February Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

I just got back from my fourth trip to Indianapolis this month.  Each time I go I get more nauseous than the last time I was there.  While I’ll spare you the ugly details, I need to give you a sense of what’s happening downstate.

First for the good news; The uproar that occurred after the folks around Indy saw their tax bills jump to levels that we already experienced in Lake County, actually got the state’s attention.  This is ironic since they primarily ignored the crisis in Lake County, but are now jumping through hoops to take care of a similar problem in Marion County.  Regardless of why they are taking action, the action that they are currently taking is good news for local tax payers.  Lower caps on residential property and newly imposed caps for rental properties, coupled with removing millions of dollars in state costs from the property tax roles, should put an end to the tax crisis as we have known it for the past 4-years.

Now for the bad news; The proposed caps for business property still include the major industries in our area that have been handed millions of dollars in relief already.  Unfortunately, these additional tax breaks may actually lead to the destruction of our city.  Under the legislation that has already passed both the Senate and the House, Whiting is literally left out in the cold.  Now let me make this clear, I’m not speaking about being asked to cut a few jobs, I’m talking about being forced to cut every employee in the city from the top down.  That’s right, no administration, no police, no fire, no parks, no snow removal and no trash pick-up.  The Governor and the state legislature is trying to fund its version of property tax relief by forcing us to eliminate local services.  Now I agree with the concept of being lean and mean, and we have done dozens of things to put us on the right road to being lean, but telling me I have 8-months to shutdown municipal operations while still providing a viable alternative to provide the services that our property owners need, is ludicrous.
Now I hate writing this column when there’s smoke blowing from my ears, but I have a deadline to meet.  At the time I was writing this article, we had 6-weeks left in the legislative session.  So by the time this hits the streets, a lot of things could have changed.  By the tone of the discussion I heard in late January in Indy, I’m banking on being hit by the legislative train wreck.  I will be taking every opportunity until the legislative session is over to fight for a fair shake.  Whether the Governor and the General Assembly wants to believe it or not, there are solutions to provide the property tax relief that we all deserve, while not forcing the City to close its doors. 
Till next month…Mayor Joe
