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Key Points

Alleghany County commissioners are asking county voters to approve a $160,000 
tax increase at a time of  high unemployment. That amount would be equal to a 
property tax increase of  0.9 cents per hundred dollars of  value.

County commissioners have tied the tax vote to speculation of  lower state educa-
tion spending next year, but other state and federal funding sources will likely 
offset any reductions without affecting the county budget.

County operating budget appropriations for fiscal year 2011 are $570,274 higher 
than in fiscal year 2009 – an amount 3.5 times as much as what the tax would 
generate. For example, the money from the new tax would not cover the opera-
tions of  the office of  the Register of  Deeds ($173,555).

Any tax increase is permanent even if  the needs are not.

Commissioners are under no obligation to use the new tax to pay for schools. All 
new revenues will go into the general fund and can 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. 

Alleghany County voters should think twice before harming small employers with 
an open-ended tax increase based on speculation.  

Speculating on State Cuts 
Alleghany County commissioners would like voters to approve a 

$160,000 tax hike on the premise of  state cuts to education spend-
ing. Any cuts to state education spending at this point are entirely 
speculative and would likely be offset by increases from other 
sources.

Public Schools

Over the last decade, there has been a steady increase in state, 
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federal, and local education funding. Dur-
ing the 2008-09 school year, public school 
expenditures in Alleghany topped $11,200 
per student and continued to exceed the state 
average (see Figure 1).1 

Despite a decade of  robust education 
spending, county commissioners throughout 
the state argue that localities must raise taxes 
in order to offset pos-
sible state cuts to public 
schools next year. 
Minutes from the July 
19 board of  commis-
sioners meeting show 
that Commissioner 
Doug Murphy used 
this argument to justify 
his vote for the tax hike 
in Alleghany County: 
“[N]o tax is good but 
with cuts coming from 
the State the revenues 
have to come from 
somewhere.”2

Fortunately for 
Commissioner Mur-
phy, a number of  out-
side funding streams 
will compensate for 
any local reductions 
in teaching positions. 
Like all other public school districts in North 
Carolina, Alleghany County will be the recip-
ient of  federal funds for classroom teachers. 
Under the Federal Education Jobs Fund 
(EduJobs) law, Alleghany County will receive 
an additional $365,368, which will fund an 
estimated seven teaching positions during 
the current school year.3 In addition, the 
North Carolina Education Lottery provided 
$119,337 for class size reduction in grades K-
3.4 Lottery proceeds will continue to fund two 
or three elementary school teaching positions 
every year. Alleghany County can also expect 
$168,487 from North Carolina’s $400 million 
Race to the Top grant.5 

In some cases, declining tax revenue 
may necessitate systematic cuts to the public 

school system. County commissions, school 
boards, and district staff  must recognize that 
not all personnel, organizational, instruc-
tional, and program reductions are created 
equal. There is little evidence that reductions 
in administrative and support positions would 
hamper student achievement, although the 
same cannot be said for teaching positions.6 

As a rule, the district should retain as many 
highly qualified teachers as possible. Fur-
thermore, organizational changes (such as 
school or departmental consolidation) and 
modifications to curriculum and instruction 
(such as the elimination of  non-essential 
electives or extraneous academic programs) 
are unlikely to produce significant declines in 
student performance. Finally, school districts 
may simply offset reductions in athletics and 
extracurricular activities by increasing user or 
participant fees.

A new tax may not be the best way to 
offset any potential shortfalls even if  com-
missioners choose to look outside the school 
system. The county budget for operating 
expenses in fiscal year 2011 is $570,000 

Figure #: Per-Pupil Expenditures and Average Daily Membership, 1998-2009 
Figure 1. Per-Pupil Expenditures and  

Average Daily Membership, 1998-2009
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higher than it was in fiscal year 2009. That 
additional spending is 3.5 times more than 
the county expects to generate with the new 
sales tax. For example, the entirety of  the tax 
on its own would not pay for the operations 
of  the register of  deeds.7  

While the value of  the tax to county cof-
fers in a given year is relatively small, a tax 
increase would be permanent — there is no 
provision to automatically repeal the tax if  
it is not needed. Further, regardless of  why 
commissioners say they would raise taxes, the 
new revenue would go to the general fund 
and could be used for any legal purpose.

Voters across the state have rejected 68 
of  85 similar attempts to increase taxes in 
other counties since 2007. The overwhelming 
message to county commissioners has been to 
demonstrate greater fiscal responsibility.

Alleghany County voters will decide 
whether county commissioners have been 
fiscally responsible and whether they can be 
trusted with new taxing authority or if  they 
are fiscal speculators. 
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