The Time to Think about Taxes is Now

By Keith Wright

State law requires the separation of two related processes—setting our budget and setting our tax rate. We must vote for a budget by June 30 but we don’t set our tax rate to pay for the budget until the following December.  However, the fact of the matter is that once we approve a budget we have in effect decided upon the amount of taxes we will need to raise because we have to raise enough revenue to pay for whatever budget is in effect. The only thing we decide in December is what share businesses and homeowners have to pay.
It is with this in mind that I and some of my colleagues on the City Council tried to cut the budget last Thursday. Our goal was to cut about $3 million, because the City’s finance team believes that that amount of cuts is required in order to avoid an increase in taxes. However, the Council was only able to agree to about $425,000 in cuts when we looked at the budget department by department. I am now calling for a 2.8% decrease in the budgets of all city departments. Such a cut would amount to $3 million and, if our finance team is correct, should avoid the need to raise more revenue than we did last year.
While I do not have a problem with the level of taxes I personally pay, I represent many people who do. People who are on fixed incomes are especially concerned. In part, I am leading this effort out of a sense of duty to them. 
However, I have a bigger aim. I ran on a platform of fiscal responsibility in the wake of the Springfield Finance Control Board. To me, this means having an honest and open conversation about revenue and expenditures, both in our community and in the City Council. I am concerned that 60% of our City’s budget is funded by the state. I am concerned about the structural deficits that our finance team is predicting in the coming years, and I do not believe that we can tax our way out of the problem. Toward that end, I am asking for a 2.8% cut this year, and my goal is to use the upcoming year to take a more detailed look at personnel levels.
Over the past couple of weeks I have been asking constituents how they feel. Do they want more taxes and more services, or less of both? The City Council has the opportunity to take a stand at this Wednesday’s 5 PM meeting. Either we support the Mayor’s budget and its likely tax increase, or we do not support a tax increase and we cut the budget. What is important in terms of fiscal responsibility is naming this choice and making the best case for which option best serves the City of Springfield. My assumption is that if the budget passes without cuts, then there is a majority of councilors who are essentially saying that they will also take responsibility for raising taxes later on this year. You can look at a line-by-line description of the proposed budget as well as my budget cut proposal at my website, www.wrightforspringfield.com. 
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