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VOTE “NO” ON CHATHAM’S DEFICIT SPENDING PLAN

Fran Meaney, Chatham Concerned Taxpayers
Chatham Annual Town Meeting

May 11, 2009

Good evening –

I’m Fran Meaney from Bittersweet Lane in North Chatham.  I’m one of the founders of Chatham Concerned Taxpayers. 
In late January I read in the Chronicle that the FY10 Chatham budget was going up about $1.3 million, as would the property tax levy if an override were approved.  I and some friends thought this was nuts when cities and towns all across the state were slashing and cutting.
So Chatham Concerned Taxpayers came together just ten weeks ago to look out for the people who pay the bills whose interests we thought were not being taken into account.  We join the Finance Committee in urging you to VOTE NO on Article 6.  Since the budget is actually in six parts we also urge your NO votes for Articles 7, 8, 10, 11 and 12.

When Chatham Concerned Taxpayers was formed we said to Town officials that in this time of financial upheaval the Town should not place additional financial burdens on taxpayers:  The property tax levy should not increase (but they’re planning to push it up by $770,000) and non-emergency projects should be deferred till better times return (yet the Town was hell-bent on Taj Mahal II on George Ryder Road and a raft of other small projects.)     

We asked why cost of living increases in a time of zero inflation.  Couldn’t the Town slim the budget to avoid increases in the property tax?  Would the unions consider a voluntary freeze of their 6% and 7% pay increases?  The answers were “No.”

The most important thing we’ve learned in our ten weeks of existence is that Chatham has been overtaxing its taxpayers for years to pay for a gold-plated lifestyle made possible by the availability of easy money from nonresident homeowners.

As a nonresident taxpayer succinctly put it in an email, that easy money from nonresident homeowners creates in Chatham a “warped sense of reality when it comes to town spending.”  

Proposition 2 ½ was adopted in Massachusetts to restrain the growth of the property tax; it said property taxes could be increased only 2 ½% each year plus new growth without a special override vote. For typical towns, that’s about right.  Over the past decade the growth of the consumer price index and Proposition 2 ½ have been almost identical, about 24%, but Chatham’s spending has grown more than twice as much, 50% to 60%, depending how you measure it.
For Chatham, Prop 2 ½ is a bonanza.  With out-of-towners paying half the property tax, the Town of Chatham collects vastly more money than the nonresident households cost for services and facilities.  So Chatham year in and year out has been overcollecting, reaping a bonanza in the millions. A realistic restraining percentage for Chatham would be nearer 1 ¼%, not 2 ½.   No doubt there are those who will disagree with this assessment.

With all that easy money available, grand plans could be considered and undertaken, such as replacing the old 3,000 square foot community center for the kids with a 22,000 square foot new community center costing $10 million, of which the kids today maybe use 5000 sf. The rest is barely used.  
The profits that rolled into town from the second home people stayed with the Town and were spent by the Town.  There were no property tax cuts. Every year 2 ½% more in property taxes were collected and now and then capital projects were added on.  Because the out-of-towners were paying half, costs always seemed lower when the calculations were presented, but the tax bills kept going higher for everyone year after year as spending increased.  Remember, it’s not the pennies on the tax rate that count, it’s the increase in the size of your tax bill every year.
Because of the many great real estate properties the visitor sees and the way that the Town of Chatham spends money one can understand why people think Chatham is rich, but it is not.

Chatham’s median household income is below the state average, about $62,000.  So we have the strange situation where the Town itself is rich, but half or more of the people who live in it would not be called rich.    These are people afraid of being squeezed out of their homes.  And so too are some nonresident homeowners.  These taxes are hurting more and more people, however low they may seem to some.  I get emails such as one from an anxious taxpayer who is “shocked into reality watching our investments crumble” and one from a nonresident taxpayer assuring me he is no trophy homeowner but is afraid of losing his family homestead of several generations:  “I’m just barely able to hold onto the place with the ever rising tax burden.”  Another nonresident chimed in about her modest home: “The tax bill is of significant concern to us as well as to resident taxpayers.  Yet we have no voice. You voters have my support in your effort to control the level of spending in the town.”
After awhile that habit of spending rich even starts to outrun the rich flow of property tax revenues.  Which is what we have this year.  It’s time to stop overtaxing and overspending.

This year overspending finally outstripped the overtaxing and an override vote of some $630,000 was proposed.  The resulting uproar caused that idea to magically melt away.  Was spending cut?  No.  That’s why we have a six-part budget this year, which is essentially the same as unveiled in January with some savings from lower energy costs, a bond refunding and other minor adjustments – and lots of checkers moved around.

With the full spending plan finally revealed in Warrant it’s a six-part budget, too fat to fit in one Article, adding up  to $34.7 million, $12.8 million, or almost 60%,  higher than the amount authorized for the operating budget in fiscal 2001, just nine years ago and still up more than $1 million over fiscal ‘09’s spending.  
Article 6, which incorporates all those pay raises and tax increases, uses virtually all of the current revenue projected for FY10.  However, the Town plans to spend $2 million more anyway through off-budget financing. It is taking hundreds of thousands of dollars out of the Town’s emergency funds – something the state warns against doing -- and using about $1.5 million of overcollections from prior years, so-called free cash, thereby covering the deficit spending while avoiding override votes – which probably would have been turned down.  

Town officials aren’t wholly to blame.  Every bit of spending proposed was approved by earlier Town Meetings.  The times were good.  Voting taxpayers were perhaps not aware that spending and taxes were growing at such alarming rates.  Times are different now.
By voting NO Town Meeting will send a powerful signal to Town officials that the game has changed.  Overtaxing and overspending must end.  By doing the job now on the FY10 budget and saving money for future contingencies, the Town and its taxpayers – and public employees -- will be better prepared to weather FY10 and to deal with the extreme difficulties that by most accounts lie ahead for FY11.

VOTE NO on the six-part spending plan -- Article 6 – as well as Articles 7, 8, 10, 11 and 12.

