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Orange 
approves 
cell tower

Verizon says Lafayette 
Street structure will 

improve service, capacity

By JEff POOLE
Editor

Citing the necessity of reliable and 
consistent cell phone service, the 
Orange Town Council unanimously 
approved a special use permit allowing 
Verizon to construct a new tower at the 
northern end of town. 

“It is a need,” Mayor Martha Roby 
said before the vote was taken. “It may 
not be a need we like, but it is a need. 
People are expressing that this is a need 
in town, particularly our businesses.”

The council approved a new, 150-
foot monopole tower on a small plot of 
an 8.4-acre tract it owns on the north 
side of Lafayette Street near Orange 
Village Shopping Center.

The permit approved last Tuesday 
night actually originated nearly four 
years ago when Verizon first ap-
proached the town about constructing 
a cell tower. 

Verizon already has towers on Route 
15 south, behind the Dominion Energy 
property (1.73 miles from the subject 
site), and on Route 15 north at Locust 
Dale (4.37 miles away). Another tow-
er is located on Route 20 near James 
Madison’s Montpelier. 

In her presentation to the coun-
cil Tuesday, Verizon attorney Lori H. 
Schweller cited a decline in landline 
ownership and a rise in cell calls as 
driving factors in the company’s desire 
to erect a new tower. She said the new 
tower not only would provide coverage 
on the northern end of town, but im-
prove service elsewhere as it alleviates 
capacity on the overloaded existing 
towers. 

Verizon considered co-locating on 
existing towers within three miles of 
town, Schweller said. One already 

By HILAry HOLLADAy
Staff Writer

Let’s face it, some birthdays 
are more intriguing than 
others. New Year’s Day, 

Christmas, Valentine’s Day and 
Halloween birthdays all invite 
comments and questions. 

But leap year babies have it 
over everybody else when it 
comes to unusual birthdays. For 
people born on February 29—
that extra day tacked onto the 

end of the year’s shortest month 
every four years—this is a party 
year. 

“They think it’s the cool-
est thing,” Diana Greco said of 
her twin daughters, Emma and 
Sophia Slaughter, born on Feb. 
29, 2008. 

The girls will celebrate their 
third official birthday this 
Saturday. Greco said the fam-
ily always celebrates the twins’ 
birthday, but they go big during 
leap years—say, a skating rink 

party with lots of friends. 
Sophia and Emma are students 

at Locust Grove Middle School. 
Their proud mom said they enjoy 
their unusual status as twins, and 
being leap year babies makes it 
even better, because “they know 
that they’re not that many kids 
out there with leap year birth-
days.”

Greco’s father’s birthday is 
February 28. When it’s not a leap 

Infrequent observation

By HILAry HOLLADAy
Staff Writer

Meet the four-legged 
members of the Orange 
County Sheriff’s Office: 

Kazan, a 3-year-old Dutch shep-
herd and German shepherd mix, 
and Blek, a 3-year-old German 
shepherd. Both have been on staff 
for about a year.

The two handsome, highly 
energetic dogs have a stellar sense 
of smell and a work ethic that just 
won’t quit. They also have the love 
and gratitude of their handlers. 

Deputy Nicole Votaw works 

with Kazan, and Deputy Justin 
Neal is partnered with Blek. 

Both dogs came from the 
Czech Republic via Shallow Creek 
Kennels, a Pennsylvania kennel 
that imports and sells police dogs 
to numerous law enforcement 
agencies on the East Coast. 

Votaw said a “green dog”—that 
is, an untrained police dog of ex-
cellent blood lines—costs $8,000. 
The dogs and their handlers re-
ceive extensive instruction before 
they go out on the job together, 
and Neal and Votaw have contin-
ued training with Kazan and Blek 

twice a month. 
Kazan and Blek are Czech 

names, and the K-9 deputies 
address them in the language of 
their native country. It is a mat-
ter of tradition and a way to keep 
commands secret from local 
criminals, who may have sam-
pled Chex Mix but probably don’t 
speak Czech. The deputies take 
their dogs home when they’re not 
on duty. When the time comes for 
a dog to retire from service, the 
handler typically keeps it as a pet.  

Deputized dogs
The Orange County 

Sheriff’s Office 
employs two K-9 

units: Deputy 
Nicole Votaw and 

Kazan and Deputy 
Justin Neal and 
Blek. The dogs, 

which come 
from the Czech 

republic, respond 
to commands in 
Czech. Pictured 
here, at Votaw’s 

command, Kazan 
attacks Neal who is 

wearing a protec-
tive sleeve. In addi-
tion to helping sniff 
out crime, the dogs 

also protect their 
handlers. 

Photo by hilary 
holladay

K-9’s help sheriff ’s office protect, serve

“There’s something new every day that you get to experience 
with your dog. It’s great having him there to protect you 

and assist you in any way he can.” 
—Deputy Justin Neal

See K-9, page A10

See CELL TOWEr, page A5

Leap Year birthdays officially occur once every four years

ContributEd Photo

Leap year twin sisters Sophia and Emma Slaughter are either 
3 years old or 12 years old, depending on how you look at it.See LEAP yEAr, page A5
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housed a Verizon unit, one was 
deemed too short and too far 
west and the other had no co-
location opportunities avail-
able.  Additionally, she continued, 
Verizon considered locating on ex-
isting water tanks behind Prospect 
Heights Middle School and at 
the town’s standpipe on Almond 
Street. The tank behind the middle 
school was considered too short 
and blocked by trees, as well as too 
close to the tower on Route 15 near 
Dominion. The standpipe lacks 
additional room for a new ten-
ant and was determined to be too 
short by Verizon’s site acquisition 
team. 

Towers in town limits only are 
permitted by special use permit 
within traditional industrial, ru-
ral-commercial and town activity 
center zoning designations, which 
limited the locations Verizon could 
consider, she said. 

Initially, Verizon had applied for 
a 199-foot tower, but during the 
Department of Historic Resources 
review of the proposal, a tower that 
tall was deemed to have adverse 
affects on the culture and history 
of the town, prompting the utility 
to drop the pole to a lower height. 

Six people spoke at Tuesday’s 
public hearing.

Barry and Marsha Jacobs both 
spoke out against the tower. The 
Jacobses live near the subject par-
cel and would see the tower from 
the front of their Landon Lane 
home and consistently have ques-
tioned and spoke against the tower 
on Lafayette Street. 

“We’ve had concerns about this 
from day one,” Barry Jacobs said, 
“and I’m disappointed with how 
the previous council handled this. 
I’m all about change for the good. 
‘Steady Living, Sweet Progress,’ I’m 
all for it. I just don’t think this was 
advertised enough to where peo-
ple knew about this.”

He said he’d like future issues to 
be more thoroughly discussed in 

public forums, given the impact 
they could have on a small town. 
He said he loves the town and 
wants the town to be a community, 
but the only way it can be one is to 
communicate effectively. 

“I’ve had a lot of people tell me 
I’ll get used to seeing it,” he said. 
“Well, I’ll be working in front of it 
and living behind it. I notice tow-
ers everywhere I go now and the 
more equipment they put on it, the 
uglier they get, regardless of what 
they try to make them look like.”

Marsha Jacobs followed and 
asked the council a litany of ques-
tions she said have gone unan-
swered since the issue first ap-
peared before the council in 2016. 
Notably, she questioned the ab-
sence of any data from either the 
carrier or the town validating the 
need for the tower or the quality 
of coverage a new tower would de-
liver. 

Susan Sass and Vince Basedow, 
who live on Peliso Avenue, noted 
they only can make a cell call from 
their home when they stand in the 
front doorway. Sass likened a new 
cell tower to the new Dominion 
Energy powerlines transecting the 
towns, suggesting they’re not nec-
essarily pretty to look at, but folks 
enjoy the electricity they provide. 

Basedow said he wished all utili-
ties lines were underground, but 
noted, “It’s 2020. If not now, when?”

Robert Higginbotham, who 
conducted an online survey fol-
lowing the Orange Planning 
Commission’s public hearing on 
the tower last month, reported his 
findings to the council. He said a 
majority of those who responded 
were Verizon customers who were 
unsatisfied with the service and 
felt there was a genuine need for 
improved coverage in the town. 

“The predominant issues are 
dropped calls, inability to make 
calls inside buildings and buffer-
ing,” he said. “If we’re going to be a 
town with any chance for econom-

ic success, we need cell service in 
the Town of Orange. I hate to say 
it’s a basic human need, but we 
need to move this along so Orange 
can grow from an economic stand-
point.”

Kent Higginbotham said, “If 
farming didn’t teach me how to 
cuss, the lack of cell service in town 
did. We’re in a hole.” 

The tower location is a 50’ x 50’ 
parcel Verizon would lease from 
the town on Lafayette Street. 
According to town manager Greg 
Woods, a land lease agreement 
with Verizon was executed on 
June 28, 2018 in which the town 
agreed to lease property located 
on Lafayette Street after a public 
hearing was held.  The agreement 
is contingent upon Verizon ob-
taining all governmental approv-
als, permits, etc. required by any 
federal, state or local authority, in-
cluding a town-issued special use 
permit. 

The initial term of the lease is 
for five years and has four renewal 
periods of five years each, Woods 
said. Lease payments only begin 
upon installation or two years from 
the execution of the agreement.  
The lease amount is in monthly in-
stallments for a total annual rental 
of $14,400 which would escalate 
annually. 

Council member Rick Sherman 
noted that while out canvassing 
citizens for signatures to appear on 
the May Town Council ballot, he’s 
finding reliable cell service is a pri-
mary concern for many citizens. 

Donna Waugh-Robinson shared 
similar observations. “As a realtor 
in town, it’s the first question I get 
asked, ‘Is there good cell service?’ 
If not, the deal is off the table,” she 
said. “It’s definitely an issue.”

Council member Timothy 
Bosford made a motion to approve 
the special use permit, which 
Waugh-Robinson seconded and 
the council approved it unani-
mously. 

year, the twins celebrate with their grandfather 
on his special day. But when February 29 rolls 
around, she said, “We have a lot of fun with it.” 
She said the girls can expect cards congratulat-
ing them on turning 3. 

In case you’ve forgotten how this all works, 
a leap day is slotted into the Gregorian cal-
endar every four years so it can catch up with 
the length of time it takes the earth to revolve 
around the sun. Our lovely planet needs 365 
days, plus a quarter day, before it passes “Go” 
and starts all over again. The full day added at 
the end of February every four years straightens 
things out. (Astronomers will tell you, however, 
there are exceptions to the rule. The year 1900 
was not a leap year, for example, but 2000 was, 
all in the name of orb-circling precision.) 

Sarah Melson Flint is another local leap year 
baby. The youthful mother of five will soon turn 
8—or some would say 32.  

Flint grew up in Unionville, graduated from 
Orange County High School in 2006 and now 
lives in Culpeper. As a little girl, she wasn’t wild 
about having a leap year birthday, but when she 
turned 13 and celebrated with a group of her 
middle school friends at Chuck E. Cheese, she 
happened to meet an “older lady” there who was 
turning 12 in leap years. The two had a moment 
of bonding, and Flint began to realize her birth-
day was cool: “I like it now.” 

A leap year birthday makes for interesting 
conversations with new acquaintances, Flint 
said, and “of course, my kids get a kick out of it 
as well.” 

She and her husband have a 12-year-old girl, 
9-year-old twin boys, a five-year-old boy and a 
two-year-old boy.

Going by the calendar alone, “I’m younger 
than three of my children,” she said, adding that 
her children will ask her, “Mom, are you going to 
have a birthday this year?”

In joking conversations with them, she said 
she tells them, “I’m going to be forever young!” 

When she was growing up, Flint celebrated 
her birthday during off years on both February 
28 and March 1, thanks to her indulgent mother. 
Her husband, she said, didn’t really have the 
option of ending that tradition: “You can’t stop it 
now!” she said with a laugh.

This year, her husband took the week off from 
work so they could “spend the whole week doing 
family things.” She said they’ll probably go on a 
hike, go out for dinner and take the children to a 
trampoline park. 

Jeff Butler of Unionville, a Rapidan volunteer 
firefighter, is looking forward to his 14th (or 56th) 
birthday on Saturday. 

As a boy, he celebrated his birthday with a 
cousin also born on February 29, just six hours 
after he was born. “We always celebrated togeth-
er until we got out of school—celebrated every 
one of them together,” he said.

Being born on February 29 has a “special side 
to it; it’s unique,” Butler said. It’s so special, in 
fact, that he runs into a lot of people who have 
no idea what he’s talking about. 

“A whole lot of adults don’t understand it at all. 
These are grown adults!” he said, a touch of won-
der in his voice. 

But he realizes leap year is not a typical thing: 
“It took me a while to understand it myself. It is 
what it is.”

When it’s not a leap year, he marks the day in 
February “because that’s when I was born, not in 
March.”

This year, his wife gave him a litter of beagle 
puppies as an early birthday present. Butler said 
he’d had little sleep the night before a phone 
interview about his leap year birthday because 
he’d been busy tending to the pups. But no mat-
ter—he is thrilled with the little dogs that have 
put a tail-wagging leap in his special year. 

Elsewhere in the county, off Mountain Track 
Road, Tim Neale is gearing up for his 16th birth-
day—make that 64th, if you insist. 

His grandfather also was a leap year baby, and 
Neale said leap year babies tend to connect with 
each other on the topic. 

He has his own way of dealing with off years. 
“When you’re young, you celebrate your birth-
day on February 28th. When you’re old, you 
celebrate on March 1—you put it off as long as 
possible.”

The shifting birthday can be “a pain in the 
neck for your family, because they don’t know 
when to celebrate your birthday. You also have 
to watch out because it could well be a surprise 
party for you when it’s your real birthday,” he 
said.

He said there was a time when he would get 
asked his birth date for a survey or some official 
business, and computerized forms would not 
accept February 29 as a legitimate birthday. But 
that “hiccup” has gone away. 

This Saturday, he and his wife have dinner 
plans. “And then I’m going to a party that’s not 
supposed to be for me, but I’ll be looking over 
my shoulder to make sure it’s not a surprise,” he 
said. 

Neale may look before he leaps into party 
mode, but he sounded like he wouldn’t mind 
the attention. Break out the lemonade for this 
brand-new 16-year-old!  

Leap year continued from page A1 Cell tower continued from page A1

The issue will be revis-
ited at the town’s March 2 
work session. 

round Hill Meadows 
public hearing set

The final issue on the 
town’s agenda was sched-
uling a public hearing for 
the proposed Round Hill 
Meadows Development 
on Round Hill Drive. 

The subject parcel 
is approximately 23.3 
acres and the applicants, 
Cannon Properties, seek 
to rezone the property 
from a mix of town activ-
ity center (8.4 acres) and 
traditional residential 
high density (14.9 acres) 
to traditional residen-
tial high density.  The 
property is located near 
the Round Hill Inn, be-
hind Fox Trail Memory 
Care and the Round Hill 
Meadows Place apart-
ments. Oakbrook Terrace 
borders the parcel to the 
south. 

According to Orange 
Director of Community 
Development John 
Cooley, the applicants are 
looking to construct up 
to 100 one- or two-story 
single family homes on 
the parcel. 

The Orange Planning 
Commission held a 
public hearing on the 
topic Feb. 10 and rec-
ommends approval of 
the application, Orange 
Director of Community 
Development John 
Cooley reported. 

The council agreed to 
advertise a public hearing 
for its March 16 council 
meeting. 

Council 
continued from page A2


