September Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

I look forward to the day where the primary topic of conversation is not property taxes, but since that day has not yet arrived, I have an issue worth discussing.  When the Whiting property tax bills arrive later this fall, you may see a considerable drop in the tax rate and the net tax bill.  I wish I could take credit for the decrease and say that we are out of the woods, but I can’t.  While a small portion of the rate decrease is due to growth in our industrial tax base (a good thing), the majority of the reduction is a temporary or false decrease (a bad thing).  It would take me at least three pages to explain the issue in detail, so I won’t even try.  In a nut shell, the County Assessor is challenging several million dollars in industrial deductions.  I do appreciate the intentions of the Assessor, but cannot disagree more with his method and timing to do so.  Why?  The actions of the Assessor will leave the City of Whiting with at least a $2 million shortfall for 2007.  That’s right, over $2M in revenue for the fiscal year in which we are starting the 9th month.  The primary reason for the anticipated shortfall is that the industrial property tax payers do not have to pay the increased assessment being challenged by the Assessor.  The tax rates were certified by the state and set lower with the anticipation of receiving the increased revenue, but the state statutes allow the industrial tax payers to only pay an amount equal to the prior year.  The amount that they are allowed to withhold is equal to the $2M, leaving us short in our expected revenue.  The good news is that our tax bills should drop significantly this year.  The bad news is that next year they will likely jump back up to make up the difference after formal appeals are filed and the rates are reset to their true level.

We plan to do everything reasonable within our powers to reduce our expenses attempting to make-up the shortfall.  If we don’t, the rates next year will need to jump up two-fold to cover our 2007 shortfall and the adjustment back to an accurate rate.  Please bear with us as we will likely need to postpone all scheduled construction projects and look at other ways of reducing expenses.  We will also need to continue the projects that are currently underway to avoid losing the funds committed to date.

What can happen next?  I hate to answer that question, but I can only hope that we have the worst behind us.
Till next month…Mayor Joe
