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November 5, 2002 
 

TO:  The County Board of Arlington, Virginia 
 
FROM: Ron Carlee, County Manager 
 
SUBJECT: Property Tax Exemptions 
 
Recommendations: Adopt the attached Resolution that declares that the 

County endorses the taxation of all real and personal 
property, including that of not for profit owners.   

 
Issue: Should the County Board adopt a policy regarding property 

tax exemptions by designation for qualifying not for profit 
owners? 

 
Summary: The County has a long standing, albeit informal, policy that 

has supported taxation of all property owners, including not 
for profit entities.  In light of the recent amendment of the 
Virginia Constitution, the formal adoption of a policy is 
meant to clarify the position of the County for those who 
may seek exemption from property taxation at the local 
level. Since property taxes provide the primary revenue 
source for local government services, all property not 
exempt from taxation by the Constitution of Virginia should 
be taxed so that the costs of those services are equitably 
distributed among those who benefit from them. 

 
When a qualifying property owner seeks exemption from 
property taxation and can demonstrate extraordinary 
circumstances to support departure from the County’s policy, 
exemption will be considered on a case by case basis.  Such 
cases should be rare and only for a compelling public 
purpose.  
   

BACKGROUND:  Previously, the General Assembly had the authority to exempt from 
taxation the property of certain not for profit owners. With the passage of the 
Constitutional Amendment in the November 5th election, the County Board will have the 
authority to establish property tax exemptions by designation.  It is anticipated that the 
Virginia General Assembly will pass additional legislation which establishes the 



procedures and criteria for local governing bodies to designate property exempt from 
taxation. 
 
Properties which were used by their owners for religious, charitable, patriotic, historical, 
benevolent, cultural, or public park and playground purposes could be exempt from 
property taxation by designation by a three-fourths vote of the General Assembly. 

 
The procedures were as follows: 

 
A member of the General Assembly introduced a bill to exempt the property of an 
organization in a specific jurisdiction from property taxation (real estate, personal 
property, or both). 

 
The bill was referred to committee.  By law, the committee could not consider the bill 
until the local governing body in which the property was situated adopted a resolution 
to support or refuse to support exemption.  The General Assembly established the 
criteria for considering exemption requests in the Code of Virginia (Title 30-19.04).  

 
When a resolution was adopted, the bill was reported out of committee and voted on by 
the General Assembly. 
 
In recent memory, though not required by law, no bill has failed to pass where the local 
governing body has supported exemption.  And, no bill has passed where the local 
governing body did not support exemption. 
 

Property Tax Exemptions After Constitutional Amendment: 
 
Properties used by their owners for religious, charitable, patriotic, historical, benevolent, 
cultural, or public park and playground purposes may be exempt from property taxation 
by designation by the local governing body.  
 
There is no state legislation that prescribes the procedures to be used by local 
governing bodies or that sets criteria for exemption.  In the past, on those rare 
occasions when it has considered exemption by legislative designation, the County was 
guided by Code of Virginia Section 30-19.04, which sets out the procedures and criteria 
to be followed.  Until such time as similar legislation consistent with the Constitutional 
Amendment is enacted, there are no procedures for the County Board to follow.  Since 
the Amendment will not be effective until January 1, 2003, and any exemption could 
not be established before January 1, 2004, there appears to be ample time for the 
General Assembly to enact legislation establishing the procedures and criteria for local 
jurisdictions to exempt property by designation. 

 
The Fairfax County Board of Supervisor’s recently voted to suspend indefinitely 
consideration of any property tax exemption requests.  The reasons cited for the motion 



were:  the absence of legislative standards or procedures; and, the financial impact of 
exemptions.  A copy of the Fairfax motion adopted October 7, 2002 is attached.      

 
DISCUSSION:  Arlington has a long history of not supporting exemptions by 
designation of the General Assembly.  During the last 30 years, only 12 property tax 
exemptions have been supported by the County.  Seven were supported to restore 
exemptions to church properties that lost exempt status due to a Virginia Attorney 
General Opinion, two were for hospitals, one was for Hospice, one was for personal 
property only, and one was for a predominantly African-American Masonic Lodge that 
did not enjoy the same tax status as other predominantly white Masonic Lodges in the 
County. 

 
With the passage of the Constitutional Amendment, requests for exemption by 
designation will come directly to the County Board.  A formal statement regarding tax 
exemptions will declare for all who may seek exemption the policy which has been 
employed for many years by previous County Board’s and which will be followed by the 
current Board.  
 
FISCAL IMPACT: Real Estate taxes make forty–five percent of all general fund 
revenues to the County.  Approximately fifty percent of all these revenues are from 
Commercial properties.  Personal Property tax also represents 13 percent of the budget.  
Arlington is very fortunate to have many Associations and Non-profit Organizations 
property owners within the County.  Under the legal definition for exemptions many of 
these organizations would qualify for the exemption.  It is very difficult to draw the line 
on who the County should give the exemption to, and therefore we have had the long 
consistent history of not supporting these exemptions.  The cost of granting exemptions 
is difficult to estimate, however given the range of eligible properties we know the 
financial impact would be significant on the County’s revenue. 
 
 
 
 
Attachments:  Exemption History in Arlington 
     Fairfax County Motion to Suspend Consideration of Exemptions 



Exemption History in Arlington 
 
Owner       Year 

 Greater Washington Educational  
Telecommunications Association, Inc.  1984* 

 Arlington Hospital Properties, Inc.    1984 
 St. Mark’s Evangelical United Brethren Church  1985** 
 Immaculate Heart Mission     1985** 
 Ballston Baptist Church     1985** 
 Arlington-Fairfax Jewish Congregation   1985** 
 Macedonia Baptist Church of Nauck   1985** 

  Good News Mission      1985** 
St. Peter’s Episcopal Church of Arlington   1985** 
Hospice of Northern Virginia    1989 
National Hospital for Orthopedics and Rehabilitation 1989 
Arlington Lodge #58, Free and Accepted Masons 1995 
 
*Only personal property was exempt, not real estate. 
 
**The legislative designation restored exemptions that had been removed 
from these 7 properties due to an Opinion of the Virginia Attorney 
General. 
 
  

 
 


