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Looking at Georgia’s tax system through “rose-colored” glasses
     There seems to be a diversity of opinion over the need for tax reform in Georgia.  The Governor says “we do not need to fix something that isn’t broken.”  The Speaker of the House says “it’s broken and needs fixing.”  Which one of these leaders is looking at Georgia’s tax system through “rose-colored” glasses?
     Last Monday, the House spent a good portion of the day finalizing “Georgia’s Repeal of Every Ad Valorem Tax (GREAT) Plan.”  Governor Perdue came to the meeting and talked with us about working together for the good of Georgia.  He inferred that he did not know enough about the GREAT Plan to decide whether or not to support it.  After leaving our meeting, he then went to a press club luncheon and promptly bashed the plan.  
     The Governor fails to understand that the ad valorem tax system of Georgia is broken.  Maybe the system is working down in middle Georgia where the population growth is small and the property taxes are constant year after year.  However, it is a very different story up here north of I-20, where population growth is exceeding infrastructure capabilities.  This area is being promoted as Georgia’s Garden of Eden; and the price of land is being bid up faster than the auctioneer can get a drink.  The system is broken when land values increase by thousands of dollars per acre over a short period of time.

     Last year property taxes collected in Georgia increased 20 percent resulting in an additional $1.5 billion.  When receipts are in at the close of this year, I anticipate another booming year in collections.  People living on fixed incomes or trying to live on Social Security or SSI payments will continue to be taxed off their land.  

     I read that the Lt. Governor is worried about taxing medical visits.  He obviously has not been paying attention to particulars in the Plan.  The service tax on medical visits would be limited to a maximum of $35 per year per doctor.  If your household’s bill to that doctor is less than $500, you won’t even pay that much.  A family whose household income is less than two times the poverty level (about $40,000 for a family of four) will get a dollar for dollar refund for medical services tax on their Georgia Income Tax.  This is a credit, not a deduction.  The same applies to food purchases.  The taxes are paid and then refunded.  Even if income taxes are not owed, a refund will be given as long as a return is filed.

     Folks who will not be reimbursed for tax paid on goods and services include:  tourists who are visiting or passing through Georgia; persons who are residents of other states but are temporarily working in Georgia; and, of course, persons here illegally.  

     Out-of-state residents will pay a “residential user fee” of 50 cents per square foot per year on their house or apartment.  Florida residents who own or rent large homes in Union County will pay a fee based on the size of the house, not on what the house is worth.  

     Georgia residents living in apartments will not pay the user fee.  Since any citizen registered to vote in any other state can register to vote in Georgia by showing that he lives here, most apartment dwellers will avoid the tax by declaring their residency. 

     You can listen to the Speaker’s November 7 tax reform press briefing and the question and answer session that follows by going on line at www.thegreatplanforgeorgia.com.  I am sure that you will be heartened by what you hear.  The Speaker does a much better job of explaining the GREAT Plan than I do.  We must not fail to provide tax relief to Georgia’s property owners during the 2008 Legislative Session.  

     A Governor who does not recognize that the current system is broken may veto any effort to provide ad valorem tax relief.  People who own property or ever hope to own property in this state need to familiarize themselves with the GREAT Plan and let their legislators know that they need property tax relief.  Public demand for tax relief may change the Governor’s position.  If the Governor is immovable, the legislature may override his veto.  Personally, I trust the people of Georgia and hope the Governor will allow them to vote on the GREAT Plan in a November 2008 referendum.  

     Last week’s Capitol agenda also included meetings on long term health care, transportation, and water.  So far, we have spent more time discussing plans to eliminate property taxes and support for long term health care than we have on water and transportation.  
     The Georgia Water Council will approve a final draft of the water management plan on December 21, so until legislators get an opportunity to review their draft, we are pretty much in a “holding pattern.”   

     The Joint Senate-House Committee appointed to study transportation is still receiving information and not ready to discuss details of funding options.  Everyone agrees that Georgia has a big problem.  Atlanta is in gridlock.  Our ports are busier than ever before, and there are problems getting cargo to the loading docks.  We need solutions for both long-term economic growth and the short-term crisis in and around Atlanta.  There have been many, many suggestions, and the Committee is trying to sort through them.
     Let me know what you think about these high-profile issues.  I can be reached at 689 N. Chestatee Street, Dahlonega, Georgia 30533, 706/864-6589, e-mail hamerson@alltel.net.  Or call Gerald Lewy, my Communications Director, at 706/344-7788.  He’ll know how to get your message to me.  Remember, the secret of good government is a well-informed electorate.
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