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Background

Based upon questions and requests from associations representing various county entities about what county commissioners are looking for as the taxing authority for so many different property taxes, CCAO issued a survey to members in April of 2006.  CCAO asked the following questions of its membership:

1.  Do you ask for a history of the agency’s levies, including millage amount and type of levy (new, replacement, renewal)?


2.  Do you want to know how tax reduction factors have affected the yield of any existing levy since it was last enacted?

3.  In the case of social service agencies, do you want a history of caseload data?

4.  Do you want a five-year history of the agency’s budget?

5.  Do you ask for a summary of the major revenue sources of the agency in the past five years, including dollar amounts by source and percentage of total agency budget by source?

6.  Do you want a description of the new mandates for services imposed by the state or federal government or any other items that have caused increased agency expenses?

7.  At what point in time do you want to receive such information?

8.  Do you have any other specific types of information that you request when you are asked to place a property tax levy on the ballot?  Additional comments?
Responses
19 responses were received, representing a wide geographic diversity and population size.

QUESTION #1:  Do you ask for a history of the agency’s levies, including millage amount and type of levy (new, replacement, renewal)?
15 counties responded in the affirmative to this question.  One county stated no, this was not information that they ask.  Two counties stated that they collect this information annually so they do not need to ask, and one stated that their process is more informal without a set format.
QUESTION #2:  Do you want to know how tax reduction factors have affected the yield of any existing levy since it was last enacted?

12 counties responded that they want this information.  4 stated no, with one of these counties stating that they thought it was a good idea and would ask in the future.  2 counties stated that they have an informal meeting without set questions, and one county stated that they track this information and do not need to ask.

QUESTION #3:  In the case of social service agencies, do you want a history of caseload data?

7 counties responded in the affirmative to this question.  10 stated that they do not ask for this information, with one commenting that they feel asking why the levy is necessary often leads to a discussion on caseloads and another commenting that they ask for more general service information, but like the idea of asking for caseload data.  2 counties stated that they meet in an informal setting without a specific format.

Question #4:  Do you want a five-year history of the agency’s budget?
11 counties responded that they do request a 5 year history of the agency’s budget, with one of the 11 stating that they focus on actual expenditures only and another that states they want the information, but do not need to ask for it because they centrally maintain it in the county’s fiscal system.  6 counties stated that they do not want this information, with one stating that they are only interested in the previous fiscal year and current budget issues.  Two stated they use an informal process of meeting and do not have set questions.
Question #5:  Do you ask for a summary of the major revenue sources of the agency in the past five years, including dollar amounts by source and percentage of total agency budget by source?
14 answered in the affirmative, with one positive response adding that they do not go back the full 5 years, and another stating it is information they already have and do consider.  3 responded no, they do not request this information.  2 stated they use an informal process of meeting and do not have set questions.

QUESTION # 6:  Do you want a description of the new mandates for services imposed by the state or federal government or any other items that have caused increased agency expenses?

13 stated that they ask for this information.  4 counties stated that they do not ask for this information, with one commenting that while it is not one of their set questions, it usually comes up as part of the discussion.  One county says that they only get into new mandates as it relates to issues over and above that are not addressed in the budget information.

QUESTION #7:  At what point in time do you want to receive such information?
6 did not respond to this question.  5 stated that they wanted at least a couple of weeks prior to the deadline when the language must be certified to the Board of Elections, which is 75 days prior to the election.  4 stated that they do not issue a set deadline, but the entity requesting a levy to be placed on the ballot better allow for enough time to get responses to any questions they have.  One stated at least 30 days before the filing deadline.  One stated at year end, because they request this information as a matter of routine business in their county.  And one stated that they want the information at least 4 months before the election.  
QUESTION #8:  Do you have any other specific types of information that you request when you are asked to place a property tax levy on the ballot?  Additional comments?
We prefer to have the County Prosecutor also review the levy request information to be sure it contains the correct language and section of code before they act on the levy request.  Usually, an agency’s director will come to the board meeting to give background on the levy request and answer any questions prior to the board passing a resolution to place the levy on the ballot.  We ensure the deadline date with our board of elections to make sure our resolution makes it there on time.  It is helpful to receive the levy information at least a couple of weeks prior to the board of election’s deadline since the auditor and prosecutor have to approve it also.

The information listed above is collected, but not formally requested by a specific checklist.  Our levy certification process begins when an agency approaches the Board with a request to place a levy on the ballot, at which point a public meeting between agency board members and directors and the Board of Commissioners is scheduled.  The meeting may develop into a series of meetings as the commissioners request information, such as historical levy information, budget information, 5 year projections, contingency plans should a levy fail, impacts to property owners with new and/or replacement millage, etc. 

We always have the entity come to one of our public sessions, with the media present, in order to do an overview of the normal information we ask for in order to justify their request.  The only additional thing we ask about and discuss in depth is the entity’s plan for promoting the levy.  

We ask for a projection of the amount of funds the levy will generate.

We also want to know what competing issues may be on the ballot and beginning cash balances.

We request the following additional information:

1. Positive press on what is happening at the agency

2. Update on vehicles – mileage, maintenance, repairs, age, etc.

3. Condition of equipment (roof, furnaces, computers, etc.)

4. Personnel issues regarding bargaining agreements

5. Special projects

6. For MR/DD, number of students in different programs and in-house at school

7. Several ways they will update the commissioners periodically

8. Timelines when county will receive expenditures and balances

9. Why is the entity leaning toward, new, additional or renewal

10. Report as early as possible if they know they have to renew or ask for additional or new

11. Get board president and superintendent/executive director to come to commissioner meeting every 3 months

12. Get all records on when issue was passed before and how the vote went

13. President and superintendent/executive director must talk to county administrator every 4-6 weeks

14. Must have a 5 year plan and make sure it is updated

15. Have auditor do update as to what money is brought in with different scenarios

One count attached sample of information they receive from their MR/DD Board.

Once you complete the survey, please distribute to counties so we can do a better job processing these requests.  We are already noticing an increase in requests on these saying they will need to go this route soon.

Montgomery County included a detailed description of their review process and the unique combined levy approach they adopted in the 1980’s.

Want to receive a detailed description regarding uses of new/future levy funds, especially new local initiatives, projects, property and/or land acquisitions.  Also must provide a detailed explanation if the levy is being requested when a current levy is not set to expire in the near future.  List and detail the cash balances in existing levy funds, for example, our MRDD board has several permanent levies with a combined cash balance that is nearly as large as our county general fund.
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