
I wanted to offer my insight about the joint meeting I attended between the Roanoke County School Board 

and the Roanoke County Board of Supervisors this past Wednesday night.  Inevitably, the conversation drifted 

to my biggest concern for my county:  DEBT.  As a reminder, Roanoke County (government and schools) is 

currently $182 million in debt.  In 2012-2013, we paid about 22 million towards our debt, 9 million of that was 

interest only.   The payments we make each month towards our debt decrease the debt we owe, however 

several new debt projects in the works will increase it again. 

 

The two new projects that will require debt spending are the new Vinton Library and the Glenvar High School 

renovation.  These projects will add about $30 million in debt.  Even though we continue to make payments 

on our debt each month, the most conservative estimates are that our debt in 2 years will still rise up to about 

$185 million and that is if we don’t borrow anymore money besides these two projects.   

 

Everyone seems to look at the debt issue in a different way.  The majority of both the School board and the 

Board of Supervisors look at debt as similar to a mortgage on your house.  The explanation goes something 

like this, “Since almost everyone has a mortgage, everyone understands that it is hard to live without debt.  So 

when Roanoke County borrows $30 million dollars it is the same as someone taking out a mortgage to pay on 

their house.  No one would expect someone to buy their house for cash.  And many people have a mortgage 

payment forever.”   

 

I do not think that the debt we incur for recreation centers, libraries, schools, etc. is similar to a home 

mortgage at all.  Since the borrowing we are doing is recurring and for different items, I think it more similar to 

someone borrowing money to pay for a new roof, new car, new appliances, etc.  I do not have an issue with 

buying new things renovations and upkeep, but I do have an issue with always borrowing money to do it then 

taking 10 to 20 years to pay for them.  If we continue to use the home analogy, every year when you either 

purchase something like a car, refrigerator, television or maybe renovate a room in your house or put on a 

new roof you would acquire it on credit.  The debt would then be paid with minimum monthly payments 

forever.  And the expectation was that you would increase your income every year and so as some items were 

paid off you would continue to acquire other purchases on the credit card.  Overall your debt and your 

payments would increase but you would be able to pay for them with your increase in income.  This is exactly 

what Roanoke County government is doing.  

 

We are at a point now in Roanoke County where we have more debt than the citizens pay in taxes to the 

county in a given year.  If we continue to follow our home analogy this would be the same as a family that 

makes $50,000 a year having $55,000 worth of car loans, and outstanding credit card balances.   I personally 

would be extremely uncomfortable with that.  In addition, when you borrow money your monthly payment 

includes interest that needs to be paid back.  As I stated above, Roanoke County currently paid $9 million on 

interest alone last year.  Interest payments buy us nothing, produce nothing, and improve nothing – it is just 

money that disappears into thin air each year. 

 

I once heard someone say that when you borrow money, you are basically saying, “I want it, and I want it 

NOW!”  I think this is a terrible lesson to teach our children.  There is no doubt that every year there are very 

legitimate needs, however, we need to start getting serious about limiting what we spend money on.   Political 



leaders need to have the courage to say “no” to items that are not absolutely critical and get our fiscal house 

in order. 

 

My solution to the problem is two-fold.  First of all we need to scale back the size of the projects.  Everything 

today seems to be in the tens of millions of dollars.  Why such extravagant price tags?  We paid $20 million for 

the headquarters SW county Library.  We are paying about $10 million for the Vinton Library.  School 

renovation projects are costing $20-$30 million.  The Green Ridge Recreation Center costs $30 million dollars.  

Can we really afford these price tags?  My second suggestion would be to put money aside each year into a 

school fund or a county fund and only use these funds for specified projects.  We currently do something 

similar to this, however the money in the fund is only there so that we can borrow a larger amount against it.  

It is basically showing the lender that we have money in the bank.   

 

An interesting item about the Glenvar renovation project is that the cost will be about $20+ million and by the 

time you factor in interest over the next 20 years, the final total cost will be about $30+ million.  Glenvar 

Highschool has 600 students.  The cost per student will be $50,000!  I realize how important children are to 

our future – we have five children.  These children will be our future leaders.  Have you ever thought that as 

we continue to say that “this is all for the children” and being undisciplined about our spending that we are 

teaching our children some very bad financial lessons.  How do we expect them to correct the financial issues 

of our country when we cannot even make tough decisions at a local level?  My comments are not directly 

only the Glenvar renovation project, but I use that as an example since it is the one we are currently 

considering. 

 

I close with a final thought from the Joint School and County Board meeting last week:   Someone asked how 

much money could Roanoke County borrow and still be able to make the payments on the debt.  The answer 

was $270 million.  I caution the citizens of Roanoke that just like many people spend right up to their 

maximum credit card limit, I see Roanoke County heading up to the $270 million number in the next 10 to 20 

years.  That is unless the citizens of Roanoke County say enough is enough. 

 

 

 

 


