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Amendment fails the fairness test
Mary Ann Lindley 
Editorial Page Editor
In Florida, we have more immediate business to attend to on Jan. 29 than our presidential primary, which even coming earlier than usual may present voters with little more than a chance to validate foregone conclusions. 

The fifth Tuesday in January is ultra important because it's the day we could easily overreact to a roller coaster of a real-estate market, which for a while made homeowners feel wealthy — on paper, at least — and then dropped many harshly into despair when tax bills showed up on their property's inflated value.

Now that times are temporarily tougher in the market, those pricey tax bills remain in place while the home's value is no longer soaring. Nor can many homeowners easily sell the home they may have paid too much for on the ride up. And, in general around Florida, it's also harder to find that elusive so-called "affordable home" for first-time buyers or down-sizing retirees. 

Locking into our constitution a passive-aggressive revision of our tax structure would be a big mistake, however, and I hope that voters don't go for it. It's less than meets the eye and would have scant effect on correcting the economy. 

In fact, it's a long-term troublemaker masquerading as instant gratification. 

The amendment would double the current $25,000 homestead exemption, which in itself wouldn't be too bad, but the amendment also allows homeowners with the current 3-percent cap on annual evaluations (the Save Our Homes amendment) to take up to $500,000 in benefits with them when, and if, they move. 

It perpetuates what sounded like a good idea in 1992, when we locked the Save Our Homes amendment into the constitution. After it went into effect in 1995 it began stealthily creating a terribly lopsided unfair tax system. Now new and young home buyers, owners of second homes or investment property, and businesses pay extra-high property taxes to make up for the bargain basement rates that longtime owners have locked in. 

Nice for the longtime homeowners, true; but hard to explain to the new neighbor who's paying two or three or four times more in taxes on a house just about exactly like the one you've lived in for 12 years. 

Let's not exacerbate that inequity; it's not neighborly and it's not fair when all of us enjoy the services, infrastructure and benefits (such as, we hope, an educated population) that our property taxes help pay for. 

The average Florida family, predicts the Florida League of Cities, would receive only $240 in savings from the proposal, or less than 67 cents a day. This would cumulatively cut funding for public schools by $3 billion, for example, and local-government services would be pinched to where you noticed and before long, complained. 

If you think the schools and local governments have been squandering your money, their wings have already been clipped by measures lawmakers already enacted last session, with caps on annual spending. And there's more to come as the state finds itself facing another $2 billion revenue shortage due to a slack in home-buying and all the other purchases that have a sales tax attached, but which people are deferring. 

This amendment should go down on Election Day and let more thoughtful approaches proceed. The Florida Taxation and Budget Reform Commission is at work on proposals that would make our tax structure more fair and forward thinking. Associated Industries of Florida has also started a taxation committee to take a broader look at tax policies with recommendations to consider. 

We do need tax reform in Florida. We may need tax relief for some, too, but above all we need tax fairness. The amendment doesn't balance the inequities and it won't change the real-estate market, either. The market will work its own way out of the slump in a state where people still want to move, where the sunshine still shows up for work most days, and where taxes are, don't forget, among the lowest in the nation. 

·  Contact Editorial Page Editor Mary Ann Lindley at (850) 599-2178 or mlindley@tallahassee.com.
 

 

