November Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

I’d like to start by wishing everyone a Happy Thanksgiving.  This month I have a hodgepodge of information that I’d like to discuss, so here goes.
I wish to thank everyone who attended the “Ask the Mayor Night” last month.  I enjoy speaking with people who are interested in knowing what’s going on or how we are addressing certain issues.  I know we don’t have all the answers to all of the problems, but I know we have a good grasp on the major concerns of our community.  My intentions are to hold at least two of these types of forums each year.  The venues and format may change, but I will always allow time for people to ask questions somewhere during the session.
At the “Ask the Mayor Night”, a discussion took place about the value of certain homes in Whiting and why some are selling and some are not.  During the meeting, I forgot to echo a very important component of the real estate market…price point.  When we discuss the potential for new homes or condos in City Hall, price point is major factor that is always considered.  At the meeting, I explained our intentions for the senior condos.  We feel a senior citizen who sells their home for let’s say $150,000, would likely be a good candidate for a senior condo of around a $150,000.  The price point of the new condo will likely need to be close to the selling price of their home to make an even exchange at this point in a senior’s life.  This is what the market is telling us.  The same principal applies to the sale of a single family home.  If the selling price of a 15+ year old home, on an older block in the middle of town is $235,000, but a buyer can purchase a brand new home larger in size, in a new subdivision for equal or less money, then the older home will not sell as fast.  It’s just the basis of the open market system.  On the other side of the coin, new starter homes priced at a $165,000 price point would compete very well against the 100-year old homes currently on the market in the $150,000+ range.  Again, it’s all about the free market, the laws of supply and demand.  I wish I had been able to expand on this principle at the meeting, but it just escaped my thoughts at the moment.

On another issue, I’d like to mention a few comments on our Tag Day policy.  I will likely ruffle some feathers here, but I feel strongly that we need to make some changes.  Starting in 2007, the City will begin restricting Tag Days as a means to reduce the number of days when groups are soliciting.  I can tell you first hand that while the Tag Days raise funds for many worthy groups and organizations they are disliked and an inconvenience for the majority of people.  Next year there will be weekends that Tag Days will simply not be allowed and we will also limit them to one per year per specific group.  These rules will not only apply to Tag Days, but to any solicitation on our City streets or sidewalks.  With this said, I will encourage groups to hold a fundraisers where a service is provided such as car washes, clean-up campaigns, festival participation, etc.  Unfortunately, this method of raising funds has just gotten out of hand and too easy for groups to raise quick cash without the majority of participants expending some effort.
Quite often, I get requests to speak at or meet with organizations or groups.  If you feel that it would provide benefit to your group to have a City speaker at your meeting, don’t hesitate to call City Hall to make the request.  I tell people often that my primary job as Mayor is to shamelessly promote our community.  What better way to do so than speaking to your group.

Lastly, the City has identified what can be a significant problem with illegal or unwarranted “Homestead Exemptions”.  These are exemptions that people do not legally qualify for.  We have hired a consultant who will begin investigating and subsequently reporting these violations to the County in early 2007.  We believe that these illegal exemptions have cost the City over $400,000 in the past 3-years alone.  My advice to someone who may have one of these questionable exceptions is to correct the issue before we get to it.  If our investigation identifies an illegal exemption, we will petition the County to collect back taxes associated with that exemption to the fullest extent of the law.  This is not something I will enjoy doing, but it has to be done.  The money being paid to support these illegal exemptions can possibly fund future years of the 20% Local Homestead Credit.  Look at this as an opportunity for amnesty.  Take care of it by January on your own and you won’t be on our hit list!!! 
Till next month…Mayor Joe
