February Issue of the WRite Stuff – Mayor’s Article

As you likely know, the General Assembly is back in full swing and I have begun my annual travels back and forth to Indy.  The Legislature is convinced that radical change is best for our state, so it is crucial that our city has a seat at the table to ensure our voice is heard.  This philosophy is prevalent, even though many of the changes enacted as far back as three years ago have yet to be played out.  I have difficulty understanding how the Governor can continue to recommend legislative changes for local government, without fully understanding the consequences of previous actions.  I guess I’m just not legislator (or Governor) material.  One of these changes was the adoption of tax caps for all classes of property.  With this said, I think it’s newsworthy to state my position on amending our State Constitution to make these caps permanent.  I believe that these caps are good for my city and my constituents and I strongly support them, but I truly believe that they need to delay the constitutional amendment to make them permanent for at least another year.  Why?  There are two very valid reasons and I’ll try to explain.  First, no one in the General Assembly, the Governor’s Office or state government actually knows the impact of these caps on local government at this point.  The estimates coming out of Indy are swinging widely and are being viewed with little confidence across the state.  The real impact will not be known until the 2009 local government budgets are certified later this year.  Secondly, I believe the business caps need to be modified before making them permanent.  No one can convince me that the local sandwich shop should receive the same tax relief as a multi-billion dollar corporation.  Call me nuts if you may, but how can this be even remotely fair and equitable in anyone’s eyes?  So let me summarize, I believe the caps are in the best interest of all residential and small business property owners and support them wholeheartedly, but we need to see the exact impact and modify the big business numbers before making them permanent.
While I’m on the subject of property taxes, let me inform everyone of how we’re doing in regards to managing the onslaught of these legislative changes.  You may recall that in last year’s session of the General Assembly, an emergency clause – the Distressed Unit Appeal Board – was inserted into HEA 1001 to allow municipalities to solicit relief from the revenue losses associated with the tax caps.  Some legislators were actually calling this clause the Whiting amendment, which acknowledged the difficult position that we were in due to industry comprising much of our tax base.  They created an appeal process for us to seek relief if the impact hampered our ability to provide the necessary services to our residents.  I am pleased to state that we did not need to apply for this relief for 2009.  We were able to identify over $700,000 in additional cuts to make it through 2009.  This was not an easy task and we still face steep challenges for 2010, but identifying these cuts saved our property tax payers hundreds of thousands of dollars by keeping the tax caps in place.  Now we need some luck and a few breaks to do the same for 2010.
Here’s another version of interesting facts related to the City of Whiting.  Did you know that in 2003 we had over 200 city employees and today we have only 163…of which 65 are part-time staff, many who only work a few hours each week.  Did you know that the City of Whiting had $120,000 less in spendable revenue in 2008 than we did in 1998?  What other business could state that they had negative budget growth over an 11 year span?  Did you know that our Street Department and Recycling Department employees were able to reduce our solid waste disposal costs by $20,000 in 2008 by modifying their procedures?  Did you know that in 2004 it cost the City $21.53 per household for trash pick-up service and in 2008 it only cost the City $7.86 per household…despite rising disposal costs?  Did you know that before we instituted the alley recycling program the City collected a total of 406 tons of household recyclables and we now collect over 657 tons today?  Did you know that the total volume of all recycled material collected in 2003 was 670 tons while in 2008 we recycled over 2119 tons of various materials? 
Till next month…Mayor Joe
