January Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

I hope you all had an enjoyable and safe holiday season.  As we roll into 2008, property taxes are once again the main topic of concern.  In the past six months the game has changed dramatically, each time heavily impacting Whiting.  In 2007, the end result was that most Whiting property tax bills were slightly higher than the previous tax year.  There are several reasons this happened and none of them are easy to explain, but I will try to identify the primary causes.

Typically, in a year where your largest tax payer’s (BP) property assessment increases by $21 million, your tax rate would drop significantly.  Unfortunately, BP’s assessment growth was offset by nearly $80 million in residential and small business assessment increases.  These increases were overwhelmingly the result of “trending”, a new assessment process enacted by the General Assembly.  Coupled with the impact from trending, the state decreased the Property Tax Replacement Credits (PRTC) and the Homestead Credits (not Homestead Deductions) which significantly reduced the amount of relief previously given to property owners.  Also figuring into the fray was the elimination of the business “inventory tax”.  While this action may eventually pay dividends in the form of economic development growth, the immediate impact was another up tick in property tax rates to compensate for the lost revenue.  The delay in property tax billing has also created a huge debacle that could have been averted if the state and county had an ounce of sense.  The billing delays over the past four years have cost government agencies across the state 100’s of millions of dollars in interest for loans they needed to fund their operations.  In Whiting alone the costs exceed $250,000.  Most of this expense could have been avoided by sending out estimated or provisional tax bills in a timely manner.
What is Whiting doing to reduce property taxes?  First, I can guarantee that we now have a seat at the bargaining table.  As mayor, I have been elected or appointed to dozens of committees, task forces and organizations across the state.  Actively participating at this level affords us the opportunity to have a voice in drafting new legislation and to mold public policy.  Secondly, thanks to the actions of the City Council, a Local Homestead Credit of 20% was once again approved for 2007.  Unfortunately, this credit cannot be approved for 2008.  We also continue to fine tune our operation and look for ways to improve efficiency and cut costs.  As an example, we are starting 2008 with 20% fewer full-time employees than when I took office in 2004.  Here’s another fact that may surprise you; In 2007, the City of Whiting had $250,000 less operating revenue than we did in 1998.  I would have a hard time believing that any government agency can state that they’ve had negative growth over a 10-year span.  Over $2 million from these reductions were paid directly to property owners as tax relief in the form of the 2% cap or the 20% Local Homestead Credit.
With this said, I am not comfortable with the current tax environment.  The Whiting property tax rates are still too high and too many people are suffering because of it.  The good news is that BP’s investment in the refinery and our economic development efforts will begin to pay off in the coming years.  The bad news is that the Governor and the Legislature are vowing to fix the property tax problem this year.  As far as relief from the General Assembly goes, my advice is to hold on tight!!!  When Indianapolis tries to fix anything, it usually gets worse before it gets better.

My staff and I are working harder with less people and fewer dollars.  We will continue to strive for further improvement and will keep working until we get the job done.
Till next month…Mayor Joe
