W

F O U NDATTI O N

SEE—

200 W. Morgan, #200
Raleigh, NC 27601
phone: 919-828-3876
fax: 919-821-5117

www.johnlocke.org

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.

A Question of Trust

Alamance County commussioners don’t
trust voters; can voters trust them?

DR. MICHAEL SANERA, DR. TERRY STOOPS, JOSEPH COLETTI
OcTOoBER 2010

Key PoinTs

+ Alamance County commissioners are asking county voters to approve a $2.4
million tax increase at a time of high unemployment. This amount is equal to a
property tax increase of 1.9 cents per hundred dollars of value.

+ The three commissioners who supported the tax hike rejected a public hearing on
the referendum.

+ Payment on debt has grown faster since 2006 than any area of government opera-
tions except education.

+ County commissioners have not announced what they would do with the money
nor have they promised to make the new tax revenue-neutral by reducing the
property tax rate.

+ Regardless, all new revenue would go into the general fund and could be spent by
commissioners for any legal purpose.

+ 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.

+ Alamance County voters should think twice before harming small employers with

a tax increase.

NEw TaxarioN WITHOUT JUSTIFICATION

Alamance County commissioners would like voters to approve
a $2.4 million tax hike without knowing how the money would be
used, without a public hearing,' and without a strong record of fis-
cal responsibility.

Voters are asked to approve an increase in the sales tax rate by a
quarter-cent, which in terms of revenue would raise the equivalent
of a 1.9-cent property tax hike. The three county commissioners
who voted to approve the tax referendum (Chair Linda Massey,
Vice Chair Eddie Boswell, and Commissioner Ann Vaughan) also
voted against a public hearing on the topic. The three do not agree



A QUESTION OF TRUST: ALAMANCE COUNTY COMMISSIONERS DON'T TRUST VOTERS; CAN VOTERS TRUST THEM?

among themselves how to spend the money;
nor do any of them agree with County
Manager Craig Honeycutt’s ideas on how to
spend the new revenue. Their ideas include
capital improvements, employee pay, educa-
tion, ambulances, facility maintenance, and
paying back money taken from the county’s
savings balance.? Two of the three said prop-
erty taxes would not rise, but none of them
offered to reduce property taxes to make the
entire package revenue neutral.

Even if commissioners could agree on
a purpose for the funds, there would be no
binding way to limit how the new money
would be spent. Voters simply support or
reject a sales tax increase, not specific proj-
ects. The lack of agreement among county
commissioners makes the proposed tax hike’s
lack of purpose clearer, but not any more
real.

Commissioner Massey did little to
improve her standing or that of the tax push
when she downplayed its impact, saying,
“It’s only a quarter-cent and it’s not going to
burden anybody.””

Since 2007, voters across the state have

rejected 68 of 85 tax hike requests. Alamance
County has benefited from the anti-business
environment in Orange County. Voters can
decide whether they agree with Commis-
sioner Massey or whether they think employ-
ers and families already face enough eco-
nomic difficulties.
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