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Taxpayer’s Surprise
The Cook County assessor’s good news about
property taxes doesn't mention the bad news. <~ ™

By Ben Joravsky

wio weeks spo Cook Counly
T assesgor Jarmes Hoalilan

sent Chicago home owners
a letter promising that they were
ehont to zet a big breal on their
property taxes. Bused on what
the letter seid, lots of peeple con-
chuded that their property tuxes
sronldn’t go up muoch,

"Thera is good news for Cools
Counly homeowmers,” Hoalihae
wrokg, "The Homeewner
Taemption has been subslantally
espanded, This will ensore that
ot residential fexpayers will
erperienee no more than w7 %
inerense in their homes' taamble
vilue each year” He went on,
"Chicagn komeaoswners, whoss
properties were reassessed in
i, will see the reliel now,
Homaswvrers in suburban Coolo
will benefit follogwing their
Wpeomiing rengsesnnents.”

Tiagine the shocls of bome
nvners (mpself, alos, included} in
gentrifying neighborhoods when
they opened their property tax
hills to Brud rudses of 50, G0, 70
pereent o moere, "L thought my
bl was going to go up 7 poreenl,
aud inatead itwent up about 50
pereent,’ sy Sobring Balthazar,
who lives in Bdpewater. °1
theught there wes golng lo be o 7
prreant sap. What happenad to
the 7 percent copt™

Apparently it got lost some-
wheve in the legislative wash, "It
waa a confusing change to o very
confusing system,” says state sen-
ator Juhn Cullerton, an expert on
property ta les “Dul everyone

had the hest of inlentions”

Lilez: many ehservers, Callerton
gives Houliban high mars foe
teping Lo bring some arder to the
process, In he sumimer of 2004,
when Chicago residents worns
already angry abmit soaring
asgesgments—ihe basis for deter-
mining laxes—Houlihan
declared thal vities and schoal
districts were too dependent on
the property b, a regressive o
that dovs’l always refledt a
persont ebilily to pay it He pre-
pozed thet Lie amount an nisesss
ment could rise e capped at 7
percent, Tindar that plan a hovse
[haat was azsesacd al FT00,000 In
2000 eould be gssessad ot no
more than 107,000 n 2033
(homes are reassesaed every
Eliree yenrs), y

Houliban's across-the-board
eap was supporked by a prass-
roots movement of irate resi-
denls in gentrifying eily neigh-
borboods mostly on the north
side, including Lineoln Pasl,
Lakeview, and Roseoe Village
Heesding Houliban® eall for
reform, they descended on
Springfield, preasing legislabors
0 lale up the cwase. Mayor Daley
eventaally sizned oo, after ini-
tially blaming rising assessmenls
om Tinnlihan, whom he appac-
coutly sees as a potential rivel,

In the spring hoth houses
prssed the cop—which they culled
the *Meizhboshond Proasrtion
Humeewnsr Fxomption™and
e e supamer Governor
Hlagojerich signed ik inlo b
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“Hemeowners gok breal,” vead
the headline in the July 13
Tribusre. The secompanying
article by Mickey Clolajlo
deacribed the bill-siguing cece-
motwy lield an the fre northwest
side, 30 o house whoss awners
stod to sova hundreds of dol-
Tars, "You shouldn®t be punished
when you parsue the Ameriean
Aresm—when you buy o home,
pwn @ nome, and impreve o

home” Blapojevich apid at the
ceremony, "And we shouldn't
fear that when Starbucls comes
Lo the neighbarkend, suddenly
ayhe we ean' L alford our prop-
ety tnaes wnymore”

When Houlihan maiied his
good-news lelber on Oeteber 15,
Lzt hills weere landing in mail-
Irges acvess The eity, *1 got hil
with a Bill Lop ey 17 LE7—Lhath a
Lot more than T had to pey at this

tirne lusl yenr," savs Dalthazer ©
pafd SR in my st inatall-
ment. For e year s over
47,800, Where am 1 supposed
lizep coming up with that
maney? I'm an artist, Tdeu't
v o Jot of muoney, I this keor
wyp T'm going 1o have to move”
Aeearding to Houliban's offic
Balthazar and otlier vesidants
sheazldn’t heve been surprissl
“Ve mever sadd wour fime weie




ooly going Lo goup 7 Hu.ud_r_.L;

says Maura _.,/sﬁ.hric_ a spukes-
woman for the office. “We said
your assessments would anly go
up 7 percent. And not all assess-
ments. Assessor Houlihan's hill
was chunged by the General
Agsembly”

It Lurns out that House
Speaker Michael Madigan and
state senate president Emil Jones
opposed the across-the-board
cap, arguing that it would be
regressive. They said it wouldn't
be fair to poor or working-class
ar middle-cless people beeanse
rich people who'd recently
bofght expensive homes in hot
neighborhoods would get = huge
hreak. So Madigan and Jones
amended the bill, adding a "cap
an the cap” :

“For the record,” says Kownack,
t sepusor Honlihan did not pro-
pose this amendment”

1tz all very confusing. Many
people believe the cap directly
limils their property tax Increase
<o 7 percent. 1t doesn't. Other
people think it limits asyessment
increases to 7 percent. It doesn't
dis hat either. Tnstead, it
inereases the basic home owner's
exarnption fram $4,500 o :
520,000, which will be st

ettt

Fo promote
progressivity
and simplicity in
taxation the states
leading politicians
came up with afix
that's regressive

and ﬁm?m_ﬁmmm
..Em will have

wm fixed.

tracted from the newly assessed
value of a home. The tax on the
home is éalenlated using that
adjusted amonnt,

But the jump in housing prices
in some neighborhoods has been

50 high that even the larger

exemption won't prevent a big
tax increase. T use my house as
an example. The assessar'’s otlice
determined that over the past
three years its assessed value had
more than doubled: Tast year it
was taxed at o value of $51,099;
this year it'’s texed at $105,550.

- Tiyen with the 20,000 cxemp-

tion, the value of my house is so
much more thal my new tax bill
is 129 percent higher than the
one last year. Kownucki points
out that my tux increase would
have been even higher without
the expanded-home owner
exemption—little solace to &
home owner paying a much
higher tax than loulihan’s letter
Ted him to believe he would.

The flaw in the eap legislation
is that it rests on the assumption
that home owners like Balthazar
can alford a dramatic hike in
tasxces because they lve Ina rap-
idly gentrifying neighborhood.
The cap, say Madigan and Jones,
was intended mainly for poor

and middle-class taxpayers, and
letting it applyto rich people
wonld ullimately force the poor
ard mriddle class Lo pay more.

Of course there isn't alwaysa
correlation betwesn the usscssed
value of & property and the
ownel’s ability to pay the taxes on
iL. As many seniors-on fixed
incomes ean tell you, il’s possible
for poor people to live In rapidly
gentrifying neighborhoods, espe-
cially if they bought their prop-
erty before prices took off. “That’s
wliy Assessor Houlihan proposed
the cajp, suys Kownacki. “We
Lwow its not perfect because they
capped it. That’s why Assessar
Ioulihan is working toward -
restructuring the eniiretax
system Lo reduce our overreliance
on- ﬁqow_n..? taxes.

Sp, in order to. EQEQE pro-
wressivity and simplicity i tase-
tion the state’s leading politicians
came 1ip with a fix that's regres-

sive and confusing and will have |

to he fixed. In short, they came
up with a stupid fix for a stupid
[ for a stupid system.

Thanlk goodness the cap is only
temporary. I[ts supposed to expire
in three vears, by which time legis-
lators are supposed to have come
up with a perménent solution.

Leb's hope theytry Lo deal with
the underlying problem: the
dependence on the property tax,
which is inequitable not just
beeguse it rarely takes into con-

- siderulion a property owner's

ahility to pay, but becanse it
helps ensure that funding for
education varies from comimi-
nity to community across the
county. The 7 percent cap in no
way decreases the dependence
on the property tux—and il
mikes the property tax less
regressive for some z;:, _uu_.
making it more repressive for
athers: That will pit one neigh-
borhood agamst another, ang it
could-destroy mixed-ineon
neighborhoods by foreing out
lower-income owners. AL a min-
imum, legislators should be
looking to unhook the sehool sys-
temms fromi the praoperty tax,
shifting to fanding througha less
regrassive tax, such as the slale
income tax, which riseswith a
taxpayer’s ineome,

From interviews with resi-
dents, I know that at least
Laleviow, Lincoln Park,
Fdgewater, Foscoe Villags,
Brongzeville, and parts of
Morgan Park got socked with
continued on pageo B
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bip tax increases. In contrast
Avondale, the community
around Belmont and Flston,
was spared, even though prop-
erty values there are soaring,
“Something that cost you 200
grand a few years ago will cost
vou 400 grand today,” says-a
friend who lives there. “T-don't
Enow wlhy yours went way up
and mine dida't. No one
lrnows how this works, But
don't worry—1I'm suee U'll get
reamed next lime”

1 asked Kownacki and ather
tax-policy experts why houses in
one neighborhood were assessed
at rates 50 much higher than
homes in other neighborhoods
whose value had shot up just as
much, and no one could Lell me,
T also asked Kownacki why
Henlihan dido't mention the cap
on e eap in his "good news”
letter, "I don't know why," she
satd, “but we mentioned it on oar
Web site” Houlihan's press
relenses hyping the Neighborhood
Prezervation Homeowner
Exermnption also don't mention the
cap on the cap. But bis supporters
suy people should po easy an him.
“IUs not his fault they capped the
cap, says Barb Head, the leader of

the tax-reform group Trae,

But isn't it odd that Houliban
isn't saying why some neigh-
borhoods ot hit hard when
others didn't? And isntit mis-
leading to keep talking abont
relief when so many people are
petting slapped with huge
inereases® And why are they
still ealling it a cap anyway?

State representative John
Friteheiwsays his phones “have.
been ringing off the hook” since
the tax bills came out.
*Exeryone wants to know what
happened to the 7 percent cap,”
he says, "Hven if only 30 per-.
cent of home owners dido't
receive thefull cap, that'sstill a°
lot of home ownors—some-
times T think they all live in my
district—paying more than they

can afford or moréthan they

thonght they would have to pay.
1've had people call in states
ranging from rage to tears, 'TE
this keeps up we're gonna gel
foreed out of e city!” Tiry to
tell them abont the cap on the
cap, bot it’s hard to understand,
particularly when they heard so
much about the 7 percent cap.
The only thing worse than
holding out no hope is holding
out false hope!” @




