Albany’s Cost Shifts Increase Our Property Taxes

An Opinion Editorial

Governor Eliot Spitzer’s proposed 2008-09 State Budget includes provisions that shift costs of two major social service programs from the state budget to county taxpayers. I can tell you first hand that our property taxpayers have no appetite for higher taxes.

It makes no sense to balance the state budget on the backs of our property taxpayers, who are already paying the fourth highest property taxes in the nation. 

The state has looked to county property taxpayers before, to fund an inexhaustible share of the State’s Medicaid program. Three years ago counties fought for a cap on the growth of local Medicaid costs, and the victory was won for the property taxpayers. Now, instead of paying double digit increases each year, counties fund three percent Medicaid increase each year. That increase is ___ statewide, and (see chart) for _________ County.

That means that with the status quo, no other increases in county costs, we must fund ____ more each year. Coupled with other increases like employee health care, pension costs and scheduled raises, county budgets are growing with no added programs, services or employees. 

The 2008-09 Executive State Budget shifts add even more costs to county budgets, to the tune of $___ million in new Welfare spending and $___ million in the shift in juvenile detention costs. 

I understand that the state is facing a huge budget deficit, but I can tell you that it is not our fault, and county taxpayers should not be forced to close the gap.

Since the Great Depression, New York State and her counties have split the cost of public assistance 50/50. The 2008-09 Budget includes a proposal that will break this partnership, calling for counties to cover 52 percent of welfare costs while the state pays only 48 percent. With no accompanying arguments for this cost shift, we assume this move is used to help close the budget deficit. The State is once again looking to property taxpayers to pay for the State’s budget problems.

Our calculations show that if this Welfare funding change is implemented, it will cost counties statewide $8 million in 2008 and nearly $11 million in 2009. Locally it will cost {County’s Name} (see chart or plug in your numbers). But this is only the beginning. If this funding change goes through, it will more than likely lead down a slippery slope with property taxpayers funding more and more of the Welfare program every year. 

In addition, the Budget eliminates state reimbursement for placing troubled youth into secure and non secure detention facilities.

This proposal gives new meaning to the term double jeopardy. First, it shortchanges our most troubled youth by either funneling them in local jails or by keeping them on our streets where they pose a potentially dangerous threat to themselves and our communities. Second, it forces county taxpayers to assume the full cost of caring for troubled youth in juvenile detention facilities. If this proposal is enacted as is, counties are projected to need an additional $13.7 million in 2008 and $27.4 million in 2009 to pay for the cost shift. The actual cost of this shift will vary on a county-by-county basis (see chart or plug in your local numbers).

At the same time, the state is closing state-run youth detention facilities to save money. Closure of these facilities and the further reduction of beds means that there will be less room for the children who will benefit most from these types of programs. This also means costs associated with transporting these children will dramatically increase, since there will be less availability, Sheriffs will have to travel more frequently and farther.  

There are other aspects of the state budget proposal that will negatively impact county budgets and local property taxpayers. There are decreases in aid for our nursing homes, highway maintenance and community college students. We are standing up against all of these cuts. But it is these cost shifts, more than anything else, that represent the dysfunction of our state capital. 

Ask any homeowner or businessperson in New York what the number one issue is facing our economy and you’ll get the same answer: property taxes. How can our State Legislators continue to overlook this reality and shift more of the state’s budget on the backs of property taxpayers? They don’t have to.

Our State Assemblymembers and Senators can stand up and be counted on to protect our property taxpayers. They can recognize the burden facing property taxpayers and do something about it. They can stop this cost shift and find another way to close this budget gap.

