TAXES and “FEES”

Do we really need more of them?
That depends on what they're paying for and who is doing the paying.

Many of the new taxes and "fees" that our local governments (usually the county) want  to impose on us are, at least to some extent, ways to make current residents pay for the increased demands on public services caused by commercial and, especially, residential "growth."  As more and more people are imported into the county by large-scale developers, local governments have to come up with more money to pay for the public services (fire protection, roads, etc.) required by the new development.  (Taxes paid by new residential development don't come close to covering those costs.)  One way for the county government to raise money to provide those expanded services is to declare the entire county a "municipal services benefit unit" (MSBU) and make every property owner in the county pay some sort of "service fee" -- whether or not the property owner actually uses the service.  Not only do such fees often subsidize new development at the expense of current residents, but they also tend to be regressive.  That is, they hit lower-income homeowners -- often elderly retired people or young working families -- particularly hard. 

Another approach is to raise the sales tax, which is another regressive tax that almost everyone pays.  That has already been done in Putnam County; it was marketed to the public as the "Better Place Plan."  The extent to which that additional one percent sales tax will provide current residents with better roads or other benefits remains to be seen.

Impact fees are different, though.  The idea is that instead of raising everybody's taxes to take care of the needs of new growth, the county (or city) should require the new growth to pay its fair share of the cost of the new public services infrastructure that will have to be added.  Because impact fees are assessed only on new construction (and are paid only once, not year after year), very few current residents would ever pay an impact fee.  Impact fees are not assessed on existing homes.  They are not normally assessed when an existing home is enlarged or when an old home is destroyed and replaced.  Thus most impact fees will be paid not by current residents but by developers or newcomers who build or buy new homes in new developments.  Without impact fees, though, our current residents will end up paying more taxes to provide all of the things that new "growth" demands.  And since the other counties around us already have impact fees, developers will target us for massive freeloading "growth" if we do not also enact impact fees.

Of course, there is no way totally to exempt current residents from paying impact fees   if they decide to build a new home (thus adding another dwelling to the total residential capacity of the county or city) instead of buying an existing home.  (There is no impact fee when someone buys an existing home.)  This could be a hardship on some people, such as a young couple building a small "starter home."  However, impact fees could be reduced for smaller homes, and fee waivers might be appropriate in some circumstances.

In sum, most proposed new taxes and fees would result in current residents paying for the additional service and infrastructure demands caused by new growth.  That is wrong.  Impact fees, on the other hand, make new development pay more of its fair share of the costs it creates -- costs that would otherwise be subsidized by current residents.
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