Up a Creek
by

Eyes Right

Springfield, VA -   Our local neighborhood association decided last fall to replace an aging wooden sign which displays the name of our neighborhood.  The sign, which was approximately 20 years old, sat about 30 ft back from Huntsman Boulevard on a piece of land which we had maintained for nearly 30 years.  No one knew for certain who owned the land; we assumed that it belonged to the county, as it is on the edge of a small forest with an even smaller creek running through it between homes.
I want to emphasize that no one other than our neighborhood association had ever done one bit of maintenance on this land.   We had mowed it, landscaped it, picked up litter on it, - in general, we were the caretakers.  And it looked very nice to both those who drove by, and to all walkers/joggers on the sidewalk next to it.

The old sign was easily removed by neighborhood volunteers.  Our Board of Directors had approved the expenditure of $7500 for a contractor to build a new sign based on the drawings of an architect who had donated his services.  The new sign was to be a monument style structure of concrete blocks with a rock fronting.  Letters with our neighborhood name were then to be fastened to the front of the structure, which was about 20 feet in length and approximately 5 feet high.

Once construction of the structure began with the digging and placement of a concrete footer and the first 3 rows of concrete blocks, we suddenly were confronted with reality.  It came in the form of employees from the Fairfax County Park Authority (FCPA) who arrived on scene with a cease and desist order informing us that we were in violation of park rules and were on park property.  Needless to say, this news came as a shock.
What followed was a lesson in bureaucracy.   Over the next two months, we met with our local political leaders who were very supportive and helpful.  Although they were not able to order the FCPA to leave us alone, they were able to arrange meetings and to ensure that the Park Authority Board members granted us access to address our complaints and to state our case.  Ultimately the Park Authority was just about ready to grant us approval to complete the construction until one FCPA bureaucrat determined that a 6 foot section of land in the sign area fell within a newly designated area for the protection of the Chesapeake Bay.   Again everything stopped.
It turns out that the small creek which I mentioned empties into a local lake which overflows into another creek which ultimately empties into the Potomac River which meets the Chesapeake Bay about 100 miles from here.  It was determined by this unelected Chesapeake Bay Protection Board that runoff from our sign construction might somehow enter this creek and ultimately foul the Bay.

Everyone, including the FCPA observers, agreed that such an event was not only impossible, but beyond any reason.  These facts, of course, carried no weight.  So it appeared that our $7500 was, literally, down the drain and we were, literally, up a creek.

Sanity was finally restored, however, when one bureaucrat mentioned that we might be able to obtain a waiver if our sign contained a bench.  This would enable the project to be re-classified as a “passive recreation area,” which is permissible, even if some dirt enters the creek.  I am not making this up.

So, our friendly architect added a concrete bench in the plans (on the front of the sign), and after several more weeks of meetings, phone calls, and legal contracts, we have now been given permission to proceed.  Of course, we have had to sign our lives away in a new contract promising perpetual maintenance and accepting all liability.

The irony is that while all of this was taking place, the usual winter snows came, bringing countless salt and sand treatments to not only Huntsman Boulevard, but every other street in the neighborhood.  Guess where all of that good stuff runs off into?  Yep, that same little creek which presumably ultimately delivers all of it to the Chesapeake Bay!    So far, the great bureaucratic protectors of the Bay have been mute on this issue, as they are far too busy harassing the citizens who are paying their inflated salaries. I can think of no better example of limited government than this case study.

I thought you might like to know.
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