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Taxing
Times for
County
Budgets

Chiefs of Montgomery,
Prince George’s Wary
Of Fragile Economy

By Axw E, Marimow ‘

and Bosauino 5. HerpzrMay
Washington Post Staff Writers

The leaders of Maryland's two Jargest
Washington suburhs, facing a sinking
economy and slumping housing sales, yes-
terday proposed raising taxes and trim-
ming spending to balance local budgets
while protecting what they say are critical
public services.

Montgomery County Executive Isiah
Leggett (D) recommended. the largest
property tax increase in two decades, the
elimination of 225 government jobs and a
new ambulance fee to close a projected
$297 million shortfall. In Prince George's,
County Executive Jack B. Johnson (D)
proposed raising local taxes on.income and
real estate transactions to close an estimat-
ed $121.6 million gap.

Local governments throughout the re-
gion, heavily dependent on property taxes
and accustomed to rising: in recent
years, are trying to cope with similar pres-
sures. In the District, for example, finan-
cial officials have prejected a $96 million
budget gap, and Mayor Adrian M. Fenty
{D) is considering 2 change in 2 recent
commercial property tax cul. Fairfax
County's proposed budget had nol even re-
turned from the printers last month before
plummeting revenue estimates had to be
revised downward again. The PFajrfax plan
keeps school spending at current levels
and cuts pay raises for public safety work-

ers.

Leggett's $4.3 billion spending plan,
which must be approved by the County
Council, would increase spending by 3.9
percent — the smallest increase in 12
years. Funding for Montgomery's public
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schpols would rise by neatly 4 per-
cemt but come in $51 million short of
thesschaol system’s request. Super-
intendent Jerry D. Weast predicled
“wignificant detrimental effects on
classrourns” and layoifs.

Leggets called for closing the esti-
mated shortfall through a combina-
tion of new revenue; $155.million in
trims to golice, fire and health and
‘human ervices; and changes to the

b
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. $4.3 bilion “a plan

'and budgetcuts
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way the county pays he
costs for retired employees.

Residents would pay more for
public parkinyg lots in Wheston and
Sifwer Spring, leaf collection, Ride
On bus passes, annual swimming
pool passes and affer-school pro-
grams at communify centers.

T stave off deeper cuts, Leggett
said, it was “absolutely necessary” to
aise Montgomery's propetty tax
rate on average § pement at 75
cenls, the largest increase since

‘Ils somethmg 1 really did not
want to do, but sorething we

Bt altowed in the county’s charter.

Leggett woutd pravide the larg.
estever credit of $1,014 for primary
mmdanmsmoﬁsetﬂlehrtmhnm

sers. The hilt for a. medxmpnced
iwme of $343,200 would increase
6.2 percent, or $138, to $2,342. Un-
der the charter Limit, bills are al-
lowed tarise 3.8 percent, or $80, for
the median home,

‘The credit essentially shifts more
of the tax burden from homeowmers.
f0 commercial and residential rental
properties. The bill for a commercial
propesty assessed at $2.8 million,

ty median, woudd rise 20.7
perventor $4,726 10 $27,580.

Leggetfs cuts would slow plans to
expand a bealth imuranee program

for Jowncome residents and reduece
subsidies for child vare and i-horne
care for seniors and disabled. res-
dents.

At the police department, Leggett
would eliminate 2 class of new re-
cruits and 22 positions by getting tid
of the Comanunity Services Divi-
siom, which works on crime preven-
tion.. Council President Michael
Knapp (D-Upcounty) expressed
skepticiam that the public safety cuts
would pass, ca.ﬂmg them “pretty
much non-starters.”

The county would raise ani esti-
mated $6 miltion through a new fee
for emergency medical services that
would range from $350 ta $750. The
fee would be similar to those collect-
ed in the District and in Fairfax and
Prince Geotge's cotmties and woedd
be bilted to an individual's insurance

ompany.  Uninsured  sesidents
Wodkinotbe charged.

Couneil member Phil Vs
(D-Guithersburg-Rodwille),  chair-
e of the Prblic Safety Committee,
said he is concerned ibat the fee
would defer some residents from
seeking medical help.

"The plan does include some rele-
tively modest new investments. Leg-
gett wordd borraw $25 milion to
speed the acquisition of property for
affordable housing and provide
$800,000 for lestrian  safety,
$500,000 for activities at the Youth
Opportunity Center in Langley Park
and funding for 36 new fizefighters
at stations ppening in Germantown
and Clarkshurg.

Left untouched in Leggeti’s plan
are sdlary and benefit agreements
for employees. Leggett is legally re-
quired to fnd contracts his adminis-
tration regotiated, ‘and most em-
ployees are scheduled to receive a
4.3 percent raise, in adddiontoa 3.5

porcent increase tiod o years of

service.

In Prince George’s, Johnson ree-
ommended a $2.67 hillion hudget
for fiscad yeur 2009, #n inerease of
1.3 percent over this year.

Johnson said the weakened ceon-
omy has caused tux revenue from

ing salés to plimmet, noting
that sales of existing homes in the
cotmty dropped 57 petcent in Pebru-
ary from tast year. T'he dropping tev-
enne, he said, has come at the same
time state budget culs have resulted
in & dop in state @d to
George's of $53.3 milbion.

To close the gap and preserve ser-
vices, Johnson has instituted & hir-
ing freeze at all county agencies ex-
cept public safety departments. In
addition, he has proposed
the incotne tax raie from 3.1 to 3.2
percent, an increase of abowt $40) Sor
the average kousehald, which would

Hls Dudget also inclodes $12 mil-

o sishifize the struggling

Prnm Gearge's hospitsl system,

natching state funds comimitted 28

part of a deal he announced with

Gov. Martin OMalley (D) this
wenth,

“I helieve even in these trying
times, we can accomplish more,”
Johnson ssid, adding that his top
priority was t0 avoid job cuts.

Bat he warned that further reduc-
tions would be necessary if the econ-
omy continues to falier. “This is a
budget that contemplates we're at
the bottorn,” he said, “Tin not sure if
any of us can say we're af the botl-
tom.”

result {n §6.5 million in new reve-
e,

The higher
smadnum local income tax
ander state law. Prinee George’s bad.
lowered its rate to 3.1 percent in

2008.
Jobasonalso proposedmeasang

figure represents the
allower

the récordation tax, inposed when
homes change hauds, from $2.20 (o
$2.50 per $500 of vulue. The in-
crease would meen about $180 in
‘new taxes on the sale af 2 $300,000
Tome asd result in $3.4 milion in
EW Fevenue.

Despite tthe difficult economy,
Johnson emphasized that funding
commitments b education aod pub-
tie safity will continue. He proposed

police officers, part of a multiyear of-
fort o bopst the size of the force.

Poi
of the nation’s toughest restrictions
on raising taxes. Since 1978, the
coumnty’s charter has imposed a can

on property taxes of 96 ceuts per
$100 of assessed, vatue, In addition,
since 1396 the charter has required
that other tix iicreases be put to a
woter referendurn,

Joluson said he betieves the char-
ter provision does not apply to the
ineome or revordation taxes because
they were created through state faw
that trimps the county’s charter,

Hut he used the same argument
{ast year when he proposed boosting
the county’s phane tax. In that in-
atance, the County Councl dis

agreed, voting instead to allow resi-
demsmwe@ammmepmpnaal at
‘the ballot box in Noverber. Counct
meimbers will probably discuss § m
comiig months whether Johnson’s
new propasals must also face voter
approval and will vote on the budget
in May.

“Bverything is on the table,” seid
Council Chairman Samuel B. Dean
(D-Mitcheliville). “We will work
very hard to sure we provide
services to the citizens, public safety
and work very hard rot to have an
iimpact on county employees.”

Staff uriters Dvid Nekanura,
Mirande S. Spivack and Bill
Purguse contributed (o this report,



