November 17, 2004

Letter to the Editor:

Black Monday.   November 15, 2004. The last day property taxpayers had to cough up from their savings, IRA, or checking accounts their second installment tax bills.  

An open forum was sponsored by the Cook County Assessor’s Office on the eve that the tax bills were due, Black Monday.   The Assessor’s staff was making an effort to explain the so-called 7% tax-cap solution. The room was filled with fed-up taxpayers. With the best of intentions, newspaper editors, taxpayer groups, and public officials are all calling for property tax reform to be initiated by our legislature.   That theme was clear, too, on Black Monday.

Unfortunately, property tax initiatives by the General Assembly have done very little for taxpayers. The greatest beneficiary of property tax measures in the past two decades has been government – which has benefited both from the amount of taxes collected and from the increased dependence on property taxes by local units of government. It is a sad legislative record.

While lawmakers take extended time to squabble over who gets what pork projects (financed largely by property taxes), the taxpayer is hit with higher prices as the state and city pocket additional gas taxes and increases in utility taxes.

The only significant tax reform to come out of the General Assembly allowed ALL Cook County taxpayers to file property tax appeals for the first time to a third administrative agency – the State Property Tax Appeal Board. Unfortunately, the state’s recent decisions, which effectively reduced real estate tax burdens on Cook County’s industrial, multi-family, and commercial property owners, is being challenged by the very lawmakers who initially urged the reform measures in the first place.

Recent tax “reform” that shifted the property tax burden onto small and large businesses allowed some lucky homeowners  (particularly in Jefferson and Hyde Park Townships) to reap the benefits of a so-called 7% tax cap.  This quota tax “reform” actually was not a 7% cap but an increase in the homeowner’s exemption. 

To add insult to injury, Chicago taxpayers received huge 2003 tax reassessment increases.  Of the estimated 15,000+ homeowners who will file a tax appeal before the Cook County Board of Review this year, approximately 80 percent – more than 12,000 -- find themselves hiring a lawyer to file a standard assessment complaint based on assessment equity facts.

The legislative bill for a binding constitutional amendment that would require the state to take “preponderant financial responsibility for financing public education” fails year after year. Add another item to the list of failed efforts to curb our government’s insatiable budgetary appetite for the property tax dollar.
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History shows us that substantial property tax system reforms arise from crises. Three ingredients will set the stage: when state and local governments are gridlocked by inflexible, regressive revenue systems, when elected officials fail to act or misread public sentiment, and when local government units act too autonomously and their budgetary appetites are not curbed by public pressure.

Our entire property tax system is ripe for major changes. Taxpayers are victims of a runaway revenue scheme.  Businesses are vulnerable because they cannot predict future property tax liabilities. Property owners have little or disproportionately limited control over the amount and quality of services their local tax dollars are meant to buy.

The Illinois revenue system has become a gigantic, complex beast without a master. By all appearances, we seem to lack the leadership to make critical, systemic reforms to get this beast under control.

The same public officials who gave us our current property tax system during the 1970 state convention advised voters against any new constitutional amendments 20 years later. An opportunity for a complete overhaul of the Illinois Revenue Act of 1939 was voted down in 1989 when a constitutional convention did not convene.

Taxpayers were encouraged to support the status quo with “don’t fix what’s not broke,” and “amending the state constitution is too costly.” Attempts to pass property tax reform with real constitutional bite have failed in each legislative session thereafter.

Shifting from an archaic, inequitable property tax system to a graduated income tax structure more in line with other states will require newly elected lawmakers with political courage.

Taxpayers may just have to wait 3 more years -- until 2007 – to get the opportunity to vote on having another constitutional convention, since they shouldn’t depend on meaningful property tax reform from their lawmakers this year.  How much has this inability to act cost taxpayers?   A lot.   

Sincerely,



Merlin Tripp
Citizens for Fair Assessments and Taxes (CFAT)
www.fairtaxes.net
312-498-0047

