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O
n election night, Dem-
ocrats were shocked 
by how well Donald 
Trump was perform-

ing in Alexandria. As returns were 
posted online, concerns were rising 
among supporters of Joe Biden as 
the incumbent was outperforming 
expectations at precinct after pre-
cinct. Trump was within striking 
distance of winning George Mason 
and Lyles Crouch. Ladrey Senior 
Building was tied. The Republican 
vote share at City Hall broke a new 
record of 59 percent. Trump got a 
higher percentage of the vote in 
2020 at City Hall than Ronald Rea-
gan did in 1980 or 1984.

“As the precinct totals start-
ed coming in, I was just getting 
these panicked texts from people. 
And I said, ‘People, chill out. Calm 
down,’” said Alexandria Mayor 
Justin Wilson. “All these months 
we’ve been saying that election 
night totals would be different 
from the overall totals because of 
absentee voting, and sure enough 
here we are. People are freaking 
out and there’s still two thirds of 
the vote that we don’t know yet.”

Meanwhile, 250 miles away in 
Roanoke, Sen. David Suetterlein 
(R-19) was having similar conver-
sations with his constituents who 
were thrilled at the unexpectedly 
strong performance of the Republi-
can candidate. Trump was winning 
precincts that were usually Demo-
cratic strongholds across his south-
west Senate district. He warned 
his supporters that the numbers 
would shift when the absentee pre-
cincts reported, and then he says 
they were perplexed when it hap-
pened. That’s why he introduced 
a bill that would require election 
officials to record absentee ballots 
in the precincts where voters live 
instead of separately in 
an absentee precinct.

“There’s lots of things 
that we can do to re-
store confidence in elec-
tions,” said Suetterlein. 
“But this, more than 
anything else, we can 
do so folks can clearly 
see the election results 
reflect the reality of the 
votes being cast in their communi-
ty and in other communities across 
the commonwealth.”

AS ABSENTEE VOTING has 
gained popularity in recent years, 
the value of precinct returns has 
declined. That trend took a dra-
matic scale this year as 80 percent 

of Alexandria voters cast an absen-
tee ballot. That means the vast ma-
jority of votes were not recorded in 
the home precincts of voters where 
they live, rendering the precinct 

returns almost meaningless. 
The bill introduced by Suetter-

lein to require election officials 
count absentee ballots in the pre-
cincts where voters live passed 
the Senate last week with an over-
whelming bipartisan majority. 

Alexandria Registrar Angela 
Maniglia Turner says making that 

happen would require her office 
to have 30 different ballots avail-
able at her office for each precinct 
at her office for the 45 day period 
voters can cast an early ballot.

“It could poten-
tially slow down 
the process because 
we’d have to check 
you in as a City Hall 
voter and then go to 
the City Hall pile and 
get your ballot,” said 
Turner. “There’s also 
pr in t -on-demand 
technology that 

would alleviate the need to make 
projections based on how many 
voters we think are coming from 
each of our 30 precincts to vote 
absentee, however those machines 
come at a cost and it’s not a cheap 
cost.”

Only one senator voted against 
the bill: Sen. Adam Ebbin (D-30). 

He says he supports the concept 
in theory. But, he says, he’s con-
cerned about voters waiting in line 
while election officials print bal-
lots, which might smear when they 
print. “We heard about the goal of 
the bill, but we didn’t hear about 
the implementation of how it gets 
done to my satisfaction,” said Ebb-
in. “If it can be done I’m all for it. 
But Fairfax County expressed some 
hesitation.”

AS THE LARGEST jurisdiction in 
Virginia, Fairfax County presents 
a complex challenge for election 
officials. If Suetterlein’s bill is ap-
proved by the House and signed by 
the governor, the Fairfax registrar 
would need to figure out a way to 
present in-person absentee voters 
with 240 different ballot styles this 
fall. When the bill was considered 
in the Senate Privileges and Elec-
tions Committee, Fairfax legisla-

Absentee Minded Lawmakers consider bill to assign absentee
ballots to precincts where voters live.

tive director James Heo asked law-
makers to oppose the bill because 
it would substantially increase the 
workload for election officials and 
present thorny logistical challenges.

“If Albemarle County can do it, 
why can’t Fairfax County do it?” 
asked Sen. Creigh Deeds (D-25), 
chairman of the Senate Privileges 
and Elections Committee.

“It’s simply about the size of the 
county and the number of pre-
cincts and the number of split pre-
cincts that exist in Fairfax County,” 
said Heo. “Because you can’t esti-
mate how many voters are going to 
come from each precinct who are 
going to request absentee ballots, 
you have to over-print the number 
of ballots needed in order to assure 
that no voter has to wait.”

Fairfax County is the home of the 
Speaker of the House and the larg-
est delegation of House members. 
So Suetterlein’s bill is likely to get 
a grilling in the House Privileges 
and Elections Committee, where 
lawmakers are signaling they are 
not sure how the new mandate 
would work. One of the complicat-
ing factors for implementing the 
new requirement this year is the 
confusion that could be created by 
the once-in-a-decade redistricting 
process, which will create new po-
litical boundaries for the House of 
Delegates and state Senate seats.

“I fear catastrophe in order to 
get us a little more information,” 
said Del. Mark Levine (D-45). “We 
had a really seamless and well-run 
election. I would hate to ruin that 
in the hope of getting some more 
information.”

DATA ABOUT ELECTIONS is vital 
to elected officials, and even law-
makers who are critical of Suet-
terlein’s timeline say they support 
implementing the requirement 
eventually. They share the goal of 
reporting absentee votes in a way 
that reveals a more complete pic-
ture of political geography. And 
they say posting election night 
returns in a way that does not 
dramatically shift when at-large 
precincts are included will avoid 
confusion and frustration. 

“Data breeds confidence, and so 
as voters see and understand how 
trends happen it helps build confi-
dence in the system,” said Wilson, 
who has long been an advocate of 
including absentee votes in pre-
cinct returns. “When you get to 
a point where a locality as big as 
Fairfax County’s election returns 
become a complete black box and 
it’s just one super precinct, it does 
raise some concerns about trans-
parency.”

Eight out of ten voters in Alexandria cast an absentee ballot in the election last year. None of those 
votes were recorded in the precinct where those voters live.

“Data breeds confidence, and 
so as voters see and understand 
how trends happen it helps 
build confidence in the system.”

— Alexandria Mayor Justin Wilson
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S
ince Virginia’s new red-flag 
law was signed by the Gov. 
Ralph Northam last year, 
according to data from the 

Virginia State Police, law enforce-
ment officials across Virginia have 
issued 170 emergency substantial 
risk orders to temporarily confis-
cate firearms from people courts 
have determined could be dan-
gerous. That includes 32 in Fair-
fax County, six in Arlington and 
five in Alexandria. Police officers 
and sheriffs deputies have also 
used the law in so-called “Second 
Amendment sanctuaries,” includ-
ing 13 risk orders in Virginia Beach 
and seven in Hanover County.

“These risk orders have been 
used across the commonwealth, 
in urban cities and rural counties,” 
said Lori Haas, Virginia state direc-
tor for the Coalition to Stop Gun 
Violence. “If a person is at risk of 
harm to self or others, it would be 
prudent for family members and 
loved ones and law enforcement 
to temporarily separate him or her 
from his firearm so that until the 
crisis passes, the person is not at 
risk of injury or death to him or 
herself or others.”

Since Republicans swept all 
three stateside officers and seized 
control of the House of Delegates 
last month, gun enthusiasts have 
been plotting to unravel many of 
the gun-violence prevention mea-
sures Democrats instituted over 
the last two years. One of their top 
priorities is getting rid of the red-
flag law, which narrowly passed 
the state Senate in 2020 with a 
vote of 20 to 20. Democratic Lt. 
Gov. Justin Fairfax voted to break 
the tie to send the bill to the gover-
nor. Now that a Republican will be 
in that seat, the only way to stop 
the law from being overturned 
may be for Senate Democrats to 
prevent it from getting to the floor.

“Red flag laws leave the person 
in crisis alone,” said Philip Van 
Cleve, president of the Virginia Cit-
izens Defense League. “They can 
still kill themselves. They do noth-
ing except take his guns away.”

According to the Virginia De-
partment of Health, Virginia had 
1,036 gun deaths in 2018. About 
two-thirds were suicides, and one-
third were homicides.

WHEN DEMOCRATS seized con-
trol of the General Assembly last 
year, one of their top priorities was 

implementing 
new gun-vio-
lence preven-
tion measures. 
Although they 
failed to adopt 
an assault 
weapons ban, 
they were able 
to require back-
ground checks 
and ban guns 
from local parks 
and govern-
ment buildings. 
One of the signature gun bills was 
the red flag law, which allows cit-
izens to alert authorities when a 
friend or family member may be in 
danger of posing a danger to them-
selves or others. That sets the stage 
for a judge to conduct a hearing 
where law-enforcement officials 
or prosecutors make the case that 
firearms should be temporarily 
confiscated.

“I’m pleased to see that it’s be-
ing used, and I’m pleased to see it’s 
being used all around the state,” 
said Del. Rip Sullivan (D-48), who 
introduced the House version of 
the bill. “As it becomes more well 
known both to the public and to 
law enforcement, I wouldn’t be 
surprised if it gets used more.”

One of the sticking points with 
the process is that the individual 
in question is not present in the 
initial court hearing. The judge 
makes the ruling to confiscate 
the guns in an “ex parte” hearing 
where the accused has no opportu-
nity to present a defense. After the 
judge orders the emergency risk 
order, law enforcement officials 

serve the document and confiscate 
any known firearms for 14 days. 
Then the court holds a second 
hearing where the accused gets to 
mount a defense. At that point the 
judge can extend the order for 180 
days or return the weapons. Gun-
rights groups say the process is a 
violation of individual liberties, al-
though supporters of gun-violence 
prevention say similar measures 
are taken when people have con-
cerns over mental health or custo-
dy of children.

“There are other places in the 
code that type of process is done as 
a first step, and then you address it 
later,” said Sen. George Barker (D-
39), who introduced the Senate 
version of the bill. “They get an op-
portunity to contest it in court. So 
they do have a right to deal with it 
fairly quickly.”

NINETEEN STATES and the Dis-
trict of Columbia have enacted 
some form of emergency risk or-
ders, which are also known as 
gun-violence restraining orders 
and extreme risk-protection or-

Richard Stuart (R-28). “Couldn’t 
he create havoc with a myriad of 
other things, and if this person is 
mentally disturbed shouldn’t we 
deal with that first?”

When the bill was debated in 
the state Senate, Republicans tried 
unsuccessfully to amend the bill 
restricting it to people who might 
do harm to themselves, not others.

“The research has shown that 
people who intend to kill them-
selves with a firearm are hindered 
when the firearm is removed and 
suicide is much less likely to oc-
cur,” said Sen, Creigh Deeds (D-
25). “In the states where this leg-
islation has passed that’s what the 
studies show.”

NOW THAT THE law has been in 
effect for more than a year, the con-
tours of its effectiveness are com-
ing into view. Some activists who 
pushed for the law say the numbers 
from the Virginia State Police show 
the law isn’t being used enough. 
Considering the scope of the prob-
lem, they say, law-enforcement of-
ficers should be receiving more tips 
from citizens who are concerned 
that someone they know might 
be on the verge of committing the 
next mass shooting.

“Of the million people in Fairfax 
County, 32 is not a lot,” said Paul 
Friedman, founder and executive 
director of the advocacy group Saf-
er Country. “If the average citizen 
is paying attention to their neigh-
bors and identifying people who 
are under enormous stress and 
have guns, we can prevent a lot 
more potential problems.”

That’s why Friedman is current-
ly working with Fairfax County Su-
pervisor Rodney Lusk on a public 
awareness campaign to let people 
know about the new law and the 
role they can play in stopping fu-
ture gun violence. 

The Board of Supervisors ap-
proved the campaign last sum-
mer, and since that time a work-
ing group has adopted the slogan 
“prevent a gun tragedy, speak up.” 
Friedman is hoping that Lusk will 
work with the other supervisors to 
include funding for the campaign 
in the next budget, potentially hir-
ing a staffer to oversee the cam-
paign and extend its reach.

“Right now, awareness is low.” 
said Lusk in a written statement 
after the board approved the initia-
tive last summer. “I hope this effort 
helps the new law better achieve 
its intended goal of having guns in 
responsible hands.”

Red Flags, Confiscated Guns
Police across Virginia use new law to disarm people courts determine could be dangerous.

Fairfax County has made use of the new red flag laws more than any other county in Virginia, and also 
has the highest population.

ders. Connecti-
cut was the first 
state to enact 
a red flag law 
back in 1999 
following a 
mass shooting 
at the Con-
necticut Lottery 
headquar te r s 
in 1998 when a 
disgruntled ac-
countant killed 
four of his su-
pervisors and 

then shot himself. The shooter has 
previously attempted suicide and 
was being treated for depression.

“Potential changes to the law 
could streamline the gun-remov-
al process and make it easier for 
police to take preventive action 
when appropriate,” wrote Duke 
University professor Jeffrey Swan-
son in a study of the Connecticut 
law. “One such change, which was 
suggested by an expert respondent 
interviewed for this study, would 
be to allow police to remove guns 
immediately with probable cause.”

The tension between risk to safe-
ty and jeopardy of civil liberties 
was a sticking point for lawmakers 
in Virginia when they were debat-
ing the bill last year. Republicans 
argued that violating liberties in 
the name of protecting safety was 
a slippery slope, and that the same 
logic might be used to strip other 
rights. Many Republicans openly 
doubted that the legislation would 
accomplish anything.

“What purpose does it serve to 
serve an order on him telling him to 
turn over his firearms?” asked Sen. 
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D
eclining birth rates and the pan-
demic have conspired to send 
Alexandria’s Kindergarten enroll-
ment down 17 percent since 2018, 

a trend that school officials say will have a 
long-term influence on how the division op-
erates and plans for the future. Some of the 
decline is driven by the pandemic as parents 
opted for private schools or kept their chil-
dren in daycare rather than enroll them. But 
the long-term forecast for schools will be 
shaped one birth at a time.

“We recently converted an office build-
ing into a school. That could eventually be 
converted back into an office building,” said 
Erika Gulick, director of capital programs at 
Alexandria City Public Schools. “When we 
build new school facilities, we’re making 
sure to include community spaces as well as 
family resources so those programs can sort 
of ebb and flow.”

In the short term, Kindergarten enroll-
ment is expected to go up. School officials 
are predicting a Kindergarten enrollment 
of 1,560 this fall, the largest cohort in re-
cent years. But that may end up being the 
beginning of the end for rising enrollments. 
Alexandria City Public Schools usually gets 
about 55 percent of babies born in Alexan-
dria, a metric that school officials call the “K 
capture rate.” Gulick says predicting enroll-
ments for the future requires considering 
how many babies are born and how many of 
them will show up for school.

“If birth rates continue to go down 
but for some reason the K capture rate 
goes up, we may not see a decline in 
enrollment,” said Gulick.

BIRTH RATES always fall during times 
of economic crisis. It happened during 
the Great Depression and again during 
the Great Recession. But the Baby Boom 
that happened after World War II didn’t 
repeat itself when the economy recovered 
after the recession of 2008. Births in Virgin-
ia are now the lowest they’ve been since the 
late 1990s, and Virginia’s population was 25 
percent smaller then.

“Millennials are postponing children or 
just not having as many,” said Hamilton 

Lombard, a research specialist at the Weldon 
Cooper Center for Public Service. “They’re 
right in the prime age to have children, and 
they’re not having nearly as many as Gener-
ation X has.”

When the pandemic initially forced peo-
ple into lockdown last year, some speculated 
that all that time couples spent hunkered 
down would lead to a baby boom. Instead, 

the opposite happened. The birth rate de-
clined for the sixth straight year in 2020 
as the pandemic accelerated the trend of 
women delaying pregnancy or deciding not 
to have children at all. Demographers say 
they’ll be looking at what happens when 
the current crisis is over and millennials feel 

more confident about the future.
“Are the women who didn’t have children 

during the Great Recession and its after-
math, are they going to have them or not?” 
asks Kenneth Johnson, a senior demogra-
pher at the Carsey School of Public Policy at 
the University of New Hampshire. “After the 
Great Recession, things finally were coming 
back to normal and then COVID hits and yet 

another reason why people might be 
concerned about having children.”

THE DROP IN BIRTHS is creating a 
shifting demographic landscape across 
the country, a trend that is contributing 
to the aging of the American popula-
tion. Johnson looked at birth rates in 
all the states and found that 20 states 
now have more deaths than births for 
the first time in history. Virginia is not 
one of those states, at least not yet. But 

if current trends hold that won’t be the case 
for long.

“Virginia continued to have more births 
than deaths, but the gap between the num-
ber of births and the number of deaths in 
Virginia dropped,” said Johnson. “So al-
though there were more births than deaths, 

Baby 
Bust
Declining birth 
rates lead 
to shrinking 
Kindergarten 
enrollments.

Kindergarten enrollment in Alexandria is down 17 percent since 2018.

The number of births in the United States declined by 16 percent from 2007 to 2020.

“Millennials are postponing 
children or just not having 
as many.”

— Hamilton Lombard, research specialist at 
the Weldon Cooper Center for Public Service

the difference between the number of births 
and the number of deaths was essentially 
cut in half between 2019 and 2020.”

The declining enrollment in Kindergarten 
classes will lead to fewer people entering 
high school 15 years from now. That will 
lead to fewer people entering the workforce 
20 years from now. That will lead to few-
er people forming families and having chil-
dren, a future that could end up looking very 
different from the present.

“That has really important implications 
for everything from transportation infra-
structure to the types of facilities we need, 
whether it’s schools or health care facilities,” 
said Beth Jarosz, a senior research associate 
at the Population Reference Bureau.

At first blush, it’s a trend that might seem 
frightening for things like the solvency of So-
cial Security. 

But Jarosz  says there’s also a potential 
upside to declining birth rates.

“As people have fewer children, the re-
sources that are available for those children 
increases,” she said. “Kids get more atten-
tion from their parents. They get better at-
tention at school, and there can be positive 
outcomes from that.”


