











to afford homes between $200,000 and
$300,000, with about 85 percent of civil-
ians and contractors and 25 percent to 30
percent of military families purchasing
new homes.

Of the 2,500 estimated new students by
the 2011/2012 school year, the report pre-
dicts that Prince George County schools
will absorb a possible 1,500, which includes
those of families living at Fort Lee. Ches-
terfield County will see the second largest
increase, at 555 new students.

Dr. Wintston Odom, superintendent
of Hopewell City Schools, said he has set
up a system by which about 35 staff and
community volunteers monitor key data as
closely and frequently as possible in order
to be able to plan for the influx.

Before the Dec. 3 meeting, he referred
to the situation as “one of the most frus-
trating things I have had to deal with” and
said trying to get his arms around the data
was “like nailing Jell-O to a tree and watch-
ing it slide off” After hearing the consul-
tant’s report, he says it’'s now more like
syrup than Jell-O and that the picture is
becoming a little bit clearer. He still plans
on relying on his committee, which will be
gathering research as well.

Further, he says, even if administra-
tors can accurately anticipate the number
of new students, state funding - which
makes up the majority of each school sys-
tem’s budget — is based on existing school
enrollment, not projections. That means
that while they may know how many more
classrooms or instructors are needed, the
system won't have funding to pay for them
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until the students are enrolled.

“The last thing we want to do is bring in
trailers,” he says.

According to a study released by the
VEC in September, while major troop
increases do not begin until 2008, the

several signal modifications estimated at
$10,000 each to major roadway realign-
ments and intersection improvements with
price tags upward of $3 million each.
“These are the projects that need to be
done just to manage the traffic flow going
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~ Dennis Morris, executive director of the
Crater Regional Planning District Commission

preparation for their arrival began in ear-
nest in 2007 as construction increased
from $32 million in 2006 to $220.3 mil-
lion (nearly 600 percent). This year could
be a banner year as construction will more
than double from 2007 to $507.7 million.
Prior to the BRAC-ordered expansion,
Fort Lee operations in 2006 generated a
total of approximately $53 million in state
and local taxes. In the years 2007 through
2013, total taxes could approach $580 mil-
lion, with $200 million of that amount in
local revenue.

Crater’s report predicts area employ-
ment should peak in 2010 at rough-
ly 12,000, largely based on construction
demands, which should employ about
5,600. Other fast growing occupations will
be in the health-care, education, retail and
service industries. The Growth Manage-
ment Plan recommends hosting job fairs
and networking events and recruiting
school teachers from incoming Fort Lee
spouses.

In the area of transportation, Morris
says his office, working in concert with
the localities and the Virginia Department
of Transportation, has identified a list of
improvements that are needed right away
to handle the increase in traffic directly sur-
rounding the base. Cost of the 18 projects
totals nearly $20 million, but only about
half of that funding yet has been identified,
and that doesn’t account for greater, long-
term needs that are currently being mod-
eled by VDOT, according to Morris.

The immediate projects range from
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into the [base] gates,” Morris says.

Other areas, such as how to handle
impacts on health care, remain major ques-
tion marks since Fort Lee does not have a
hospital on the base, he adds.

Some who live and work in the Tri-Cit-
ies area fear that in all of the enthusiasm
over the economic boon, the tremendous
anticipated growth with plow over its
quaintness and charm.

“I do have a tremendous fear that they
are going to lose that small-town feel,”
says Michelle Groux, a Realtor with Best
Realtor who is currently showing newly
constructed homes in the Matoaca area to
military and civilians being reassigned to
Fort Lee. “I'm real concerned about it. I
don’t know how the schools are going to
accommodate it and you've got a whole
lot of two-lane country roads” that could
be overwhelmed with traffic.

While planners remain optimistic, they
agree that the expansion will transform
the area in many ways that will not be
known for years to come.

“This will be a benchmark starting point
for us as we move forward,” Morris says. “It
is going to take a good decade or more for
all of this to shape our regional economy.”

Kestner, the economist, agrees, though
noting that short-term eftects will be vis-
ible as well. “It is going to be very notice-
able that things have changed over the
next two years.” Beyond that, the region
“is going to be strikingly different.”




