of paper you probably do read.” 

 

In the telephone survey, roughly 35 percent of  Arlington homeowners said they were “very 

familiar” with the RETR Program. About three in 10 (28 percent) said they were “somewhat 

familiar.” Our survey likely overestimates awareness among the general population because the 

telephone interviews were sampled from a list of current RETR participants and Arlington 

homeowners in older age ranges (57 and older). This finding suggests there is still significant 

room to increase awareness of the program.   

 

Among the 63 percent who were “very” or “somewhat” familiar with the RETR Program, the 

most common ways they heard about it were from their property tax bill (25 percent), from 

friends or family (23 percent), or from a newspaper or magazine (20 percent). Table 1 shows the 

most common types of responses given by Arlington homeowners when asked how they learned 
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about the RETR Program. Note that the percentage below does not equal 100 percent due to 

rounding. 

 
Table 1: How did you first hear about the Arlington County Real Estate Tax Relief Program? 

(Open-ended, multiple responses permitted) 
(Among those who are “very” or “somewhat” familiar with the RETR Program) 

 

Category % 

Property tax bill / insert in mail 25 

Friends or family 23 

Newspaper / magazine 20 

Television 6 

Community meeting / outreach 5 

Social worker / financial consultant / other professional  4 

Radio 2 

Community center 1 

Other 6 

Don’t know 13 

*** 

 

Finding: The program is perceived as a homeowner benefit, not as welfare assistance. When 

asked about their perceptions of the program, the majority of focus group and survey participants 

agreed that this program is a financial benefit and is seen as something that is owed to Arlington 

seniors and to Arlingtonians with disabilities.  

 

Sample Focus Group Quote:  

 

“You deserve this. You’ve lived here. You’ve done your thing. This is a benefit to you.”  

 

In the telephone survey, we asked Arlington homeowners who had never participated in the 

RETR Program why they had not done so. The top four reasons were that the respondents did not 

qualify (24 percent), did not know about the program (23 percent), were over the income limit 

(21 percent), or simply did not want to participate (13 percent). Only a small number expressed 

concern about the program as a version of welfare; just 3 percent of Arlington homeowners said 

they did not want to participate because the program is for low-income people.   

 

*** 

 

Finding: The majority of RETR Program participants surveyed said they consider their 

tax bill to be an extraordinary financial burden. Current and past RETR participants were 

more likely to say that their property taxes are an “extraordinary” financial burden (53 percent), 

compared with Arlington homeowners in similar age groups who have not participated in the 

program (27 percent). Figure 1 compares the perceptions of Arlington tax bills among current 

and past RETR participants with those of all Arlington homeowners who participated in the 

survey. Current and past RETR participants were also more likely than nonparticipant 

homeowners (48 percent versus 34 percent) to say that their property tax bill may affect their 
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ability to stay in their home (see Figure 2). This suggests that the RETR Program has been at 

least moderately successful at reaching eligible Arlingtonians who perceive a real need for the 

program for them to stay in their homes.  Note that some percentages below may not equal 100 

percent due to rounding. 

 

Figure 1: Considers real estate tax bill to be an extraordinary financial burden 

 
 

Figure 2: Tax bill affects ability to stay in home 

 
*** 

 

Finding: Nonparticipants unanimously agreed that the program should be actively 

promoted among all Arlington homeowners, not just those who meet the age requirement. 
When asked how program promotion could be improved, the majority of nonparticipants agreed 

that the program should be promoted countywide to all age ranges, not just to those who are 

eligible.    

 

Sample Focus Group Quotes: 

 

“If we weren’t eligible, maybe we know somebody that is. I know of a person that actually lives 

next door to me that’s disabled, and he may qualify for the program. I don’t know, but I could at 

least inform him of the program if he wasn’t aware of it.”  

 

“… children of seniors who are not aware need to be, so you can’t just target seniors. When 

you’re working with seniors, it has to be communitywide, and people become aware of it and 

they can make it a part of their planning.”  

 

 

35%

53%

63%

41%

3%

6%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Arlington homeowners

Current/past RETR participants

Do you consider your real estate tax bill to be 

an extraordinary financial burden? 

Yes No Don't know (Vol.)

8%

17%

29%

31%

56%

41%

7%

12%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

Arlington homeowners

Current/past RETR participants

Do you think your real estate tax bill currently affects, or will affect in the 

future, your ability to stay in your home?

Yes, it currently affects Yes, it will affect in the future No Don't know (Vol.)
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In the telephone survey, we found that current and former RETR participants had a range of 

living arrangements and financial situations that suggest broader outreach. Just over half (55 

percent) owned their primary residence outright. Roughly one in three (35 percent) has a  

mortgage; smaller proportions have home equity loans (5 percent) or a reverse mortgage (4 

percent).   

 

Roughly three in four (72 percent) are retired. One in nine was still working, either full-time (8 

percent) or part-time (4 percent). Taken together, that is a similar proportion to the percentage 

who identified themselves as totally and permanently disabled (12 percent).  

 

Around half (51 percent) live alone. One in three (32 percent) lives with one other person, and 

one in seven (15 percent) lives with more than two other people.   

Communication With Participants  
 

Reingold focus group moderators initiated a conversation about the communication between 

Arlington County and program participants. The moderator asked about participants’ interactions 

with the county, the ease or difficulty with the interaction, and the frequency. Many program 

participants enjoyed being able to interact with one person consistently.  

 

Finding: The majority of current and former participants in the focus groups did not 

understand the repayment process following the deferral. Many program participants said the 

repayment of the deferral process was unclear. Aside from knowing that the deferred taxes 

would be due at the time the home changes ownership, participants said there were no guidelines 

on the process of repayment or on the timeline.  

 

Sample Focus Group Quotes:  

 

“I have a deferral, and I haven’t found anything in the literature that I’ve gotten that says what 

are the consequences when I sell the property other than that the tax is due — I don’t have it in 

writing, and I’m a little uncomfortable with that. I’d rather have that spelled out somewhere.”  

 

“So I think that the deferral looms over me, as I might not have the resources when the time 

comes. And so, as the taxes escalate, and they’re not as protected as they would be under the 

exemption. With the deferral I’ve become more anxious about how I will take care of myself.”  

Application Process 
 

Reingold focus group moderators asked current and former program participants about the 

application process and ways to improve it, including the complexity of the application and 

timing. The survey questionnaire asked about potential program reforms; the application process 

was a common issue raised by participants. 
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Finding: Current and former participants unanimously agreed that the application process 

was extremely time-consuming and complex because of the need to fill out copious amounts 

of paperwork. Many said that the amount of paperwork was excessive, that the items they later 

needed for the application were not those they regularly handled, and that it was difficult to 

gather this information. Participants also said that they would like to see a bit more initiative by 

the county to retrieve information that may already be in the system from previous submissions.  

 

Sample Focus Group Quotes: 

 

“I felt like I was preparing a government grant for a billion dollars.” 

 

“I used to be a lawyer in my youth, and this is the most detailed application I’ve ever seen.”  

 

“You’ve got the documents there. Look at it [them], and see what’s there. Don’t bug me. I’ve 

already spent two days filling out this insanely complex and detailed form, and then … these 

nitpicking questions about this stuff.”  

 

Among the 12 potential reforms we tested in the telephone survey, the most popular was making 

the application and reapplication process simpler, with nearly three in four (71 percent) of the 

surveyed Arlington homeowners supporting this change. Among current and previous program 

participants, 77 percent supported simplifying the paperwork. Figure 3 shows the support for 

this change among the surveyed Arlington homeowners and the current and former RETR 

Program participants. 

 

Figure 3: 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.” 

 

     

 
 

50%

21%

11%

3%
3%

12%

Arlington homeowners

59%
18%

14%

3%6%

RETR current/past participants
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*** 

 

Finding: Current and former RETR Program participants in the focus groups 

unanimously agreed that it would be helpful to have volunteers provide assistance with 

gathering and filling out the necessary paperwork. The majority of these participants said that 

they appreciated the support that is available by telephone or in person. Without it, they said they 

did not know how they would be able to apply or reapply for the program. However, since there 

is only one person at the county who helps them fill out this information, it would be beneficial 

to have volunteers provide additional support. 

 

Sample Focus Group Quotes:  

 

“It would be helpful if there was a number to call or a pool of volunteers who would assist 

people in assessing their own situation and filling out the application.”  

 

“I think one of the most effective strategies for expanding participation among those eligible is 

access to real assistance in preparation.”  

 

“[My advice would be] … letting people get some help to do it. Right now, I’m having difficulty 

with my memory.”  

 

*** 

 

Finding: Participants said the reapplication process requires a large amount of paperwork, 

and many former participants asked whether it could be made easier. Many applicants 

remarked that the county already has documents that it requests during the reapplication process. 

Also, many applicants said that the reapplication process felt much more like an initial 

application — that they were unsure of the need to resubmit documents that had previously been 

deemed unnecessary during the initial application.  

 

Sample Focus Group Quotes:  

 

“You’ve got to reapply totally every time they send you the letter. I’m not saying it’s not fair, but 

what I’m saying is that so much of the information is already available to them in the county 

electronically.” 

 

“And this amount of paperwork … it takes me two days to fill out that application every year. It 

is insane how much detail there is.”  

 

Among the 14 former RETR Program participants who answered the telephone survey, three (21 

percent) said that they no longer participate because the reapplication process is too complicated. 

All reasons that these former participants no longer do so are shown in Table 2.  
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Table 2: Reasons Former Participants No Longer Participate 

Reason Count (of 14 responses) 

No longer eligible due to increased income/assets 5 

Reapplication was too complicated 3 

Do not need the benefit 2  

Got a reverse mortgage 1 

Rules were changed 1 

Don’t know 2 

 

*** 

 

Finding: More than half of current and former RETR Program participants in the focus 

groups said they would prefer the application process to align with tax filings. Many current 

participants felt that they received the application too late in the tax season to affect their current 

situation.  

 

Sample Focus Group Quotes:  

 

“When you get your tax bill, that’s in May or somewhere in the middle of the late spring. OK, the 

tax assessments come out in January. That’s when the notice should come out.” 

 

“So instead of how to appeal — you know, there’s a page that says how to appeal your tax 

assessment — that ought to be part of how to appeal, how to be exempt. And then put this [the 

educational flier] in there. Put a copy in with every assessment.” 

 

*** 

Program Participation  
 

The focus group moderator asked about program participation, and the survey questionnaire 

asked about potential reforms that could enhance program participation. 

 

Finding: When asked how the county could enhance the program, the majority of program 

nonparticipants said that the asset limit should be higher. After reading through the 

eligibility requirements, many nonparticipants said they would not be able to participate due to 

the asset limit. Several nonparticipants noted that their household assets fluctuate and therefore 

do not seem like a rational condition for participation.  

 

Sample Focus Group Quotes:  
 

“Personally, I think the asset [limit], it should definitely be higher, because if you look at … I 

don’t think there should be one.”  

 

“I think that should be much higher for your assets, because like I said, that can go away very 

quickly if you have a large expense.”  
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When asked during the telephone survey if the asset limit should be raised, the majority (54 

percent) of those interviewed said it should be raised to accommodate more people. Current and 

former program participants were more likely (61 percent) to support raising the asset limit than 

were nonparticipants (52 percent). Figure 4 shows the support for the potential reform to raise 

the asset limit. Note that some percentages below may not equal 100 percent due to rounding. 

 

Figure 4: Support for raising the asset limit among current and former 

RETR Program participants and among Arlington homeowners 

*** 

 

Finding: When asked how the county could enhance the program, the majority of focus 

group participants said that basing eligibility on income was not beneficial. Many program 

participants felt that with inflation, residents would need to make more money to keep living in 

the county. There should therefore be an increase in the RETR Program’s income level limit that 

correlates to the increasing cost of living.  

 

Sample Focus Group Quote: 

 

“The cost of living has gone up. The cost of everything has gone up. So why don’t they raise the 

income level?”  

 

*** 

 

Finding: Many of those in the focus groups (current participants, former participants, and 

former program participants and nonparticipants) said that additional eligibility factors 

should be considered, such as exclusions for homeowner and medical expenses and/or the 

additional income of another family member residing in the home. Many focus group 
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participants described the different struggles they faced, such as unexpected medical expenses 

and housing repairs, that made them ineligible for the program. 

 

Sample Focus Group Quotes:  

 

“Housing expenses, the flooding that I had this year, I’m going upwards of $40,000. It [the 

program] is ensuring affordable housing. I’d like to see something that is housing-related 

extraordinary housing expenses included in consideration as the exemption rule. Because at this 

rate, I’m making repairs, and I’m interviewing real estate agents, and I don't want to leave.”   

 

“I have a granddaughter living with me. I took her in when she was 16, and she’s 28 now. But 

it's now affecting the amount of money that I have. I pay for everything. And what she makes is 

hers. And I'm kind of hurting, because that puts me in the deferral.” 

Program Impact  
 

The focus group moderator asked about the impact that the RETR Program has had on current 

and former program participants. The telephone survey questionnaire asked participants about 

their financial status and burdens.  

 

Finding: Current and former program participants had mixed feelings about the financial 

benefits of the program. Current and former program participants received varying amounts of 

financial benefit from the program. For some, the program was the difference between their 

remaining in the county and moving. For a smaller percentage, the program provided little relief 

and was not a major factor in their staying in the county.  

 

Sample Focus Group Quote: 

 

“For me, it’s worth $5,724 a year. That’s what I save by not having to pay taxes. And that is the 

difference in me living in Arlington and not living in Arlington.” 

 

Conversely, current and former RETR Program participants who answered the telephone survey 

were asked to agree or disagree with three statements about how the program affected them. Six 

in seven (87 percent) agreed that “the RETR Program has helped me stay in my house,” with 68 

percent agreeing strongly. More than nine in 10 current and former program participants agreed 

that “the RETR Program has provided me greater financial security and peace of mind” (96 

percent agree, 74 percent strongly agree) and that “the RETR Program has allowed me to have 

enough money to pay my other monthly bills” (94 percent agree, 67 percent strongly agree).  

 

Figure 5 shows how current and former RETR Program participants responded to these three 

measures of program impact. Note that some percentages may not equal 100 percent due to 

rounding. 
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Figure 5: Assessing perceived impact of tax relief among RETR Program participants 

 
 

When asked in the telephone survey about the impact of the RETR Program on their personal 

financial situation, 67 percent of current program participants said it has a great impact, while 

only 43 percent of former participants said the same. Figure 6 shows how current program 

participants believe that the program has been of more assistance in their lives than did past 

participants. Similar to the finding in some of the focus groups, we interpret this as an indication 

that some participants who do not perceive significant benefits decide not to continue with the 

program. Note that some percentages may not equal 100 percent due to rounding. 
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Figure 6: Impact on personal financial situation 

How much of an impact has participating in the Real Estate Tax Relief 

Program had on your personal financial situation? 

 

 

  

 
 

Finding: The most popular potential reforms are a simpler reapplication process, a 

deduction of expenses (such as medical expenses), and increased limits for assets and 

liabilities. When testing the 12 potential reforms to the RETR Program during the telephone 

survey, nearly three in four participants (73 percent) said that expenses such as medical expenses 

should be deductible from their annual income to help them qualify for the RETR Program. 

Seven in 10 participants (71 percent) said the application and reapplication process should be 

simpler. Though not a majority, more Arlington homeowners support than oppose allowing 

deductions for expenses and think debts should be subtracted or excluded in the application 

process. Figure 7 shows the responses to 12 potential reforms, ranked from the highest to lowest 

in in terms of strong support. Note that some percentages may not equal 100 percent due to 

rounding. 
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Figure 7: Responses to potential reforms among all telephone survey participants 

  
As part of the telephone survey, we interviewed Arlingtonians who have different levels of 

interaction with the RETR Program. The patterns of support for reform were generally consistent 

between Arlington homeowners and those who were eligible for the RETR Program (i.e., 

disabled or aged 65 and over, within income and asset limits) and the current and former 

program participants. Figure 8 shows the rankings of each of the 12 reforms tested by three 

audiences: all Arlington homeowners, those who were eligible for the RETR program, and 

current and former RETR Program participants. 
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23%

25%

21%

9%

12%

8%

14%

12%

17%

16%

15%

16%

17%

18%

21%

52%

Make the application and recertification

process simpler.

Allow homeowners to deduct expenses, such

as medical expenses.

Make it easier to qualify for the program by

raising the asset limit.

Make it easier to qualify for the program by

raising the income limit.

Require less documentation to participate in

the program.

Exclude some or all of the assets of nonowner

or nonspouse relatives.

Allow homeowners to deduct liabilities/debts

from asset totals.

Exclude some or all of the income of

nonowner or nonspouse relatives.

Make the program deferral only.

Require more documentation to participate in

the program.

Have the program administered by the

commissioner of revenue.

Make the program exemption only.

Strongly support Somewhat support Neither

Somewhat oppose Strongly oppose Don't know

3

5 

Would you strongly support, somewhat support, neither support nor oppose, somewhat 

oppose, or strongly oppose the following changes to the Real Estate Tax Relief Program? 

3 

5 



 

Reingold     Arlington County DHS RETR Program      

   Telephone Survey and Focus Group Findings Report   

 

 

18 

Figure 8: Rankings of potential reforms by various audiences 

Potential Reform 

Rank (% support) 

Arlington 
Homeowners 

(n=275) 

Eligible for 

RETR 

(n=82) 

Use(d) 

RETR 

(n=78) 

Allow homeowners to deduct expenses, such as medical 

expenses, from income in order to qualify. 
1 

(73%) 
1 

(75%) 
2 

(73%) 

Make the application and reapplication process simpler. 
2 

(71%) 
2 

(73%) 
1 

(77%) 

Make it easier to qualify for the program by raising the asset 

limit. (Current asset limit is $540,000.) 
3 

(54%) 
4 

(63%) 
4 

(61%) 

Make it easier to qualify for the program by raising the income 

limit. (Current income limit is $99,472.) 
4 

(54%) 
3 

(64%) 
3 

(63%) 

Allow homeowners to deduct liabilities/debts from asset totals 

in order to qualify. 
5 

(47%) 
7 

(51%) 
6 

(55%) 

Require less documentation to participate in the program. 
6 

(43%) 
5 

(55%) 
5 

(59%) 

Exclude some or all of the assets of nonowner or nonspouse 

relatives who reside in the home. 
7 

(43%) 
6 

(52%) 
7 

(48%) 

Exclude some or all of the income of nonowner or nonspouse 

relatives who reside in the home. 
8 

(41%) 
8 

(46%) 
8 

(47%) 

Make the program deferral only so that real estate taxes would 

be due upon the transfer of the home or death of the owner. 
9 

(34%) 
9 

(28%) 
9 

(32%) 

Require more documentation to participate in the program. 
10 

(24%) 
10 

(27%) 
11 

(19%) 

Have the program administered by the commissioner of 

revenue, rather than by the Department of Human Services. 
11 

(21%) 
11 

(26%) 
12 

(19%) 

Make the program exemption only. 
12 

(17%) 
12 

(23%) 
10 

(22%) 

Conclusion  
 

The findings from both the survey and the focus groups provided Arlington County DHS with 

insights about program impact, awareness, participation and the application process.  
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The insights obtained at this point serve as an opportunity for Arlington DHS to educate all 

Arlington homeowners about the program, create informative messaging and materials that 

address the different elements of the program (e.g., deferral and exemption) and further explore 

the needs of the RETR Program’s nonparticipants. 

 

These insights will help the Working Group develop recommendations for consideration in the 

2018 budget process. 
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APPENDIX A: TELEPHONE SURVEY DETAILED FINDINGS  

 

Methodology 

 

Penn Schoen Berland (PSB) conducted n=275 telephone interviews Aug. 13–16, 2016. These 

interviews included n=64 current and n=14 former participants in the Arlington County Real 

Estate Tax Relief (RETR) Program, as well as n=197 Arlington County senior homeowners who 

have not participated in the RETR program. Interviews were sampled from a listing of RETR 

participants and a commercially-available sample list of Arlington county homeowners.  

 

The margin of error for the study overall is +/- 4.9% at the 90% confidence level and larger for 

subgroups. The margin of error for the current/former users of Arlington RETR program is +/- 

9.2% and the margin for the Arlington County senior homeowners who have not participated the 

RETR program is +/- 5.8% at the 90% confidence level.   

 

Some percentages may add to more or less than 100% due to rounding. 

 

Definition of Crosstabs 

 

Crosstab Definition of crosstab 
Sample 

size  

% total 

(n-size) 

Arlington Homeowners Lives in Arlington County and owns primary residence n=275 100% 

RETR 

User 

Yes Current or former user of Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program n=78 27% 

No Has never participated in Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program n=197 71% 

Age 

<64 64 years-old or younger n=44 16% 

65-74 65-74 years-old n=128 47% 

75+ 75 or more years-old n=103 37% 

Gender 
M Male n=110 40% 

F Female n=165 60% 

Eligibility 

Yes 

Must meet all three of the following criteria (at least deferment):  

65+ or disabled 

Income less than $99,472/year 

Assets less than $540,000 

n=82 30% 

No 

Does not meet at least one of the following of the following criteria:  

65+ or disabled 

Income less than $99,472/year 

Assets less than $540,000 

n=124 45% 

Perm. & Totally 

Disabled 
Identifies as permanently and totally disabled n=31 11% 
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Key Findings 

 

1. Do you consider your real estate tax bill to be an extraordinary financial burden?  

 

 

2. Do you think your real estate tax bill currently affects, or will affect in the future, your 

ability to stay in your home?  

 

 

3. The Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program is designed to provide property tax relief 

to qualifying homeowners who are age 65 or older, or totally and permanently disabled. 

This can include single family homes, multifamily homes, townhouses, and 

condominiums.  

 

How familiar are you with this program? Are you…? 

 

 

  

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Yes 35 53 27 34 34 35 29 38 48 23 68 

No 63 41 71 66 66 57 69 58 46 76 32 

Don’t know (Vol.) 3 6 2 0 0 8 2 4 6 1 0 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Yes, it currently affects 8 17 5 9 9 7 8 8 16 5 23 

Yes, it will affect in the future 29 31 29 25 33 27 26 32 37 23 29 

No 56 41 61 61 52 57 58 54 40 68 39 

Don’t know (Vol.) 7 12 5 5 6 9 7 7 7 5 10 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Very familiar 35 78 17 16 33 45 25 41 63 20 55 

Somewhat familiar  28 12 34 36 30 21 30 26 13 35 10 

Not very familiar 11 4 14 9 13 10 12 11 9 10 10 

Not at all familiar 25 5 34 39 23 23 32 21 15 34 23 

Don’t know (Vol.) 1 1 1 0 2 1 1 1 0 0 3 
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4. AMONG THOSE WHO SAY “VERY” OR “SOMEWHAT” FAMILIAR: How did 

you first hear about the Arlington County Real Estate Tax Relief program? (OPEN-

ENDED) 

 

 

5. Do you currently participate, or have you ever participated, in the Arlington County Real 

Estate Tax Relief program?  

 

 

6. AMONG CURRENT PARTICIPANTS: How long have you participated in the 

Arlington County Real Estate Tax Relief program? 

 

  

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

From property tax bill /    insert 

in mail 
25 23 26 17 22 29 26 24 29 25 15 

From friends or family 23 24 22 13 29 19 16 26 29 19 25 

Newspaper / magazine 20 9 28 35 19 16 23 18 8 29 0 

Television 6 4 7 26 5 0 7 5 3 12 5 

Community meeting/ outreach 5 6 5 0 5 7 3 6 8 4 5 

From social worker/financial 

consultant/other professional  
4 7 2 9 5 1 5 4 2 6 5 

Radio 2 1 2 0 1 3 0 3 3 1 5 

Community center 1 3 0 0 0 3 0 2 2 0 0 

Other 6 6 6 0 8 6 8 5 5 7 10 

Don't know (Vol.) 13 21 7 13 10 16 15 12 16 4 30 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Yes, I currently participate 23 82 0 9 19 35 15 28 59 2 45 

Yes, I have participated in the 

past 
5 18 0 5 5 6 5 5 10 2 6 

No, I have never participated 71 0 99 86 77 58 80 65 32 94 48 

Don’t know (Vol.) 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 

(%) Among Current Participants 

One year 5 

2-5 years 51 

6-10 years 34 

11-20 years 5 

More than 20 years 2 

Don’t know (Vol.) 3 
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7. AMONG PAST PARTICIPANTS: Why do you no longer participate in the Arlington 

County Real Estate Tax Relief program?  

(OPEN-ENDED, 14 responses) 

 

 Reapplication process was too complicated (3) 

 Over the income limit (3) 

 Over the asset limit / inherited money (2) 

 Do not need the benefit (2) 

 Got a reverse mortgage (1) 

 (They) changed the rules (1) 

 Don’t know (2)  

 

8. AMONG NONPARTICIPANTS: Why do you not participate in the Arlington County 

Real Estate Tax Relief program? (OPEN-ENDED) 

 

 

  

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

I do not qualify 24 - 24 32 21 25 24 25 35 26 7 

Not familiar with this program 23 - 23 32 20 22 28 19 27 24 40 

Over the income limit  21 - 21 8 24 23 18 23 15 20 13 

Simply do not want to 

participate 
13 - 13 8 15 12 11 14 0 12 0 

Over the asset limit  4 - 4 0 7 2 5 4 4 4 7 

Program is for low income 

people 
3 - 3 3 4 0 0 5 0 3 0 

Application process is too 

complicated 
1 - 1 0 0 2 0 1 0 1 7 

Do not want to share personal 

information 
1 - 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 

Located at the Department of 

Human Services 
1 - 1 3 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 

Want to leave the house tax free 

to heirs 
0 - 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Other 5 - 5 0 3 10 7 3 8 3 20 

Don’t know (Vol.) 5 - 5 5 5 5 5 6 12 3 7 

Working / too young (Vol.)  3 - 3 11 2 0 1 5 4 4 0 
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Measuring Success of RETR Program 

 

9. AMONG CURRENT PARTICIPANTS: How much of an impact has participating in 

the Real Estate Tax Relief program had on your personal financial situation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

10. AMONG PAST PARTICIPANTS: During the time you participated in the Real Estate 

Tax Relief program, how much of an impact did the program have on your personal 

financial situation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. AMONG CURRENT OR PAST PARTICIPANTS: In your opinion, how much of an 

impact do you think the Real Estate Tax Relief program has on the financial situations or 

older Arlingtonians and residents of Arlington County with a permanent disability? 

 

 

  

(%) Among Current Participants 

Great impact 67 

Some impact 30 

A little impact 2 

No impact at all 2 

Don’t know (Vol.) 0 

(%) Among Past Participants 

Great impact 43 

Some impact 29 

A little impact 29 

No impact at all 0 

Don’t know (Vol.) 0 

(%) Among Current OR Past Participants 

Great impact 79 

Some impact 10 

A little impact 3 

No impact at all 0 

Don’t know (Vol.) 8 
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12. AMONG CURRENT AND PAST PARTICIPANTS WHO SAY THE PROGRAM 

HAS HAD “GREAT” OR “SOME” IMPACT: In what ways did the Real Estate Tax 

Relief program help your financial situation? (OPEN-ENDED)   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

13. AMONG CURRENT OR PAST PARTICIPANTS: Please indicate whether you 

strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree with the 

following statement: 
 

 The Real Estate Tax Relief program has helped me stay in my home 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

14. AMONG CURRENT OR PAST PARTICIPANTS: Please indicate whether you 

strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree with the 

following statement: 
 

The Real Estate Tax Relief program has allowed me to have enough money to pay 

my other monthly bills. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(%) Among Current AND Past Participants Who Said Program had 

“GREAT” or “SOME” Impact 

Helped free up income for other bills 38 

Allowed me to stay in my home 33 

Provided a sense of economic security 17 

Lessened my stress 12 
Helped me save more money 8 

Other 12 

Don’t know (Vol.) 0 

(%) Among Current OR Past Participants 

Strongly agree 68 

Somewhat agree 19 

Somewhat disagree 6 

Strongly disagree 4 

Don’t know (Vol.) 3 

(%) Among Current OR Past Participants 

Strongly agree 67 

Somewhat agree 27 

Somewhat disagree 1 

Strongly disagree 5 

Don’t know (Vol.) 0 
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15. AMONG THOSE WHO “STRONGLY” OR “SOMEWHAT” AGREE: Of all your 

monthly bills, which expense weighs most heavily on you? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16. AMONG CURRENT OR PAST PARTICIPANTS: Please indicate whether you 

strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree with the 

following statement: 
 

The Real Estate Tax Relief program has provided me greater financial security and 

peace of mind. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17. Other than the Real Estate Tax Relief program, what other programs or services have 

helped you or could help you remain in your home? (OPEN-ENDED) 

(%) Among Those Who “STRONGLY” OR 

“SOMEWHAT” Agree 

Mortgage 21 

Utilities 19 

Medical 18 

Groceries 11 

Transportation 4 

Family expenditures 1 

Other 14 

All of the above (Vol.) 8 

Don’t know (Vol.) 4 

(%) Among Current OR Past Participants 

Strongly agree 74 

Somewhat agree 22 

Somewhat disagree 0 

Strongly disagree 4 

Don’t know (Vol.) 0 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

None / Don't know 68 58 72 80 63 68 74 64 59 70 55 

Arlington Village 6 5 6 0 9 5 2 8 5 5 0 

Transportation / Taxi program 5 8 4 0 5 6 4 5 6 6 10 

Utilities / Energy 3 6 2 2 4 2 3 3 6 2 6 

Home care / Help around house 3 4 3 0 2 5 0 5 2 2 10 

Recreation / Park department 2 1 2 0 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 

Lower taxes 1 0 2 5 1 1 2 1 0 2 0 

Remodeling for aging 1 0 1 2 1 0 1 1 0 2 0 

Trash removal 1 0 1 0 2 0 2 0 2 0 0 

Others 11 18 9 11 11 12 12 11 17 10 16 
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Potential Reforms 

 

ALL HEARD THE FOLLOWING: Thank you. I am now going to tell you about some 

potential reforms to the Real Estate Tax Relief program. 

 

18. Would you strongly support, somewhat support, neither support or oppose somewhat 

oppose, or strongly oppose the following reforms to the Real Estate Tax Relief program? 

 

(%) Arlington Homeowners Summary 
Strongly 

support 

Somewhat 

support 
Neither 

Somewhat 

oppose 

Strongly 

oppose 

Don’t know 

(Vol.) 

Make the application and reapplication process simpler 50 21 11 3 3 12 
Allow homeowners to deduct expenses, such as medical 

expenses, from income in order to qualify 
48 25 9 5 5 8 

Make it easier to qualify for the program by raising the 

asset limit (Current asset limit is $540,000) 
33 21 12 9 11 14 

Make it easier to qualify for the program by raising the 

income limit (Current income limit is $99,472) 
31 23 11 11 11 12 

Require less documentation to participate in the program 26 17 16 11 13 17 
Exclude some or all of the assets of non-owner or non-

spouse relatives who reside in the home 
25 18 18 12 12 16 

Allow homeowners to deduct liabilities/debts from asset 

totals in order to qualify 
24 23 12 14 11 15 

Exclude some or all of the income of non-owner or non-

spouse relatives who reside in the home 
23 18 15 16 12 16 

Make the program deferral only so that the real estate 

taxes would be due upon the transfer of the home or 

death of the homeowner 
16 18 13 14 23 17 

Require more documentation to participate in the 

program 
16 8 17 17 25 18 

Have the program administered by the Commissioner of 

the Revenue rather than the Department of Human 

Services 
12 9 21 17 21 21 

Make the program exemption only 10 7 15 7 9 52 

 

19. “Make the application and reapplication process simpler” 

 
 

  

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 50 59 46 59 45 52 42 55 52 52 71 

Somewhat support 21 18 23 27 21 19 26 18 21 23 10 

Neither support or oppose 11 14 9 0 14 11 15 8 16 8 3 

Somewhat oppose 3 3 3 5 4 1 1 4 4 4 0 

Strongly oppose 3 6 2 2 2 5 5 2 6 2 6 

Don’t know (Vol.) 12 0 17 7 14 12 12 12 1 10 10 
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20. “Allow homeowners to deduct expenses, such as medical expenses, from income in 

order to qualify” 
 

 

21. “Make it easier to qualify for the program by raising the asset limit”  

(currently higher than $540,000) 
 

 

22. “Make it easier to qualify for the program by raising the income limit” 

(currently higher than $99,472) 
 

 

23. “Require less documentation to participate in the program” 
 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 48 56 44 52 47 47 45 50 52 46 77 

Somewhat support 25 17 29 30 27 22 28 24 23 31 10 

Neither support or oppose 9 9 9 0 8 14 8 9 11 7 0 

Somewhat oppose 5 4 5 2 4 7 5 5 4 5 0 

Strongly oppose 5 3 7 5 8 3 7 4 2 6 3 

Don’t know (Vol.) 8 12 7 11 7 8 7 8 7 5 10 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 33 44 29 34 34 33 34 33 43 32 55 

Somewhat support 21 17 23 25 22 18 23 20 20 22 10 

Neither support or oppose 12 13 11 9 13 11 14 10 11 11 10 

Somewhat oppose 9 5 11 20 6 8 7 10 6 14 0 

Strongly oppose 11 14 10 2 11 15 12 10 13 8 16 

Don’t know (Vol.) 14 8 16 9 14 16 11 16 7 13 10 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 31 40 28 39 31 28 31 32 38 29 52 

Somewhat support 23 23 23 20 22 26 24 23 26 22 19 

Neither support or oppose 11 10 12 9 12 12 11 12 9 15 6 

Somewhat oppose 11 3 14 18 11 8 13 10 5 16 3 

Strongly oppose 11 15 9 2 10 16 10 12 16 9 13 

Don’t know (Vol.) 12 9 14 11 14 11 12 13 7 10 6 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 26 45 19 36 20 29 27 25 37 23 42 

Somewhat support 17 14 18 11 22 14 15 18 18 19 10 

Neither support or oppose 16 13 17 16 16 16 18 14 11 15 10 

Somewhat oppose 11 8 12 18 11 8 10 12 7 15 6 

Strongly oppose 13 17 11 2 13 17 15 12 18 8 19 
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24. “Exclude some or all of the assets of non-owner/non-spouse relatives who reside in 

the home” 
 

 

25. “Allow homeowners to deduct liabilities/debts from asset totals in order to qualify” 
 

 

26. “Exclude some or all of the income of non-owner/non-spouse relatives who reside in 

the home” 
 

 

27. “Make the program deferral only so that the real estate taxes would be due upon the 

transfer of the home or death of the homeowner” 
 

Don’t know (Vol.) 17 4 23 16 18 17 15 19 9 20 13 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 25 35 21 23 27 23 25 25 32 24 39 

Somewhat support 18 13 20 20 16 19 16 19 20 19 10 

Neither support or oppose 18 22 16 20 15 20 16 19 17 19 10 

Somewhat oppose 12 6 14 9 15 9 15 9 11 14 6 

Strongly oppose 12 12 12 9 13 11 12 12 11 10 13 

Don’t know (Vol.) 16 13 17 18 13 17 15 16 10 13 23 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 24 36 20 27 19 30 30 21 28 21 35 

Somewhat support 23 19 25 23 23 23 24 23 23 27 16 

Neither support or oppose 12 8 14 14 11 13 12 12 11 13 3 

Somewhat oppose 14 10 16 18 15 12 13 15 15 17 6 

Strongly oppose 11 12 11 2 13 12 9 12 10 9 16 

Don’t know (Vol.) 15 15 15 16 19 11 13 17 13 14 23 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 23 37 17 25 20 25 23 23 30 22 42 

Somewhat support 18 10 21 30 20 11 24 15 16 24 16 

Neither support or oppose 15 14 15 18 16 13 15 15 13 15 13 

Somewhat oppose 16 10 18 11 16 17 16 15 15 17 13 

Strongly oppose 12 13 12 9 12 14 11 13 10 11 0 

Don’t know (Vol.) 16 15 17 7 16 21 12 19 16 10 16 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 16 26 12 14 12 21 12 18 18 12 26 

Somewhat support 18 6 22 32 18 12 21 16 10 24 3 

Neither support or oppose 13 5 17 9 12 17 16 12 12 15 13 

Somewhat oppose 14 8 16 16 14 13 14 14 12 18 16 

Strongly oppose 23 40 16 18 27 18 25 21 34 20 29 
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28. “Require more documentation to participate in the program” 
 

 

29. “Have the program administered by the Commissioner of the Revenue rather than 

the Department of Human Services” 
 

 

30. “Make the program exemption only” 
 

 

 

  

Don’t know (Vol.) 17 15 17 11 17 18 12 20 13 11 13 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 16 14 16 14 12 21 14 17 21 12 19 

Somewhat support 8 5 9 7 9 8 11 6 6 7 0 

Neither support or oppose 17 9 20 11 20 15 19 15 11 23 16 

Somewhat oppose 17 14 18 16 16 17 16 17 17 20 13 

Strongly oppose 25 53 14 30 23 25 26 24 40 17 35 

Don’t know (Vol.) 18 5 23 23 20 14 14 21 5 21 16 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 12 19 11 33 13 7 13 12 15 12 20 

Somewhat support 9 0 11 0 4 17 10 8 11 9 10 

Neither support or oppose 21 12 23 33 24 13 23 20 19 24 10 

Somewhat oppose 17 12 18 33 22 7 16 18 7 21 0 

Strongly oppose 21 50 14 0 17 30 19 22 37 15 50 

Don’t know (Vol.) 21 6 24 0 20 27 19 22 11 21 10 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Strongly support 10 18 7 16 8 10 8 11 13 9 16 

Somewhat support 7 4 8 2 5 11 5 7 10 7 10 

Neither support or oppose 15 12 16 18 11 17 19 12 11 17 6 

Somewhat oppose 7 12 6 11 7 6 6 8 10 8 0 

Strongly oppose 9 15 7 2 9 13 8 10 16 6 13 

Don’t know (Vol.) 52 40 57 50 60 44 53 52 40 52 55 
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Demographics 

 

31. Other than yourself, how many people live in your household? 

 

 

32. How many working adults do you have living in your household? 

 

 

33. How long have you lived in Arlington County? 

 

 

34. What kind of housing is your primary residence? 

 

 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

0 37 51 32 23 30 52 30 42 51 31 32 

1 45 32 51 48 55 33 50 42 38 50 48 

2-4 14 15 14 25 13 11 15 13 11 17 16 

5 or more 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Don’t know (Vol.) 3 1 4 5 2 4 5 2 0 2 3 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

0 62 72 58 23 64 76 53 68 77 50 65 

1 25 23 25 36 27 17 30 21 21 30 29 

2-4 11 4 14 36 7 5 13 10 2 19 3 

5 or more 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Don’t know (Vol.) 3 1 3 5 2 3 5 1 0 2 3 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Less than a year 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

1-5 years 3 0 4 2 2 3 2 3 1 4 6 

6-10 years 3 1 4 2 5 0 4 2 1 5 0 

11-20 years 9 9 9 18 10 4 12 7 10 12 16 

More than 20 years 82 88 80 73 79 90 77 85 88 77 74 

Don’t know (Vol.) 3 1 4 5 3 3 5 2 0 2 3 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Single family home 73 77 72 70 73 74 71 75 78 76 61 

Condominium 18 18 18 20 18 17 16 19 15 18 19 

Multi-family home like duplex 4 3 4 2 4 4 5 3 5 3 10 

Apartment 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Other  2 1 3 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 6 

Don’t know (Vol.) 3 1 4 5 2 3 5 1 0 2 3 
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35. Do you have a mortgage, reverse mortgage, or home equity loan on your primary 

residence, or do you own it outright? (MULTIPLE RESPONSES PERMITTED)  

 

 

36. Which of the following best describes your employment status? 

 

 

37. Are you male or female? 

 

 

38. Do you consider yourself of Hispanic or Latino origin or descent? 

 

 

  

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

I own my primary residence 

outright   
56 55 57 43 53 66 50 61 61 50 45 

I have a mortgage 32 35 31 45 38 19 35 30 33 38 39 

I have a home equity loan 7 5 8 14 5 6 8 6 4 11 16 

I have a reverse mortgage 3 4 2 0 1 6 3 2 2 1 0 

Other 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 0 

Don’t know (Vol.) 3 1 4 5 3 3 5 2 0 2 3 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Retired 67 72 64 20 73 79 59 72 73 58 55 

Employed full-time 16 8 19 59 9 6 21 13 6 29 3 

Employed part-time 8 4 10 7 11 6 10 7 4 9 6 

Totally and permanently 

disabled 
4 12 1 9 3 3 4 4 12 1 29 

Homemaker or caregiver to 

children or parents  
0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 

Not currently employed 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 

Other (Vol.) 1 3 1 0 1 3 1 2 2 2 3 

Don’t know (Vol.) 3 1 4 5 2 3 5 1 0 2 3 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Female 60 72 55 50 59 65 0 100 63 55 61 

Male 40 28 45 50 41 35 100 0 37 45 39 

Don’t know (Vol.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Yes 4 8 2 2 5 3 5 3 9 2 6 

No 92 88 93 93 91 92 89 94 89 96 87 

Don’t know (Vol.) 4 4 5 5 4 5 6 3 2 2 6 
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39. AMONG THOSE WHO SAY NO: What is your race? 

 

 

40. RACE (CODED BASED ON RESPONSES TO PREVIOUS QUESTIONS)  

 

 

Program Eligibility Assessment 

 

41. For statistical purposes only, we need to know your total family income for 2015. Will 

you please tell me which of the following categories best represents your total family 

income? Please stop me when I read the appropriate category. (CODED BASED ON 

RESPONSE TO PREVIOUS QUESTIONS) 
 

 

  

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

White 85 79 87 77 89 83 79 88 88 88 66 

African American/Black 3 7 2 7 1 5 6 2 4 2 10 

Asian 3 1 3 9 1 2 2 3 1 4 3 

Other 2 3 2 0 3 2 4 1 1 2 7 

Hispanic / Latino (Vol.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Don’t know (Vol.) 7 10 6 7 7 8 10 6 5 3 14 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

WHITE, NON-HISPANIC 81 73 85 75 84 81 75 85 80 86 61 

HISPANIC 4 8 2 2 5 3 5 3 9 2 6 

BLACK, NON-HISPANIC 3 6 2 7 1 5 5 2 4 2 10 

ASIAN, NON-HISPANIC 3 1 3 9 1 2 2 3 1 4 3 

OTHER, NON-HISPANIC 9 12 8 7 9 10 13 7 6 5 19 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

$20,000 or less 4 12 2 2 4 6 4 5 13 1 23 

$20,001-$40,000 14 36 5 7 11 20 9 17 34 2 23 

$40,001-$60,000 12 24 8 7 12 16 10 14 28 5 10 

$60,001-$80,000 11 14 9 7 12 11 7 13 18 6 19 

$80,001-$99,472 6 1 8 7 7 4 8 4 6 6 0 

$99,473-$100,000 3 0 4 2 3 3 3 3 0 6 3 

$100,001-120,000 10 0 14 14 9 10 10 10 0 22 3 

$120,001-150,000 5 1 7 7 7 2 6 4 0 11 0 

$150,001+ 15 0 20 27 16 8 22 10 0 32 3 

Don’t know/refused 21 12 24 20 20 21 21 21 0 8 16 



 

Reingold     Arlington County DHS RETR Program      

   Telephone Survey and Focus Group Findings Report   

 

 

15 

42. And for statistical purposes only, what is the estimated value of your household’s total 

assets, including retirement funds but not including the value of your primary residence? 

Please stop me when I read the appropriate category. (CODED BASED ON 

RESPONSE TO PREVIOUS QUESTIONS) 
 

 

43. CODES RETR QUALIFICATION STATUS (CODED BASED ON RESPONSE TO 

PREVIOUS QUESTIONS) 
 

 

44. And finally, for statistical purposes only, what is the estimated value of your household’s 

total debts or liabilities, including your mortgage or home equity loan? Please stop me 

when I read the appropriate category. 
 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 
Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Less than $100,000 17 41 8 18 10 26 15 19 45 7 48 

$100,00-$200,000 7 17 3 0 6 11 5 8 22 1 0 

$200,001-$300,000 6 9 5 7 6 5 7 5 12 3 3 

$300,001-$340,000 3 5 2 2 4 2 2 4 9 1 6 

$340,001-$400,000 4 0 5 0 4 5 5 3 9 2 0 

$400,001-$500,000 3 1 4 5 2 4 4 3 2 5 3 

$500,001-$540,000 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 0 

$540,001-$600,000 3 1 3 2 4 1 2 3 0 6 0 

$600,001-$700,000 3 0 4 5 2 2 1 4 0 6 3 

$700,001+ 22 3 30 32 27 13 27 19 0 49 13 

Don't know/refused 32 23 36 30 34 31 32 33 0 21 23 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Eligible for RETR 30 72 13 7 29 41 27 32 100 0 55 

Not currently eligible 45 8 60 93 42 28 51 41 0 100 23 

Unknown (due to don’t knows) 25 21 27 0 29 31 22 27 0 0 23 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Less than $100,000 43 51 40 39 37 52 43 43 56 40 35 

$100,00-$200,000 6 8 5 7 4 8 4 7 7 6 10 

$200,001-$300,000 3 5 3 2 2 5 3 4 5 3 3 

$300,001-$340,000 5 8 5 0 9 4 6 5 10 4 13 

$340,001-$400,000 2 1 2 2 3 0 0 3 2 2 3 

$400,001-$500,000 1 0 2 0 1 3 2 1 0 3 0 

$500,001-$540,000 2 4 2 2 4 0 3 2 5 2 3 

$540,001-$600,000 3 4 2 5 2 2 4 2 4 3 3 

$600,001-$700,000 17 4 22 27 23 6 21 15 4 28 6 

$700,001+ 17 15 18 16 16 20 15 19 7 8 23 

Don’t know/refused 43 51 40 39 37 52 43 43 56 40 35 
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Screeners 

 

45. To confirm, do you currently live in Arlington County? 

*By definition  

 

46. Do you own or rent your primary residence where you live? 

*By definition  

 

47. Are you permanently and totally disabled? 

 

48. AGE (CODED BASED ON RESPONSES TO PREVIOUS QUESTIONS) 

 

 

 

Total Call Attempts: 9,871 
 Abandon/dropped: 786  

 Answering machine: 880 

 Busy: 117 

 Callback:744 

 Completed survey: 277 

 Do not call: 20 

 Ineligible/terminate: 127 

 

 

 Initial refusal: 475 

 Invalid number: 606 

 Language barrier: 29 

 No answer: 5,676 

 Not working:  60 

 Office/business: 74 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Yes 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

No * * * * * * * * * * * 

Don’t know (Vol.) * * * * * * * * * * * 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Own 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Rent * * * * * * * * * * * 

Don’t know (Vol.) * * * * * * * * * * * 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

Yes 11 21 8 9 11 13 11 12 21 6 100 

No 89 79 92 91 89 87 89 88 79 94 0 

Don’t know (Vol.) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

(%) Arlington Homeowners 
Use(d) RETR Age Gender Eligibility  Perm. & 

Totally 

Disabled Yes No <64 65-74 75+ M F Yes No 

56 or under 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 1 1 0 3 

57-65 16 6 19 98 0 0 20 13 2 33 10 

65-74 47 38 50 0 100 0 47 46 45 44 45 

75+ 37 54 31 0 0 100 33 41 51 23 42 
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APPENDIX B: MODERATORS GUIDE FOR CURRENT PARTICIPANTS 
 

Purpose: To understand the needs and thoughts of Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program 

current and past participants.  

 

Time: 90 minutes 

 

I. Welcome (5 minutes) 

 

Good morning. My name is Joseph Ney and I will be moderating our session this morning. 

Thank you all for taking the time to be with us and to share your insights and opinions. Before 

we get started, I want to mention a few guidelines that will influence the rest of our discussion: 

 

 First, I just wanted to let you know that I am here to understand your views of the 

Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program. I am not here to educate you about the 

program- but to learn about your experience. 

 

 I am an independent market researcher. I am not here to sell you anything or 

present a particular point of view. I’m open to both positive and critical views.  

 

 We value your impressions and experiences; your comments will not affect your 

eligibility for any services or programs. 

 

 I would also like to introduce my colleagues, _______________. We are recording the 

discussion so we can double-check our notes afterward. The recording will be used only for 

reference as we write our report. Once the report is finalized, the recording will be deleted.  

 

 Additionally, we have team members from the Arlington County Department of Human 

Services listening in. You can ask them any questions at the end of our time together.  

 

 

II. Introductions (10 minutes) 

 I’d like to begin with introductions, can we go around the room and say the following: 

 What is your first name? 

 How long have you lived in Arlington County? 

 How long you have participated in Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program (or how 

long did you participate previously) 

 

 

III. Communication and Awareness (10 minutes) 

 What immediately interested you in the Real Estate Tax Relief program? ** 

 What do you think this program is for and whom do you think is eligible to use it? 
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 How frequent is the communication from the County with current participants? 

 

IV. Perception (10 minutes) 

 Why do you participate in the program? 

 Why do you think some people that may qualify for the program do not participate? 

 What would you say to your friends about the program to get them enrolled? 

 Do you think that there is a stigma toward individuals that participate in the program? 

 If so, how do you think the County can help change that perception? 

 What did you think you would get out of this program that you didn’t receive? 

 What considerations did you take when opting for exemption versus deferral?** 

 Did you feel like you had enough information to make an educated choice?** 

 Were you aware that the program is provided by the company?** 

 Do you feel like the county has succeeded in enabling you to stay in your home?** 

 

V. Program Experience (20 minutes) 

 How did you get enrolled in the program?** 

 Did you mail in documentation?** 

 Did a family member help you?** 

 Did a staff person from the county help you?** 

 

 Can you describe your application process? 

  Do you remember what documentation you had to provide when applying?  If so, was it 

easy for you to collect? How long was the process? 

 Did you face any challenges during the application process? 

 Is there anything that the County could have done to make the process easier? 

 What information do you wish knew before applying? 

 

 

 For those of you that have been in the program for an extended period of time, what did 

the re-application process entail? 

 Was the process difficult or straightforward? 

 

 Aside from the application process, have you had any challenges since becoming a 

part of the program? 

 Do you readily receive communication updates about the program? 

 

 What do you think is the biggest benefit of the program? 

 Frees up income for other needs? 

 Provides a sense of economic security? 

 

We will now take a five-minute break- please come back at 10:55 a.m. 

 

VI. Areas for improvement (10 minutes) 
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 For those of you that no longer participate in the program, why did you stop 

participating?**  

 

 Refer to the ranking sheet in front of you and feel free to speak to the primary change 

you think the County can make to address the needs of older Arlingtonians and 

Arlingtonians with disabilities. 

 

VI. Related programs (10 minutes) 

 Have you participated in other programs or services that have helped you stay in your 

home? If so, what are they? ** 

 What benefits do they offer? ** 

 How did you learn about these programs? ** 

 How do these programs compare to the RETR program? ** 

 

 

VII. Closing Thoughts and Comments (5 minutes) 

Please share with us any thoughts that you have, it may be something that you were not able to 

say thus far or we did not touch on today or write it on your worksheet. Your thoughts are 

important to us and will be extremely helpful for future efforts.  

 

VIII. Closing and Thank You (5 minutes) 

Please see my colleague _______________ outside for your $25 Target gift card. Thank 

you so much for your participation. 
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APPENDIX C: MODERATOR’S GUIDE FOR NONPARTICIPANTS 
 

Purpose: To understand the needs and thoughts of Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program 

current and past participants.  

 

Time: 90 minutes 

 

IX. Welcome (5 minutes) 

 

Good morning. My name is __________ and I will be moderating our session this morning. 

Thank you all for taking the time to be with us and to share your insights and opinions. Before 

we get started, I want to mention a few guidelines that will influence the rest of our discussion: 

 

 First, I just wanted to let you know that I am here to understand your views of the 

Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program and additional assistance programs. I am not 

here to educate you about the program- but to learn about your experience. 

 

 I am an independent market researcher. I am not here to sell you anything or 

present a particular point of view. I’m open to both positive and critical views.  

 

 We value your impressions and experiences; your comments will not affect your 

eligibility for any services or programs. 

 

 I would also like to introduce my colleagues, _______________. We are recording the 

discussion so we can double-check our notes afterward. The recording will be used only for 

reference as we write our report. Once the report is finalized, the recording will be deleted.  

 

X. Introductions (5 minutes) 

 I’d like to begin with introductions, 

 What is your first name? 

 How long have you lived in Arlington County? 

 

XI. Communication, Awareness and Outreach (25 minutes) 

 Before today were you aware of the Real Estate Tax Relief program? 

 Are you aware that this is a service provided by the county? 

 What do you think the program is for and whom do you think is eligible to use it? 

 Do you have any friends that are in the program? If so, what have they told you about it? 

 Are you the primary person that handles the finances in your household? 

 If the county were trying to promote the program how would you recommend that they do 

so? 

 

XII. Related programs (20 minutes) 

 Where do you go to learn about the programs you are eligible for? 

 How many of you receive assistance from other programs? 

 What other services or programs are you a part of at the state or county level? 
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 What was your experience like in those programs? 

 More specifically, have you participated in other programs or services that have helped 

you stay in your home? If so, what are they? 

 What benefits do they offer? 

 How did you learn about these programs? 

 For the programs that you are involved in what were the eligibility requirements? 

 

XIII. Perception (10 minutes) 

 Do you think that the County running the program as a positive or negative? Why? 

 Do you think that the income limit of less than $99,472 is a reasonable eligibility 

requirement? 

 Do you think that there is a stigma toward individuals that participate in the program? 

 If so, how do you think the County can help change that perception? 

 

XIV. Areas for improvement (15 minutes) 

 As an Arlington homeowner, what resources do you wish the county would provide for 

you?  

 What is the biggest financial stress that you face as an Arlington homeowner? 

 Why don’t you participate in the Arlington Tax Relief program? 

 I don’t know if I’m eligible 

 The application process is too complicated 

 I don’t want to participate 

 I don’t want to pass the burden of deferral on to my kids 

 I don’t need assistance 

 What qualities do you look for in an assistance program? 

o Good communication? 

o Easy application process? 

o State credibility? 

 

XV. Closing Thoughts and Comments (5 minutes) 

I will go around the room to each one of you individually and welcome your final thoughts. 

Please share with us any thoughts that you have, it may be something that you were not able to 

say thus far or we did not touch on today. Your thoughts are important to us and will be 

extremely helpful for future efforts.  

 

XVI. Closing and Thank You (5 minutes) 

Please see my colleague _______________ outside for your $25 Target gift card. Thank 

you so much for your participation. 
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APPENDIX D: TELEPHONE SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE  
 

[HANDOUT: For anyone who wants additional information about the Real Estate Tax Relief 

program or other programs in Arlington County, they can call 703-228-1300.] 

 

Intro/Screens 

 

/* DISPLAY */ Hello. I am calling on behalf of the Arlington County Department of Human 

Services. My name is ___ and I work with PSA Research. I would like to ask you a few 

questions about important issues facing Arlington County homeowners. This will only take a 

few minutes. 

 

1. To confirm, do you currently live in Arlington County?  

 

1) Yes 

2) No         /* TERMINATE */  

3) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know     /* TERMINATE */  

 

2. Do you own or rent your primary residence where you live?  

 

1) Own  ## QUALIFIES ## 

2) Rent         /* TERMINATE */  

3) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know     /* TERMINATE */  

 

3.          For statistical purposes only, what is your age?   

/* OPEN END NUMERIC (0 TO 120) */  ## ALLOW “DON’T KNOW” ##  
 

4.         Are you permanently and totally disabled?  

 

1) Yes            ## QUALIFIES, ANY AGE ## 

2) No           

3) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know     /* TERMINATE */  

 

/* QAge_Coded */ AGE CODED /* CODE */  

 

1) ## IF QAge = 0-56 ## 56 or under ## TERMINATE IF NOT DISABLED ##  

2) ## IF QAge = 57 THRU 64 ## Under 65    ## QUALIFIES ## 

3) ## IF QAge = 65 THRU 74 ## 65-74   ## QUALIFIES ## 

4) ## IF QAge = 75+ ## 75+     ## QUALIFIES ## 

5) ## IF ELSE ## Don’t know / not coded  
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General Environment  

 

6.      Do you consider your real estate tax bill to be an extraordinary financial burden? 

 

1) Yes 

2) No 

3) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

7.       Do you think your real estate tax bill currently affects, or will affect in the future, your 

ability to stay in your home?  

 

1) Yes, it currently affects 

2) Yes, it will affect in the future 

3) No 

4) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

Measuring Awareness of RETR Program 

 

8. The Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program is designed to provide property tax relief 

to qualifying homeowners who are age 65 or older, or totally and permanently disabled. 

This can include single family homes, multifamily homes, townhouses, and 

condominiums. How familiar are you with this program? Are you… 

 

1) Very familiar 

2) Somewhat familiar  

3) Not very familiar 

4) Not at all familiar 

5) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

9. ## IF SAYS “very familiar” OR “somewhat familiar” ## How did you first hear 

about the Arlington County Real Estate Tax Relief program?  (OPEN END WITH 

PRE-CODES – DO NOT READ)  /* MULTIPLE RESPONSES PERMITTED */  

 

1) From friends or family     (DO NOT READ) 

2) From social worker/financial consultant/other professional  (DO NOT READ) 

3) Government website      (DO NOT READ) 

4) TV        (DO NOT READ) 

5) Newspaper / magazine     (DO NOT READ) 

6) Community meeting / outreach   (DO NOT READ) 

7) Radio        (DO NOT READ) 

8) Community center     (DO NOT READ) 

9) From property tax bill / insert in mail   (DO NOT READ) 

10) Other (DO NOT READ) /* SPECIFY */   

11) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know /* EXCLUSIVE */  
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10. Do you currently participate, or have you ever participated, in the Arlington Real Estate 

Tax Relief program?  

 

1) Yes, I currently participate 

2) Yes, I have participated in the past 

3) No, I have never participated 

4) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

11. ## IF PARTICIPATES (C6 = C1) ## How long have you participated in the Arlington 

Real Estate Tax Relief program? 

1) One year 

2) 2-5 years 

3) 6-10 years 

4) 11-20 years 

5) More than 20 years 

6) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

11a.     ## IF PARTICIPATED IN THE PAST (Q6=C2) ## Why do you no longer participate 

in the Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program?  /* MULTIPLE RESPONSES 

PERMITTED */   

(OPEN END WITH PRE-CODES – DO NOT READ) 
1) Over the income limit for the program   (DO NOT READ) 

2) Over the asset limit for the program    (DO NOT READ) 

3) Application / reapplication process was too complicated (DO NOT READ) 

4) Do not need the benefit     (DO NOT READ) 

5) Simply do not want to participate    (DO NOT READ) 

6) Had a bad experience      (DO NOT READ) 

7) Other /* SPECIFY */      (DO NOT READ) 

8) Don’t know       (DO NOT READ) 

 

12. ## IF DOES NOT PARTICIPATE (C6=C3) ## Why do you not participate in the 

Arlington Real Estate Tax Relief program? (OPEN END WITH PRE-CODES – DO NOT 

READ) /* MULTIPLE RESPONSES PERMITTED */  
 

1) Not familiar with this program    (DO NOT READ) 

2) Over the income limit for the program   (DO NOT READ) 

3) Over the asset limit for the program    (DO NOT READ) 

4) Application process is too complicated   (DO NOT READ) 

5) Want to leave the house tax free to heirs    (DO NOT READ) 

6) Program is for low income people    (DO NOT READ) 

7) Do not want to share personal information   (DO NOT READ) 

8) Simply do not want to participate    (DO NOT READ) 

9) Stigma        (DO NOT READ) 

10) Located at the Department of Human Services  (DO NOT READ) 

11) Other /* SPECIFY */      (DO NOT READ) 

12) Don’t know        (DO NOT READ) 
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Measuring Success of RETR Program 

 

(ONLY ASK THIS SECTION OF PAST AND CURRENT PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS) 

 

13. ## IF CURRENT PARTICIPANT (C6 = C1) ## How much of an impact has 

participating in the Real Estate Tax Relief program had on your personal financial situation? 

 

1) Great impact 

2) Some impact 

3) A little impact 

4) No impact at all 

5) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

 

14. ## IF PAST PARTICIPANT (C6 = C2) ## During the time you participated in the 

Real Estate Tax Relief program, how much of an impact did the program have on your 

personal financial situation? 

 

1) Great impact 

2) Some impact 

3) A little impact 

4) No impact at all 

5) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

15. ## IF CURRENT OR PAST PARTICIPANT ## In your opinion, how much of an 

impact do you think the Real Estate Tax Relief program has on the financial situations 

of older Arlingtonians and residents of Arlington County with a permanent disability? 

 

1) Great impact 

2) Some impact 

3) A little impact 

4) No impact at all 

5) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

16. ## IF “GREAT” OR “SOME” IMPACT ON PERSONAL SITUATION (C10 = C1 

OR C2) ## In what ways did the Real Estate Tax Relief program help your financial 

situation? (OPEN END WITH PRE-CODES – DO NOT READ) /* MULTIPLE 

RESPONSES PERMITTED */  
 

1) Helped free up income for other bills  (DO NOT READ) 

2) Helped me save more money   (DO NOT READ) 

3) Provided a sense of economic security (DO NOT READ) 

4) Allowed me to stay in my home  (DO NOT READ) 

5) Lessened my stress    (DO NOT READ) 
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6) Other /* SPECIFY */    (DO NOT READ) 

7) Don’t know      (DO NOT READ) 

   

/* RANDOM ROTATE SERIES */  

 

17. ## IF CURRENT OR PAST PARTICIPANT ## Please indicate whether you strongly 

agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree with the following 

statement: 

 

 The Real Estate Tax Relief program has helped me stay in my home.  

 

1) Strongly agree 

2) Somewhat agree 

3) Somewhat disagree 

4) Strongly disagree 

5) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know  

 

18. ## IF Q6 = IF CURRENT OR PAST PARTICIPANT (C1 OR C2) ##  

Please indicate whether you strongly agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or 

strongly disagree with the following statement: 

 

The Real Estate Tax Relief program has allowed me to have enough money to pay my 

other monthly bills. 

 

1) Strongly agree 

2) Somewhat agree 

3) Somewhat disagree 

4) Strongly disagree 

5) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know  

 

18a.   */ ## IF Q13 = C1 OR C2 ## Of all your monthly bills, which expense weighs most 

heavily on you? 

 

1) Medical 

2) Groceries 

3) Utilities 

4) Mortgage 

5) Family expenditures 

6) Transportation 

7) Other /* SPECIFY */  

8) Don’t know (DO NOT READ)  

 

19. ## IF CURRENT OR PAST PARTICIPANT ## Please indicate whether you strongly 

agree, somewhat agree, somewhat disagree, or strongly disagree with the following 

statement: 
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The Real Estate Tax Relief program has provided me greater financial security and 

peace of mind.  

 

1) Strongly agree 

2) Somewhat agree 

3) Somewhat disagree 

4) Strongly disagree 

5) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know  

 

/* END SERIES */  

 

20. Other than the Real Estate Tax Relief program, what other programs or services have 

helped you or could help you remain in your home?  /* OPEN END 1 BOXES 1 REQ 

*/  

 

Measuring Success of RETR Program 

 

/* DISPLAY */ Thank you. I am now going to tell you about some potential changes to the 

Real Estate Tax Relief program.  

 

/* METRIC A */ Would you strongly support, somewhat support, neither support or oppose, 

somewhat oppose, or strongly oppose the following changes to the Real Estate Tax Relief 

program? 

1) Strongly support 

2) Somewhat support 

3) Neither support or oppose 

4) Somewhat oppose 

5) Strongly oppose 

6) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

/* RANDOM ROTATE SERIES */ /* REPEAT CODES */ 

 

21. Make it easier to qualify for the program by raising the income limit (IF ASKED: 

currently higher than $99,472) 

22. Make it easier to qualify for the program by raising the asset limit (IF ASKED: currently 

over $540,000) 

23. Allow homeowners to deduct expenses, such as medical expenses, from income in order 

to qualify 

24. Make the application and reapplication process simpler  

25. Require more documentation to participate in the program 

26. Require less documentation to participate in the program 

27.       Have the program administered by the Commissioner of the Revenue rather than the 

Department of Human Services 

28.       Make the program deferral only so that the real estate taxes would be due upon the 

transfer of the home or death of the homeowner 
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29.       Make the program exemption only 

30.       Allow homeowners to deduct liabilities/debts from asset totals in order to qualify 

31.       Exclude some or all of the income of non-owner/non-spouse relatives who reside in the 

home 

32.       Exclude some or all of the assets of non-owner/non-spouse relatives who reside in the 

home 

 

/* END SERIES */  

 

Demographics  

 

/* DISPLAY */ Thank you. I have just a few more questions for statistical purposes only. 

 

33. Other than yourself, how many people live in your household? 

 

1) 0 

2) 1 

3) 2-4 

4) 5 or more 

5) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

34. How many working adults do you have living in your household? 

 

1) 0 

2) 1 

3) 2-4 

4) 5 or more 

5) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know  

 

35. How long have you lived in Arlington County? 

1) Less than a year 

2) 1-5 years 

3) 6-10 years 

4) 11-20 years 

5) More than 20 years 

6) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

36. What kind of housing is your primary residence? 

 

1) Single family home 

2) Multi-family home like duplex 

3) Condominium 

4) Apartment 

5) Other /* SPECIFY */  

6) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 
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37. Do you have a mortgage, reverse mortgage, or home equity loan on your primary 

residence, or do you own it outright?  /* MULTIPLE RESPONSES PERMITTED */  

 

1) I have a mortgage 

2) I have a reverse mortgage 

3) I have a home equity loan 

4) I own my primary residence outright /* EXCLUSIVE */  

5) Other /* SPECIFY */ 

6) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know   /* EXCLUSIVE */  

 

38.     Which of the following best describes your employment status? 

 

1) Employed full-time 

2) Employed part-time  

3) Retired 

4) Totally and permanently disabled 

5) Homemaker or caregiver to children or parents    

6) Not currently employed  

7) Other /* SPECIFY */  

8) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

39. Are you male or female? 

 

1) Male  

2) Female 

3) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

40.      Do you consider yourself of Hispanic or Latino origin or descent? 

 

1) Yes 

2) No 

3) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

41.        What is your race? 

 

1) White 

2) African American/Black 

3) Asian 

4) Other /* SPECIFY */  

5) Hispanic / Latino 

6) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 

 

/* QRACE_STATED */ CODE RACE /* CODE */ 

 

1) ## IF QR2 = C1 ## WHITE, NON-HISPANIC 
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2) ## IF QR2 = C2 ## BLACK, NON-HISPANIC 

3) ## IF QR1 = C1 OR QR2 = C5 ## HISPANIC 

4) ## IF QR2 = C3 ## ASIAN, NON-HISPANIC 

5) ## IF QR2 = C4 OR C6 ## OTHER, NON-HISPANIC 

 

Program Qualifier 

 

42. For statistical purposes only, we need to know your total family income for 2015. Will 

you please tell me which of the following categories best represents your total family income? 

Please stop me when I read the appropriate category. 

  $20,000 or less    ## QUALIFIES ## 

1) $20,001-$40,000    ## QUALIFIES ## 

2) $40,001-$60,000    ## QUALIFIES ## 

3) $60,001-$80,000     ## QUALIFIES ## 

4) $80,001-$100,000    ## FOLLOW-UP ##   

5) $100,001-120,000 

6) $120,001-150,000 

7) $150,001+ 

8) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know/refused 

  

43. ## IF QINCOME = C5 ## Was your total family income less than $99,472 dollars for 

2015?  

  Yes, less than $99,472 

1) No, more than $99,472 

2) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know/refused 

 

/* QIncome_Coded */ Income, coded /* CODE */  

1) ## IF QIncome = C1 ## $20,000 or less   ## QUALIFIES ## 

2) ## IF QIncome = C2 ## $20,001-$40,000   ## QUALIFIES ## 

3) ## IF QIncome = C3 ## $40,001-$60,000   ## QUALIFIES ## 

4) ## IF QIncome = C4 ## $60,001-$80,000   ## QUALIFIES ## 

5) ## IF QIncome_Followup = C1 ## $80,001-$99,472 ## QUALIFIES ## 

6) ## IF QIncome_Followup = C2 ## $99,473-$100,000   

  

7) ## IF QIncome = C6 ## $100,001-120,000 

8) ## IF QIncome = C7 ## $120,001-150,000 

9) ## IF QIncome = C8 ## $150,001+ 

10) ## IF QIncome = C9 OR QIncome_Followup = C3 ## Don’t know/refused 

 

44.       And for statistical purposes only, what is the estimated value of your household’s total 

assets, including retirement funds but not including the value of your primary residence? Please 

stop me when I read the appropriate category. 

 

1) Less than $100,000  ## QUALIFIES ## 

2) $100,000-$200,000  ## QUALIFIES ## 
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3) $200,001-$300,000  ## QUALIFIES ## 

4) $300,001-$400,000  ## FOLLOWUP 1st ##  

5) $400,001-$500,000  ## QUALIFIES (DEFERMENT ONLY) 

## 
6) $500,001-$600,000  ## FOLLOWUP 2nd ## 

7) $600,001-$700,000 

8) $700,001+ 

9) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know/refused 

 

45.            Would you say the value of your household’s assets, including retirement funds but 

not including the value of your primary residence is less than $340,000?   

 

1) Yes   ## QUALIFIES ## 

2) No 

3) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know/refused 

 

46.            Would you say the value of your household’s assets, including retirement funds but 

not including the value of your primary residence is less than $540,000?   

 

1) Yes   ## QUALIFIES (DEFERMENT ONLY ## 

2) No 

3) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know/refused 

 

/* QAsset_CODED */ Assets, coded /* CODE */  

 

1) ## IF QAsset = C1 ## Less than $100,000   ## QUALIFIES ## 

2) ## IF QAsset = C2 ## $100,00-$200,000   ## QUALIFIES ## 

3) ## IF QAsset = C3 ## $200,001-$300,000   ## QUALIFIES ## 

4) ## IF QAsset_Followup_1 = C1 ## $300,001-$340,000 ## QUALIFIES ## 

5) ## IF QAsset_Followup_1 = C2 ## $340,001-$400,000 ## QUALIFIES ## 

6) ## IF QASSET = C5 ## $400,001-$500,000  ## QUALIFIES ## 

7) ## IF QASSET_Followup_2 = C1 ## $500,001-$540,000 ## QUALIFIES ## 

8) ## IF QASSET_Followup_2 = C2 ## $540,001-$600,000 

9) ## IF QAsset = C7 ## $600,001-$700,000 

10) ## IF QAsset = C8 ## $700,001+ 

11) ## IF QASSET = C9 OR QASSEt_Followup_1 = C3 OR 

QAsset_Followup_2 = C3 ## (DO NOT READ) Don’t know/refused 

 

47.        And finally, for statistical purposes only, what is the estimated value of your 

household’s total debts or liabilities, including your mortgage or home equity loan?  Please stop 

me when I read the appropriate category. 

 

1) Less than $25,000 

2) $25,001 - $50,000 

3) $50,001 - $75,000 

4) $75,001 - $100,000 
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5) $100,001 - $125,000 

6) $125,001 - $150,000 

7) $150,001 - $175,000 

8) $175,001 - $200,000 

9) $200,001+ 

10) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know/refused 

 

/* QEligible */ CODES RETR QUALIFICATION STATUS /* CODE */  

 

1) ## IF (QAge_Coded = C2-C4 OR QEmployment = C4)  AND (QIncome_Coded 

= C1-C5) AND (QAsset_Coded = C1-C7) ## Eligible for Real Estate Tax Relief 

2) ## IF ELSE ## Not currently eligible 

 

48.        Would you like to receive more information about the Real Estate Tax Relief program? 

 

1) Yes 

2) No 

3) (DO NOT READ) Don’t know 
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APPENDIX E: FOCUS GROUP DEMOGRAPHIC BREAKDOWN 
 

 A breakdown of the demographics of the focus group participants from Aug. 23, 2016 to Aug. 

25, 2016.   

 

Current and Previous Program Participants 

Gender Race Housing 

Occupancy 

Employment  Duration of 

participation  

How did 

you hear? 
Female  White  Single Family Home- 

1 occupant  

Retired  1-3 years  From property 

tax bill/ insert 

in the mail  

Female  White  Single Family Home- 

1 occupant  

Retired  7-10years  From friends 

and family  

Female  White  Condo- 1 occupant  Retired  4-6 years  From friends 

and family  

Male  White  Single Family Home- 

2 occupants 

Employed part-

time  

1-3 years  From friends 

and family  

Male  White  Town House- 1 

occupant  

Retired  N/A From a 

government 

website  

Female  White  Single Family Home- 

1 occupant  

Retried/ 

employed part-

time 

4-6 years  From friends 

and family  

Female  White  Condo- 1 occupant  Retired  7-10 years From friends 

and family  

Female  White  Condo- 1 occupant  Retired  1-3 years  N/A 

Female  White  Single Family Home- 

1 occupant  

Retired  1-3 years  From friends 

and family  

Female  White  Cottage- 1 occupant Retired  1-3 years  N/A 

Male  White  Single Family Home- 

2 occupants 

Retired  N/A N/A 

Male  White  Single Family Home- 

1 occupant  

Retired  7-10 years From property 

tax bill/ insert 

in the mail  

Male  White  Single Family Home- 

1 occupant  

Employed part-

time  

4-6 years  From property 

tax bill/ insert 

in the mail  

Female  White  Single Family Home- 

2 occupants 

Retired  N/A From property 

tax bill/ insert 

in the mail  

Female  White  Condo- 1 occupant  Employed part-

time  

7-10 years Community 

Center  

Female  White  Condo- 1 occupant  Employed full-

time 

1-3 years  From friends 

and family  
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Nonparticipants 

Gender Race Housing Occupancy  Employment 

Status  

Program 

Awareness 

How did you 

hear? 

Why don’t you participate? 

Female White  Single Family Home- 

1 occupant 

Retired  Yes  N/A I don't know if I am eligible  

Female White  Single Family Home- 

3 Occupant 

Employed part-

time 

Yes  From a 

government 

website  

Not Eligible  

Female Black Single Family Home- 

1 occupant 

Employed part-

time 

Yes  From a 

government 

website  

I don't need the assistance  

Female White  Condo- 1 Occupant  Retired  No From the focus 

group 

I don't know if I am eligible  

Male Black Single Family Home- 

2 occupants 

Retired  No  From friends 

and family  

I don't know if I am eligible  

Male  White  Single Family Home- 

1 occupant 

Retired  Yes  From property 

tax bills/ insert 

in the mail 

Haven't reached the age 

requirement  

Male White  Single Family Home- 

2 occupants 

Retired  Yes  From property 

tax bills/ insert 

in the mail 

I don't need the assistance 

Male White  Single Family House- 

2 occupants 

Retired  Yes  From COA  I don't need the assistance 

Male White  Single Family House- 

2 occupants 

Retired Yes N/A  I don’t know if I am eligible  
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APPENDIX F: FOCUS GROUP TRANSCRIPTS  
 

 

 

8.23.16 – Program Participant Focus Group 

 

Good morning. My name is Joseph Ney and I will be moderating our session this morning. 

Thank you all for taking the time to be with us and to share your insights and opinions. Before 

we get started, I want to mention a few guidelines that will influence the rest of our discussion: 

 

First, I just wanted to let you know that I am here to understand your views of the Arlington Real 

Estate Tax Relief program. I am not here to educate you about the program instead to learn about 

your experience. I’m a contractor. I am not here to sell you anything or to sway your point of 

view. I want to hear your views, positive or negative. Your comments will not affect your 

eligibility for any services or programs. I would also like to introduce my colleagues, Valarie 

Marrapodi, Ariel Brown and Monica Wright. We are recording the discussion so we can double-

check our notes afterward. The recording will be used only for reference as we write our report.  

 

 

I’d like to begin with introductions, can we go around the room and maybe tell us a bit about 

yourself. Your first name, how long you’ve been in the county, and how long you have 

participated in the program.  

 

Well hi, I am Sara. I’ve been in the county my whole life and I’ve participated in the program for 

the past seven years. This program is a life saver and I really wouldn’t be here with out it.  

 

Great—nice to meet to you Sara. Next, please Lucy?   

Hi, Lucy and Charles Spencer. Um, we’re both retired. We’ve been in Arlington County for 

about 30 years. We were in the program for two years, but we aren’t anymore. We do not really 

need the money anymore.  

And then I think we just failed to reapply, because of the entirety of the process and we didn't 

really need the money that badly.  

OK, great. Would love to come back to you on that and probe a little further, but thank you for 

the introduction. Please.  

 

And then I think we just failed to reapply, because of the entirety of the process and we didn't 

really need the money that badly.  

OK, great. Would love to come back to you on that and probe a little further, but thank you for 

the introduction. Please.  
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I'm Margaret, and I actually lived in Arlington since I was born in 1943, except when I was away 

at school and there-- I've lived here consistently since 1968. I have lived in Arlington since 1974, 

and I have participated in first the homeowner's grant program, which was the predecessor to the 

tax relief thing. So I had-- think I had three or four years, however long it was, under the grant 

program that segued into the relief program and this-- I'm on my third year now before I have to 

go through the--  

Great. More on that to come.  

Proctology exam or whatever it is.  

[LAUGHTER]  

OK. More coming, please. Next, Enid?  

I'm Enid White, and I originally came here from California in 1943 during the war, and then I 

left here in '53, and I didn't come back until '83. And I've been here since. And I'm living in my 

aunt's home. I have the-- through the will, I have the right to live there until I die.  

And program, how did you--  

In your program, I've been here in this program since 2006, I think. '05 or '06, I'm not sure.  

Yeah. Great. Thank you. Please.  

Walt Macham, I first came to Arlington I think in '62, but then was overseas for several years 

back in '67, and I've been in the program five years.  

OK. Great. Thank you. Please.  

I'm Bill Goodwin. I moved to Arlington in 1979. I was away a couple years. I bought the house 

I'm living in in 1998, so I've been there ever since. I was on that grant program first, and then 

I've been on this tax relief program since I turned 65, which was eight years ago.  

Great. So the first question I'd like to probe-- and please, whoever is ready with an answer, just 

jump into the conversation. What immediately interested you in the real estate tax relief 

program?  

Well, it's an opportunity to help you out, because of your expenses of living in this area.  

OK, others?  

I have a fixed income, so this is one of the reasons why I’m in the program. Don't have enough 

money.  



 

Reingold     Arlington County DHS RETR Program      

   Telephone Survey and Focus Group Findings Report   

 

 

37 

Yep. Sure. Any other thoughts, or there's a lot of the same thoughts?  

You ever see The Godfather Part II?  

Sure.  

At the end, the Hyman Roth character's coming back from Miami, and they're going to 

assassinate him in the airport. And at first they say, are you really a mafiosi? And he said, I'm 

just an old pensioner living on a fixed income.  

[LAUGHTER]  

OK. Got it. Now if you think back-- and Enid, you can remember this-- but for others, was there 

something in particular that you saw or heard about the program that made you investigative it, 

or that convinced you--  

This program, or all the programs?  

Let's start with just the tax relief program.  

This is an unusual program. They don't have it all over the United States. This is in an unusual 

city. It has a wonderful group of things that you can do as you get older. But even as you're 

young, you can have exercise programs, all kinds of festivities, especially for the young, 

especially. Now I see an awful lot happening for the elderly, which is good.  

And for this program, was there something in particular that sparked you?  

This program is an outstanding program.  

Actually--  

I second that.  

--Fairfax has it, too.  

Well, yes, but second to us. I think Arlington beats Fairfax.  

So others, on just finding out about the program, or what immediately sparked you? A particular-

- was it a referral? Did you see something at a library? What?  

I found out from a neighbor who was helping her mother that lives in the same court where I do, 

and she is very efficient about tracking things like this. And then I-- because I'm condo board 

president, I'm in a position where I'm aware of certain people who have needs, and I've helped at 

least three reach out for--  
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To investigate the program. And so as you were doing that, was that a one-to-one conversation, 

or a phone call, or did you--  

One-to-one conversation with the co-owner and the resident and the mother, the aunt-- one case 

was an aunt, and then another one was an elderly neighbor.  

OK. How about others? Please, Lucy.  

I think I read about it in the local paper.  

OK.  

Arlington is pretty good about announcing things, letting people-- citizens know what is 

available.  

The newspaper that used to--  

Yeah, they do send out that--  

The Sun-Gazette. I don't think it was called Sun-Gazette. Anyway, the local paper.  

Citizen, or something.  

And the county puts out one called the Citizen. Is that why you--  

It was publications. Yes, publications.  

Was that the same for you, Charles, or different?  

No, I think we first heard of it by word of mouth from friends. And I think what attracted me at 

first was probably we'll need the money. Let's find out how this works, because we love 

Arlington. We love Washington. We don't want to move to a less expensive area. We want to 

stay here, but we're not sure what's going to happen in our finances.  

Right, right. OK, let me move on and ask about communication from the county with regard to 

the program or to current participants. How often do you hear either about the program or your 

involvement in the program?  

Well, you see it when your-- any of your tax bills.  

OK, so would that be-- how often a year?  

Twice a year.  

OK.  
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I have to pay taxes on my garage spot, so at least twice a year.  

OK, twice a year? Is that the same for everybody?  

You mean how often do we hear about this?  

Yeah.  

When it's time to renew.  

So once a year or twice a year. And let me ask about the considerations that you-- each of you, 

from different perspectives, may have taken into mind when you looked at the decision of 

exemption versus deferral. So as you're starting the program, what was your thought process 

around, do I apply for exemption, or do I apply for deferral? Or was there a thought process?  

It depends on whether you're qualified for the exemption or--  

[LAUGH] You're crazy.  

So for each individual, from your perspective, what was your thought process?  

I qualified for the exemption, so that's what I applied for. Some of the others-- one of the others 

that I worked with ended up being a deferral, but the other two were also exemptions.  

OK. Others? Did you think about it at all?  

I have a granddaughter living with me. I took her in when she was 16 because she was in a bad 

position. So I've been raising her, and she's 28 now. But it's now affecting the amount of money 

that I have. So, I mean, what she makes, she doesn't give me anything. I pay for everything. And 

what she makes is hers. And you know these young folks.  

So was that a consideration as you looked at the--  

And I'm kind of hurting, because that puts me in the deferral.  

Yeah, OK. So that actually prompted you to choose a different-- and did that change partway 

through?  

Well, it changed this last year.  

The last cycle. OK.  

I've forgotten the rules. Are you implying now that her income has to be counted as part of the 

household and it puts you in a different category?  
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Yeah, because the household is taken care of by me. Everything.  

Right, so it seemed a little unfair.  

Well, she was a student at one time, and so I didn't expect her to, but now she's grown and she's 

active and going places and doing things, so she doesn't contribute to the household.  

Want to come back to that point in a minute, but first, as you were looking at the choice of what 

to apply for, did you feel like you had enough information to make an educated choice? As you 

were filling out the--  

I thought Arlington-- because I have a friend, actually, who applied for the one in Fairfax. And 

the one in Fairfax is much more complex-- convoluted, not complex. Convoluted. And I thought 

that Arlington's was very specific and clear.  

OK. So you did have enough information and it was clear to follow.  

Right, and more recently, I was working with the niece of the aunt that lives near me, and the 

whole thing was-- I found a line that I hadn't seen anywhere before, which was that it had to be 

their principal residence, excepting if they were in a nursing home, which applied in this case. 

And that made such a huge difference. And that was only in the one spot I saw that. It wasn't--  

So that part wasn't as clear as it might have been.  

No. I hadn't seen that elsewhere, and I had to point it out to the office, you know, as, like, oh.  

OK, others? Was it-- did you have enough information?  

This is what they give out. Comes every year with your check, and it's pretty clear about what it 

is you can and cannot do. Have you left that question about exemption or deferral?  

No, we'll come back to that in detail.  

OK. So this is-- my point is this is pretty good.  

Anybody have a dissenting opinion, or-- thank you. Or any other--  

I just wonder if the form has changed in, say, seven years. Has it been the same for a long time? 

Because I remember when we filled it out the first time, that it was rather confusing, and asked 

for things that I found difficult to locate, and things like that.  

That's what I'd be most interested in. What was difficult about it, or--  

I can't remember what it was, but I remember we had to really go through lots of papers to get 

the answers to things, because we had never done it. And then the second year, of course it was a 
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little easier, because we knew what we were doing. But it was really complex at first, for-- I don't 

know about other people, but--  

Was that in reference to some of the calculations? You hadn't looked at a particular way--  

No, well, in total, yes, but finding the information that they wanted, which was not easy-- as I 

recall it wasn't easily described. I mean, you could have information and one person calls it one 

kind of information, another person-- So that was confusing to me, and I was doing the filling 

out. One time you may have filled out, one time.  

OK. Great. Thank you.  

I would like to add to that. Yes. It was Janet Welch Parson.  

[LAUGHTER]  

We all know Janet, right? She wanted to know where this money had gone to. Well, I'd spent it. 

And I don't know if she had a personal vendetta against me, but it was never pointed out that that 

would be part of the application process. Now, this is after I'd been there several years. When I 

moved, I really-- I just messed her all up, and me too. But there were some things missing, and I 

think it's much too rigorous, and it's really none of her business where I spend my money.  

And this is-- if I-- just to make sure we have it correctly, follow-on, so after you had joined, after 

you'd participated for a while, sort of checking back on.  

Right. Things got a little more personal. Personal, and intrusive.  

Intrusive is the right word.  

Intrusive is the right word, yeah.  

OK. Great.  

This is-- let me clear this up. This was, like, when you were reapplying after the three years? In 

other words, you make your first application, and then every three years you have to file the 

same papers over again. So it was the second time around or the first time around?  

No, it wasn't the first time around. No, it's sort of like, that's kind of, OK, pretty routine. But the 

longer you're in it, it seems to be more severe to actually get acceptance.  

I've had the same problem. One year, I had-- it was $60, and I had reported on my income tax. 

Some guy-- I'd done a job for some guy and he paid me. And I report on income tax, and then I 

didn't-- I failed to mention it in the form. So she saw it on the tax term, and she didn't see it in the 

form. She called me up and wanted to know where the $60 came from.  
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I said, well, this guy paid me $60 for a job and-- she said, and you reported that on your income 

tax? I said yeah, I did. And she said, if you're that honest, you're not going to have any problem 

qualifying for this program.  

But then I came back the last time, and I had-- when my father died, my sister and I inherited an 

annuity, which at the time I had and I reported. This was in the last go-around. And I reported it.  

And then the next time, three years later, I reported it again, and she called me up. She wanted to 

know, in a long list of questions, what happened to that annuity? Because I had it then and I don't 

have it now. Well, OK, that's a legitimate question if you're doing an FBI investigation of 

somebody's background. But they don't take you on your word that what you have is what you've 

got. They do-- I mean; she is so thorough. She picked up that $60 and she wanted to know where 

that annuity went. You know, three years later, I got rid of the annuity. I didn't have it. You 

know, so what? I mean--  

Similar experience. Very meticulous. And we're talking about peanuts, really.  

That's right. And you have to go through-- you have to file all of your bank statements, all of 

your investment statements, everything. I mean, it's like pulling out everything you own and 

submitting.  

I want to come back to a couple of those points as we move forward--  

You submit it under oath and they don't trust you.  

OK. So a quick yes or no, if I can just go around, and then a follow-on to the yes or no. So, yes 

or no question is when you initially applied, were you aware that the program was provided by 

Arlington County? Just a yes or no.  

So yes, yes, yes, yes, yes. So no no's. Everybody was aware that it was from the county. OK.  

Then the follow-on question is-- actually two. Do you feel like the county has been successful-- 

the goal of the program is to enable Arlington seniors to stay in their home. So has the county 

been successful-- if that's the goal of the program, has the county been successful with your 

individual experience?  

Well, how would we know?  

For you.  

Oh, for me.  

Has it been successful? Has it helped you stay in your home?  

Yeah, I wouldn't be here without it.   
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Right.  

Yeah.  

OK, so everybody-- for you, it has been successful?  

No.  

Charles.  

With our income and assets, $6,000 or $7,000 a year property tax. We got exemption or relief of 

about $300, and it didn't seem worth it. And if our experience were general, I doubt if it made a 

difference to a lot of people. But perhaps it did for people who are not quite as well off.  

Yep. Great.  

Well, you wonder if as time goes on-- we're wondering, as time goes on, if as taxes go up and 

everything else goes up, if this kind of program is still going to be here, would we qualify? I 

mean, if you're sitting in a house that you've owned since 1964, the appreciation is astronomical. 

So they look at how much your house is worth. Are they gonna say, well, your house is worth 

this, why don't you sell it and move somewhere else and not ask us for money?  

Move to Florida.  

So that-- if that's going to happen down the road--  

But at least they don't include the value of the real estate that you live in.  

And they also used to not-- I don't know, it was with the grant thing, that you didn't have to 

include your IRAs as part of your assets. And then they changed that, which is pretty drastic.  

You do include it now?  

Oh, yes.  

Because we haven't applied in several years. That's crucial.  

So one other, then, follow-up on that is, if you were describing this program-- as you had, 

Margaret-- to friends or others in your sphere of influence, what do you say about it? How do 

you potentially interest them?  

I ask them if they're aware of the program, and that this is a godsend for people in our situation. 

And many, many of them-- I saw a statistic somewhere in something that came around, maybe 

one of the Arlington County board meetings, that only x number of people-- I mean, it was like, 

in like, three digits compared to the number of people who are eligible, the pool of eligible 
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people, you know, actually are partaking in this. So I worry that because so few are taking part, 

relatively, that this is what's making the board say, well, it's just a few people, so, you know, 

we'll just get rid of it, or we'll change it, you know, instead of really the underside of all the 

people that, like, the aunt in this situation. She was being not in any position to be aware of any 

of this, any of this. And so for years, you know, money that could have been used for her benefit 

was lost.  

And I don't know how-- obviously everyone here is completely compos mentis, is up on 

everything, you know, but there are people that really need this program to give them just better 

food, you know? In her case, it would have been better food or taxis to go, you know, to a 

doctor. And I was horrified when I came across this situation, you know? So I don't quite-- the 

disconnect between those of us who stay up on this and know about it and are aggressive, 

proactive, about that, versus the ones who just--  

Yeah. And it's beyond them.  

What would others say in that situation, if you found somebody who might qualify and you 

wanted to let them know about it? How would you do it?  

You mean personally?  

Yeah.  

You just tell them.  

Tell them what?  

Give them one of these things. I've done that for several people.  

OK, give them the form, or tell them what exactly?  

Tell them how to get information. Those who are literate, computer literate, it's on the county 

website. If not, I'd dig out one of these and give it to them.  

I haven't looked at the form or the brochure lately, but it would be helpful if it has a number to 

call for a pool of volunteers who would assist people in assessing their own situation and filling 

out the application.    

I think it's a great idea. Like, we have volunteers at tax time, the people who have done taxes and 

things like-- simple stuff that can go in, and they can help them get their papers organized so that 

then they can apply.  

Because your target population has a wide range of abilities.  
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Let's talk about that application process. How was it for you? Did you mail in your forms? What 

did you do as you were sort of pulling everything together? We had several different points in 

time, but I'm interested to hear--  

I felt like I was preparing a government grant for a billion dollars.  

[LAUGHTER]  

Can you describe it a little bit for us?  

Well, I'm very careful about these things, and I read each line, and then I went, and my papers 

are very organized, and pulled out the documents. And even then, you know, I have this strange 

thing with a very small, quote, "trust fund," unquote, that gives me about $125 a month. But 

because it has this big figure attached to it-- and I had to go to the bank so that they could say, 

according to the terms of the trust, she can never touch the corpus. Only the interest. And that 

took letter and letter and letter--  

So the process was a little arduous.  

--and affidavits and going back to people who knew my mother that could attest to this. I mean, 

really. It's as bad as trying to be buried at Arlington now.  

[LAUGHTER]  

Did family members help you? I'm curious from other people's perspectives. How did you 

process the paperwork?  

The lady at the county, she helped.  

OK, was that over the phone?  

Was that Janet or was that somebody else? Janet?  

And I would take her the papers.  

OK, so you went and saw her in person.  

And she would have to get them duplicated, because I don't have a duplicator. And so I do that 

every three years, and I'm exhausted when I do that. And I have trouble walking, and she's on the 

third floor. And you got to park. That new facility is--  

It's every kind of barrier. You know, for someone--  

It makes it difficult.  
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--that's physically challenged, about getting there, and finding the papers, and many of us keep 

them in the basement in a special place, or something. That means having to go down the stairs, 

pull everything out, you know.  

I used to be a lawyer in my youth, and this is the most detailed application I've ever seen. There 

is a presumption from the beginning that you are going to cheat, and they're going to catch you. 

There's a presumption that you are guilty to start with, and then they are going to prove it.  

And this amount of paperwork-- I mean, I'm organized and I have it on computer, so I can-- and I 

know what I'm doing, and I can draw this out. And it takes me two days to fill out that 

application every year. It is insane how much detail there is. And the form-- I was going to bring 

it over here. The form itself has got the column for income and a column for whatever it is, 

assets and liabilities. And it's got about 60 or 70 items on it. You know, I mean, it is very, very 

detailed of what you owe and what your income is and what your assets are.  

And OK, that's fine. But then after you fill that out, you've got to go and submit documentations 

for every single line. If there's a line for a bank account, you've got to have the statement for 

December 31 of the previous year. If it's an investment account, you've got to have the statement 

for December 31 of last year.  

Now, I've had a problem there, because some of my-- I have one brokerage account that I 

inherited, and it doesn't give you those kinds of statements. And what do you do? I mean, you 

know? What do you do? And so you're going to get a call or a letter.  

And this past time, it was my third time, third, and I got a letter from Janet Welch with about 15 

questions, questioning these items on here. You know, well, you don't have a back-up for this, 

and what happened to that, and what happened to this? I thought OK, look. I gave you the 

information. I gave you the forms. I signed my name on it. That is enough. If you can't figure it 

out, that's enough.  

There are times when the document had been submitted and the information was on the 

document that was submitted.  

You've got the dang documents there. Look at it, lady, and see what's there. Don't bug me. I've 

already spent two days filling out this insanely complex and detailed form, and then she calls me 

up with these nitpicking questions about this stuff.  

So two days for you. Walt, how about for you? The length of time, or the process.  

Oh, at least that.  

At least two days?  

Digging up, you know, the data. I mean, how much interest you got on a life insurance policy, 

you know, for a couple thousand bucks.  
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Enid, I just want a quick time frame on filling out the form.  

I do get a couple calls from her, and I have to deal with it. And I usually get her the paperwork 

and send it, or else I have to go over there. And going over there is quite a problem for me. I 

wish they would do something about making it easier for us, but I don't see any way that they 

can.  

We'll talk about that a little further in a moment, but if you had to put a time frame on the total, 

you know, between your in-person visit--  

Oh, two or three weeks, yeah, in order to get everything straightened out.  

Off and on.  

Yeah.  

Yeah.  

I would say.  

I'd say that.  

I would say the same thing-- two to three weeks, off and on. Not eight hours a day, but--  

Right, sure.  

Oh, I've got to go find this thing. Then you spend five hours looking for just that one thing.  

 [LAUGHTER] That's right.  

OK, that's helpful. Charles and Lucy, can you remember from when you were participating?  

I remember feeling like it really wasn't worth it. What could I do without to not have to go 

through this? And we didn't apply again partly because we did figure out that we didn't have to 

have it, but the other was, it was just too complex. They ask too many questions. They want to 

know too much about you. And they should-- if they're into economics and so forth, they should 

be able to figure out, like, putting things together and coming up with what they need.  

Yeah, OK. And for you, Sarah?  

I don't know. I've spent a lot of time that I'd rather be doing something else. It seems to me 

there's a question when they call to poll you on what your thoughts were, and do you think it 

should continue to be monitored by the county or the Tax Department? I thought, you know, 

those people ought to-- they don't have time to waste. They ought to do a better job.  
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And who was that?  

Well, I don't know the exactly person.  

Oh, yeah, I got that, too.  

The Tax Department.  

You know what I mean?  

So for you, having it run through the Tax Department would be preferable?  

Rather than this Janet--  

Because it might mean fewer questions.  

That's what I'm thinking, that they're going to say, OK, show me what it is. You show them, and 

that's it.  

Tax auditors-- I deal with audits for two non-profits every year, and, you know, the paper trail 

that you have to have for that doesn't mean that you have to have a sociological explanation for 

why that number is on there. You know, it's just a number.  

So is it-- you have the same impression. It would be less hassle or less of a process--  

It would be less intrusive, you know, as why do you have life insurance? Or, you're single, what 

do you need this for? I mean, it's-  

More objective, and just a numbers-based calculation.  

I mean, it's-- you know, because it boils down to the number crunching, not why you spend it or 

don't, or do or do not. You know, is--  

Well, I'd also like to point out that someone told me her story and Janet Welch was very wrong, 

and-- it's a long, involved thing. So she went above her, and I don't know who that person is. I've 

never talked to them. But she said-- and it turned out that Janet was wrong. So you go through all 

this hassle, and you're not really sure that she-- I mean, she should know what she's doing, but 

she makes mistakes.  

I'm interested is this question of who could administer the program.  

Let me throw something in before you go. What happens sometimes is that Janet's in the 

Department of Human Services, and you've got the Tax Department. Now, she does her approval 

of it and sends it to the Tax Department. Then the Tax Department gives you a waiver on your 

taxes. They send you this form.  



 

Reingold     Arlington County DHS RETR Program      

   Telephone Survey and Focus Group Findings Report   

 

 

49 

The problem I've had is that Janet doesn't give this information in time for the tax people. One 

year the tax people sent the tax bill to my mortgage company, and the mortgage company then 

raised my mortgage to cover the tax bill. And then this paper comes in from Janet to the tax 

department, late, and then I had to spend a week sorting all that crap out.  

And the last thing-- I mean, on this point-- OK, you may not need the money. For me, it's worth 

$5,724-- $5,724 a year. That's what I save by not having to pay taxes. And that's the difference in 

my living in Arlington and not living in Arlington.  

Big difference.  

But how can you do that if you qualify for the maximum that you can have, money?  

I don't.  

Let's defer that.  

I'm poor.  

Let's defer that item for a moment. I want to get everybody else's impression on this. Who could 

administer the program? Would it be better, for instance, to have the Department of Taxation 

administering it?  

Since it is a tax relief program, one would think that the qualifications for it would be 

administered there. I understand why it comes through the social aspect of trying to-- and so 

maybe it's not bipartisan, but bi, you know, a thing where there's both. So there's somebody there 

who's a specialist, you know, but if the numbers don't add up, they think that this person is going 

to be on the street all they want. And, you know, that's not going to-- I think it's the bottom line 

is the number-- are the numbers.  

Any others? Are there other concerns around who the program is run by, or--  

No opinion.  

I think she's done a really good job, even though she does bother the heck out of you. No, she 

does. She'll check and double-check. She's not going to trust everything, because I make 

mistakes. Other people make mistakes, so she's going to catch you out, if you make a mistake. 

And you have to correct it. That's all.  

But the burden is on you, and when I discuss something with her over the phone, and it's very 

clear what I said, and she said, yeah, I get it. And then I get this letter that says, blah, blah, blah, 

where is it?  

Because she wants a paper trail. You know, and alas, I get that lately.  
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What-- we've talked about the initial process and what you went through there. What about the 

re-certification process? A couple of people have mentioned it was just as bad. So how was it 

just as bad?  

Well, you got to do the same thing all over again. There is no easy way out. It's only that you'd 

have at least a couple years for free, but then you're going to start all over again.  

Is that the general feeling for everyone, or anybody have a different feeling?  

In the in-between years they send you a letter and ask if any changes. And you say yes or no. It's 

a one-page thing.  

And is that a regular communication like that?  

Once a year, yeah.  

Otherwise you apply, and then for the next two years you get a letter asking if you had anything, 

any changes, and you say no, and send it back. And then on the third year, you have to resubmit 

the entire application again with all of the back-up material, and that's what we're all griping 

about-- [? taking ?] so much time.  

OK. And you had mentioned, Bill, the program essentially means the difference between living 

in Arlington or not, for you. For others, I'd like to hear the benefit or the meaning that comes 

from the program. Charles and Lucy, you sort of mentioned it didn't really provide much benefit 

for you, but for others, what has it allowed for?  

It allows you to stay in the county. It's the difference between staying here and not. OK, others?  

Me, too. Me, too.  

It allowed me to have some much-needed dental work.  

Although we're here now, we're here to see how it is, because in the future, situations change. So 

we're here to find out if it's still viable, and could it help us in the future, because things change.  

I tell you, this is an affordable housing program. It's run by the Tax Department and the 

Department of Human Services, but it is in effect an affordable housing program. It's just like the 

county building apartments for low-income and moderate-income people. There is no difference 

in my mind at all. This is a way to keep us moderate and low income people in our homes, and 

there's no difference at all in the policy objectives of that and building apartments that have 

affordable units in them. It's all the same and it should be treated the same. And therefore you 

can do it in the Tax Department or you can do it in whatever, but in my opinion, should be done 

by the Tax Department. It is a tax issue.  

That's an excellent point that should be publicized. That's an excellent point.  
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And it should be publicized. It should be part of the affordable housing plan of the county, and 

promoted as an affordable housing-- part of the affordable housing plan for this county.  

In just a couple minutes I want to take a break and let everybody either stretch your legs or use 

the facilities. But do you-- is there any particular information, before we go to a break, that you 

wish you knew before you applied, now that you have been in the program or participated in the 

program?  

Well, yes. That thing about if you-- god forbid you close a bank account three years ago, and I 

don't keep a bunch of, to me, unimportant papers. That's over and done with. Then you've got to 

somehow get that back from the bank, and--  

And they don't want to give it to you anyway.  

No, no.  

And they charge you a $20, a $35 fee to go fetch it off the microfiche.  

And so that's not clear in the application process, that you must document whenever you close 

something, or whatever you--  

Yeah, that happened to me. I closed out a little account at Burke & Herbert. Where did it come 

from? Oh, yeah.  

Charles?  

No.  

I like the idea of them helping us with when something goes wrong in your house, and you have 

a huge bill to pay in order to stay in your house.  

Like a home repairs bill?  

Yeah. I need help, and I don't know where to go get it. I don't have any particular one that can 

come help me. Right now I've got a bird's nest sitting on top of the telephone wires, and I don't 

know what's going to happen there. That means I have to go up there and shake that bird's nest 

out of-- or else, if I climb that ladder, boy, I'm going to be in trouble.  

You don't climb that ladder.  

No, you don't.  

[LAUGHTER]  

I do climb that ladder if I--  
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Call the fire department.  

No, you call the telephone company. They'll send someone. I hope.  

Any other thoughts on what you would like to have known before you applied, thinking about 

everything that's in the process, or-- anything else?  

Well, I think it should be clear that this is an intensive investigation. I don't know how you 

announce that without--  

[LAUGHTER]  

Nobody would apply.  

But somehow you should know.  

I don't think that's in here anywhere.  

OK. Great. We had a great first half of the conversation. Please feel free to use the facilities, grab 

a beverage. We'll start again in about five minutes.  

Bill, may I see your flier? May I see that?  

Yeah, it says, what kind of documentation of income do you require? A copy of your federal 

income tax form, and all attachments for the applicant and all relatives living in the home. Attach 

all W-2s and 1099s, proof of all income, both earned and unearned income is required. Earned 

income includes benefits such as Social Security, annuities, civil service annuities, veterans' 

benefits, inheritance, and financial contributions from friends and family.  

And it still hasn't talked about the records of your bank account.  

And it doesn't say you got to submit all of those.  

That's what I see is the barrier. It's an invisible barrier. It's a self-screening. Is that the right 

word? It's screening out people who are not a lawyer, who are not doing what you're doing at 

Burke & Herbert like me.   

That has them all, you know, down-- and I think that it's-- what's the word? Self-screening. Self-

selecting. That was the word I was looking for.  

To some extent.  

And when we go back into session, maybe I'll mention that, because it would be very interesting 

to see how many of the people who are actually benefiting from the program are people who, 

like all of us, have all our marbles, you know, and who can do that.  
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Well, you can always call your daughter to come from California and stay for a week and put it 

together for you.  

[LAUGHTER]  

That would be very helpful, to have some sort of assistance in their office to help out.  

I think people think, well, everybody has a scanner at home. Everybody has a copy machine. 

Everybody has these amenities. 

Hi everybody.  

Fax.  

Yeah, and fax, I haven't had a fax in 20, 15 years.  

I've never had a fax.  

I used to have a fax.  

If you have any of the new modern, like, files or phone lines, you cannot run a fax machine over 

the internet phone line. So they're all-- unless you've got an old-fashioned copper wire coming in 

your house, like old-fashioned Ma Bell, you can't use the fax machine.  

I don't do-- I gave up faxes and I scan stuff.  

You know, this is all politics, because-- and I keep up with Arlington now. And then these 

people who live in North Arlington, they got nothing better to do all day then complain about the 

government spending money. They killed our streetcar over here.  

I was in a board meeting when it happened.  

Says here, four-person household, all right, limits are-- there's a $99,472 here. That's the top 

limit.  

How much?  

$99,472. So they've all jumped on this, oh, we're giving the tax exempt to people who make 

$100,000 a year. Well, that's not entirely true, because that entitles you to a 25% exemption, not 

a full exemption. But they've seized on this $99,000 thing, and that's for a four-person household. 

That's four people living in a household, $25,000 apiece. You know, but they get a hold of this, 

and they make this political problem on it.  

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  
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I used to live in Arlington part of Fairlington.  

Oh, did you really?  

Yeah, the one little triangle. Seven of the nine are--  

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

Well, I think it's ageism. I think they want to do all these new schools and, you know, I'm 

certainly pro-education, but when you look at what they've put into these schools, it's pretty 

amazing. And I think, OK, is it the young people or is it the old folks? Who are we supporting 

the most? That's my theory.  

Well, I am in favor of if you don't have children in school, you don't pay property tax. If you've 

got children in school, you pay property tax. Well, why-- I have never had children. So why 

should I pay to educate your children?  

For the better good of all.  

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

That's one of the great premises of public school education in America.  

But you keep building these-- where did the children come from? That's another question. Where 

are all these children coming from?  

It's interesting. When I moved into Arlington, it was the World War II generation above me, and 

I got to know some fabulous people. And then as they died off, and there were no children, none. 

And so they closed the Arlington school and made it into a community center. And now they 

need to build—Arlington school is being completely redone because there are all these little kids, 

you know?  

No, because they can't buy half-million-dollar townhouses.  

OK, so we're going to jump into the--  

So now they need the community center back as a school.  

So we'll jump into the second half of our discussion. And the first area-- this came up a couple 

times, and I said just hold on, hold your ideas. I'd love to get a really in-depth probe from your 

perspective of how the county could make this program better, whether it's the program itself, the 

eligibility requirements, communications around the program, or any other aspect. Let's take a 

deep thought and really think through, from your perspective, what could be better about it, for 

you? Whoever's ready. Margaret.  
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Because of the experience I've been having with these various people, I wonder if a more 

proactive-- either public speaking, or representatives going around and talking to condo boards 

and HOAs, asking them to put it in the newsletters that are literally dropped through the door, 

you know, and they look at it to find out what's happening with my neighbor next door. Might be 

a way to let people-- and do it in such a way, it says do you have-- three questions. Do you have 

assets less than this, income less than this? Check this out. So it's right, you know, right there.  

And then the second thing is to have assistance, even if it's voluntary, working to help people 

gather the paperwork. You're going to need this. OK, what you need-- now where do you keep 

that? Is that in a paper bag in the basement, or is it on your computer? Where do you keep your 

back bank statement? Oh, I don't-- I don't know. And sort all that out, so that then because there 

are privacy issues, almost like HIPAA, you know, with volunteers doing this sort of stuff, so that 

then maybe once the papers are all in line, then somebody who's an employee-- before Janet 

Welch gets to review it.  

It's just there to help people complete the paper, you know, actually put the numbers on there and 

make sure, because then that would mean that Janet wasn't in this business of sending back long 

lists of questions, because they don't submit it until all those questions are answered. You know, 

but there's somebody who's your advocate, like a patient advocate in a hospital, that I worked 

with. So that's one of the things I think about.  

So the Commission on Aging, I don't know what do they do. I mean, could they be involved in 

that kind of direct advocacy?  

That's a good idea. That's a really good idea.  

From your perspective, what would be helpful if they were?  

Well, I second that. I think there are a lot of people, obviously, out there that are just too 

befuddled or whatever, just too exhausted to try to go through this process. If somebody would 

help-- first of all, do an outreach so that everybody that should be getting it does. That man 

across the hall from me, lawyer, and doesn't need the program at all, but he sent out a memo, or 

not a memo. I guess he was going to put it in the newsletter and put something on the board.  

Just on that thought, how else-- so certainly it could be made available to those organizations 

who have newsletters and who are willing--  

And it would be good to send them, here's language to put in. Don't leave it up to the individual 

condos to try to figure out what to say. Here's language we would appreciate your putting in. 

There's also the Fairlington Community Association, which goes out once a month, and I think 

maybe that would be the umbrella, as well as on the websites. I think Fairlington because that's 

where I live, and it's a massive, you know, complex.  

It's not just condos. It's people who own their homes--  
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And then they're on their own.  

--and community associates all over. 

Yeah. Community associations. Yeah.  

So how else, Sarah, could we get the word out?  

Churches?  

Yeah, any, quote, "charitable" type of organization. By the way, Rebuilding for America, or 

whatever that is, offers a wonderful service. And I don't have a phone number, but you could ask 

at the community center, because they've had some presentations, and they will come to your 

house and do all the things you're talking about.  

Rebuilding Together.  

Yeah. Rebuilding Together.  

Do you? It's wonderful. Oh, they're just wonderful.  

Yeah, it used to be Christmas in April.  

It's called rebuilding.  

Rebuilding Together.  

Other ideas on how we can-- let's just focus on that first one for a moment. Get the word out to 

those who might qualify for the program or could benefit.  

I think what Bill suggested, that it's affordable housing, somehow it needs to be put in with 

Arlington's push for affordable housing, which I think is excellent. And I know the man who 

started all of that, and I'm going to talk to him because you said that, about including this 

program in affordable housing.  

And where would that message, if it were folded into the overall program, where would that 

come out? Where would be most beneficial?  

I think they do things in papers and they have meetings, and they go around to citizens' 

associations and churches and so forth. And it could be in-- within their message, and it would 

go out, and brochures are great. I mean, affordable housing has a brochure. Does it?  

I don't know.  

I don't know, but anyway--  
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It ought to be on paper.  

Yeah, on paper.  

Not on-- don't go to some website. You're dealing with old folks here. Excuse me.  

You're right.  

And I have a question. Can I just ask a quick-- OK, is this, like, an approach to increase 

participation, or to eliminate this whole thing?  

It's all from your perspective. So if you wanted to potentially increase participation, what would 

you recommend?  

And then-- well, and then what would happen to the budgets? I mean, if there's all of a sudden 

100% increase in participation, eligible people, then what? And they say um um.  

It means the people in North Arlington got to pay more. My heart bleeds.  

We can go a long way down a road if we add up too many different sort of variables. But what 

I'm really interested in is your perspective, and so if you're in support of the program, what 

would you do to let people know about it? We've heard some good ideas. Are there any others? 

Charles?  

Yeah, I think in the tax office itself, everything's computerized anyway. They could easily sort 

out all taxpayers of a certain age and above, regardless of income or anything, get this paragraph 

in their annual tax assessment. There's a paragraph that says, by the way, if this is a burden on 

you, there is a tax relief program. Contact so-and-so.  

I think that's an excellent idea, because that's affirmatively reaching out, rather than just seeing, 

we'll see if you qualify. This is saying, you might qualify.  

Now just to get into some details around that, a few of you mentioned in your worksheet the 

notice that comes in your property tax bill in the mail, so where would you envision that 

paragraph going?  

That's what I'm suggesting. I didn't know it was already being done. Does the notice come for 

those who are already in the program?  

Yes.    

Time to renew?  

Let me ask, for the people who filled out that on your worksheet, the mention of the property tax 

bill placement. How does it arrive for you, or what was your experience around that?  
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In your tax bill.  

Yeah.  

OK, as an enclosure. Yeah, OK, then that covers my suggestion.  

But I want to probe deeper, though.  

But that's too late, you see. That's too late.  

OK, yeah. What about the timing of that?  

That's too late. When you get your tax bill that's in May or somewhere in the middle of the early 

spring. OK, the tax assessments come out in January. That's when this-- that's when the notice 

should come out.  

So instead of how to appeal-- you know, there's a page that says how to appeal your tax 

assessment. That ought to be part of how to appeal, how to be exempt.  

And then put this in there. Put a copy with every assessment.  

For those who had that particular note on the tax bill statement that does arrive, what about it for 

you stood out, because for you it did? For others, it has not.  

In my assessment, under the income and asset limits, and it says one or two persons household. I 

would like them to lift or raise the amount for the full exemption. That's my personal request.  

So that's-- and we'll have a whole discussion on that particular question, but that's one 

recommendation for the program is to raise the income limit.  

Yes, because--  

That would make more people available.  

--the cost of living has gone up. The cost of everything has gone up. So why don't they raise that-

-  

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

Let's hold on that, because we'll have a whole discussion on just that issue. But in terms of the 

notice itself, Enid, when you noticed, were you one of the three who had mentioned that the tax 

bill insertion, the mailer, was one-- the way you'd heard about the program?  

That was Lucy, Willy, and Walter. You all mentioned that in your--  
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Sorry, OK. So Lucy and Walter, then, and Willy?  

Willy.  

Me.  

Bill. OK, sorry.  

[LAUGHTER]  

Your code name. So when you noticed it, what was it about it that you noticed? I'd like to just 

make sure we understand that.  

That you saw the-- you were educated about the program through that notice, that tax 

assessment--  

Brochure?  

No, it was the property tax bill insert in the mail.  

Oh, yeah.  

So was there anything that stood out to you?  

Did I say that? I don't remember, because-- that's funny. I was on the grant program before, and 

that was a long time ago. And then the grant-- when you're on the grant program, then they tell 

you, OK, you're 65 now. You can go to this other program. So that was-- but how I found out 

about the grant program, that was 10 or 12 years ago, I don't know.  

OK. Others, Lucy or Walter?  

I don't think I said anything about that, because I didn't notice this tax bill. That's not my quote.  

OK, Walter, any recollections of the mailer? The insert that comes with the tax bill? What about 

it stood out, or how you noticed?  

I just read it, and, you know, nothing-- I'm used to it by now.  

So maybe let me ask the question from the other perspective.  

Are you talking about the tax bill or the tax assessment?  

I'm talking about the mailer that has the bill with the notice about potential relief. So let me turn 

the question around and ask what could we do to make it stand out that you or others would 

notice it when it comes?  
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Well, I don't get a bill now.  

I think you're right about the tax assessment.  

Two things here, as I said before. The tax bill comes on April 27, 2016. That's the tax bill. That 

is too late to apply for an exemption. Now, your property tax assessment comes in January. 

That's the time to be notified that you can apply, because the application has to come well before 

this April 27.  

And we have that suggestion. Are there other suggestions about the notice itself that would help 

people take note of it, or understand a little more?  

Perhaps a bright color, perhaps a picture, a visual, some sort of language.  

Large type.  

[LAUGHTER]  

Large type, OK.  

I don't think the brochure is very catching, when you look at it the first time. I think they need to 

look for rewording.  

And to be clear, this is one item, but this doesn't necessarily go into everybody's tax bill, when 

they receive it.  

It does not.  

So I'd like any suggestions. And   to put words in your mouth, so I'm trying to ask in a way that 

you can give me what, from your perspective, would stand out. But-- and I unfortunately don't 

have a sample of it. If I recall, the mailer insert has a paragraph or a half page of information 

that's written out in type that describes the program and says, for more information, you can 

either call or go on the web to find out.  

"Real estate tax relief," that goes in my mind and right out. If it said "tax relief for your house," I 

would really understand that, because "real estate" in this area, "real estate" is developers and 

this and that and the other thing. And it's beyond your own home, so put "home" in there, tax 

relief or something for your own house.  

Or something like, "you might be eligible not to pay any tax." And then I would read it.  

Yep, exact-- that's a great-- that's a proactive, positive thing, rather than--  

This is bureaucratic.  
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Yeah, it is.  

Raises the question--  

That's exactly the type of insight we're hoping to capture.  

It's not attractive. It's just blah. It's gray like old people's hair. Put some color in there.  

And again, this is a brochure on-- what I'm mentioning now is just that insert, the language that 

comes-- and perhaps it hasn't stood out at all because even for those of you who had indicated on 

your worksheet, doesn't sound like that was really standing out for you. So language, color, are 

there other items that would help us?  

Just marketing. Go hire a marketing consultant for a few days and they'll put it together.  

$150,000 should redo the brochure.  

[LAUGHTER]  

OK, let's move on to the question that Enid brought up, which is if you wanted to-- again, if the 

goal of this program is for Arlington to help seniors stay in their homes, what would you do to 

increase participation?  

Make it easier.  

And how? How would you make it-- you had mentioned raising the asset--  

I'd bring attention to the-- to raising the full exemption. Most of the people here are either one or 

two people in the home.  

And so would it be--  

And so when you raise the-- for the full exemption, it makes it a little bit easier, financially. 

You've got medical bills. You've got doctor bills. You've got drugs. You've got-- you know.  

I'd like to get specific and look at sort of the line items in that list. So let me just mention-- I'll go 

through the whole list, and I'd love to hear from you your perspectives on each of them. So one 

of the options is to increase the income limit, to make it easier for people to qualify. Everybody 

has an understanding of that one? OK, we'll come back to your perspectives on which of these 

you would rate highest, or which you feel is most important. Another is to increase the asset 

limit. So different than income--  

That also you could raise.  
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Another is to just make the application and re-application processes easier. We talked a little bit 

about that. But I want to get a sense of ranking among all these choices. A fourth is to allow 

homeowners to deduct expenses, like medical expenses or others, from their income.  

What about house repair?  

Yep, could be house repair as well. A fifth would be just to require less documentation to 

participate in the program. And then either side of the coin here, we could have making the 

program exemption-only, or making the program deferral-only. Those could be suggestions 

about--  

That's a political question. This is what this stuffs all about.  

Yeah. This is what this is all about.  

OK. We'll come to that. Allow homeowners to deduct liabilities or debts from their asset total in 

order to qualify. And then finally, to exclude some or all of the assets of non-owners, non-spouse 

relatives who reside in the home--  

It's very important.  

--like you talked about, when you have maybe different incomes or different members--  

How about we make this simple? OK? This is a tax question. Every year we file a tax return, a 

state tax return, and the county gets our federal return, and the county gets our state return. How 

about we use the adjusted gross income or the taxable income off our tax return? Just don't 

bother with all this crap. Just take your AGI, or your taxable income off your tax returns, which 

the county already has, and then you-- that's it. That simplifies the whole thing. And you may 

want to throw in some more deductions for what-- the kind of expense you're talking about.  

So, Bill, to make sure I understand your idea, your top-ranked recommendation to make the 

program have broader participation would be to simplify it by just using adjusted gross income 

as the eligibility criterion.  

Well, I mean, what do you mean by you're going to have broader participation? Now, a lot of 

people don't know about it, right? That's part of it, is getting the word out. So what's the rest of 

it? I mean, we're all sucking up, man. We want our $5,000.  

Broad eligibility, I think he means.  

How do we do the eligibility?  

So let me go back to that statement. If it's Arlington County-- if the purpose of the program is-- 

from Arlington County, is to allow seniors to stay in their homes longer, what would be your 

recommendation, knowing the program as you do, to increase participation and make it more-- 
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let's call it more successful, because that's the goal of the program is to allow Arlingtonians to 

stay in their homes longer. So it could be any combination of those things. It could be one that 

stands out to you.  

We've talked about getting the word out better. We've talked about eligibility requirements. And 

we've talked about the process of the application itself. Those are three sort of large buckets of 

activities. What would be the top thing for you to allow the program to have greater 

participation?  

Don't screw with it.  

So leave it as is.  

Don't change. For me, personally. I mean, I fall in the full exemption for income and asset. Now, 

if you leave it like it is, I'm going to be fine until I'm 105.  

OK. That's great. I'd love to move on and get other's perspectives. So for you it's not messing up-

-  

I get a letter and it says, has there been any significant change in your income, or something like 

that. I say no, didn't win the lottery. And hopefully that means that I'll have the exemption and 

not have to go through the rigmarole of filling out all the detailed stuff again.  

But Bill, when you narrow it down, eligibility, to just AGI, which I understand, do you mean to 

exclude assets? Because they have to ask that, don't they?  

They got to ask that. They got to know what you got. But I'm talking about your income level. 

Right now, you've got about 50 lines on one side to report your info, why not just take it off your 

dang tax return. I mean, come on. Give me a break.  

I looked it up this morning before I came. It only took me 15 seconds to look at last year's tax 

return and see AGI.  

The question I'm most interested in is from your perspective, what would be the number one 

recommendation about making sure the county better addresses the needs of older Arlingtonians 

and Arlingtonians with disabilities, in terms of staying in their home longer through this 

program? So we heard Bill's answer. I'd love to get from each of you, what would be the number 

one thing that would make the biggest difference?  

It seems to me to be almost a sociological situation, rather than just economics. A lot of the 

questions that they're asking and what people are talking about now is not just money, but how 

we are looked at if we apply.  

OK, so what could we do about that that would make it--  
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Well, make it a business thing instead of a lack of trust.  

And can you give me an example on that?  

No, I can't, but I've heard all of these people talk about dealing with the person they have to deal 

with. I haven't had that experience, but if I did, I would feel the same way they do, that it's a little 

bit too personal. Why are you doing this? You know, let's make it like the IRS, which sends you 

a form and you fill it in.  

OK, no. I have a good feel for that. So others, what would be your recommendation about how 

the program could be more successful?  

Greater awareness of it, through churches, HOAs, condos, through well-placed news stories. 

Patricia Sullivan at the Washington Post now covers Arlington, Alexandria, you know. She's 

really good reporter. But to what you were just saying, I think that office has a Medicaid 

perspective.  

Yes.  

And what do you mean by that?  

Income cutoff.  

You know, that you're probably lying. You're probably hiding something, instead of the people 

that are applying for this are people who've worked very hard every day of their life, and have 

paid umpty-ump taxes that pays their salary in there. Janet's salary is paid by our taxes, which, 

you know. But there's still this-- and I can understand, people, you know, when you work in that 

sort of thing, you hear all kinds of stories, and you get taken for a ride, and people do that.  

But it's what I call a Medicaid filter, that you must be lying. You must be hiding something 

somewhere. Until I can prove that you aren't, you know, it's a suspicious thing. And that's why 

the intrusiveness, you know.  

So we heard first from you making it more broadly known, increasing the awareness. And then 

second, to make sure I understand the recommendation, it sounded a little bit like what Lucy was 

saying in the change the documentation requirements or the relationship around the 

documentation to be a more business type of relationship than a personal investigation.  

Because we're tax relief. That's sounding like welfare.  

OK, so is there a different word that you would use for the program?  

Yeah, tax exemption. Exemption.  

OK.  
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There's a stigma attached to anything in this country that you apply for dealing with money. That 

if you're asking for something, why? What is it that you're asking for? You didn't manage right? 

That's always the thing. So if you need help, then you didn't manage your money right. So there's 

a stigma to apply for money.  

Would the change that Margaret suggested address that, in your mind?  

It would help.  

Tax exemption program. OK. Charles, please.  

I think one of the most effective strategies for expanding participation among those eligible is 

access to real assistance in preparation.  

OK, so for you, making it easier or having assistance would broaden participation and allow 

more people to benefit from the program.  

Yeah. I think there are probably a lot of people seeing the notices that the existence of the 

program, and just saying, god, I've got to go through this whole thing before I even know if I'm 

going to benefit.  

And the form itself is impossible. I mean, I sit there with the smallest fine-point thing. I can't-- 

because you can't use a computer. And I'm sitting there trying to put the numbers in small 

enough, you know, that they-- I mean, it's asinine.  

It is.  

The actual space on the form--  

Right. It's ludicrous.  

OK.  

It ought to be able to be filled in on a computer.  

We've heard from Bill, from Charles, from Lucy, from Margaret with specific ideas and 

recommendations. I'd like to make sure we also hear from Sarah, from Enid, from Walter. From 

your perspective, what would be the number one thing that you would do to broaden 

participation or to make the program more effective in its goal?  

Well, I think Charles' idea is excellent. I'd go along with that.  

Assistance in filling out the program? Or the documentation.  
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Letting people get some help to do it. Right now, I'm having difficulty with my memory, and I'm 

83. So you can imagine somebody in their 70s that are just beginning to fill this out and they 

need the help. And they have this great big thing that they got to deal with. Well, you know very 

well it's going to be difficult.  

And they're the very people who need it the most, probably more than any of us in this room.  

Yeah. Sarah, what would be the number one thing--  

Well, I guess I'm so resentful that I can't think--  

What would help you get over your resentment?  

[LAUGHTER]  

Well, all the ideas are very good. And I guess just-- you know, they're not going to put ads on the 

TV, but that's what most people are doing, is watching the TV. I don't know what the cheap way 

to do it is.  

But it sounds like the getting the word out would be--  

Yeah, and there's been some-- we've been over this, but there's some very good suggestions.  

OK. Walter?  

Well, I can-- you know, I agree with what's already been said. I mean, assistance and--  

Would you prioritize assistance over getting the word out?  

That's part of it. Assistance in getting the word out.  

But if you had to choose one or the other, which would you-- what would you feel-- which 

would you feel is more effective in broadening participation?  

Getting the word out.  

OK. And then I want to come back to the first two questions within that, in terms of increasing 

the income limits or increasing the asset limit. Do you feel that those limits, where they are now, 

are appropriate, given the goal of the program? Or that-- I heard a couple times mentioned the 

inflation or, you know, some other factors, that they should be-- whatever the level is. We can't 

go into the detail of that now, but that they should be updated or raised given today's economy.  

Well, if you've got two people in the house with an income-- I have a very low income. But she's 

making money.  
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So in that instance, it might not be necessarily a raise in the overall income limit, but accounting 

for the different incomes within the household.  

That shouldn't even come into it.  

OK. How about others?  

The primary homeowner should be the one whose income-- you know, if you're taking care of a 

young person who is either related or not related, once they're 21, they should have to stand on 

their own, and it shouldn't be counted. Their income shouldn't be counted, because that's a 

completely voluntary thing. Under 21, maybe, but if you've got somebody who stays there in 

return for going to the grocery for you, doing something like that, you know, that's irrelevant.  

So accounting for the household income more appropriately.  

Right.  

But that has nothing to do with the income that goes out.  

How about for others? Asset or income limits, should they be raised? Should they stay where 

they are?  

There should be at least a floating CPI, you know, attached to whatever the-- we use that in 

setting our budget for the condo, you know? It's just taking what the current consumer price 

index is.  

So that would be an adjustment every year.  

Yeah, because that takes into account inflation, sort of. And maybe there's then a way, because 

everybody would be eligible for Social Security, that there ought to be a way to factor in the 

delta between the CPI and the raise for Social Security.  

So there's the total property assessment. What's the value of the property in the county? If that 

goes up 5%, then maybe these should be raised 5%. Because if you go by CPI and those things 

the government is using with their-- you know they're cheating on it. You get 1% or something 

on your Social Security. You know they're cheating on it.  

OK, but if you took the total tax valuation, and that's been-- that went down. Now, it went down 

during the recession. Now it's going back up again. So maybe factor that in too, is what's the-- 

you know, because we're paying on the value of these houses as they are now, not when we 

bought them.  

Average increase of actual tax liability.  
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Or base my tax on when I bought it for $198,000. Let me pay tax on that for the rest of my life. 

Not $600,000.  

We have one more issue that I want to get to before we close, and I want to make sure we get 

everybody's kind of particular recommendation on the asset and income limit. Whatever the 

method is, or whatever the tie is, I'd just like to get from each of you whether you feel the asset 

limit should be increased or stay the same or be taken down, if that was your thought, or the 

income limit should be increased, stay the same, or be taken down. So if we could just go around 

the room quickly on that. Start with Sarah.  

I oppose.  

Take the asset and income limit off? OK. Lucy?  

Same.  

Same thing.  

I do not have any idea what the limits are right now, and I won't say increase, but I would like to 

say if it's in the back of anybody's mind, there do have to be limits. That's one thing that's wrong 

with a lot of our taxation programs in government and so forth, is that people who don't need it 

are getting it, as well as those of us who do need it.  

Do you have the actual amount from memory? I don't want to give the wrong number.  

It's $540,000? Something. I just--  

I thought it was $430,000?  

Did you see it? The thing that he just sent--  

Three.  

OK. I'm sorry. What's--  

It's 350.  

So, the annual household income limit is $99,472, and the household assets, excluding the value 

of your Arlington home, are below $340,000. Those are for the full 50% or 25% exemptions. 

And then homeowners within the income guidelines who have assets over $340,000 but below 

$540,000 can defer. So just so everybody has those numbers handy. Does that change any of 

your-- OK, so both of you, and for you, does it change any of your opinion on those?  

No.  



 

Reingold     Arlington County DHS RETR Program      

   Telephone Survey and Focus Group Findings Report   

 

 

69 

OK, so-- and to be clear, raising the limit means it's easier for people to participate. OK, so for 

you, Charles, you had said, no, no recommendation on raising the limit right now. OK. 

Margaret?  

Yeah, increasing both.  

Increasing both. OK.  

Me, too.  

And increasing both. Thank you. Walter?  

Increasing both.  

Increasing both. Bill?  

Especially assets. I have a neighbor across the street, and she has a low income, but she's got 

more assets. So she doesn't qualify for this program.  

In addition to her house.  

In addition to her house.  

OK. Thank you. Last question for-- major issue question for participation is relating this to other 

programs or services that have been useful to you, or maybe have helped you stay in your home. 

Have you participated? Are you aware of them, even other counties? What are they? How do 

they compare? Are there things we can learn from those, or anything that would transfer?  

Well, that Rebuilding Together, actually, they're out of Fairfax, I think, aren't they?  

No, it covers all of northern Virginia. There's a separate organization. It's called Fairfax and Ours  

Rebuilding Together?  

Together.  

Rebuilding Together is Arlington and Falls Church.  

I don't know.  

I tried to look it up, but there's no internet connection in this room.  

And so how did you find out about them? Maybe, Charles, you've had the experience with them.  

I've been volunteering with them for 20 years through a church. I don't remember how.  
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Well, they came to the community center.   

They came here to the center?  

I'm not sure if it was this one, but--  

But a community center?  

Yeah, maybe Langston-Brown. I don't know.  

OK.  

So if you're a member of the-- or if you subscribe to the, what, 55 plus little magazine, it would 

indicate in there. And that's another place that we should put something about this program in 

there.  

Would you repeat the question, please?  

Any related programs, services, that have either helped you or helped you stay in your homes, 

that we can learn from, that we-- that maybe the way they do things, or where you heard about 

them, or how the programs work, how the benefits work, would be beneficial. Earlier we 

mentioned Fairfax, you know. Is there something that they're doing that Arlington doesn't do, or-

-  

They have people-- because a girlfriend of mine applied, and they have people volunteer and 

helped her figure out all the paperwork.  

OK. Great. That's a great example. Other thoughts like that? Charles?  

Private organization that some of us know about called Arlington Neighborhood Village, ANV. 

You join for almost nothing per year.  

Well, it's $500.  

That ain't nothing.  

[LAUGHTER]  

We have a different opinion of $500.  

And volunteers screened by the organization before they go in anyone's home will answer-- they 

will send somebody to help you with everything from driving to the doctor to helping you figure 

out your taxes or something.  

OK, so maybe they could be involved in helping.  
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Or they might train some people to be involved in this.  

Sure. And was there anything particularly effective about that organization that might help this 

program? Again, where you heard about it, or how it works, anything like that?  

It's countywide. They advertise. They have a website. They have a regular newsletter that 

anybody can access on the web, and so forth. They do publicity very well.  

So communications might be something. OK, others? Other programs that Arlington can learn 

from, or anything that we can incorporate as a benefit or an improvement?  

Arlington Red Top Cab has a senior citizen rate, and a help for people, like if you needed to get 

to the doctor and you couldn't drive. Arlington has a special rate for senior citizens.  

Oh, I didn't know that.  

See? I wasn't even aware of that.  

It's very, very good.  

And so how could that be incorporated, or what could be learned from that?  

Well, and send out notices about where you can get help. You can get transportation help 

through Arlington Red Top Cab.  

OK.  

But not necessarily relevant to this program.  

Right.  

Well, not the high taxes, but people need to know that. You didn't know that.  

People need to know that you can pay $50 a year at Virginia Hospital Center and park free as 

many times in that year as you go.  

If you're 65. 55. 65?  

I don't know.  

Anyway, $40, and we go frequently, and we--  

Could you-- maybe if we take that idea and kind of bundle it into the here's a package of 

programs and benefits that may be of interest to older Arlingtonians.  
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That would be a great idea.  

And that leads me to say-- this just came to me. You know, when you go to first register for 

Social Security and/or Medicare, you know, you'll be able to get a package like that that's handed 

to you. Not AARP stuff, you know, but that's local stuff to Arlington County, when you go over. 

And it should be done statewide by county. And it's real easy, because you have to go in and sign 

those papers, and when you're done and she says here's your receipt, she can hand you a packet.   

Does the county have an office for seniors in the program?  

Yes, it does. I've never contacted them, but--  

What are they doing?  

Agency on Aging. I don't know, but they're very--  

A lot of referrals to private organizations.  

Bus schedules-- stuff like that.  

OK, we have four minutes left. The last thing I'd love to do is to get any piece of advice, any 

closing thought or advice that you'd like to leave with us as we compile our thoughts for 

Arlington and pass on your perspectives.  

Somehow you have to let people know that it's not a stigma to ask for help.  

OK. Great.  

I think remove politics from this whole issue.  

I concur. Yeah.  

How would you suggest doing that?  

Good luck.  

I don't know. How do you do that?  

That mean partisan politics?  

Yes.  

I didn't know it was.  

This is a political issue. That's why we're here.  
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Let's get advice and recommendations, closing thoughts, on what would--  

In all publicity to Arlington property owners, homeowners, I would like to see it lead with, hey, 

our senior citizens are one of Arlington's most valuable assets. What a treasure of experience and 

information and knowledge and analysis. We want you to stay here. Here's one of the things that 

will help you stay in Arlington.  

And Arlington-- and to follow up on what he's saying, you know, Arlington is almost unique in 

America--  

Yes, it is.  

--because of-- I mean, my parents were here during the war. There's still the generation-- like, 

you came here during the war. I was born during the war. And they've stayed here. I mean, 

they're the ones who integrated the schools here. You know, they're still with us, and Martha 

Jane Miller, who's 103 now, you know, who was the first teacher in an integrated school.  

It's the Arlington way. And I have the feeling that we're losing the Arlington way in this political 

tick-tock that's going back and forth. Because ultimately, if you were to add up however much, 

you know, the deferrals add up to or the exemptions, it is less than the contracts for the school 

gymnasiums, you know, that are being built various places like that. And so this idea of 

recapturing at the end, you know, when the house is sold, recapturing all the deferrals and 

everything like that, is-- it's just bogus.  

Is that your recommendation then, is leave out that idea of the recapturing the value?  

Absolutely.  

OK. Enid?  

Love that idea.  

So waive the deferment, the actual-- the realization of the deferment.  

When it's waived, it's done. It's not, oh, well, we've changed policy now, and now we've decided 

we're going to recapture this. No. Baloney.  

Walter?  

I'll go along with that.  

OK.  

Can't argue with that. I think, listening to this, we've got somebody-- you're talking about the 

Medicaid view. That's the welfare view of this program, because this program is in the 
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Department of Human Services. This is a tax program. It should be in the Tax Department, 

because the Tax Department is in touch twice a year with everybody in the county. The 

Department of Human Services is not. They have a very specific, limited clientele. So get it out 

of that department, put it in the Tax Department, and then you solve the notification issue, or 

you've taken a big step toward solving the notification issue. And then the Tax Department 

already has a lot of the information, so we can cut down on how much you need to submit every 

year.  

And Janet's sitting there with her pencil adding it up to see if it adds up.  

Thank you so much for--  

One proviso, and that is the Tax Department, they try to raise as much tax as possible, right, so. 

I'm kind of putting it at cross-purposes.  

So thank you so much for your participation. That's exactly what we're hoping to capture.  

Good job.  

Really great facilitation.  

Thank you so much.  

Very good. You done a traffic job.   

Great to hear your perspectives.  

You're very clever at staying on topic.  

You're very, very good.  

You've been trained very well.  

Right on target.  

Oh my goodness.  

Everyone see Ariel on your way out.  

Yes.  

Well, I know old folks need the help, don't they?  

Yeah.  
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Have a good day. Thank you so much for coming.  

Thank you. Yeah. The coffee just lasted until the end.  

Thank you.  

 [INTERPOSING VOICES]  

Thank you.  

Thank you so much for coming.  

Pleasure to meet you. Take care.  

Oh, thank you so much. Thank you. I guess I have to go to Target now 

Thank you.  

Thank you.  

Nice conference. Thank you.  

Thank you. Do you need any help with anything for a ride or getting out?  

No. I am fine.   

OK. Thank you, Walter.  

Thank you. Take care.  

Thanks.  

 

 

8.24.16 – Program Participant Focus Group 

 

I did as much as I could in person. And she was so, not only efficient but kind, really nice. Let 

her-- Let her keep it I think she's really nice. She's really a good person. So I feel very strongly 

that it should stay just where it is. I don't know if any of you--  

 

It's interesting because the office of the treasury has been-- they've been wonderful for me. I've 

had a particular issue that will come up here. And they're just hanging in with me, holding my 

hand. Carla called me over Christmas to make sure I was OK about every other day.  

 

It's nice to hear but I'm really, I'm a real Janet fan.  
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You know I love, I love Janet too. I have worked a lot with Janet over the years. And there's a 

paw, there's just two sides to every issue I guess. The first side is that the state of Virginia only 

provides the tax information to the treasurer’s office so Janet,  

 

as a result, every three or four years you have to fill in that stack of paperwork because they don't 

get the automatic access that the treasurer would. If this was still a Frank Leary administration, 

I'd say keep it exactly where it is and don't even do anything with it.  

 

OK, you have to--  

 

But Carla de la Pava is a very different person and she's-- she's a delight.  

 

You have to submit your copy of your tax. OK, my favorite is the question that asks, you know 

we're filling this out in March or April, how much money did you have on hand on the first of 

January? I'm always tempted to write $27.36. Who knows.  

 

[LAUGHTER]  

 

Less the tax.  

 

Yeah well-- I guess the thing is that--  

 

But I think it's fair.  

 

A lot of the, it's fair, but a lot of the information is already available to other departments 

electronically. And if Arlington County would only share among the various departments we 

wouldn't have to fill out all those papers.  

 

So maybe that is the answer.  

 

Is that an administrative change? That's not illegal I'm sure is it?  

 

No, it really isn't. It really isn't.  

 

That's a great recommendation we're going to poll that.  

 

You just gotta trust me Janet cause that's who I've dealt with.  

 

My hats off to Janet Welch.  

 

I beg your pardon.  

 

I said, my hats off to Janet Welch.  

 

And she's just lovely. And I have sent friends there who had some difficulties and she was so 
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helpful, really nice.  

 

I don't know how she gets it done. She's the only one there. And she gets a stack of the stuff. 

How she goes through them all I will never know.  

 

If there is a problem she calls. She really is on top of it.  

 

In this day and age, there is something to be said about that human connection still. To really 

have someone to talk to, to help you. Where it's just not a process or a business transaction.  

 

I'm really glad there's only one office in Arlington County that I've found that lacking, 

everyplace else has been wonderful. It's the big attraction for staying here. That you get the 

benefit of a small town. You call someone up and say, Carla, it's happening again, you know, 

help.  

 

That's really nice.  

 

A thing that's good. I hope we can go through some of the administrative changes that would 

make, if it stayed with Janet, that would make Janet's job a lot easier. Because the calendaring of 

it, the volume of paperwork, the amount of double checking that she needs to do, all hits at like 

the wrong time. The wrong time for our tax calendar. The wrong time for the county's tax 

calendar. To get the information processed in time to know whether someone's going to have to 

pay their taxes in May or not. The calendar is completely off. And if there was a simplified 

application process with verification afterwards. Maybe a--  

 

I think they can do that. I think you apply, and then after you file the taxes you can do the 

paperwork for it.  

 

But you only have to submit the paperwork every four years.  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

A complete set.  

 

Right yes.  

 

And then every year, every year after, you fill in the one page form.  

 

I do it every three years. I don't know how you guys--  

 

Well, I mean, technically-- it's technically you fill it out the first time then three years later 

you've got to fill-- you've got to fill it out again. That's where the rule--  

 

I think it's only fair.  

 

That's right.  
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However, this year I got the paper and it says, is it going to be the same as last year? I knew it 

wasn't going to be but it was tax time. And then I had, the house got flooded and I couldn't come 

back and get myself together to reapply cause they-- what I was eligible for.  

 

I thought I had gotten a form and it said to submit the form but you have to fill out the details by 

x date.  

 

Well I did that but I didn't have my taxes back to say, no I'm eligible for a higher exemption. 

And then the flooding.  

 

[Start of focus group] 

 

All really great points and I'm so excited to have you here because, number one it makes me look 

smart because some of these that you're talking about I've already put the questions down on the 

paper. So that's great. That makes me feel good about being prepared. So first of all, my name is 

Valerie Marrapodi. I am an independent contractor. I do not work for the county. They have 

contracted with us, an independent market research firm, to have this focus group and to talk to 

you all. I'm not here to educate you about this program. I know very little about the program 

actually and that's intentional.  

 

And I want to hear about your experiences. You all are participants of this program so we want 

to hear from you. Your comments today are unfiltered. Do not filter yourself for-- by any means. 

I want to hear the good. I want to hear the bad. I have two of my colleagues here that they both 

work at the same agency that I do and that's Ariel and in the back you have Monica. Monica has 

her computer out because she's taking notes and we are recording this.  

 

I'm so sorry.  

 

Hi, no come on in hi. And we're recording it just because we can't type literally as fast as you all 

are going to talk. And that informs our report that we're going to deliver back to Arlington 

County so that we don't miss quote or we don't mistake someone's perspectives. Then we're 

going to delete the recording. So that's just what happens with that. Thank you for coming, 

what's your name?  

 

Jack  

 

Jack, great, thank you for being here.  

 

Sorry for being late.  

 

No don't worry at all. I'm late for everything. I just want to let you know I do not work for the 

county. I work for an independent market research company. So you're views today, I really 

want you to hear posit-- I want to hear positive and negative OK? That's just the one thing you 

missed.  
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I don't work for the county either so.  

 

Super, super well none of us here. I've also got some ground rules for today. You can see them 

on the board. I'm not going to go through them. It just helps me move the conversation. I've got 

you all for a great 90 minutes, that's till 11:30. And we are going to take a little bit of a break 

right around 11:00 o'clock. So we can get the restroom and you can stop hearing my voice for 

just a quick minute. But I am going to keep moving the conversation along. I'm going to make 

sure I hear from the quiet people. I'm going to hear from the loud people. I'm going to hear from 

everybody today. And then I have notes in front of me. These are questions that are going to 

keep the conversation going. So if I do read at anytime that's because I'm getting back to my 

questions or I'm moving along to another one.  

 

So first of all, I want to make sure everyone fills out the survey, the questionnaire in front of 

them. And then we're going to collect them in just a minutes because I'm going to spend a 

moment going over one of the questions with you all. But first, I want to hear from you. I'm 

going to start here and I'd like to hear your first name, how long you've lived in the county, and 

how long you participated in the program. So just those three quick nuggets of information.  

 

John, I've lived in the county off and on for 40 years. Came here in the military to begin with. 

I've been in the program for three years.  

 

Three OK.  

 

I'm Catherine I came to the county when I graduated from college in jingoistic 1958 and I lived 

mostly in Arlington, definitely after my marriage in 1964. I got involved in the program, my 

husband did and he died seven years ago and that's when I had to take it over. So I'm saying 

seven years because before then I never touched it. So I didn't have to initially apply, I just had 

to-- that's why I was so grateful to Janet Welch who was so very nice when I had to take it over.  

 

Super, great.  

 

Ah, I'm Ann and I've been in Arlington off and on for my entire life. I've been in this program 

two years.  

 

Great, super.  

 

I'm Francis, I've been in Arlington for 32 years, that's hard to believe. And I've been in the 

program either four or five years, I can't remember exactly when I tumbled to the fact that it was 

available.  

 

Super.  

 

I'm Martha and I've lived here for 38 years and I've been in the program for, I can't remember 

either, six or seven years.  

 

Super, thank you. I'm Jack, I've lived here in Arlington in '67 for one year while I was at the 



 

Reingold     Arlington County DHS RETR Program      

   Telephone Survey and Focus Group Findings Report   

 

 

80 

university. I moved back in '72 and I've gone nowhere since.  

 

And how long have you been in the program?  

 

I think it's about five or six years.  

 

OK, super, OK Joanne.  

 

I'm Joanne, oh I've lived in Arlington County since the mid '60's. I don't remember exactly when 

I got into the tax program.  

 

Couple years ago?  

 

Probably.  

 

OK  

 

I'm Sandy and I've lived in Arlington for a little over 50 years and I've been in the program for 

one.  

 

One year, OK so relatively new.  

 

My name is Jill, Julia formerly, Jill all the time. And I've lived here since '76. That's when I 

bought my home.  

 

And how long have you been in the program?  

 

Four years.  

 

Four, OK. Excellent, all right thank you. That helps give me some context.  

 

So first we're going to talk about communication and awareness. How did you hear about this 

program? Let's start there.  

 

Back to the tax bill.  

 

Back to tax bill OK. Anybody else, how'd you hear about this program? From your friend?  

 

Yes.  

 

For me it was entirely serendipitous. A friend happened to mention it and I said, what? there's a 

program. I would not have known about it otherwise.  

 

Super. How many people heard it from friends? Do you want to raise your hands. Great, one, 

two, three, four, five. Anyone else hear from any other places.  
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I think I heard about it from my tax preparer. But I'm not sure, I really can't remember. But it was 

after my mother died and I had limited income and I had retired so.  

 

Yeah so maybe your tax filer, tax provider.  

 

Yeah I think that's what happened. 

 

I'm not certain but I would imagine going over the Arlington government page.  

 

The government page, the website?  

 

Just read that pretty carefully and I think I found it there.  

 

The website?  

 

Yeah  

 

Really OK great super. Joanne?  

 

Unfortunately I do not remember how I found out about it. Somehow got my hands on the 

paperwork, filled it out, sent it in, and it's gone out of my head.  

 

That's fine. You-- you got some paperwork in your hands, great. Excellent and Sandy did you tell 

me how you--  

 

Yeah the tax bill.  

 

The tax bill. OK great, super. What immediately interested you in this program? I mean it's kind 

of a silly question but tell me, tell me what interested you? I think to me it's the fact that 

Arlington county really cares about it's senior citizens.  

 

OK great.  

 

I have friends who were friends when they lived here. Of course they've moved out of the area 

and they do not have this type of support.  

 

OK, that's great that's super.  

 

I was amazed at the generosity. because I've been on-- I tried to search for my brother-in-law in 

Spotsylvania County who had a stroke and you have to be totally disabled.  

 

Really OK.  

 

Plus the income was going up. Then it's quite a bit higher.  

 

So it was interesting that you didn't have to be disabled to get the service and the second part 
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was?  

 

The income in Spotsylvania County, even for the total disability I think was like $5,500.  

 

Great, super. What interested you Jill?  

 

The commitment to affordable housing for the people who built the community. Even if the taxes 

are going up at such a high rate. I bought my house for 56 and there's these incredible whatevers, 

estimates on it. But at the same time, the house is falling apart so there's that financial 

commitment to stay in place. That is an extraordinary burden too.  

 

Could I mention something?  

 

Yeah  

 

When you said your house was falling apart, I've been in mine 22 years, my neighbor twisted my 

arm for four months to call a group called Rebuilding Fairfax or Rebuilding Together. I filled out 

the papers. They came to my house, super nice people. About a month later at about 6:00 in the 

morning one Saturday 25 angels descended on my house.  

 

You're kidding.  

 

They cut down trees, did the whole yard, they rebuilt a back workroom were the walls had fallen 

down, they took my little deck apart, put it together, painted, right now they're doing roofing 

work.  

 

You're kidding.  

 

They charge nothing. Rebuilding Together.  

 

And that's great because one of my questions, I'm jumping ahead, is going to be other programs 

that you're involved with so I want to come back to that. We're going to explore groups like that. 

So I want you all to think about that. There's other groups you know, but let's table that for now 

and let's go back to what immediately interested you in the program.  

 

What immediately interested me in the program is that it gives me the option of paying now or 

paying late. I mean ultimately the taxes. But for the part that's excused. The remainder of them 

are deferred. So it's just that when the money that my home is worth becomes money instead of a 

roof over my head then it'll be much easier for my family to make good my bills for all these 

years. And so the county arguably they're out interest, they're out immediate use, and so on. But-

- but some of it's going to come back around to them, which I think is a very just and appropriate 

approach to the gift of looking out for us who need some help to stay in the community. I mean 

some need, some are fine. I mean I have a friend who takes full use of this program, saves every 

penny she gets, lives in poverty, and travels eight months of the year. She's all over the world all 

the time and I'm thinking, Mary do you really think that you ought to be.  
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But it enables her.  

 

But it enables her to do that. And you know, if it lets me make some choices that just ease up 

some things here and there. I'd be all right if I had to pay the taxes. But I'm more all right without 

having to pay them immediately and then there are people simply can't pay up. And theirs is 

excused year after year. And so I think there are a lot of different people who have a lot of 

different issues around it. And some of my issues are concerned questions that I don't have 

answers to such as what are wealthier people in the county paying for us to have this advantage? 

You know what-- where's the balance? I mean yet the Arlington has an ongoing, never ending, 

problem with affordable housing. They can-- cannot build it or will not build fast enough for and 

so people who work in Arlington can't afford to live here. It's those of us who have had our home 

since the beginning of time who can afford to live here and yet maybe not anymore if the price-- 

if the price of the renovations and the taxes and everything go through the roof. So that all of 

those issues that revolve around not only program participants, but also the rest of the county 

who are-- who are supporting the program. I mean I don't I don't have definitive answers to a lot 

of the questions I might ask.  

 

It's OK and you don't need and we're not looking for answers. We're not going to set policy here 

either right.  

 

Thank God those days are over.  

 

I like Francis' point about easing up the tension around choices that face seniors. And for me, I'm 

single, my god children one of them lives here and I'm a substitute teacher. Because I'm retired, I 

don't have to do it five days a week. And I enjoy that and I'm in the shopping mall and kids are 

going Miss Jill, Miss Jill, Miss Jill, you know your leg gets hugged and on snowy rainy days 

when other substitutes or teachers can't come in from Fairfax County, I'm 15 minutes from any 

school. So there's a payback for the community that I'm experiencing that I think is really 

wonderful. Now if I could work, do a workfare thing and work for my taxes so that it didn't come 

in as taxable income I might be happier. But it would allow me to continue giving back to the 

community and being available as emergency support.  

 

Yeah it's great so let's hear from a few more people. What immediately interested you in the 

program John?  

 

Well I think, first of all, I refuse to admit I'm a senior citizen.  

 

Nice, I like it.  

 

We're all here on behalf of our parents.  

 

That's right. I refuse to say that and like you, I still work part-time. Up at Catholic University. 

The interesting thing of course is that now I get, like you in the mall, except that I walk into the 

Arlington County courthouse sometimes and a slough of my former students are all working-- 

are all working for Arlington County.  
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At least they're not there for court.  

 

No,no, they're there as employees which is OK. They've been here since they were interns. But 

it's-- You know, when you live in a place for a long time and I spent a lot of years in the military 

running around most of the world, literally most of the world, and I always used to say that 

where I live that's where my family is. I left the house with 15 and never really went back. So 

wherever I am is where my family is and I've lived here now off and on since I guess '74, so 

that's what, that's 40 years. Went off to Vietnam from here, went off to-- went off to Grenada 

from here, went off to Somalia from here and now I live here in Crystal City.  

 

So what interested you in this program?  

 

It's-- The interest is really, you know when I bought my house it was $90,000 and my house is 

assessed at $700,000 these days. You get to the point your not making a couple of hundred 

thousand dollars a year, you got to find out how you're going to do things. The interesting thing 

was that, I guess it was three or four years ago, I was filing my taxes and I was using one of the 

programs, H&R Blocks, whatever they call it, and actually a little thing came up when I started 

doing Virginia and it says, do you realize Arlington County has, the county you live in has a tax 

relief program? Oh interesting.  

 

That you could apply for.  

 

So it's through that program.  

 

Into it never said that, but the H&R Block version did. So I started looking at it and I asked 

somebody, I said, what do you know about this thing? Ah yeah they give you $600 or $700 and I 

said, well I'll go look. And like you, I saw it on the front of the website one day. I went to the 

county website to find out how to pay bills on CAP when CAP first started and I was oh at the 

end I get this little sign, don't forget to apply for your January 15th or whatever it was they put a 

little thing up there saying the new rates are up and go look and you can get the forms. So I just 

hit the thing, just out of a lark and I remembered somebody told me I could get $600 or $700. So 

you go in and say, let's see, how can I say I'm poor here you know. But it's really, they made it so 

easy. I mean there's a lot of paper the first year but. You know, I just called Janet one day and 

said, tell me more about this thing.  

 

OK, so you called and talked--  

 

Yeah I mean, she's a delight. It doesn't matter what she's doing. And I-- I've been in that office, 

I've seen her desk with the piles of paper on top of it.  

 

What's her name? Mary?  

 

Janet, Janet Welch  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  
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She's beautiful.  

 

She's piles of paper. How she gets through it I'll never know. But it you know I mean really she 

says, you're crazy if you don't do it. And-- and that's good. That's good. Nobody else-- I grew up 

in Boston where taxes are six times what they are down here. Oh yeah you know, it's great to live 

here. And it's great to do things here. And it's great to be able to get some back for all the years 

you put in. Not that you're entitled to it but it's just nice that the county, the county thinks of that. 

 

Catherine what interested you in the program?  

 

I was really surprised when I found out because I'm not poor, you know, I have a roof over my 

head and food and everything. But one thing that happened is back when my husband and I 

looked into long term care insurance we couldn't afford it. And recently it's gone up over average 

of 85% premiums so our house is our long-term care insurance. And what I found out is it's very 

expensive, when you're older, to live in Arlington.  

 

I don't mow my own lawn or shovel my own walk and I've got this big tree that has to be 

periodically trimmed. And I just recently had work done to adding rails to make it-- I took the 

fall prevention workshop that Arlington County offered. And that's what this tax relief pays for. I 

mean I don't get to take long vacations anymore. I go on day trips with the seniors or visit family 

but we put in a lot to this county. My husband was on the community services board, we've 

always done volunteer work.  

 

My heart is in Arlington County and I want to stay here and I want to age in place. And owning 

my house and being able to take care of it is through, you know, I'm embarrassed because I say, 

you know, I'm middle income. I'm not poor but I guess people who are poor don't own their own 

houses. But it really makes a difference in my being able to age in place and live in Arlington 

County and be a part of Arlington County.  

 

Transportation, for example, a lot of people my age do not drive anymore. I don't drive. I have to 

find doctors that I can get to, not only that will take Medicare, and 50% of them are dropping it, 

but I have to be able to get there by public transportation. And Arlington, because it's small and 

they offer good things like that, I could do that. So remaining in Arlington, I could live 

somewhere else for much less but I wouldn't have what I want here.  

 

The lifestyle.  

 

Could I-- excuse me, could I just say one thing real quickly? Go on a website for Arlington 

neighborhood villages.  

 

I'm familiar with that.  

 

OK and because you can get a lot of those rides from-- by volunteers and I'm, I'm part of that 

community and I really--  

 

I like to be very independent and do it myself.  
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OK, do that.  

 

Super, we'll talk more about that program, too. That was another one that was mentioned. Anne 

how did you-- what interested you in this program?  

 

The taxes were getting so high that I was going to have to sell. And then I found this program 

and it was just wonderful. I don't-- I don't have exemption, I have a deferral. That cuts it by half. 

I can pay that with the income I've got. And aren't wiping out my nest egg just to pay the taxes 

which was the way it was going.  

 

Super, Martha I don't think I heard from you. What interested you in the program?  

 

Purely financial, I've lived here since 1978. I was in the first high-rise condominium. I am in the 

first high-rise condominium right on the Ballston-Rosslyn corridor. And that's gotten more 

expensive and the taxes were more than I could handle. Eight years ago my income dropped 

extraordinarily and it enables me to stay where I am.  

 

Super, super, did I hear from you Joanne? What interested you in the program?  

 

Sort of the same thing.  

 

Staying in place, the financial?  

 

I want to stay in place. This is why I purchased a condominium because some of the maintenance 

that you homeowners are talking about is done for me. In comparing notes for example, with a 

friend of mine, who, of course, lives in Colorado. She purchased a house out there when she 

moved from this area. The condo fee is the equivalent, the condo fee which covers everything is 

the equivalent of what it costs her to maintain her home. I guess I'm just plain old lazy. I don't 

want to bother with lawn cutting.  

 

Yeah no you're not. Yeah understandable  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

And Sandy, was there anything different that interested you in the program from your 

perspective?  

 

I mean it was-- yes I didn't have to totally deplete my savings and go into my IRA which I feel 

like is my nursing home money. Just it's made a huge difference. Sleep at night.  

 

Yeah that's really important. The next place I want to go is did you all think you would be 

eligible for this program when you heard about it? When you heard about a tax relief program 

did you think you would be eligible for it?  

 

As far as I'm concerned when I went on the webpage-- and I wanted to mention, I'm a single guy 
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be it's a very generous program because, the way I understand it, aside from the value of your 

house you can have a net worth of three under 335,000. There was a time, but not after 

November of 2008 but I have reasonable savings but if I have to pay 4,000 a month the stress 

would probably kill me before I ran out of money. It would be close-- be close. Very generous I 

think.  

 

Yeah so it was kind of-- you were surprised. Were you surprised that you could get this?  

 

Yes.  

 

Was anyone else surprised that they were eligible?  

 

I didn't know.  

 

You didn't know.  

 

I didn't know anything without checking it out.  

 

Yeah.  

 

I figured I would make it income wise but not asset that wise and I did so.  

 

You know when I looked at it, when the website first came out, it said 65 and totally disabled but 

it sighted the state law so I went back in and looked at the state law. And the Arlington, as you 

correctly said, is much more-- is much more liberal than what the state law says. They do 

something over and above the state law. And I looked at it to begin with and said, hey I am going 

to be 65 but you know there's this asset thing and there's this disabled thing but then I found out 

that assets don't count if you're disabled or if you're over 65. So all of a sudden that's a different 

deal. So I just decided I was going to call Janet.  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

A lot of what you have does not count.  

 

Just not the house that's the thing.  

 

The house you live in.  

 

Yeah the house you live in.  

 

The house, your IRA, TSP, a lot of what you have does not count.  

 

That's right.  

 

And is just surprising?  
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It is.  

 

That's why I called Janet and she says, oh no. We do things differently in Arlington County. We 

do this, and this, and this. And you know it's true some of the other countries like Spotsylvania 

and further out from Fairfax, Louden and down in there. If you're not totally disabled, they 

follow only the law because they're smaller. So when she explained to me what you could really 

do and I'm totaling numbers in my head saying, OK send me the form. It was-- It was worth it.  

 

That makes me want to ask about enrollment. So let's talk about enrollment for a minute. Do you 

think it was easy to get enrolled in the program? Do you think it was hard? Do you think there 

was a lot of documentation? Tell me about that process.  

 

I was surprised that the form was so simple.  

 

Really.  

 

But it requires a fair amount of information. I think that that is only legitimate. That they need to 

verify that what you're talking about is what you're getting.  

 

Yeah, anyone else the form. Let's start there, the form. Well it was a nuisance but it was 

reasonable.  

 

It wasn't 10 pages long.  

 

I thi-- I think it was the minimum of what they have to have in order to verify that you're not che- 

cheating them.  

 

The one page summary is worth it. You know this is what you-- this is what you have. And it's 

all on one page. All you have to do is take the time to go-- to go fill it out.  

 

But you have to have the document and I think that thats--  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

I think that's legitimate.  

 

OK and I do agree that adding the documentation one time to register in the program is 

worthwhile. And I think Janet's concept of sending out the letter every year saying, has anything 

changed are you're still around these numbers? Is good and that-- and that's fine. The difficulty is 

you get down to that third or fourth year when they decide either by random offer because you 

have to that you've got to go all through all of those documents again is a little bit onerous.  

 

It's almost like applying instead of re-applying.  

 

You've got to re-apply-- you've got to reapply totally every time they send you the letter. Well I 

think it's fair, I'm not saying don't get me wrong. I'm not saying it's not fair but what I'm saying is 
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that so much of the information, if the information-- so much of the information is already 

available to them in the county, electronically. That to have you make all this paper just for the 

sake of sending it in and the other thing, of course, is the timing. It--  

 

Yeah let's table that for a minute because I want to spend a little time-- yeah.  

 

That's a problem because sometimes you don't have the tax form, you don't have the such and 

such stuff.   

 

We'll get to timing. And Joanne go ahead, you wanted to say something as it came to the--  

 

It went passed me.  

 

It's all right, go ahead.  

 

That wasn't my understanding. I didn't get the understanding that every three years I have to 

provide them with documentation, it's outside income, but you just go on the internet and 

download it and send it to them.  

 

Yeah that's fine. Go ahead.  

 

If it helps keep the whole system honest by having to send in this documentation. There is no big 

deal about that.  

 

Oh I have I have-- I have no major complaint, my only major complaint, if there is one, is that a 

good deal of what they're asking you to put in in the paper they already have in their system 

electronically because they get it from the feds and the state and everybody else. Commission of 

revenue already has that stuff.  

 

Yeah, lets spend a minute. So let's make it easier. What would make the process easier? Because 

it sounds like I've got people who have been in here from either one year to 7 so you've had to 

reapply. Almost everyone has had to reapply once. So , so tell me what would make your life 

easier? Jill do you want to start?  

 

Yeah I kind of like to pick up on John's thing. And I do think it's part of running it out of the 

Department of Human Services where the tradition is to collect all the information so they can 

know what you need. I-- my background I worked for the national program and policy and 

operations for the food stamp program. And as you--  

 

So you understand the administration.  

 

I understand the administration and what happens when it's in the traditional service-- social 

service basis. But then comes something like the floods in Louisiana and there is an expedited, a 

simplified application process that people can say, here's what I have. And that can be then 

addressed later with documentation as needed.  

 



 

Reingold     Arlington County DHS RETR Program      

   Telephone Survey and Focus Group Findings Report   

 

 

90 

One of the things that's just come up here is that most of what we have put aside as our assets, 

our retirement income, our retirement pools, are not counted. That's not, we have to say-- I have 

to show I'm a civil service person and that stuff gets collected I'm not going to stop being a civil 

service retiree.  

 

So I think there's a large number of people who don't need to provide all that information on 

income all the time. So that a simplified application process that flags those that most of our 

assets are in our retirement programs would, for a large bulk of people in Arlington, you can 

check it off and you can verif-- they can verify it or the taxes are known to the state. And it could 

be a lot simpler. And that's where I think the discussion is going on should this be in treasury? 

Could there be-- could you treat it as a financial program as opposed to a social services 

program?  

 

And do you have an opinion on that?  

 

Do I? Yeah I do. I think that for many people it's a financial program and there could be a way to 

screen for additional social services that are needed or make it an option. Do you want to fill out 

the financial forms and do it that way or do you want to do it through-- with Janet Welch. Do 

you-- let you choose, let you choose. And I think some of the calendar aspects that are so 

difficult to juggle on the application with tax time and all could be alleviated and the workload 

for Janet, among other people, by having a simplified process where you could pre-screen and 

say OK--  

 

You go on this lane, you have people go on this lane.  

 

Exactly exactly.  

 

Any other thoughts?  

 

I see it a little differently. But it's in the same vein as what you're talking about but I see-- there is 

no reason why that one page form can't have two columns to it. So when you're talking about 

income your $35,000, $40,000, whatever it is your income is and if that's something that can be 

checked by the treasurer because the treasurer has the electronic records then in the second 

column the treasurer simply signs off on the items for the information that they have.  

 

And for those things that Janet really needs that aren't unavailable somewhere else, like your 

latest social security statement or your latest federal retirement statement, you know those kind 

of things that come to you automatically in the mail every year, you attached those things to the 

document to the one page document. And then for some of the other things that the county 

already has electronically they simply get checked off by the treasurer or whoever happens to 

have the information and the data already. It makes it easier and probably a little bit easier as 

well on Janet because she doesn't have to worry about going through every single page.  

 

So an administrative change.  

 

Some of these document pages, like my last submission was probably three quarters of an inch 
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thick. It's crazy. Absolutely crazy.  

 

So any other-- so we talked about streamlining the process administratively and I want to get to 

the timing. You know I-- tell me and talk to me about the timing of when you apply. is it right 

for you? Is it too late? Too soon? Can you-- are you going to miss the cycle? What's the timing? 

Anybody have thoughts?  

 

One thing that Jill has mentioned about you know, you don't have your income tax things in 

time. I always get this little note from human resources, from Janet, that says, if you don't have 

your income, just file everything but the income tax refund and return and then just file that 

when you get it, and that's what I do. So it's never been a problem.  

 

OK so timing has never been a problem for you.  

 

It's a pain in the neck. 

 

OK, any other timing, calendar?  

 

My first year I had a real problem. I didn't-- A real problem with the timing. I got the stuff in, on, 

as you were saying, tentatively to be- and then followed up. And then my taxes would be due in 

May. At that point the county was providing a courtesy file to my Wells Fargo saying what the 

assessments were. So Wells Fargo took that file and paid the taxes on the basis of the 

assessment. And I didn't have any paper to tell them no.  

 

Interesting.  

 

And so when I did then I called I happened to call the treasurer's office and she said we did just 

get that in. Because I called them saying, Wells Fargo's paying what do you what are you doing 

on your end? And she said we're putting it in suspense or we'll return it. That kind of thing.  

 

So she said, OK we've got the flag. You're OK. And I got my letter from Janet the next day. I 

called Wells Fargo and they said, we do not talk about deferrals. We do not do deferrals and 

we're going to make your next tax payment.  

 

Right OK  

 

So then their calendar was not the same as the county's. And it was hitting the treasurer's office 

where, fortunately, I had Nino to talk to and she held and then she started returning. And so 

Wells Fargo then didn't get the return in time for what they now showed was that I hadn't paid 

my taxes or something. So they sent me a letter upping the amount that I was going to have to 

put into escrow and a penalty fee because the account had gone below a balance.  

 

Interesting OK good point.  

 

I had the same problem last year and it took months, the county actually sent back their check 

three times. And the bank, the mortgage company refused and kept on paying it. And the 
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problem is this, and that's why we need to talk about simplification, and that's when it gets--  

 

When you apply, as I understand the system, when you apply Janet immediately puts a flag 

through the treasurer's office on the tax. If you go in and look at your tax listing it will say that 

the deferment is there, taxes zero. But, when she finishes her review she's got to go back in and 

confirm that. And if she doesn't do it by the middle of March or whenever the cutoff is for the 

treasurer, the treasurer produces a tax bill. Even though you theoretically don't owe, they 

produced the tax bill and that's what goes out to the mortgage company because they send the 

mortgage company ones out before they send out the ones--  

 

You guys still have mortgages--  

 

Yeah.  

 

That's producing this?  

 

And so it's-- they send it out to the mortgage company. Then the mortgage company can wait 

forever to send it-- to send it back.  

 

Yeah so it's interesting so speaking of those who have mortgages still, anybody who doesn't have 

a mortgage still and would want to talk about it. Are they facing the same challenges from a 

timing perspective? Or is it a moot point?  

 

In my case, my place has been paid for for a long time and so there's no question of anybody 

getting it cross-purposes about a mortgage. I hold the paper. For me, I mean generally speaking, 

most of the time some investment companies will remain nameless, but most of the time accurate 

documents are in my hands by say February 15, maximum. You know, they're required to but 

there's only one company that I got I switched out of that just keeps issuing revisions down into 

July and August and you can't get your taxes straight ever because of them so I just quit them. So 

I always have accurate statements of everything right there and there's no borrowing with them. 

The Federal government is the one who's made the calculations and pays the money. Sort of like 

you have. And so it's no-- except for tax documents which aren't always-- I can't remember 

because I'm doing Turbo Tax now and it's not, I can't remember whether that's the unclear 

document or there's another one--  

 

The process with the county, is it easy? Once you have all your documents together.  

 

Once I get-- once I have all that together, yes it's easy because Janet, God bless her angelic soul, 

goes through it and sends me a letter and says, I need this one that has an account number on it, 

that one's missing your address, that one's miss--  

 

So the follow up.  

 

Yeah, it's like gotta have this document not that document. Can't have just year end statement's 

got to have--  
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What could the county do to give you more of that information up front so that maybe Janet 

wouldn't have to come back to you? What could the-- what information do you wish you knew 

before you applied?  

 

I would suggest that the county knows who I am. They've had piles of my documents all these 

many years. And they know that if I happened to send in just say, the January 1st statement 

showing all of last years action, that that is demonstrating what that account did and if I can't find 

it online or there's a problem.  

 

They have it.  

 

You know they've got all that. Why-- why, why-- do you really have to have my address again, 

really? Really?  

 

Anybody else? Sandy? Anything the county could do?  

 

Now, I had a couple I had call back and a-- well here OK-- here's one thing and I'm not 

complaining about Janet, she's wonderful.  

 

Don't, don't worry about it--  

 

She called me after my for it-- when I first applied I think for a printout on the value of a savings 

bond which I had to send her. And then when she got that, she sent me a request from three other 

things.  

 

So you wish requests could be combined. That's totally fair, absolutely. Tackle it all at once. 

Joanne anything the county could do to make the application process easier? Anything you 

would have known beforehand, before you applied that would have helped you?  

 

I don't know.  

 

It's all right, think about it. Anything? Jack.  

 

Listening to the reinforcement I'm hearing here. For that last question, what can the county do to 

make the program better? I put down give Janet Welch a raise and a big bonus. I would mention-

-  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

And toner.  

 

Yes because, because it's very valuable that you have a person. Te-- tell me why? Tell me why?  

 

Because I'm the same as everybody has been saying. Anytime I've run into a problem she's there. 

Sometimes she's there before I know I've run into a problem. She's found it.  
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Great.  

 

I'd like to add that she needs more staffing during this bulk paper hit. 

 

OK  

 

It would be easy enough to get some senior volunteers.  

 

It would.  

 

Interesting,  

 

Sign me up.  

 

I would.  

 

Except they wouldn't be-- we wouldn't be allowed to see a lot of the paperwork.  

 

That's right.  

 

But some, someway-- someway of helping.  

 

Or temporary employee--  

 

Would you all--  

 

Bend the rules a little on Seniors.  

 

One thing I want to ask, you all talked about maybe hearing about this program from a friend. 

Would you all talk to other people about this program? Would you help someone else who was 

starting out with this program?  

 

Every time I find a place in the conversation I do it because it's not-- it's unjust for people to be 

walking around the county not being aware of this.  

 

I think there is unawareness--  

 

It's unjust.  

 

Unawareness of the program.  

 

And we're going to touch on that soon. Anne go ahead.  

 

Can you backtrack a bit?  

 

I'm happy to, where do you want to go?  
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On the application thing, you know, January, February is when you'd point, get out everything 

for your taxes. If they could align the application form more to what you're already going to have 

because you've got it together for your taxes.  

 

Even though it's not up to date and up to the minute, that's the prior year, right and then just 

anything additional that they need they would ask for. I think that would simplify the process a 

little bit because it's-- You've got all this stuff for the prior year. But they want it for February, 

you know, and so you have to go and get back that piece.  

 

Let me add to that quickly. If we generally get our forms somewhere around the middle to the 

end of January for the renewals. If she could do that in December so that as you're collecting the 

stuff, it generally comes in during December and January that you're going to get for filing your 

taxes. And I'm sure other people do the same thing as I do.  

 

I have a tax file and I have-- and I have a things to send to the county file. And if I have that by 

December 15th and it's sitting in the file, as my social security document comes in, you write 

down the number then and there and you stick it in the file. And then by the time January, 

because you can't apply before January 15 anyway because that's the way the law reads. Then 

you've got almost everything done and you know what you're missing that you can go looking 

for.  

 

And you're not pressed then as much to get it in to her as you would be, and take the chance, at 

least for those of us with mortgages, to take the chance that it isn't all going to get processed by 

March in time for the county bills to start being generated.  

 

I know when I applied in-- the first time I had the final deadline for getting stuff to Janet is the 

end of August, the middle or end of August whichever. And that was a crunch for me the first 

time because I was going on vacation and I missed stuff. But I got it all in.  

 

Yeah, yeah and tell me a little bit about any communication you get from the county. You know 

we're talking about this notice that comes somewhere in January it seems. Is that easy to read? Is 

it-- is it clear instructions? I mean anything, any comments on that?  

 

Specifically, the application? The annual notification.  

 

The annual notification letter.  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

Yeah it's clear.  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

And then after you return it saying nothing's changed or nothing has changed substantially you 

get a congratulations letter which makes you feel better.  
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Oh nice. It's like a verification.  

 

Yeah, yeah the confirmation does come back around.  

 

The delay is with the treasurer. I don't know about some of you but I finally got my treasures 

letter about a month ago saying I was exempt from taxes. You know, that takes forever to get 

out. But at least you know that it's OK. Now this is the formal one that comes out for the 

commission of the revenue that says you're not-- you're not subject to the-- you're not subject to 

taxes.  

 

Go ahead Anne.  

 

That was another concern when we were talking about getting treasury involved and getting-- 

you know, accessing the information the county already has. The more people you get involved 

the more it's going to slow down. Because you've got to have-- it's got to go through different 

departments and get checked off by different people. I'd rather see Janet get more help.  

 

I think-- I think they have a different process with the people with mortgages have a more 

convoluted process then those of use who are-- yeah that's I'm getting out of this if--  

 

I don't have a mortgage either.  

 

Right.  

 

Then there are a lot of-- you're talking about documentation and confirmations and requirements 

that I'm not familiar with so I'm think-- I'm thinking there's two separate tracks going on.  

 

I'm not sure of that. But all I can tell you is that if I file by the end of January, which generally I 

do, and there's no problems about the third or fourth week of February beginning of March I've 

gotten Janet's letter saying, you are all set, it's official, you're done. And that's what I send to the 

mortgage people. I couldn't care less what else comes out. As long as she sent me that letter, I 

know she's going into the county tax county tax record and made-- and put the zeros in were they 

are supposed to be and no, no bill will get generated.  

 

And that confirmation is fabulous, it's really good that that comes out.  

 

Its Carla's letter, months later, that is actually the official document for the county and you don't 

see those until much later.  

 

There was an issue and may still be that treasury-- the treasury-- treasurer's files were still 

pending while Janet was saying whatever.  

 

She's got to make two entries to that file.  

 

Yeah so there-- there are different files to pay attention to in the calendaring.  
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OK let's stop there for a minute. Sandy go ahead.  

 

I was just going to say do you know how many or the percentage of seniors in Arlington are 

taking advantage of this?  

 

I don't I don't know that. So one question I want to ask. So aside from applying or reapplying, 

have you faced any challenges within this program? Go ahead Jack.  

 

The mentioning of one letter-- correct me if I'm wrong recently had cataract surgery. First time in 

my life I have 20/20 vision. The cost is I need reading glasses. I think I've noticed all the 

communication I get, no small print.  

 

It's really easy to read. Yes that's good that's what I want to know that's good communication.  

 

That's a plus.  

 

Have you faced and going back to the other question have you faced any challenges besides the 

application, besides the re-application, is there any challenges you've faced being in the 

program?  

 

Yes.  

 

I can't think of anything so I guess not.  

 

Yes, the mortgage company, I had to do a complaint. And they absolutely refused to talk about 

any deferral in Virginia. And they really did, I said I own 80% of this house. In terms of you're 

protecting your risk I understand the companies do this but really?  

 

So it wasn't the county though but it was with the mortgage company?  

 

It was with this third party.  

 

Third party.  

 

I had to do a complaint to the consumer federal protection act and now we're in a don't ask don't 

tell. They turned the escrow account over to me to manage and may ask me for documentation. 

There were like three kinds that they mentioned. One of them would be a letter from Carla, Carla 

provides that to me quickly.  

 

OK so let's stop there for a second. Because that's good the third party is good to know.  

 

I want to link it back to that one page form. I think having a question there of do you own your 

own home? Do you have a mortgage? Maybe who do you have the mortgage with? Is a sort on 

some of the layers of difficulty. It's an area to identify early. 
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You can identify the third party early on.  

 

Identify that early.  

 

OK super.  

 

I had one question, now it's gone.  

 

It's all right we'll come back.  

 

I had the same problem only at the state insurance commission interestingly enough, is the legal 

body that's responsible for escrow accounts on mortgages. I never knew that until I talked to my 

lawyer one day and I called the stage insurance departments escrow division and explained to 

them about exemptions and referrals and they said it's illegal. They can't force you to do that. We 

can force them to take care of your deferral. That's not a problem. Within five days the lender 

had a letter from the state insurance commissioner telling him to cease and desist or they were 

going to take them to court. It was over and haven't had a problem since.  

 

I'd like to talk you.  

 

Not a single problem since.  

 

You guys might want to talk afterwards.  

 

It came back.  

 

Super, go ahead, Anne.  

 

I have a deferral and I haven't found anything in the literature that I've gotten that says what are 

the consequences when I sell the property other then that the tax is due. But I asked Janet, is 

there any interest? Are there any penalties? She says no. But I don't have it in writing. and I'm a 

little uncomfortable with that. I'd rather have that spelled out somewhere.  

 

That's good to know.  

 

I did find it on a brochure. I did-- I didn't take the deferral the first time, so the next time I took it 

to my tax man and I said, this is just looking too good. What  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

What's wrong with it?  

 

And he said, now, that's what they're saying-- no taxes, no penalty, I mean, no interest, no 

penalties and he said, given the capital gains taxes that you will face in the year that you sell, 

having those taxes due that year will help lower your tax burden for the year. He said do it, try 

it.  
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It actually is a good deal. You save a lot of money but deferring, by taking the deferral.  

 

Now that, and that makes me want to ask an interesting question. Did you self-identify that you 

could be exempt or deferral? Was the language clear? How did you make that decision?  

 

Question, is the deferral until you sell the house?  

 

Yes, yes, yes.  

 

Oh.  

 

Until, until excuse me, until it changes ownership. You may not sell, you may want to think 

you're passing it down.  

 

I never needed it but I just assumed it's only till the end of the year. That makes sense.  

 

No it's forever, until you sell, until the house changes hands.  

 

Francis.  

 

You raised the issue of deferral and exemption. It has never been clear to me how to determine 

how much is eligible for deferral and how much is eligible for exemption. Every year I just get 

my letter and in the first year I think it was 100% exempt, the second year it was 50% and maybe 

the third year. And then the four of them-- this last time is 25%, I have no idea what they're 

doing and--  

 

Why is it different?  

 

And why is it different? All I know is I can check 100% deferral for whatever is left that's owed 

and I'm good. So my nephew will be facing this one.  

 

There's a chart on the website that talks to income. So if you go like up to 59,000 you get a total 

exemption. If you go 60 to something you get 75%.  

 

So it's on a website, which is great.  

 

it's on the website.  

 

You've never found it.  

 

I'll go, I can go look for it.  

 

But, that's interesting to know that it's there and you didn't see it.  

 

It has never occurred to me to go scrounge.  
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And should use scrounge?  

 

I-- you know.  

 

I thought-- I thought Janet used to send that out but maybe she didn't. 

 

Well maybe she did and maybe I didn't pay any attention. What I saw was zero, zero taxes.  

 

Yeah and that's OK, nothings wrong with that.  

 

I did my-- I did my job for the county, and the county did their job for me we're good.  

 

Yeah any other thoughts about exemption or the deferral.  

 

I'm not sure what a deferral means because I have always claimed a total exemption.  

 

OK so maybe you'd like to know the benefits, or that your positive or negatives with it.  

 

Just in passing, my cousin, who is about to turn 65, is considering paying off his mortgage, 

thereby reducing his assets, their by making him eligible for this.  

 

Interesting. OK, so wanting to know the pros and cons of that.  

 

The house doesn't count against assets.  

 

That's what I did immediately after the market drop. I paid off my mortgage which helped my 

liquid assets.  

 

Jill, what were you going to say?  

 

I'm anxious that I'm single, I do have my god children, sweethearts, but that as I get older I don't 

know what the expenses will be. We're going to celebrate my cousin Liz's 101st birthday. And 

she's been in a supervised cottage living for 10 years and I don't know what I I'm-- I'm like I 

want to clutch my resources and here I'm putting them out for the deferral. So it makes sense in a 

short term if I have a short term life.  

 

So I think that the deferral looms over me as I might not have the resources when the time 

comes. And so, as the taxes escalate, and they're-- they're not as protected as they would be 

under the exemption. With the deferral I've become more anxious about how I will take care of 

myself and um.  

 

So could the county provide more communication around the deferral process.  

 

Yes.  
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Because you don't know about it. So that would be nice to know. And maybe how-- how you 

would deal with it when the time.  

 

Yeah a girlfriend of mine is in the District of Columbia and there's another option in the 

structuring. I studied some states and some other places in Virginia and it sometimes it is called a 

homestead exemption, although there are different ways that is done. So as she explained it to me 

in DC that her increase in taxes is capped at a certain percentage every year after she turned 60 

or 65. And then her exemption is based off of 50% of the fair market value. So she doesn't have 

that deferral looming and it's calculated in a way to reduce your tax burden at the present.  

 

So that's the DC Program that you're talking about.  

 

Yes And I have a girlfriend in North Carolina, once her husband hits 60, I think it was, it just 

froze in on the value of her property.  

 

That's super and I want to talk more about these other programs when we get back. Let's take a 

quick break. It's 11 o'clock, I've had you here for an hour. If we could take five minutes, maybe 

use the restroom, stretch your legs, get some refreshments, and then we're going to start talk 

more-- a little bit more about areas of improvement, super. Thank you all. And we're going to 

collect your forms too at this point.  

 

[CHAIRS MOVING]  

 

[SIDE CONVERSATION]  

 

OK great first discussion. Thank you all for contributing. Super, I really like your inputs. So now 

I want to spend, Ariel is going to help me with this part. We're going-- we had you, on your 

survey, you answered the question, how can the county better address the needs of 

Arlingtonians? And we had you rank your top three. So we then cross compiled in the break to 

see what were the top three that were rising to the surface out of all of y'all. So let's see.  

 

And so the top three were to increase income limits, to make the application process easier, and 

then to allow homeowners to deduct expenses, such as medical expenses, from income in order 

to qualify. So just kind of start with the top one. So I believe Francis I'm looking at your right 

now and you said that you think it'd be better if they increased income limits. Can you talk a 

little bit about that.  

 

I think so. Well I look at my own income and it's fairly lavish just looking at my income. I mean 

it's a lot better than the national average for a family of four but then again I don't live where my 

Georgia cousins live either, so it's expensive here. My experience is that there are a lot of people 

around me who have the same or less income but and they're fine, we can-- we can do things.  

 

But it gets harder and harder for more and more people in Arlington. Arlington is way too 

expensive for any-- You know that-- maybe you don't know. You're a contractor. And I don't 

know where you're from but--  
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And she's young.  

 

And she's young but Arlington struggles all the time with, bless their hearts, things to make 

senior's lives easier and to make normal people's lives easier affordable housing, groceries, 

clothes, anything. And you know Arlington is really problematic for those who are not wealthy. 

And you know I have friends who say, we're working, you are wealthy, you own your home, you 

have no debt, you know your income is secure for life. What is your quarrel? I have no quarrels. 

I'm happy with my life.  

 

But raising the income level would help--  

 

Raising the income level I think would take another cut. I mean I'm a retired civil servant. I had a 

pretty good job. Whole lot of people are retired civil servants with not such good jobs. And a 

whole lot of other people are retired civil servants and in the new civil service retirement system, 

which is just awful, they don't have any money. And so I know there are Arlingtonians who are 

squeezed tight.  

 

Any other thoughts on that, on the income raising income?  

 

I put down raising the income and my income is pretty static but I do have a few securities and 

things like that that I could get. This is where the balance comes in in being able to stay where I 

am. And I may have to, as life goes on, sell things to be able to stay where I am. And that may 

increase, decrease my assets but increase my income.  

 

Well another thing that puzzles me is they want your gross income, not your adjusted gross 

income, which is always the top number on your tax things. And that could make a difference for 

that middle number where you get--  

 

Yes it does.  

 

I'd like to see that raised up and the other thing you never see mentioned. You know they're 

always having these sunny things that 95% of the doctors in the country take Medicare. Not true 

in this area. It's down to like 50%. And every time a doctor of mine drops Medicare I have to 

find not only a doctor who takes Medicare but that I can get to by Public transportation. I was on 

the phone for an hour looking for one not long ago. And so I end up paying more for medical 

care that would be covered if I had a doctor that kept Medicare going till I can find somebody. 

And I think that's something that they don't quite realize because, you know, the Washington 

Post and the-- they published this thing about all doctors take Medicare. No they don't and a lot 

of them don't take new people on Medicare.  

 

That's right.  

 

And they-- I belong to [? NARF ?] which is wonderful organization and you know even they 

publish, don't believe these rumors that you'll have trouble finding Medicare. Yes if you--  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  
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You better find one before you retire and make sure he's not going to be dropping new patients 

on Medicare.  

 

I'd make two points to you. The first is if you go back and look at the period from like 2006 on 

through the last 10 years. During the 8 to 13 time frame when the market went to crap, Arlington 

county assessments didn't go down. They slowed down. But they didn't go down. OK so they 

were they-- they may not have been getting 5% or 6% increase in the value of the house that 

might have been getting only three but they were getting an increase.  

 

The idea that they can get this money coming again and yet the amount of income that you can 

have and still get exempted from taxes is staying exactly the same. It isn't going up at all.  

 

The second thing is and I-- and I tend to agree that with some of the other things that you're 

going to want to talk about anyway, but the idea that all of our social security ought to be 

counted against income when for the vast majority of us we're paying taxes on that social 

security income and therefore we really don't get it. The same is true of Medicare, of Medicare 

and Obamacare.  

 

And same is true for annuities and--  

 

That's right.  

 

The federal annuities and perhaps state and county as well.  

 

Virginia doesn't tax social security you get you just don't tax social security so.  

 

Could you use the adjusted gross income instead of the gross.  

 

Well you can't, because you've got to give them the form. That's right. It's all income, from all 

sources is the way it reads and that's a problem.  

 

So the next kind of thing that just one a little bit of clarification on. A lot of people said that it 

would be beneficial to make the application process easier. Is it the application process or is it 

more there re-application that you have to do after the three or four years.  

 

Well for this issue on both forms, on any forms, the issue is the gross income and not the 

adjusted income. I think there's a huge difference and I mean I can see there's a difference for me 

and there must be a much bigger difference for people who are still paying mortgages on their 

homes. they've got another layer of expense that isn't being accounted for.  

 

OK so moving on from that point but if we look at this from a step away. Is the application 

process need to be made easier or is it the re-application process that needs to be made easier?  

 

Well it's the same process.  
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Same process.  

 

You just have to do it all again.  

 

Just have to do it all over again.  

 

You have to give the documentation, that's all.  

 

Well I think that's perfectly justified. Because in four years something will have changed, could 

have changed, might have changed.  

 

So is there anything that could be made easier because someone must have flagged it as 

something that should change. Go ahead Anne.  

 

They could ask about changes. Instead of just basically asking for, they do every year. But 

instead of every third year having to reapply with the entire--  

 

I think it's fair but I would like to see it be the adjusted gross income instead of the gross 

income.  

 

Well, but again but again, I think if there-- I think there is any change at all-- if there's any 

change at all at the re-apply at the next re-apply time then they ought to go, they ought to find a 

way where they can get the information that the county already has so that they don't have to put 

the paper in for all of it. That's simplification.  

 

That's an internal administrative task for the project for the county.  

 

OK we covered that then. What was our next one Ariel?  

 

And then the last one was just to allow homeowners to deduct expenses. So I know, Catherine, 

you talked a little bit about that and how that would be beneficial. John or Jack actually, I believe 

you also flagged that as being a recommendation.  

 

Well I didn't put three because I didn't see the need but I would add what the rest of them are 

saying. I didn't mention the medical expense. It doesn't affect me personally but I think, well it 

could. Of course it could. But certainly people out there who are on the borderline that's 

something that definitely should be taken into consideration but maybe more as Francis said.  

 

Go ahead Jill.  

 

Housing expenses, the flooding that I had this year, I'm going upwards of $40,000. This is just 

wiping out my nest egg. It is ensuring affordable housing. I'd like to see some-- something that is 

housing related extraordinary housing expenses included in consideration at the exemption rule. 

Because at this rate I'm making repairs and I'm interviewing real estate agents and I don't want to 

leave.  
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Right, OK good point.  

 

You realize don't you that there is another program that if you're doing adaptations to your house 

that makes it handicap accessible you can deduct that from your state income tax.  

 

It doesn't cover flooding and mold and vermiculite insulation.  

 

I'm talking about  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

I have to have these people coming in hazmat kind of white Darth Vader suits and bubble off the 

house. And move out of my house for eight days. It's just extraordinary. So if there could be 

some extraordinary hardship provision. that would include the retrofitting if need be.  

 

OK good. so let-- Do you want to move on? OK one thing that I'd love to hear your input on. 

You all are participants in the program. I've heard that you say that it's a great program. You 

wouldn't be in your home without it. It helps you cover other expenses when you need it. How 

could we get more people to take advantage of this program?  

 

I think there needs to be more advertising about it. It needs to be more you know. I just happened 

to find out about it.  

 

And you do you feel that a lot of people happen to find out about it?  

 

It seems to me nearly everyone just stumbles into it through word of mouth. Around the cat. I 

have never seen any indication anywhere that-- that there might be this program, or PS by the 

way, other programs for which I might be eligible. And I'm going to go dig my way through the 

county site.  

 

Right go ahead Jack.  

 

See what else is going on.  

 

I haven't done this for decades but I was involved with a not for profit a while back and there's a 

huge amount of PSAs that the radio and the TV stations will give you and all you need is 

somebody to do the content.  

 

Some years back there used to be these senior citizen fairs in the various community centers and 

I don't know that they do those anymore.  

 

There are still. 

 

Are there still? Because you know that would seem to be you know. Right around the fall is the 

time after Labor Day to have the county people and maybe some volunteers, as well, come into 

these community centers, into the senior citizen centers and have a day where people can come 
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in and they can go to the booths, food assistance program, the Arlington food bank.  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

But I mean its beyond, the county fair county-- county fair you've got to fight your way through 

the politicians to do anything.  

 

Yes, yeah but human services department does do--  

 

But if you could go to-- if they could come to the centers and it could be well advertised that 

there is going to be a way to do it.  

 

Just this, I didn't know this place existed. I will be coming back.  

 

I have one around the corner from me.  

 

How-- how many people here actually are active in their local community centers? Cause that's 

were you found out a lot of things, in the community centers.  

 

That I know of.  

 

So community centers a good place to inform people. Where else could we reach people like 

you? You know.  

 

I-- I use-- I am a volunteer for Arlington neighborhood village and it's a wonderful group. I 

volunteer to drive because I'm driving and a lot of people need rides, and so that's what I do. But 

you know I also joined as a member because they offer help with the electronic stuff. I can work 

it but I can't-- I can't set it up, I can't fix it. I can't in--  

 

To interrupt you Francis, how did you hear about this group?  

 

A friend of mine whom I met in the swimming pool was instrumental in setting it up and running 

it. She's a professional in this area. And she and I had said-- I had heard vaguely about it but I 

didn't know quite what it was. And so Patti and I had plenty of time to talk and I learned that I 

could volunteer on my own time, at my own-- on my own rules and they have handyman who 

will change the overhead light bulbs and do things, anything that is not-- that doesn't require a 

license you can get a handyman to do. They have--  

 

Do they, how do they display all their services? Do you find it easy to know what they provide 

you?  

 

Well I do because I've joined and they ha-- I think, I know they have a website. Go out to 

neighborhood village. Go out to  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  
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They'll have a booth at the fair but they have an amazing array of services and it's all free. It's, 

well you have to join, it costs $500 a year to be a member and at that you can call on them for all 

manner of services. They won't shovel snow or mow your lawn though.  

 

Let me move on just because I'm running out of time.  

 

How did you get in touch with me and maybe others? I know I received a message on my 

machine from a nice young man explaining it and I said this is great. How did you do? How did 

you?  

 

I don't want to spend the time, but yeah absolutely.  

 

You're question was how can people know more about it?  

 

How can we get more people participating in this program?  

 

The county has a newsletter which is useless as far as I'm concerned . And you never, they never 

talk about the programs they have or what services are available to the citizens. But the 55 and 

up--  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

In the food step program neighborhood organizations would send out a calculation form that says 

see if you would be eligible for the food stamp program. It's an information thing. And I think if 

the treasurer's office could send something out like that--  

 

Would you qualify for this?  

 

The treasurer's office get it back instead of the Department of Human Services at the social 

services just and do a preliminary calculation and then do the referral to DHS.  

 

And then you push out messages.  

 

Yeah that says from what you gave, it looks like. So you would qualify. Yeah, so a pre-

qualification screening that someone you let people do that.  

 

I'm sure most of our civic associations have newsletters too.  

 

To get in those. Are there any way that you think we could increase participation in this program 

besides creating awareness? So that's one thing we talked about. We talked about creating 

awareness, advertising, communicating, letting people know that way or is there anything else 

that would help increase the number of people that participate in this program?  

 

Probably offering help to fill in the forms.  

 

Super.  
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They-- they do send out, when they send out, well at least I haven't done the tax bill in a while. 

They used to send something. When they used to send a tax bill out there used to be a little blurb 

on the back of a tax bill.  

 

That's how I found out.  

 

And maybe what they did need to do is just step it up a little bit. Put a little brochure in there. 

They have brochures that tell them exactly what the programs like. And just step it up a bit and 

just say, hey you know you're over 65.  

 

If you are over 65  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

You need to be-- you need to be reading this pamphlet because this is how Arlington can help 

you.  

 

And that makes me think what language would pop out to you if you got that brochure in with 

your mailing? What are the words that you need to see?  

 

Don't want to pay taxes?  

 

What else? I mean literally tell me.  

 

Property tax relief.  

 

Tax relief.  

 

Property, property.  

 

So poverty versus real estate.  

 

Are your taxes too high?  

 

And how do you all feel about that term real estate? Real estate tax relief program. Does it make 

sense to you?  

 

Yeah that's what it is.  

 

Specific.  

 

I guess property tax relief  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  
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Personal property, taxes, cars, cars, vans, boats, that sort of thing.  

 

Real estate, real estate home, house?  

 

It needs to say real estate because that's what it is.  

 

That's what you're talking about.  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

That's what the bill says?  

 

Everybody would like to get rid of the property tax.  

 

Right that's another issue.  

 

I'd like an automatic version of the homestead exemption. Prove you're over 65.  

 

Don't they still have the homestead exemption? If you build a-- you built a house and live in it 

for two years, regardless of how old you are you get something off the taxes for the first two 

years, five years, something like that. There is a homestead exemption built into the-- I just don't 

know.  

 

Let's table that. Do you think there are any reasons why people would not participate in this 

program?  

 

The paperwork.  

 

They think it's a welfare program.  

 

And what about, what about it being a welfare program?  

 

Having worked for the food stamp program for 30 years and my Aunt had 8 kids and her 

husband was disabled and went in and got food stamps and then her friend all mocked her that all 

the people who took food stamps were committing fraud and she went and gave them back. 

Because she didn't want to be seen as a welfare cheat. And she wasn't so there is--  

 

Do you think people would say that out of this program?  

 

I don't think so, no.  

 

There can be a stigma.  

 

At this point  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  
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Yes at this point in our lives any relief that we can get is, is worth it.  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

When I was a kid, and some of you probably were the same way, my father worked right next 

door to the old department of agriculture office and he'd bring home the big blocks of cheese, the 

powdered milk, the powdered eggs and all the rest of that stuff. And you know I mean we were 

poor, we were dirt poor in those days. At the end of the day, whatever they didn't give out they 

put in big boxes he put in the back of his truck and take home because everybody in the 

neighborhood would come to his house to get cheese and milk and that kind of stuff where they 

wouldn't go down to the local store. Because they were embarrassed.  

 

So going back to this program, do you-- do you think anyone would not participate because of 

the relief that they're getting?  

 

I want to say no I don't think so because it's not, there is no public display of--  

 

Nobody know.  

 

Nobody knows what you're doing. it's not like having to go somewhere public to pick up the 

block of cheese.  

 

OK.  

 

And, in going back to the literature that we were talking about, this needs to be seen as a benefit 

for a citizen of Arlington County as opposed to assistance for a person in Arlington County. 

Sometimes you just say, you know this is-- your over 65, this is a  

 

benefit that's accorded to you.  

 

You deserve this.  

 

You've lived here. You've done your thing. This is a benefit to you. And I think if it was shown 

that way and it was-- and it was advertised that way then more people would be very willing to 

apply because they'd see it in a different way.  

 

I like that, a payback.  

 

Arlington County is very good about that. They take good care of seniors.  

 

They sure do.  

 

Yeah they sure do.  

 

Well I'm saying there are people who don't think that it's fair.  
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Right but what could we what could we say to people to get them enrolled in this? Like is it-- 

what would you say to your friend?  

 

Well any friend that I have talked with didn't need encouragement. They needed to know the 

program existed. And they said oh where do I go? Where do I sign up?  

 

Here's Janet's phone number.  

 

Yeah, here's the phone number.  

 

Getting it out, I don't think you have to convince somebody that-- to do it.  

 

You don't have to convince them to do it. You have to and-- they have to be informed that it 

exists. And then they're perfectly-- there's no bad.  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

I haven't had any resistance.  

 

AARP had stuff about aging in place at one point and a whole batch of papers, white papers, on 

how these programs create economic development within the community. And I didn't get far 

enough to understand that but I was really amazed and they had--  

 

Of the value.  

 

Of the value and my substitute teaching maybe an example and you know what is done in the 

arts. Seniors involved in the arts have an attraction and that actually makes money for the 

community.  

 

Super, good.  

 

What it does--  

 

It encourages people to stay.  

 

If there's 100 people-- if there's 100 people in this program and their average taxes is $6,000 that 

they don't have to pay. OK that's $600,000 that these people are going to spend in Arlington 

County. They're not going to hide it away for, for-- their-- their going to spend it Their going to 

spend it.  

 

Ultimately.  

 

Yeah I mean that's money to the county.  

 

Super, well our time is up. You all have been so helpful. I really, really appreciate your 
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unfiltered feedback. And see Ariel she has, Monica, Monica behind us, is going to wait by the 

front door and she has your gift cards. Thank you for participating.  

 

 

 

 

8.24.16 Nonparticipant Focus Group 

 

And we will be prompt. We're going to end at 11:30, if not before. I'll make sure we end on 

time.  

 

Let's get started. So, good morning. Thank you all for coming. My name is Valerie Marrapodi. I 

am an independent researcher, a contractor, that the county has hired to have this focus group. I 

do not work for the county, and I tell you that on purpose, because I don't want your comments 

to be skewed by thinking you have to hold back or you have to go overboard because I work for 

the county. So flat out, I do not work for the county. I'm here to hear from you-- hey, come on 

in.  

 

Good morning.  

 

Hi. There's a spot on either side. You can pick your side. Go ahead and fill out your name tag, 

and then fill out that sheet. I was just telling everybody that I don't work for the county. I'm an 

independent contractor. So my desire to-- my goal today is to hear your comments. So I'm going 

to be asking-- I have a sheet in front of me that's a lot of questions, so if you see me looking 

down at my paper, it's because I'm looking at my next question. I'm keeping myself on task. And 

if I write anything down, it's just to help me inform the next question.  

 

What we are going to do, we are recording the conversation. There's a little recorder on the table. 

That is simply because we can't type as quick as you all will talk. So we are capturing your 

comments so that we can provide a report back to Arlington County about the thoughts of others 

so they can hear them.  

 

I have some basic rules behind me, just so you know. Those are just house rules, as I like to call 

them. Joining-- I'm joined today by my colleagues, who also work at my independent research 

firm, Ariel Brown and Monica. Monica has her computer in front of her so she can take notes. 

Her handwriting is terrible. So she's relying on that.  

 

So I'm going to keep you to the time that you've generously provided us today. I'm not going to 

hold you any longer. If anything I might get you out sooner. We'll see. I want you to make sure I 

hear from everyone, so sometimes you'll hear me say, that's a great point, we're going to move 

on. And it's by no means that I don't want to hear what you have to say. I want to hear your point, 

and I've got to make sure I hear from a lot of people in the room.  

 

So my job today is to really ask a lot of questions, but you're not going to hear me say anything. 

And I'm not going to educate you about this program at all, because I honestly don't know much 

about the program, and that's intentional. So-- but we can make sure you have a phone number to 
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call afterwards so that you can get some information.  

 

So if you filled out your surveys, we've collected them. That's going to inform some questions 

that I ask later. But let's start. I want to know you all, so I'm going to start here with Elaine. And 

I'd love to hear your name, how long you've lived in the county, and are you aware or unaware of 

the real estate tax relief program, yes or no.  

 

OK. Elaine. And I've lived in Arlington since '75. And I don't know about the program, and 

would love to become familiar with it.  

 

I'm Gail, and I've been here a little over two years, and I do know about the program.  

 

Alan. I've been in the county for 30-plus years, and I do know about the program.  

 

Are we recording?  

 

Yep.  

 

OK.  

 

I'm Brenda, and I grew up here as a child. Been here since I was three. And I work with seniors 

and I am aware of the program. Not a lot of the details, but I am very much aware of the 

program.  

 

Hi, I'm Keith. I've lived in the county for over 20 years, and I am aware of the program and its 

limitations.  

 

My name is Jim. I've lived in Arlington for over 50 years, and I'm aware of the two programs.  

 

My name is Louis, I’ve been in the county 76 years, all my life.  

 

Is that 76 years?  

 

Yeah.  

 

Nice.  

 

But I'm not aware of the program.  

 

You're what?  

 

Not aware of the program.  

 

Not aware. Great. Thank you.  

 

My name is Alan. I've lived here since '87, and I am aware of the program, but not of the details.  
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Great. Thank you. Excellent. So another question I have to you all, are you aware that this 

program is provided by the county?  

 

Yes.  

 

Yes.  

 

So raise your hand for yes. Everybody in the room is aware that it's provided by the county. 

Great. Who do you think the program is for? So I'm going to ask you some questions. I know 

some of you may not know, but I'm going to see your level of knowledge about the program. Do 

you know who the program's for? Go ahead, Jim.  

 

It's for seniors so they can stay in the county.  

 

Excellent. Any other thoughts?  

 

It's 65 and older and totally disabled-- and/or totally disabled.  

 

Seniors with limited assets and income.  

 

OK, excellent. Yeah? Same? Excellent. And what do you think the service provides?  

 

I'm assuming reduced taxes, reduced tax rate.  

 

OK, any other thoughts?  

 

Deferred taxes.  

 

Deferred taxes? OK. Any other thoughts of what the program could provide?  

 

Well, I assume the main object of the program, the initial intent, was to be able to have seniors or 

those with disabilities to be able to stay in the county with the rise of our tax burden.  

 

Great. Excellent. Good. Do you all have any friends, or do you know anybody that is currently in 

the program?  

 

No.  

 

A lot of no's?  

 

Not anymore.  

 

Not anymore? OK.  

 

I don't know anyone personally, but I work with seniors, and I give them the information so I’m 
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sure that they take advantage of it, but they don't tell me--  

 

Right, they don't tell you afterwards.  

 

I don't know. So I can't-- I know that they're taking advantage of it, but I don't really, I can’t tell 

you who exactly.  

 

OK. That's great. That's fair. Excellent. A question I have, are you all the primary person that 

handles the finances in your household, or does someone else handle them for you? Do you share 

them?  

 

Primary.  

 

Primary?  

 

Shared.  

 

Shared, great.  

 

Shared.  

 

The only one.  

 

I'm sorry?  

 

The only one.  

 

Only. Great.  

 

Primary.  

 

Primary.  

 

Primary.  

 

Primary.  

 

Shared.  

 

Shared. And Alan?  

 

I'm sorry, shared.  

 

Shared. Great. Hi, welcome. Thank you for coming.  

 

Sorry to be--  
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No worries at all. Thank you.  

 

This is Chuck, who's brought me.  

 

Chuck, do you want to stay and hang out? Or do you want to--  

 

Yeah, I need him.  

 

I'll circulate.  

 

Circulate? OK, great.  

 

How much time do we need?  

 

I'm scheduled to go till 11:30, but I could end a little bit early. But we'll be here for 11:30 for 

sure. OK. Excellent. Yeah. Tell me your name.  

 

Susan Foresman.  

 

Susan, nice to meet you. Thank you for coming. I want to let you know that I do not work for 

Arlington County.  

 

I know.  

 

OK, I work for an independent contractor.  

 

I know.  

 

Great. So we just want to hear your thoughts today.  

 

OK.  

 

Yeah. OK, super. Thank you.  

 

I'll be back.  

 

Yeah, pop by again whenever you want.  

 

I want Chuck to stay here, because he knows more about my finances, et cetera.  

 

I'm not going to ask that detailed questions.  

 

OK.  

 

Yeah, I'm just going to ask your thoughts about just general awareness. Yeah. OK? Excellent. So 
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another question I want to ask, so a lot of people were aware that the county runs this program. 

Now, do you think that's a positive or a negative, that the county runs a program like this? Any 

thoughts?  

 

Positive.  

 

Positive.  

 

Positive?  

 

Positive.  

 

Positive. Any negative?  

 

Well, negative in the aspect that the county can dictate one way or the other. I mean, it's good PR 

for the county to do that. It obviously makes sense, but the county needs to step up as well. So 

knowing the county, they could any minute-- they could just say, well, we don't want to do this 

anymore, and there's no one else that can say anything about it. So as long as the county puts 

their, you know, actions behind them and fulfills their requirements, then it's great. But if they 

fail, then there's no one else to step in. That's the problem. 

 

Good point. OK. Anyone have thoughts about that? Does that change your opinion? OK. All 

right. Are there any other programs-- countywide, statewide-- that provide you with any sort of 

assistance? Just in general, that you take advantage of. Anything you can think of?  

 

What, any type? Not just taxes?  

 

No, not taxes. Any kind of program.  

 

Agency on Aging has a variety of programs that cover the gamut for seniors, and they're one of 

the top agencies in the country, in terms of providing services to seniors.  

 

Are there any other services?  

 

How do you access those services that you're mentioning? How do you access them?  

 

Through the Agency on Aging. They're on Washington Boulevard.  

 

In Arlington?  

 

In Arlington. They're one of the-- the Older Americans Act in 1965 established an Agency on 

Aging in each zip code in the country.  

 

It's a county.  

 

And they provide services for any and everything that you would need. And your typical 
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example, they provide wonderful services for communication. People don't know to even seek 

that out. I can give you the number that you can call, and they're wonderful. Arlington has 

wonderful services for seniors.  

 

I can find it on the computer. I just never thought to--  

 

Google the Agency on Aging in Arlington.  

 

I've never been old before.  

 

[LAUGHTER]  

 

Good point.  

 

It's first time for all of us.  

 

What are you thinking, Elaine?  

 

No, we had someone come. I live in a condo, and we had someone come from the agency, and 

told us all about the program, gave us handouts. I was amazed at the services. So if you call the 

county, they can send you information and brochures and stuff.  

 

Did any of the programs that they presented to you seem of interest to you?  

 

In the future, probably.  

 

So not right now.  

 

Not right now. I mean, they provide, like, if you can't drive or whatever, you know, 

transportation to doctor's appointments, stuff like that. If you need someone to come into your 

home and care for you, I think it's at a reduced rate, you know, depending on your income and 

stuff like that.  

 

My mother's in a nursing home and about a year ago, she was having a problem with a tooth. We 

took her up there, and they had a dentist there that pulled a tooth for her.  

 

Where did you take her?  

 

Washington Boulevard.  

 

Oh, to the agency.  

 

It runs the gamut.  

 

OK, great. And how did you know to go there? From the nursing home?  
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From the nursing home.  

 

Actually, that's my brother-in-law.  

 

[LAUGHTER]  

 

Good to know. So you've got an inside knowledge with Brenda.  

 

Yeah.  

 

OK, good. That's great to know, though. Let's see. Anything dealing with your home, any 

services, any relief, any assistance you've looked into or taken advantage of to help with your 

home in any way?  

 

I think I did call someone one time, and I ended up in the hospital and then in a nursing home, 

where I fought my way out. But I have CNAs around the clock now. But, of course, that really 

runs up the tab really quickly.  

 

Right. Yeah. And they come into your home, the nursing assistants?  

 

24 hours a day, yeah.  

 

Anything else in your home?  

 

In terms of the physical? Because they will help you repair your home. Rebuilding Together is a 

program that the county-- that goes through the county, where it was formerly Christmas in 

April. And they will come out and give you assistance to upgrade or make repairs in your home.  

 

Great. Yeah, we've heard about that program a lot. So that's great, that you-- and how did you 

know about that program?  

 

Well, I was on the Commission on Aging for six years, and then Long Term Care Commission 

for three years. And as I was taking care of my mom, as she was slowing down, I found out 

about it. And so by serving on the commission and then I started a singing at my church. It's 

going into its 14th year. And once a month, I just have a speaker come out and talk on one topic 

from the Agency on Aging or from the county services. So after 14 years, that's-- and I have 20 

to 30 seniors.  

 

And they come to your church?  

 

To my church.  

 

That's great. That's good to know. I'm going to probe that a little bit later. I'm interested in that. 

The next place I want to go is I'm going to go back to thinking about this program, the Arlington 

County tax relief program. They have an income limit, so in order to qualify, you need to make 

less than $99,472. Do you think that is a reasonable eligibility requirement? Just making less 
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than that amount in Arlington County? Can I have how many yes's? One, two, three, four. How 

many no's? One, two, three.  

 

I think that a consideration should be made, the amount of money that you have to spend to stay 

alive and stay in Arlington County, because I've been here in Rosslyn and then in my own house 

over 50 years. And I always thought they were very fair, and now I think that the property taxes 

will run me out of my home that I've worked all of my life for. And so I hold my breath hoping I 

won't outlive my resources. And the property taxes, I think, are draconian, at least as far as I'm 

concerned.  

 

No, that's great. I want to hear it.  

 

So that's why I said no.  

 

Yeah, that's great. And for those other no's, give me some reasons. What do you think?  

 

I think there should be an exemption for homeowners over 65 at a certain rate, and then there 

should also be an exemption for homeowners over 65 with that kind of income cap. My 

understanding is-- I mean, I've lived in Florida and we have homestead exemptions. I just think if 

the county is really serious about keeping seniors, they need to do a little more.  

 

And the reason I know about the program is because purchasing a house in 2014, I saw an 

increase in our taxes that, you know, I had to call about. I said, how-- and then putting a little 

deck, which is a tiny little thing, on the back of our house bumped it up again. So the minute you 

pull a permit to do anything, you're going to see increases. And it was already amazingly high. 

So I just think-- I'm all for the income and the asset piece, but I think there should also be 

another exemption for just seniors.  

 

Yeah, that's a really good point. Alan?  

 

I agree with Gail, in regards to her statement, in regards to the permits, the assessments, and the-- 

it's difficult for people with limited income and that are just relying on Social Security to really 

face these tax bills. And some years the assessments go up really high. I don't look at my 

assessment every year, and you know, I look at, and I sometimes can't understand it. I put an 

addition on my house six years ago, had to pull a permit, and my assessment went up 

considerably due to that.  

 

Also I believe that our homes are assessed on the surrounding properties, and that's taken me 

down a bad trail, because I have some huge houses going up in my neighborhood. And my 

assessment, which is just a little three-bedroom house down the riverbank. You can't even see it. 

I haven't done any major improvements in the 24 years I've owned it. And it just keeps climbing. 

Why is it assessed for more when it's older? Well, the only thing I had to build was a deck on the 

side, because the old deck fell off. But still the assessments keep going up, and I call them every 

year, and I know they're tired of hearing from me.  

 

Yeah. Go ahead, Brenda.  
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I agree with what everyone else has said. My concern in my community, literally in my 

backyard, they're building $750,000 townhouses. And, you know, my parents bought the house 

in 1959, and $750,000 townhouses, literally, I got a new fence because of the development. 

Literally in my backyard, blocking the sun, you know. So I'm concerned about how that is going 

to impact my taxes.  

 

And your assessment?  

 

Right.  

 

OK.  

 

I have no control over it.  

 

Any thoughts? I was looking for your name.  

 

Your original question, I guess we're going off track on that. But I don't have any comments on 

the original question.  

 

Yes, I want to go back to, do you think that income limit of less than $99,472 is a reasonable 

eligibility requirement?  

 

I think-- and again, one of your survey questions, too. I think that's fine. But again, it should be 

also-- as your federal income tax, you should be able to deduct your medical expenses and things 

that are beyond your control. So it's-- income is, especially for retired people, is sort of a 

misnomer. In a year you have a fixed amount, but then as you brought out, is what your actual 

amount you have available. So if you have 10%, 20%, 30% of your income going toward 

medical or other things, that should be included. Not just your top-of-the-line. Not your gross, 

but your net.  

 

Good point. Excellent.  

 

Yeah, I had one little thing. There's a perception, I think, that older people are very wealthy, and 

they have nothing to spend their money on. And it's just the opposite. As you get older, you need 

more medical assistance. You need someone to drive-- I just voluntarily gave up driving, because 

I didn't think-- well, I couldn't get out of the car alone and get out and go anywhere, so why 

drive?  

 

But I think a lot of it is your expenses go way up, plus the fact you've made your money, your 

savings, at a certain rate, when the dollar was worth something. I can remember when $5 an hour 

was a lot of money. With a college education, oh ho, I'm getting $6 an hour. But we're working 

with those funds, which is gradually, over the work years, have increased.  

 

But we're now at a point where minimum wage is $15 an hour. That would have been a windfall 

in the '50s. So that's not considered by the people that plan these taxes. And I talked to Mr. 
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Villesat some time ago, and I asked him, I said, do you consider-- when you set these prices, do 

you consider-- now I've forgotten my point.  

 

That's all right. How much you made. Yeah. The rate.  

 

Yeah, do you consider that? And the expenses of the person. That's-- well, I'm 86, and do you 

consider that? And he said no. I'll bring it up. So I don't know whether he ever took any action 

over it, but at least he listened. But there is a perception that is faulty.  

 

Good point. Great. Alan, let's hear from you. What do you think about that income limit for 

eligibility?  

 

I think that points made earlier on are valid. This question of, can you afford to pay the bill?  

 

Right, bottom line.  

 

And I think we've all seen, over the past 20 years, our tax rate has gone up. I mean, it seems that 

the county plays with the numbers. They change the rate, then they change the assessed value of 

the house. Then they change the assessed value of the house and they change the rate. But, I 

mean, the bottom line is, the check you write is more and more every year. It seems like in the 

past 15 or so years, it's gone up quite dramatically on real estate taxes. So people are living on a 

fixed income, relatively speaking. It makes it difficult.  

 

But all of this is while they're building a multimillion-dollar homeless shelter on Courthouse. 

And the funds have to come from all of us who have helped-- well, I've lived in this county for 

50 years. And I've always believed in this county, and I no longer believe in the fairness of 

Arlington County.  

 

Let's hear from you, Louis. What do you think about that income limit?  

 

It's a pretty good limit, but once you retire and you're on a fixed income, my salary is not going 

to increase, but my taxes keep going up. So they have to look at both ends of the spectrum, that 

they expect seniors to pay in just as much to the county as the young folks are, but the young 

folks are making more money. We're responsible for doing our fair share, but all these years we 

worked in the county, we paid our fair share. So we need a break.  

 

Good. Elaine?  

 

When I-- oh, it's that automatic light thing.  

 

Oh, we're not moving enough.  

 

We have to get up and do a little dance.  

 

We're seniors. We don't move enough.  
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[LAUGHTER]  

 

There we go. Thank you.  

 

What I really don't understand is, we pay our real estate taxes and then we get the personal 

property tax, that-- I guess most of you all are getting it this week. God forbid you get a new car 

because someone slammed your old one. You pay the penalty. It is exorbitant, what I now have 

to pay. And why do we have to have that? Most places don't have it. Maryland doesn't have it.  

 

Yeah, it's a good point.  

 

Yeah, I mean, real estate, that should be enough.  

 

Right. Jim, let's hear from you. What do you think about that income level limit?  

 

I guess they could add a, like, a cost of living increase each year, to sort of compensate-- the cost 

of living here is ridiculous.  

 

OK. Good point.  

 

They don't get a cost of living anymore.  

 

As a homeowner in Arlington, what do you wish the county would provide for you? So I think, 

Elaine, you just touched on something here about the personal property tax. It'd be great if you 

didn't have to pay that.  

 

Yeah, I'd pay a lot less, you know, whatever it's based on, you know, a lot less.  

 

And anybody else, what resources do you wish the county would provide for you as a 

homeowner?  

 

You mean as tax relief, or for anything?  

 

Anything. Just as a homeowner. If you own a home in Arlington County, what would be 

beneficial for the county to help you with?  

 

Well, personally, I think that-- in fact, one of the reasons I came here is that to include not just 

for seniors, not just age requirement, but also, as many people have brought out, they've lived in 

the county for a long, long time. And it seems like the people-- longer you live in the county, 

you're being punished. So I think that they should also include a long-time owner occupancy, 

give relief not for those that have lived in the county for x amount of years, 20-plus years, that 

they should get relief, because like I said, when I bought my house over 20 years ago, my tax, 

real estate tax, has gone up 300-- over 300%. I'm sure that's true for a lot of these people, and 

that's just obviously way more than the normal inflation.  

 

And I know that the folks that have lived in the county the longest, and I know all these people 
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who would agree, that particularly neighborhoods within the county, we're sort of the backbone 

that the county, by having our tax rates go up, it's literally driving people away. On my block-- 

I'm the block captain. On my block, literally, I'm the only one left. All the people in my block in 

the past two years have had to move. And one of the reasons they had to move out of the county 

is they couldn't afford the tax increases. And these are people that have lived in the county for 

15-plus years, and they just couldn't afford it.  

 

So when you have these people with backbone, you have people that are leaving. It sort of 

degrades the neighborhood somewhat. You know, as you know, the folks that have lived there 

the longest neighborhoods, they're the ones that really care about the neighborhood. They care 

about the county. As you brought out, you have your sort of interest in the county. You want the 

county to be great, because this is where you live.  

 

But if you get all these people that have these interests and the county is forcing them to move 

out because they can't afford the real estate taxes, then you have other people that move in that 

might not have the same. They're just sort of new. They really don't care, or just-- so, and in fact 

the city of Philadelphia recently has started that program a long time to say basically and it saved 

the neighborhoods. And theirs is very, very liberal. You only have to live in owner-occupied for 

10 years and you start getting relief.  

 

And that has literally saved a lot of neighborhoods that keep the people staying in their homes, 

and it's increased-- and it's done the county, as well, because it's actually increased the economy, 

because it's brought in more development, because they say, oh, this is a stable neighborhood. 

And it's actually increased, so it's like a win-win-win for everybody. But I don't think Arlington-- 

we don't need to do 10, as you pointed out, I think the average is like, sounds like 25, 30 years, 

and that's people just in this room have lived in the county. So I think that should be included as 

too, is this should not just be age, but also for long-- for if you've lived in the county, owner-

occupied for a certain amount of years. 20 years to start off.  

 

You should start-- be able to get some relief, because like I said, that-- I mean, the county has-- 

may not-- they might not publicize this, but they have an underlying-- they want to make as 

much money, and the only income for the county basically is our real estate taxes. And the way 

they get real estate taxes is every time a home turns over, the value goes up automatically. And 

that's how they get more money. So the county won't admit it, but they have this long-- they want 

people to move out. They're happy if people would move out, new people would come in, with 

higher incomes, and it drives everything up. But as I mentioned, that's just not fair, not just for-- 

it might look good on paper, oh, the county makes this much money, but the residents, us, the 

folks at this table who have lived in the county for many years, and have dedicated our lives to 

the county, it's like we're being punished for being here, for staying longer.  

 

Great points. Let's hear more. Does that provoke any thoughts from anywhere else?  

 

I just had a question. Is it really-- is it the case that when a house sells, the assessed value 

automatically goes up?  

 

Oh, because obviously, I mean, Arlington County could look at a sale price-- I don't think 
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anybody's lost money in the county in maybe 100 years by selling their house. Every time a 

house sells, the value-- the property is-- the price of the sale is higher than what the seller 

originally bought it. So every time a house sells, the assessment company automatically goes up 

in their computer, and the tax assessment goes up automatically, not just for that house, but as 

somebody else mentioned, the neighboring houses as well. So every time a house turns over, the 

value of the house goes up, and the property taxes go up accordingly, and not just that house, but 

the neighbors' as well.  

 

Well, the sale price and the assessed price are not 100% correlated, are they?  

 

No, but that's how they-- unfortunately, it's-- the county has an arbitrary system of doing tax 

assessments. And they literally go by recent sale-- that's their number one criteria-- and recent 

sales of like houses in your neighborhood, and other houses that not-- then they sort of expand 

from that. So that's the only way they can generate knowing how much a house is worth, is what 

it sold for.  

 

And so if your house hasn't sold for 30 years, then they look at OK, once the neighbor house is 

sold, you know, and that went up x amount of dollars, so OK, now that's your new assessment. I 

mean, they takes other considerations. They go by how many bedrooms, square footage, and all 

that. But if you look, if you notice that when-- if you just notice, like do you have a neighbor that 

has-- I think somebody brought this out-- if a neighbor has sold their house, and they got x 

amount of dollars more than what they paid for, your tax bill is going to go up accordingly the 

next year as well.  

 

Good point. Let's move on. I want to keep exploring this. Is there anything the county could 

provide for you to help you stay in your home? What could the county do?  

 

You mean in addition to the tax relief that we're talking about?  

 

Yes. Yeah.  

 

Oh, in addition to that.  

 

Yeah.  

 

I would say tax relief is the main thing.  

 

Right, and is it the main thing? Tell me. Let me hear from that, and why? Why is it the main 

thing? I mean, I'm sure you're going to echo Keith's points, but tell me more.  

 

The rate is just so high. I mean, I think just if you were to compare, it just-- it feels that you can 

just count on it continuing to go up, and that's a very scary thing for people who are trying to 

either-- I'm trying to move into retirement. I'm not retired. And with my husband, and you want 

to look ahead and create budgets, and when you realize that your neighborhood is a vital 

neighborhood with a lot of sales, a lot of teardowns, rebuilds, that are just creating bigger and 

bigger homes, which are assessed for more and more money, you know you're going to take a 
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hit. And that's hard to predict, and that doesn't feel comfortable as you're aging.  

 

And if the neighbors could be notified when a huge house is going up next door. With me, there's 

$4 or $5 million house going up next door. The whole property line now is mine on the 

riverbank. And I can't imagine what my taxes are going to be next year, once that house is 

completed and the people have moved in, because my house is nowhere near that. It's just a little 

house down on the river that I found after much search 20-some years ago.  

 

Alan, were you going to say something?  

 

Well, I think the thoughts going through my mind are, you know, we moved to Arlington 

because of the character of the neighborhood, and the, you know, the mature trees, the modest 

homes, et cetera. That character, I think, is gradually being eroded by these quote, unquote, 

"McMansions." I notice that people are getting lots that-- the houses are getting not only taller, 

but wider, and there's less and less green space and fewer and fewer trees.  

 

So, you know, if the county could do something to try and move towards maintaining the 

character, I think that would be a good thing. I don't buy the argument that people won't move to 

Arlington because they can't build a six-bedroom home on a 6,400 square foot lot. I think 

Arlington will always be attractive because of its proximity to the city. So I would-- I think the 

county does a terrific job, by and large. It's always voted one of the best counties in the country 

at providing services.  

 

We know the cost of living in Arlington is high. I think we all agree the tax rate is pretty high. 

And we'd like to see some additional relief for seniors and retired people and people with 

disabilities, but I think above and beyond that, I would just like to see the county have a more 

conservative vision regarding growth.  

 

Good point.  

 

They do take very good care of our trees. They were over there measuring every-- there's a whole 

grove of tulip poplars on that property next door. They measured every last one of them-- every 

tree on the property, and they're only allowing them to take a certain number of trees down. And 

so designated. So they're very active, and that's a good thing.  

 

The conservation of that? Good. Do we want to explore some points, because we're talking a lot 

about the income limit? Is there some other questions that we want to ask based on the survey?  

 

Sure, so based on the survey that you guys filled out, one of the questions is, why don't you 

participate in the program? Keith, I know one of the things that you stated was that you haven't 

reached the age requirement yet. Do you feel like the age requirement is right to be set at 65? Do 

you feel like it should be lower? And that can obviously be expanded to the group.  

 

Well, I think that in addition-- I think the age, if it all stands as it is, it should be lowered. But my 

point that I brought up earlier is that if you keep it at 65, it should also include some for long-

time residents, because, like, I'm retired, but I haven't reached the age. But again, like I said 
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before, that the-- my tax bill is, like, a huge hunk of my income. I mean, it's, you know, like 10% 

of what I have to pay back to the county in real estate. I mean, that's just way too much.  

 

So I think that 65 is fine, if they can include a credit for longevity. So like I said, if you've lived 

in the county for 20 years, you should be able to take advantage of tax relief program at age 60 

or whatever. I mean, just something they can just sort of manipulate in that way. But I think, 

again, it would just also-- it would be an incentive for people, another incentive for people to 

move into the county, and an incentive for people to stay in the county, because like I said, as 

stability, you don't want to have people move out after they've lived in the county for five years 

but they can't afford it. But if they know that, oh, if I live here for x amount of more years, I can 

start getting some tax relief.  

 

So that'll be incentive to keep folks to stay in the county, and also incentive for the folks to move 

into the county in the first place. So again, I think it would be a win-win if they take advantage of 

that, knowing that they don't have to wait until they're 65 or whatever to start taking advantage of 

it.  

 

What do you think, Alan?  

 

Well, I like that idea. I was just curious, is there simply an income limit and an age limit?  

 

So there is an age limit, an income, and an asset limit.  

 

What is the asset limit?  

 

So I can actually-- and that's just kind of a high-level definition of what you have to make, as 

well as the asset limit to defer.  

 

And we can talk about-- let's talk about this. Once you read this, let's get your consensus and 

then your thoughts about it. What about those limits? Are they good? Are they bad? Are they 

helpful, unhelpful? Is there something they're not looking at?  

 

This is printed for seniors.  

 

[LAUGHTER]  

 

Thank god.  

 

Personally, I think the asset is-- should definitely be higher, because if you look at--  

 

Definitely.  

 

I don't think there should be one.  

 

--how much money, that includes all your savings, correct? All your savings accounts and all 

your stocks you might have?  
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Excluding the value of your home.  

 

Right, that should definitely be higher.  

 

And to live, I mean, the average age now, people are living hopefully into their 80s and 90s and 

even more. So, you know, $300,000, that's not going to last you very long. I mean, you know, 

that could go away in five years or less than that, if you have catastrophic emergency, you have 

large tax or medical expenses or whatever. So I think $340,000 is not-- I think that should be 

much higher for your assets, because like I said, that can go away very quickly if you have a 

large expense.  

 

In the room here, who thinks that asset level should be higher?  

 

I don't think there should be an asset limit.  

 

OK, let's get back-- show me again, the higher? One, two, three--  

 

Four, five, six, seven. Oh, everyone.  

 

I'm trying to do the math here on $340,000. What interest rate would you have to have to have an 

income of $100,000?  

 

Oh, good luck.  

 

[LAUGHTER]  

 

OK, so a lot of people think--  

 

That's a 30% interest rate. So how did they get the assets of $340,000? I mean, if you're living on 

your assets, and your assets are $340,000, there is no way-- or I wish somebody would tell me, 

how I could be making $99,000 a year.  

 

Exactly. It just doesn't jive.  

 

OK, that's helpful to know. And Gail, let's talk about this.  

 

I just don't think people should be penalized for saving. So I think, by virtue of being a senior, 

you're saving the county-- well, there's a lot of, I think, positives to seniors being in 

communities. One is they're often around, so there is a safety piece. The biggest issue, and I'm an 

educator and I'm a former high school principal, and I feel extremely positive about seniors 

supporting schools. So I always want to be in support of schools and building of schools. I have 

grandchildren going to Arlington schools. So that's all really important to me.  

 

But the biggest issue that I see in the little free newspaper that I get every week is about finding 

space and building schools, which you don't have to do if you have-- you know, as much of if 
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you have seniors in the community. So there's a lot of cost save to having a diverse community, 

and there's a lot of positives. I mean, we understand that neighborhoods look very different if 

they don't have that kind of diversity. Most of us don't want to live in that kind of community, so 

it's sad to us when people say they're aging out of their home.  

 

And I wish Arlington would really probe on what part of this is causing people not to qualify? 

You know, is it the income? For me, it's age, too. I'm not 65 yet. However, I will be soon, and so 

I became aware of this, as I said, because I actually examined our taxes, and saw such an 

incredible bump when we bought it, which I kind of got, but it was still humongous. And then to 

put a tiny little deck on, there's another bump. And I'm thinking, don't you want people to make 

their homes nicer?  

 

And then there's a whole 'nother piece that I don't want to talk about now, but I really think 

building codes-- I don't quite understand how people are allowed to build some of the homes that 

are going up in these communities. And I know that's a whole 'nother story, but I do believe the 

character-- you know, I came to Arlington because my children and grandchildren are here. And 

I split my time with another home in another part of the country. But the point is, it's the 

characters of the trees, you know, the cuteness and the attractiveness, and as these humongous 

homes are, as you said, blocking out the sun, it to me is very disappointing. I would have 

expected historic designations like there are in other urban areas, where you can't totally 

obliverate a house because you want this huge new house that supposedly looks like the others, 

but they don't. I mean, we all know they don't.  

 

Yeah, let's pause there. So let's get back to this. Let's get back to that sheet in front of you, 

because I do want to probe what-- because you all clear-- everybody in this room does not 

participate in this tax relief program that Arlington County does provide. So there is relief out 

there. Why aren't you all getting it? Right? So what else did we hear from people? Why aren't 

they getting-- why aren't they participating?  

 

So from Louis, Elaine, and Gail, I believe you didn't know you were eligible?  

 

I'm not eligible.  

 

I don't know.  

 

Oh, well.  

 

So now, looking at this--  

 

What-- I wouldn't be eligible.  

 

Because of?  

 

Assets. Yeah. But do you have a phone number?  

 

Yes, we're going to give a phone number out at the end, yes. Who else wasn't eligible? Gail knew 
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she wasn't.  

 

Yes. Louis.  

 

I don't think I would be eligible, because of assets.  

 

Because of your assets? So do you think the assets-- we already covered that. We think assets 

should be raised, or assets should be eliminated. Is that the consensus?  

 

Either-or.  

 

Either-or? From a lot of people? All agreement in the room? Nodding. Great.  

 

And then some other feedback we heard is some people said that they didn't need the assistance. 

So Jim, for example, that was something that you put down. Can you talk a little bit about that?  

 

You mean about the exemption?  

 

Yes.  

 

My thought is they should do away with the exemption, but make radical changes to the 

deferment.  

 

What about the deferment?  

 

Well, they should raise the assets, so that almost anybody could participate. They'd just be 

deferring it.  

 

What do you mean by "deferring it?" I don't understand.  

 

OK, there's two different programs. OK, one program, if you're a low enough income, you never 

have to pay the tax. The deferral, you don't have to pay it now, but when you sell your home, 

then you owe the taxes to the county.  

 

So the county gets their money at some point.  

 

But not if it's exempted.  

 

Right.  

 

That exemption never made any sense to me.  

 

OK. So exemption doesn't--  

 

Doesn't-- makes no sense at all to me. And Brenda, what are your thoughts, because I saw that 

you also put "I don't need assistance."  
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At this point, it's tight, but I can do it. But I am concerned about what's going on. The whole 

character of my community is changing. There doesn't appear to be any consideration. We're 

going to be a mini New York City with everything going up, because we don't have the land. 

And I'm concerned in the future that my taxes are going to go up unreasonably because of the 

property values. There's, like, 54 townhouses going up in my backyard, $750,000. You know, 

what about me?  

 

Right. Do you think-- would you opt into this program later, if your taxes got too high? Like, 

what would be the breaking point for you?  

 

I really haven't gotten that far. I would think that-- I don't know what I would do.  

 

OK.  

 

I don't want to leave the area.  

 

Right. OK. What other areas do we want to explore from that question? Any others?  

 

I think, just kind of touching on that, so I know a lot of people say they don't want to leave the 

area. So if you aren't eligible for this program, what is your plan? Like, do you-- I know we 

heard in some previous focus groups, some people plan on, like, tapping into their nest egg to be 

able to stay in their home. Is it a thought of just moving? What are some of the thoughts?  

 

Go ahead, Elaine.  

 

Thought about moving.  

 

I personally have been looking at-- thinking of moving to another area of the country that has-- 

because there's a lot of, like you said, there's a lot of other places in the country that do offer 

much better either deferral or exemption for seniors for tax relief, and there's a lot of places that 

obviously have lower taxes to begin with. Compare Arlington County, obviously this area is 

definitely higher real estate taxes than most places in the country. So I was definitely seriously 

looking at other places in the country that I could move that I wouldn't have to have a large 

chunk of my income going to pay real estate taxes.  

 

I've been looking to move to another area. Seriously considering.  

 

So let's-- yeah, let's take a quick break, because we have maybe about 45 minutes left. So let's 

take a break now. Is that OK with everybody? Use the restrooms, grab some soda, and we're 

going to regroup here, so I can see which questions to ask next. Thank you. Do you want to go 

ahead and fill this out for me while we wait?  

 

Yes.  

 

OK. Do you want a beverage?  
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If you can walk around and turn the lights back on, can you sit still and turn that air conditioner 

off?  

 

Is it blowing right on you?  

 

I'm freezing!  

 

You want to switch with Monica? Let's put you over here.  

 

Yeah, there's no fan on this side.  

 

That might be a good idea, to move over there. Now, you don't have a sweater on. You don't 

want to sit here.  

 

I'll be perfectly fine, I promise.  

INTERMISSON  

 

So I'm just curious, how was this task force distribute information, because I never got anything. 

I mean, I'm on all the website, but I didn't hear anything about this.  

 

So, as she said, we work for a PR firm, and we were kind of contracted to do this work. In terms 

of recruitment for the actual focus groups, we've done three.  

 

[SIDE CONVERSATION]  

 

All right, let's go ahead and regroup. So in checking back our notes, one thing that I want to 

spend a little more time on is really getting to the root of-- this room is full of nonparticipants of 

this county-provided program that gives you relief on your taxes. Right, your property-- your real 

estate tax, and I've heard everyone say that real estate tax is so, so high.  

 

So how could I get you all to participate in this program? What would I do? And we talked a 

little bit about assets. I don't want to beat a dead horse. I'm hearing you. But I really need to 

know why you're not participating in this program, because you all are the right age, right? Are 

we close?  

 

Almost.  

 

OK, so let's go around the room. Tell me why are you not participating in this program?  

 

Lack of knowledge.  

 

Great. Super. Elaine?  

 

I don't think I'll qualify.  
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Great. Gail?  

 

I don't qualify.  

 

Don't qualify.  

 

I'm not old enough.  

 

Not old enough.  

 

Oh, I'm old enough.  

 

Or any of the other--  

 

And Elaine, you don't qualify because of assets?  

 

That's what I thought would keep me out.  

 

And is it keeping you out, now that you see that number?  

 

Probably.  

 

You'd have to go check.  

 

Yeah. That needs to be changed.  

 

Right. Alan?  

 

I'm not participating because I don't qualify, and also both from income level and also age, 

although I'm just about there for age. And wasn't the program-- didn't it used to be 60 and over at 

one time?  

 

I don't know.  

 

Are you aware about-- I think at one time it was 60 and over, the program. Could be wrong on 

that, but--  

 

OK. Now, when you turn 65, do you think you could get in the program?  

 

Still wouldn't qualify.  

 

Still wouldn't. Because of?  

 

Income and assets.  

 

Brenda?  
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I wouldn't qualify because of assets.  

 

Because of what?  

 

Assets.  

 

Assets. Great.  

 

Age requirement and probably also the assets.  

 

Great.  

 

Not qualified because of assets.  

 

Assets.  

 

Assets.  

 

Not qualified because of assets.  

 

Same.  

 

Not qualified because of assets. Thank you.  

 

A consensus.  

 

Yes, that helps me a lot. OK, so I want to talk to you all about the name of the program. So right 

now it's Arlington County Real Estate--  

 

Tax Relief Program.  

 

--Tax Relief Program. What does that make you think of, instantly, by just seeing those words?  

 

That you're older and have lower income, and you need assistance.  

 

Assistance. OK.  

 

Well, just the name in itself doesn't imply that there's age requirements or any other things. So 

there's tax relief, but it's not-- in fact, when I first saw that, I said, oh, wow, maybe I can apply. 

Then I saw, oh, well, you have to be 65. You have to have this, you have to have that. So it's-- it 

seems like it's all-inclusive, but when you actually look into it, it's not.  

 

And what do you think of that term "real estate tax relief?" What does that-- does that make 

sense to you? Is that what you see in your paperwork?  
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That's what it is.  

 

What it is?  

 

That's what it is, yeah.  

 

"Real estate tax relief." And I'm going to probe, "house tax relief?"  

 

It's fine the way it is.  

 

No, that would imply if you were renting, which would be nice for some seniors who-- I know 

people who had to move out of the county because they just kept raising the rents till they 

couldn't-- they just couldn't absolutely not live here anymore. And they go in and they put up a 

few counters and stuff and double the rent, and they force the seniors out.  

 

Right. But real--  

 

It's really sad.  

 

But real estate makes it-- makes sense that you're a homeowner.  

 

That's a good point. Was there ever a time of calling it "homeowner tax relief" instead of "real 

estate"-- well, I guess that sort of opens the door as well. But I think "tax relief" obviously 

identifies the one thing, the tax relief for real estate. So if it was called something else, like I 

said, somebody brought up personal property tax. There are so many other taxes that we pay-- 

income, state, federal, personal, all this other stuff. So I guess the name has to make sure it just 

pigeonholes just real estate tax, so in that case, I think it's good.  

 

And it makes sense to everybody? Does it not make sense to anybody? "Real estate tax relief 

program?"  

 

Is it to relate only to the older people, because some-- this is just off the top, but "over-80 tax 

relief," or "over-60 tax-- real estate tax relief."  

 

For the age limit.  

 

Yeah. So the 24-year-olds making a gazillion dollars a year won't bother to look.  

 

We could be more clear in the name by putting the age limit. No? Jim?  

 

Disabilities. You don't have to be a certain age to be eligible for this. 

 

You would like that? You would like that you don't have to be a certain age?  

 

No, no, no. No, what I'm saying is, if you change it to like, "seniors," then it's more than seniors, 

because it also includes--  
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Includes the disabled, right. OK. If we were trying to promote the program-- so clearly we've 

now educated you all about the program, by having you a part of this. If we were to go out and 

promote this program to get more people aware of it, what could we do? How would I reach 

people like you?  

 

Put it in the Citizen as a big article explaining the whole thing.  

 

It needs to be more than that.  

 

What else do you think, Elaine?  

 

Well, the county needs to send out letters to the homeowner. It needs to be a-- I forgot the term 

that they call it, but you know, a blast, you know, could be TV infomercials, lots of different 

ways.  

 

To get the word out to homeowners in Arlington County.  

 

There is already an insert in the tax bill, so I mean, as soon as you open that bill up, that's the one 

piece of paper you probably do read. 

 

[LAUGHTER]  

 

You really have to pay attention, because it's sort of buried with all the other gobbledygook they 

put in there. So they really should make an effort to have a separate brochure in the package that 

talks about it and-- because I--  

 

Because I've never-- it probably falls out and I don't see it.  

 

That's a good point.  

 

So it should be, even though the county claims, oh, we put it in your tax bill, but yet who reads 

every single word in all that stuff that comes with it?  

 

I just see the bottom line, what I owe.  

 

How much to write the check for, yeah.  

 

[INTERPOSING VOICES]  

 

They can do a better job of making that more evident by separate color brochure, something, 

arrows, bum, bum, bum, you know, something that's so-- right off the bat, people can see, oh, 

you know, here's tax relief options.  

 

Yeah, Brenda?  
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I think that the county needs to make a concerted effort to reach out to civic associations through 

their newsletters, and to talk to people. I'm old-school. Everything is too passive now. We are of 

the generation where you talk to people, and they need to make a concerted-- they need to talk to 

people. They need to hire people to go out to talk through the civic associations, through the 

churches or whatever. It's too passive, and we need to communicate more person to person.  

 

Go ahead, Alan.  

 

Sort of off topic, but this brings to mind the idea-- I mean, when you're talking about expanding 

the program, that means expanding the pool of money available in the program. So that raises the 

question of where does this money actually come from? So, I mean, if the-- if they want to 

expand the pool of people that they're reaching out to, they're going to get more applicants, 

they're probably going to raise the requirements, make it more difficult, because they only have a 

small pool of money. So--  

 

That's a good concern to express. I like expressing concerns. Any other concerns that you all 

would have?  

 

In fact I looked at the package that shows in there, and they had the number of people that have-- 

are in the program, and it's gone down over the years, whereas the actual amount that the county 

has had to pay has been constant. So the county hasn't paid any more into this program in 10, 15 

years, but the number of people that are in the program has gone down. Doesn't say why, but the 

number of people has gone down.  

 

So the county hasn't-- it hasn't increased. In fact, I was going to ask you, do you know if the 

county gets-- to help offset this, does the county get state and/or federal funds to offset this? I 

would think that there are federal and/or state programs that help individual localities pay to keep 

seniors in place. Is that-- do you know if that's the case? 

 

I do not know.  

 

Because I have a feeling it's out there, out on the county. I couldn't find if the county gets that 

money, because it's only-- I think right now it's like $4 million, which is like a drop in the bucket 

for Arlington County, but the county pays for this program and it's been constant for the past 10, 

15 years. So I'm just wondering if the county is-- has tried to or is getting relief from-- to offset 

this from state and/or federal programs.  

 

Good thought. So what else could we do to let people know about this program? I've got a 

roomful of people who don't know. So how else could I have let you all know about this 

program?  

 

I was thinking of the 55+ brochure that the county mails out to every senior, pretty much. And of 

course the county website, but that's pretty overloaded right now.  

 

Has anyone visited the county website?  
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You mean ever?  

 

Have you ever?  

 

Yeah.  

 

Yeah.  

 

One, two, three, four, five, six. Six people. OK.  

 

But I don't disagree, 55+ that comes around, just about all the seniors read that.  

 

They do?  

 

The minute you get it.  

 

Minute?  

 

Classes and all that stuff.  

 

Things to do, and places to go. And that's the first thing I look for.  

 

Me, too.  

 

Great. Perfect. Go ahead, Jim.  

 

That magazine, you only get it if you pay so much a year to belong.  

 

To opt into it?  

 

Right. I just want to make sure you were aware of that. It doesn't go out to every senior.  

 

That's right. I forgot about that.  

 

Didn't know that.  

 

So if somebody's homebound and not really able to get out much, they're not going to benefit, if 

it's in the magazine, because they're probably not getting the magazine.  

 

And that brings up an interesting point. If someone is homebound and isn't quite too social, how 

could we let them know about this program, because they might qualify?  

 

That's why I said the Citizen, because that's mailed to every single household, including, believe 

it or not, mailboxes. So if somebody doesn't have their mail delivered but it's in a box, they're 

still going to get it.  
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And Brenda, I'm going to put you on the spot. You told me that you had, at your church, groups 

come in and speak about their programs. Do you think it would be beneficial to have someone 

come into your church to speak about this program?  

 

They have. Paul Ferguson came when he first-- he was running, so it may have been a political 

thing, but he came and spoke on it, and more than once. Over 14 years-- that's what I'm saying. 

Arlington-- I've been through the gamut, more than once, on all of the topics, almost, so they 

have done it. I just haven't taken-- you know. I don't know the details of it.  

 

Right, right.  

 

I have had it explained to my group.  

 

But the church is one way you could let people know about it.  

 

You know, the churches are-- I was telling Jim, there used to be an interfaith council here, and I 

think the whole concept of communication is too simple, because all the county departments 

have to do a certain amount of outreach, public service, and it's free. And it seems like they're so 

busy doing what they're doing, their communication and information part of it is really not that 

important to them. But if you ask for it, you get it.  

 

And to me, people come-- people go to churches. And when I started my singing ministry, first 

of all, the people didn't want to be old, and they certainly didn't need welfare. And I had to break 

down those two barriers, and I had-- my minister at that time allowed me to stand up in church 

and say, you know, in our community, welfare is-- they just don't want it. They don't want-- 

associated with it. I said, but you've paid your tax dollars, and somebody is using your tax dollars 

for the benefits.  

 

So over the years, gradually, by word of mouth, people started listening. And you know, I have 

20, 30, sometimes 50 singers, every fourth Saturday, and they don't have to know what the topic 

is. They come. There's a breakfast served. And I'd say 9:00 to 12:00, by the time everybody gets 

in there, it's like, 9:15, 9:30. They eat. The speaker speaks a half an hour, 45 minutes, and we're 

out of there by 11:30, quarter to 12:00.  

 

And it's amazing. The fire department has a fall prevention and fire prevention series. And they 

have a little dollhouse that has smoke coming out of it. It's so entertaining, but the point of it is 

that the communication, the points that are being made, it's not big. It's too simple. 

Communication for this is critical, especially with our population. And that we have to be more 

proactive about that.  

 

So I want to go back to a point that you touched on. There seems to be some sort of thought 

around the term "welfare," right? Do you think there is any negative thoughts about opting into 

this program?  

 

Not at this point, not with the people that I work with now. But traditionally, in the black 

community, welfare was a no-no. If you got welfare, that was considered--  
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Do you think if you got real estate tax relief, that would be frowned on?  

 

No, no.  

 

Bring it on.  

 

Right, would anyone think-- would anyone even know?  

 

I think it'd be like Social Security. You know, you reach a certain age, and there are certain 

benefits to reaching that age. You know, I don't think people-- it's not like there'd be a big sign 

on your house that you're getting--  

 

Oh, here we go. It's over there.  

 

So talk to me about that term. I'm actually-- I want to explore the term "relief." Do you think 

that's the right name for this program?  

 

Well, she brought up a good point, because that-- and somebody else mentioned it too, that it's 

relief in a way. But for folks that have been here for a long time, and every year they've been 

paying their real estate taxes, hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of thousands of dollars, it's 

not a relief. It's something that we should get back.  

 

I mean, especially somebody brought up a point that seniors-- the reason for real estate tax is to 

pay for schools. I mean, that's 99% of our real estate tax goes to the schools. But yet none of us 

have school-aged children, so we're not putting-- we're not getting anything in return from all the 

years that we've been putting money-- since we don't have any school-aged children anymore, all 

the years we've been paying real estate tax is we're not getting anything back at all.  

 

So I think this is an opportunity to get a little bit of that back. So I don't think it's necessarily 

relief, but it's something OK, you've helped the county, so we're helping you, again. Maybe that 

doesn't work. But it's not like it's a burden. People like, oh, you're old, you get to have this tax 

relief. But they don't realize how much money we've put into it in the first place, with nothing in 

return. So this is a way of at least getting something back that we've already put in.  

 

Any other thoughts around the room about that name "relief?"  

 

I think at a certain age, you should get at least a 10% or 15% tax relief. Like Social Security, for 

example. When you get 65, you get Social Security. We worked for it. That's your money you're 

getting back. This is our county. We've been paying taxes all these years. And when we get to 

the age where we have no more children and we're still supporting the schools, we need relief.  

 

Alan?  

 

I like the word "relief," because it is a burden.  
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Elaine, you're agreeing? Susan, what do you think of that word, "relief?"  

 

I like it. It's fine. I had something to add to your idea. With the real estate tax mailings, put a 

second sheet in there with red lettering, "Attention Attention Attention," or "Relief Relief 

Relief," and that way they're relating it directly with their taxes. I'm just thinking if something 

was printed at the top in red, you'd read it.  

 

If you were going to opt into an assistance program, or a relief program, or a benefit program, 

what do you look for? And I'm going to give you some options. Do you look for good 

communication, an easy application process to opt in, some verification, credibility, authenticity, 

any of those?  

 

All of the above.  

 

All important? Any one that stands out as really important?  

 

Easy application.  

 

Easy application?  

 

Yeah, I don't think anybody-- since none of us are in the program, I don't think any of us have 

gone through the process of applying, so we have no idea how difficult or easy it is. But from 

your-- yesterday's, was the consensus, was it easy, difficult?  

 

I don't want to share.  

 

Oh, OK. That's fine.  

 

I just want to know what you all would look for. If you were applying for this program, what 

would you want to have happen for you? Go ahead, Alan.  

 

Well, I think it could potentially be a two-tiered application. You know, a simple application, 

because you have these eligibility thresholds, and you know, you meet those. So you submit an 

application. Then you get back a more complete form, because I think there's obviously always a 

potential for abuse in the system. So you don't want the threshold for submitting your application 

to be too high initially, but if you qualify, then you've got to release your tax returns to the 

public, even if they're being audited or something like that.  

 

Jim, did you have your hand up?  

 

I would say have readily available assistance and guidance on filling it out, because I haven't 

filled out the form, but if you've ever seen the form, it's daunting.  

 

OK. What else would you want, if you were going to apply for this program? What would make 

your life easy? A simple process, a simple form, someone to help you? Anything else? Covers it? 

OK. Making sure I did my homework. I'm checking my boxes. All right. Is there anything else?  
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I just have one more question. So how soon would you say you would want to know that this 

program was around? So I know that some people aren't eligible for it because they haven't met 

the age requirement. But would this have been something that would have enticed you when you 

first moved into your home, knowing that when you hit age 65 that you could potentially get 

relief? Maybe even if the requirements were a little bit different, would this be something that 

would maybe encourage you to stay in Arlington or buy in Arlington?  

 

So either when you were purchasing your home or-- no matter your age, you know, you're a 

homeowner. Would you want to know about this program?  

 

Definitely.  

 

So pretty-- consensus around the room is yes, you'd want to know about something as soon as 

possible, whether you're eligible or not. 

 

Because if we weren't eligible, maybe we know somebody that is. I know of a person that 

actually lives next door to me that's disabled, and he may qualify for the program. I don't know. 

But I could at least inform him of the program if he wasn't aware of it, and other people that are 

disabled or meet the requirements.  

 

And a lot of times, children of seniors who are not as aware need to be, so you can't just target 

seniors. When you're working with seniors, it has to be community-wide, and people become 

aware of it and they can make it a part of their planning. Communication and information. I'm a 

former librarian, so this is why I sound like this, but information is powerful. People can use it to 

plan.  

 

Absolutely. Now, if you saw that tax bill-- and we talked about that earlier, where there's a notice 

on your tax bill when you get it, and Susan brought up the idea of putting "Attention, Attention," 

red, asterisk, "Relief, Relief." What else could we put on something to make people pay attention 

to this? Like, what are the words we would use, in your own language? Now that you know a 

little bit about this program, what would you say, like, to your friend or at your church meeting? 

What would you say? What would you say, Alan? What would you say to your friend?  

 

Well, I guess you start it off by saying the program is for 65-plus, use the term, disabled, which I 

think probably is not appropriate anymore, maybe. "Special needs" or something like that. And 

then income, asset minimum.  

 

What would you say to your friends, Elaine?  

 

Possibility of savings and have to meet the--  

 

What kind of savings?  

 

What kind?  
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Yeah. Just possibility of saving money?  

 

Yeah. If you meet the qualifications.  

 

OK. Louis, what would you say to your friends about this program?  

 

I would tell them it's-- there's a possibility of getting some relief, but you have to look into it. If 

you can see if you qualify. I think the qualifications should be changed. At a certain age, you 

automatically qualify.  

 

Jim, what would you say to your friends?  

 

Well, did you know that Arlington has this program?  

 

For?  

 

For seniors and disabled persons.  

 

To?  

 

To reduce real estate taxes.  

 

There you go. Good. What would you say?  

 

I think the main term is the real estate tax, because everybody knows about real estate tax, who is 

a homeowner. So I think the first thing, "real estate tax relief," or "help," or whatever modifier 

you want to use. But the idea is that "real estate tax relief" or whatever should be emphasized. 

And then, they'll say, oh, I'm paying too much real estate tax. Everybody thinks-- no matter what 

their income is, everybody thinks they're paying too much real estate tax. So if there's relief or 

help or whatever, that people would say, oh, maybe I-- then it will prompt you to read further on 

to see the qualifications. The main thing is "real estate tax relief," "help," whatever.  

 

Brenda? Thoughts?  

 

I would say something like "reduce your real estate tax burden."  

 

Is it Alan?  

 

I would say, are you aware of an Arlington County program that can help relieve you of your 

taxes and help you with the burden of the taxes that you're paying every year that's going up and 

up and up?  

 

Gail?  

 

I wouldn't talk about it unless it was like Louis described, and it was an automatic. I grew up in 

Michigan, and my dad would die again if I ever talked to people about their income or their 
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assets.  

 

[LAUGHTER]  

 

Yeah, that's fair. Elaine, we covered you. Susan, what would you say to your friends?  

 

Save money on real estate taxes.  

 

Great. Is there anything else that you wanted to add?  

 

I don't think so.  

 

OK. I have five more minutes, so I'm going to use it. Is there anything else you want to say? I 

either didn't ask the question, or you know, you really want to make sure that the county hears. 

Go around the room. Susan, anything you want to add?  

 

As long as the county is fair with their citizens, I think that that would be my understanding. I 

feel like Arlington's turned around in the 50 years I've been here. And it was reasonable before, 

and I find it unreasonable now.  

 

Also, if they tell the citizens where the taxes are spent. I thought it was interesting, someone said 

it was for schools. That's a good investment for even the elderly, because that brings safer streets, 

busier kids, and so we're paying for that. And I don't mind paying for that. I've never had a child, 

but I've paid for a lot of them to be educated, which I feel is money well spent.  

 

Good. Great. Elaine, any closing thoughts? Gail?  

 

Just-- I came here to say what I wanted, and said it, but I'm so pleased to hear what Susan said, 

because I worry that when people feel pushed, they look at recipients of tax dollars and they take 

it out on them. And I would hate to ever take out our frustrations on school children and schools. 

I just believe education is so important for everybody and for every community, and that's why I 

think we need to look at some relief for seniors, because that's the obvious place to blame. And I 

would hate to see that happen.  

 

Great. Alan, any closing thoughts?  

 

Well, I just think something needs to be done with the real estate assessments in Arlington 

County. Our tax rate is actually one of the lowest tax rates in the metropolitan DC area. It's less 

than 1%, .996%, and that's justified. All the other counties-- Montgomery, Loudoun-- they're all 

1.15%, 1.2%, and just the assessments that we get each year that are increasing do not correlate 

with, you know, cost of living, income, people's income. So that's my big beef about the 

assessments. Maybe focus groups need to be done on assessments, maybe that's another topic to 

be brought up, and a commission, you know, I don't know if there is one, but real estate 

commission maybe to look into also.  

 

OK. Thank you. Brenda?  
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I think I've said everything.  

 

Great, you said everything.  

 

The main point is, I think that the program is great, but it definitely needs to be expanded to be 

able to include more folks, not necessarily like it's been done before, that credits should be made 

for people that have long-time owner-occupied, as well as a-- so you shouldn't have to wait until 

you're 65 to be eligible to meet other requirements.  

 

Great. Jim? Great. Louis, any closing thoughts? No? Alan?  

 

Yeah, actually two thoughts that came out of some comments that were made earlier. One was 

that since most of the real estate tax goes to pay for schools, that perhaps some of that money 

should be used to help people at the other end of the age distribution.  

 

Meaning?  

 

Meaning the people here. And B, I absolutely love the idea of providing a deduction or changing 

the requirements so that long-term residents would be in the pool of those that could qualify.  

 

And Jim, something came to you?  

 

I just want to clarify something. It's my understanding 50% goes to the schools, not 99%.  

 

Great. Well, thank you all. Your comments are appreciated, and I thank you guys for coming. 

You're going to see Monica on the way out to get a gift card. And that's for thank you for your 

participation, and have a great day.  

 

Thank you.  

 

[SIDE CONVERSATIONS] 

 

 


