June Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

Last month, a local resident wrote a letter to the Times regarding property tax relief.  Addressing the actions of local government, the gentleman stated “the more tax dollars they receive, the more ways they seem to find to spend it on items that aren’t crucial – i.e., new bike paths and memorials.  Spend it on property tax relief.”  When I read this I immediately thought this would be a great topic for my column.  Agree with me or not, here are some of my thoughts related to the gentleman’s letter.
First, let me emphatically state that property tax relief is without reservation my highest priority.  To date we have drastically changed how we do business in our City, sliced the budget beyond recognition and were successful at lobbying for legislative changes which can provide for future relief.  We have more to do but we are well on our way to streamlining our operation to unprecedented levels of efficiency.

Here is my first thought.  The gentleman appears convinced that cutting operating expenses is the best sure-fire method of reducing property taxes.  In reality in Whiting’s case, it may be the worst action to take at this point.  I’ve learned the hard way.  I’ve worked hard to reduce our tax levy by nearly 15% and our tax rate actually increased by over sixty-cents!!  The fact of the matter is the refinery’s actions far outweigh and trump and any cost-cutting program that we can ever do in government.  The real solution is to reduce our reliance on a single industry by encouraging the growth of other businesses.  Utilizing this strategy, the City can leverage $1 into $100 or more by investing in the infrastructure and amenities that are needed to attract these businesses to our city.  Even if the $1 investment only lands $1 in new development, it is a far better payback than simply cutting a dollar from our budget.  Let me try to explain that statement.  For every dollar I reduce Whiting’s budget, the refinery receives a 55¢ benefit.  Also worth noting, for every dollar I reduce the budget, only 30% of your tax bill is affected since 70% of the bill is directly related to other taxing agencies.  So in essence, very little relief is passed on to the residential property owners through the budget cutting process.
OK, how do we get businesses to locate in Whiting?  The answer to this question is complex, but here are a few opinions based on dozens of meetings and presentations that we have had with potential developers.  Key factors that businesses analyze include area demographics, the potential to succeed and the quality of life the area provides for its customers and/or workers.  Quality of life components include a good school system, available housing, cultural attractions and recreational facilities – like bike trails and parks.  Yes, we have had potential developers request information on our park system and more specifically bike and walking trails.  Again, spending public dollars on these types of facilities has the potential to bring huge payoffs down the road.
Now don’t get alarmed, I’m not going to mortgage the city to build 100 bike trails in attempt to lure new business into town.  BUT, does it make sense for us to invest in improving our lakefront by adding a bike and pedestrian trail?  I say yes, if it’s done sensibly in a cost-effective manner.  The moral of the story is that not every solution is as clear as black and white or a sure-fire method for success.  In Whiting we are taking a balanced approach to resolving the property tax issue to ensure that the fix is both a real and a permanent solution.

On a lighter note, I would like to say hello to Mrs. Theresa Kark who I understand is an avid reader of the WRite Stuff. 
Till next month,
Mayor Joe
