April Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

In this month’s column, I’d like to address several topics that are currently in the local news.  First, I’d like to briefly update the readers on the property tax situation.  I am hoping that by the time you read this, that the County Council will have already approved the 2% circuit breaker for this year’s upcoming tax bills.  I have been in contact with several County Council members and am confident that they have made a firm commitment to continuing the cap.  We are also currently analyzing recently passed legislation that authorizes the 2% cap for future years.  Our interpretation of this legislation is that beginning next year (2007), the circuit breaker will be automatically applied and made permanent for all properties located in Lake County that been granted a Homestead Credit.  This of course is great news for the residential property owners of Whiting.  The cap coupled with the Whiting City Council’s recent approval of a 1-year 20% credit for all residential property will provide significant relief to a large majority of Whiting tax payers.  We are also working very hard to drive new development opportunities that will benefit every property owner in our city.  Until the 2% circuit breaker was officially adopted, these potential developments where stalled due to the tax uncertainty.  Now we’re back into the game swinging hard at every pitch.  While it may be too premature to announce, there are also strong indications that certain property tax appeal issues involving BP are coming to a head.  I feel very good about our chances of success on this issue and if I am correct, this will be another battle in the war that will go in our favor. Lastly, I am also working in conjunction with the Community Improvement Fund (CIF) to research the possibility of developing a special grant program that may be able to assist local business owners or business property owners with some degree of tax relief.  This program has not been finalized as of yet, but we are hoping that a realistic solution can be found by early summer.
Switching gears to another hot topic in the news as of late, I’d like to clarify an issue related to the Governor’s Major Moves Road Construction Plan.  This is the plan that includes the leasing of the Indiana Toll Road for the next 75-years.  Let me tell you first-hand, that while I felt that the Governor deserved credit for thinking out-of-the-box and I do agree with many parts of the plan, I do not support the long-term lease of the toll road.  In a recent full-page newspaper ad, the Northwest Indiana Forum had listed me as a supporter of Major Moves.  While I did agree to support the reinstatement of the $100M allocation to the Northwest Indiana Regional Development Authority (RDA), I never authorized my endorsement for Major Moves.  I was disappointed that my name was used in a manner that I did not agree with, but I do believe it was simply an honest misunderstanding.
Lastly, my staff and I are currently analyzing the complete ‘Good Government Initiative Report’ that was recently released.  The 212-page report that identifies areas where Whiting can improve its efficiency or improve the way it provides its services, can be viewed by any interested party by visiting the ‘Links’ page of the City’s web site.  My goal will be to have an action item agenda developed by late April that will address how, when and if we will tackle the issues addressed in the report.  You’ll be hearing much more about this study as we move closer to pulling the trigger on implementing the recommendations that make good business sense for our city.
Till next month…Mayor Joe 
