March Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

I would like to try to clarify some confusion surrounding the 2% circuit breaker program that has helped our community so much over the past few years.  In recent articles in the media and letters to the editor, I have seen many people complaining that the politicians are trying to eliminate the program.  This couldn’t be further from the truth, so let me try to explain.  I personally know that nearly every elected official in the county supports the 2% cap for residential property.  I will fight to fund and ensure this program is maintained for residential properties as long as I am mayor.  The issue that is being contested is the fact that in 2006, the General Assembly also approved the 2% cap for large industries such as BP, Mittal Steel and U.S. Steel, that is scheduled to take effect in 2010.  This law is catastrophic for all of us and here’s why.  Before reassessment, the BP refinery paid over $16 million in property taxes to the Whiting taxing agencies.  After reassessment and the implementation of House Bills 1902 and 1858, the refinery began paying less than $9 million.  I’ll pause here for a second to offer analysis…while we all know that this was an unbelievable tax reduction for one business, one could argue that as a result of our belt tightening and relief programs, we still managed to come out of the whole process fairly well.  We managed to get the 2% residential circuit breaker approved as an automatic and permanent credit, and in Whiting, have approved the Local Homestead Credit for all residential properties.  We could even argue that the enormous tax break received by the refinery was the impetus for their $3.5 billion expansion project.  Now with that said, if the 2% circuit breaker is allowed to stay in place for industries like BP in 2010, their Whiting taxes would drop from the $9 million mark to less than $3 million!!  I can’t believe that our residents support this??  This is the portion of the 2% cap statute that your local elected officials are fighting, not the residential circuit breaker.  Unfortunately, many people are writing the local newspapers and responding to polls saying they want to keep this cap in place.  These people must simply misunderstand the issue.  My objective in writing this column is to inform our citizens of the issue and ask everyone to educate themselves before responding to the press or to polls on similar topics.  Our state legislators read these articles and letters and the last message we want to send them is that we think big industry deserves another tax break!!!  Once people fully understand the distinction between the residential cap and the industrial cap, I believe they will be supportive of our efforts to repeal the 2% industrial circuit breaker.
In last month’s State of the City Report, I had the pleasure of announcing some positive news regarding our city-wide recycling program.  The Whiting residents will recall our efforts to place recycling carts in the alley at each property across the city and eliminate the curbside pick-up.  Our best guess at that time was the change would have a neutral impact to the program.  In other words, we estimated that the total volume of recyclables collected would stay the same.  I’m extremely happy to report that the recycling tonnage for 2006 actually increased by a total of 36% or nearly 150 tons!  Not only has the recycling volume grown significantly, but the annual cost for our trash disposal has dropped by $73,000.  Special thanks to Mark Harbin and Steve Spebar and each of their staff members for a job well done.
Lastly in the coming weeks, the new stop light at the corner of Community Court and Indianapolis Boulevard will be commissioned.  After this is done, the stop light at West Fred and the Boulevard will be taken down.  The school crossing will be relocated to the intersection with the new stop light at Community Court and we are asking all parents to be sure your children are aware of the change.  The crossing guard will only be positioned at Community Court from this point forward.  Please call City Hall if you need further information regarding this issue.
Till next month…Mayor Joe
