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By Joseph E. Hight 

Mark Sickles, Democrat, 48 years old, is running for reelection as Delegate to the Virginia General Assembly from the 43rd District and loving it. He tries to campaign at least some every day, getting out meeting people. This is his third campaign for the delegate seat. In 2001 he lost narrowly to a Republican incumbent, but in 2003 he won a rematch.
By now he says, he's knocked on most every door in the district, and many of them two or three times. Sometimes the same people answer and they invariably remember him.

Sickles has lived in the 43rd District for 18 years. He graduated from Clemson University in 1981 with a degree in forest management. Then, at Georgia Tech he earned two master's degrees, one in industrial management and one in technology and science policy. Formerly, Sickles was director of environmental affairs for the American Association of Port Authorities. He currently works on corporate and government relations and business development for Weeks Marine, Inc.

When asked why he wanted to continue being the delegate from the 43rd District, he said, "It's a really great job. Every day I learn something different, I get to work with a great set of colleagues, and I have friends in Richmond on both sides of the political aisle. There is a great sense of history in the state capital. I enjoy helping to form better public policy and to help make Virginia a better place to live."

Sickles says that the Virginia General Assembly's recent record in getting the state on a solid fiscal footing is impressive. But trends in the state's long-term expenses and revenues were still not in sync, and the state was in danger of losing its AAA bond rating.

Sickles added, "Democrats and Republicans joined forces to raise tax revenues as fairly as possible. Now we have a surplus, and I favor using some of that surplus to continue to eliminate the car tax. Maybe we can't go all the way yet. Let's proceed carefully, and if the surplus continues we can eventually eliminate the car tax 100 percent."

Sickles said that due to the state's improved fiscal situation the state has been able to increase pay for state law enforcement officers, stemming the loss of officers to other jurisdictions that were paying more. He added that state funding and increased the number of slots in the state programs for mentally disabled children, which had over 3000 people on the waiting list.

Regarding the state tax burden on Virginians, relative to other states, he replied, "Virginia ranks 44th among all the states in its overall tax burden. We are a relatively low tax state."

Of the federal government's No Child Left Behind education law, Sickles said, "It's sad that the Feds got involved in K-12 education in that way. This has traditionally been the business of states and localities." And he added that Virginia had its Standards of Learning (SOL) system of testing and standards well in place, and thus was starting at a much higher level from which to make the mandated improvements. But in all, while he thinks the SOL testing could be improved, it is performing relatively well.

Sickles noted that 52 percent of local property taxes go to support K-12 education. He favors more flexibility for localities to adopt alternative sources of revenues so that they can lower property taxes and still adequately fund their schools. He favors relief from property taxes by allowing localities to adopt homestead exemptions for to up to 20% of the assessed value of owner-occupied residential units.

On transportation issues Sickles supports HOT lanes added to the beltway. Carpoolers would use the lanes for free; others would pay tolls via an EZ Pass system. Private investors might be willing to pay for most of the funds to build the lanes.

Regarding the Metro system, Sickles thinks it's time for a change in Metro's top management. "They must get their act together," he said.

Sickles sees his role as a politician as listening to people, soliciting their views and concerns. Many times the voters have inconsistent wants, he said. He acknowledged that while voters want more services and lower taxes it is his job is to sort this out, strike a balance, and do what he thinks is right.

Sickles often walks his dog, Lucky, along the sidewalks and trails in Kingstowne. Sickles rescued Lucky from an NIH research experiment that Lucky was fortunate to survive. Lucky likes to go to Alexandria to gaze at the Potomac. Sickles is happy to go along.

