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EDITORIAL

Botetourt
County’s $4.5
million mix-up
“W

hat we’ve been doing
in the past 10 years is
robbing Peter to pay
Paul,” said the Botetourt County
Schools Superintendent. “These
departments have been doing an
outstanding job of trying to ﬁnd
money to ﬁx things that really
need to be ﬁxed. After a while,
when you start delaying things
for 10 years, you can no longer
ﬁnd that money. You just can’t,
because the buildings are going
to start falling apart.”
The Botetourt superintendent who uttered those words
was not the man currently in
the job, Jonathan Russ, but his
predecessor, Lisa Chen, during
a March 2020 presentation on
the school system’s brand new
capital improvement plan. She
said then that the school staﬀ
had identiﬁed about $2.5 million
in urgent capital improvement
needs “in order to ensure the
safety of our buildings.”
At the start of the 2022-23
school year, not only has the
level of need worsened, but a
strange mix-up has torn away
hope for a timely solution with
the speed that Lucy whips the
football out of Charlie Brown’s
path.
To put it simply, when it came
to the $4.5 million line item for
capital improvements in the
2022-23 school budget, apparently the school district and
the county government each
assumed the other was treating
— or that state or federal funds
were somehow ﬁlling in the gap.
But in fact this crucial line item
had no funding source.
During an Aug. 11 meeting,
Botetourt County School Board
Chair Anna Weddle noted that
the board established a formal
capital improvement plan in
2020 — the plan that former
superintendent Chen was discussing in that livestreamed
meeting two years earlier. Weddle lamented, “It has not been
funded each year, making this
the third year with no capital
improvements being funded.”
No reasonable person should
consider this acceptable. Case
in point, school board member
Jenny Wilson described how
the lack of funding for school
facility improvements means
that the most prominent feature
of the Buchanan Elementary
School playground is “a big pile
of dirt in a playground with caution tape.” She was correct that
a new business prospect would
ﬁnd that to be a big turn-oﬀ.
Rather than focus too hard on
this unfortunate and debilitating
misunderstanding, let’s back
the camera up to get a larger
view. Aged and deteriorating
school buildings are a $25 billion
problem throughout Virginia,
especially in rural and inner city
areas, and only this year has a
determined handful of legislators managed to goad their colleagues in the General Assembly
into taking action. That action
so far involves setting aside
$400 million for base grants to
allot to school districts, of which
Botetourt is expected to receive
a little over $2 million, which
frankly in today’s economy
doesn’t pay for much construction. Botetourt can also apply for
competitive school construction
grants down the road, though
that can’t be counted as money
in the bank.
Virginia’s typical county

Virginia’s typical
county government
system, in which
elected school boards
have no ability to fund
their own budgets
and must appeal to
an elected board of
supervisors for access
to the county purse,
creates an adversarial
relationship that often
results in chronic
stagnation, especially
in conservative rural
localities where any
given supervisor’s
number one directive
from voters will be to
keep taxes as low as
possible.
government system, in which
elected school boards have no
ability to fund their own budgets
and must appeal to an elected
board of supervisors for access
to the county purse, creates an
adversarial relationship that often results in chronic stagnation,
especially in conservative rural
localities where any given supervisor’s number one directive
from voters will be to keep taxes
as low as possible.
Anyone who wants to cast
such counties’ school system
problems as entirely self-inﬂicted, though, should be aware
that these days building a new
school can range from $26 million for an elementary to more
than $100 million for a high
school, big ticket items many
Southwest Virginia counties
could not easily aﬀord even if
they taxed their citizenry to
the gills. This is why the state
legislature has to set aside the
tradition of leaving school construction funding up to local
governments and get involved.
Zeroing back in on Botetourt
County, Weddle said school and
county oﬃcials are meeting to
make sure this budget mistake
is not repeated. We propose that
the county would beneﬁt from
an even higher level meeting of
the minds. Perhaps the supervisors and school board should
meet jointly to discuss how the
problem of funding Botetourt
schools’ capital improvement
budget can be permanently
solved, and where that money
could come from if the county
doesn’t have it. A safe, modernized school system should be a
common goal.
Perhaps Del. Terry Austin,
R-Botetourt, powerful vice chair
of the House Appropriations
Committee and possessed of a
sterling reputation for getting
things done, could provide the
boards with insights.
Roanoke County Public
Schools has beneﬁted from such
meetings, as supervisors and
school board members have
worked toward a plan for replacing the 60-year-old Burton
Center for Arts and Technology,
a vital element of the county’s education oﬀerings that
urgently needs upgrading. Botetourt County is overdue for a
similar breakthrough.
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U.S. foreign policy
endangering us all

Foreign policy should be a more
important issue for us Americans. The United States’ impact
on the world is unbalanced and
The United States is treading
poses great dangers for us here
perilously close to open and viand all life on our planet. Moreolent confrontation with Russia
over, the United States’ foreign
and China. As Russia and China
policy decisions impose grave
are two nuclear superpowers,
ﬁnancial costs on us at home.
the consequences of the United
States’ confrontation with those Why can’t we properly fund our
two countries will have damaging schools and public works projects
and have universal programs?
consequences for the rest of the
world — indeed a majority of the The answer is, in large part, because we’re funding disastrous
world’s population.
We should be appalled and an- foreign policies and horrendous
gry that our country’s leaders are military interventions abroad.
When is all of this going to stop
putting our survival — and the
survival of other living things on so we cannot only survive but
our planet — in serious jeopardy. ﬂourish, in peace?
Mary Desmond,
Where are the leaders who are
Blacksburg, Experiential
calling for de-escalation with
Peace Organizing Committee
Russia and China?

It’s OK to improve
Williamson Road
The Williamson Road area
has been a huge part of the soul
of Roanoke for the last several
decades. All neighborhoods
and businesses along Williamson Road need to understand
that it is past time that all
portions of Williamson Road
are allowed to be improved.
The proposed improvements
are not even supposed to begin
until 2030. Do the citizens of
Roanoke need to discuss this
topic as long as the discussion
lasted about demolishing Victory Stadium?
Tina Hendrick,
Roanoke

COMMENTARY (The Roanoke Times, 19 August 2022, page A11)

Va gets serious about ‘water cremation’

B

ack in 2012, Virginia Del.
Brenda Pogge, R-James
City, proposed legislation
that would have made it illegal
for the commonwealth’s funeral
service providers to oﬀer alkaline
hydrolysis to their customers.
Alkaline hydrolysis is a funerial disposition process that
dissolves human remains in a
solution of hot
water and strong
alkali (potassium
hydroxide or sodium hydroxide).
Sometimes called
“water cremation,” alkaline
PHIL
hydrolysis leaves
OLSON
behind a liquid
eﬄuent and bone
matter. The liquid can be disposed of through the municipal
sewer system. The bone can be
dried, ground, and returned to
the decedent’s next of kin, very
much like cremated remains.
Del. Pogge’s bill never made it
out of the Health, Welfare and
Institutions Committee. At the
time, fewer than 10 U.S. states
had legalized alkaline hydrolysis.
But a lot can change in 10 years.
Today, alkaline hydrolysis is legal
in nearly half of all U.S. states
and Canadian provinces, with
providers in 20 states and provinces.
And just this year, legislators
moved to make this option available to Virginians. The General
Assembly has instructed the
commonwealth’s Board of Funeral Directors and Embalmers
“to convene a work group to
study how to legalize and regulate the process of alkaline hydrolysis in the Commonwealth”
(Senate Bill 129). The board’s
report is due by Nov. 1.
The work group met on July 14
and Aug. 11 to discuss the process, inviting public comment
and advice from a variety of experts, including representatives
from the Virginia Department of
Health, the Virginia Department
of Environmental Quality, the
National Funeral Directors Asso-

ciation and the Cremation Association of North America.
Proponents of alkaline hydrolysis note that the process
requires one-tenth of the energy needed to operate a ﬂame
cremation chamber, and that,
unlike ﬂame cremation, it generates no greenhouse gas or
poisonous gas emissions. It is
for these environmental reasons
that Anglican Bishop Desmond
Tutu — human rights activist
and staunch environmentalist —
chose alkaline hydrolysis as his
form of disposition when he died
in South Africa in December. No
other event has drawn more international attention to the process than Bishop Tutu’s choice,
but the Anglican Church has not
weighed in on the process.
Absent from the documents
made publicly available by the
Virginia board’s work group
are any explicit deliberations
about the moral and religious
objections to the process that
have prevented its legalization
in states like Ohio, Indiana and
New York. In those states, Catholic oﬃcials — who generally
prefer burial to other means of
disposition — have argued that
the process is an undigniﬁed
way to dispose of sacred human
remains. But the work group remains focused on practical considerations related to the legalization and regulation of alkaline
hydrolysis.
Notably, the board has discussed various approaches
taken by all other U.S. states
that have legalized the process.
Seven states have legalized alkaline hydrolysis by changing legal
deﬁnitions (often deﬁnitions of
cremation) in order to include
the process within existing
regulatory frameworks. This
strategy is simple and inexpensive because it allows alkaline
hydrolysis to piggyback on the
regulations and infrastructures
that are already in place for the
provision of existing funeral
services.
But nine states (including our

neighbors in North Carolina)
have chosen to deﬁne alkaline hydrolysis separately from
cremation, and to regulate the
process as a unique form of disposition. This approach requires
the creation of new regulations
written speciﬁcally for alkaline
hydrolysis facilities, operators
and technological requirements.
While it is somewhat more
costly, such careful and deliberate regulation can provide lawmakers with greater ﬂexibility
and greater control over a novel
technology in an evolving funeral industry.
With the legalization of alkaline hydrolysis underway,
there is one detail that the work
group should not overlook. Virginia would do well to update
its existing death certiﬁcate to
reﬂect its addition to the list of
approved disposition methods.
Providing a separate check box
on the certiﬁcate will allow the
public, funeral service providers,
lawmakers and utilities (notably
wastewater authorities) to keep
track of usage and demand for
the technology, as well as its
impacts on the people, environments, and institutions of the
commonwealth.
Cremation’s popularity is
certain to continue its growth
in the coming years. Alkaline
hydrolysis oﬀers a more sustainable alternative to both fossil
fuel-powered cremation and
costly, resource-intensive burial
practices. It remains unclear
when alkaline hydrolysis will be
legal in Virginia, let alone when
funeral service providers will
invest in oﬀering it to their customers, but fortunately the commonwealth appears intent on facilitating a safe and responsible
introduction of the process into
Virginians’ death care choices.
Olson, a technology ethicist and
associate professor of science,
technology and society studies at
Virginia Tech, grew up in a threegenerations-old family of funeral
directors

