
for Truth
The John Locke Foundation is a  

501(c)(3) nonprofit, nonpartisan research 
institute dedicated to improving public 

policy debate in North Carolina. Viewpoints 
expressed by authors do not necessarily 

reflect those of the staff or board of 
the Locke Foundation.

200 W. Morgan, #200   
Raleigh, NC 27601   
phone: 919-828-3876 

fax: 919-821-5117
www.johnlocke.org

regional brief
A Million Wasn’t Enough?

Montgomery County commissioners 
want even more tax money

Dr. Michael Sanera, Dr. Terry SToopS, JoSeph coleTTi

OctOber 2010

No. 88

Key poinTS

Montgomery County commissioners have raised the property tax by nine cents 
over the last two years, from 58 cents to 67 cents per $100 valuation — a 15.5 
percent increase. 

Now the commissioners want $225,000 tax increase (an amount about the same 
as another one-cent increase in the property tax). If  voters approve this tax 
increase, the total tax increase over the last three years would be $2.1 million.

Commissioners have not promised to use this tax increase to reduce the property 
tax. 

In fact, commissioners have not promised to use the increased revenue for any 
specific purpose. 

Instead, they want the money “to help address and alleviate fiscal constraints 
within Montgomery County.” 

County commissioners spent all of  the state required cash reserves between fiscal 
years 2003 and 2009. 

Taxpayers have little access to online information about county government. The 
county does not have the checkbook, contracts, future liability for retirees, Capital 
Improvement Plan, number of  employees, audit reports, salaries of  employees by 
job code, or the Comprehensive Annual Financial Report available online. 

Since the special county taxing authority was established by the legislature in 
2007, voters have turned down 68 of  85 requests for tax increases, sending the 
message that county commissioners must be more responsible stewards of  taxpay-
ers’ hard-earned money before voters will entrust them with tax increases. 

Montgomery County voters should think twice before harming taxpayers and 
small employers with a tax increase during the current economic downturn.  

aSKing for More on Top of a Million-Dollar Tax increaSe 
Montgomery County commissioners are asking voters to 

approve a $225,000 tax increase during this bad economy. This 
request follows a $1 million property tax increase this year and 
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$900,000 tax increase last year While the 
downturn in the economy is hurting county 
government, it is also hurting county tax-
payers and businesses. The county com-
missioners should consider their needs, too, 
rather than just those of  county govern-
ment. County commissioners have already 
increased the property tax by 5 cents this 
year and 9 cents over the last two years — a 
15.5 percent tax increase. 

What pressing need is there behind the 
request for taxpayers to pay $225,000 more 
in new taxes? The commissioners’ official 
resolution calling for the vote states that the 
tax increase “is necessary to help address and 
alleviate fiscal constraints within Montgom-
ery County.”1 To voters that might sound 
like a request for a blank check to spend the 
money any way they want. 

Commissioners have also set a larger fis-
cal policy goal of  increasing the number of  
ways they can tax citizens. A higher sales tax 
fits with that plan, but more ways to tax can 
lead to higher taxes overall, as evidenced by 
commissioners’ desire to raise taxes for the 
second time this year.

financial reSponSibiliTy or 
irreSponSibiliTy?

How have the commissioners managed 
the taxpayers’ money? Facing a substantial 
budget crisis in fiscal year 2009, they spent 
all of  the $1.5 million cash reserves in order 
to maintain overall spending levels. County 
commissioners then raised the property tax 
rate by four cents per $100 valuation to take 
in another $900,000 for fiscal year (FY) 2010. 
Cutting spending would have been more 
prudent because commissioners were faced 
with another revenue shortfall for the current 
budget (FY 2011). This time they responded 
with a $1 million property tax increase while 
cutting spending only $700,000. To their 
credit, the commissioners have started to add 
money to the cash reserves fund, but it is only 
0.15 percent of  the budget ($350,000 out of  
$23.3 million) — hardly the eight percent 

required by the state.
Again, Montgomery County commission-

ers are trying to tax their way out of  the bud-
get problem. The request for the $225,000 
tax increase would bring tax increases over 
the last three years to about $2.1 million. 
Montgomery County voters need to decide 
whether their record is fiscally responsible 
and in the best interest of  the county resi-
dents. 

ciTizenS are KepT in The DarK

One reason that many Montgomery 
County citizens are largely unaware that the 
county government is in such dire financial 
straits is that the county does not provide 
citizens with easily accessible information 
online. Montgomery County earned a grade 
of  “D” on NCTransparency.com, the John 
Locke Foundation website that grades online 
government openness.2 

The county does not have its checkbook, 
contracts, future liability for retirees, Capital 
Improvement Plan, number of  employees, 
audit reports, salaries of  employees by job 
code, or the Comprehensive Annual Finan-
cial Report available online. Nowhere on the 
county’s web site is there even mention that a 
sales tax vote will occur on November 2.3 

In fact, even though commissioners 
decided back in their March 16 meeting to 
place the sales tax on the ballots this Novem-
ber, the most recent county newsletter, 
August 2010, does not mention the upcom-
ing sales tax vote. 

Since the special county taxing author-
ity was established by the legislature in 2007, 
voters have turned down 68 of  85 requests 
for tax increases, sending the message that 
county commissioners must be more respon-
sible stewards of  taxpayers’ hard-earned 
money before voters will entrust them with 
tax increases. By their votes on this referen-
dum, Montgomery County voters can dem-
onstrate whether county commissioners have 
earned their trust or still have work to do. 
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