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MONTGOMERY COUNTY COUNCIL

Energy Tax Hike Backed; Pay Raises Protected

Br Ann B. Mansviow
Woshingian ¥oss Staff Wikser

Montgomery County Council
members voted yestenday to in-
crease Jocal energy taxes end re-
jected 2n effort Lo reduce raises for
government workers as they closed
in an a final spending plan for fiscal

009,

In a three-hour debate punctuat-
od by applause and jeeting from an
audience of hundreds, council
members also voted to reduce the
properly tax rate by 2 cents per
$100 of assessed value, but theyleft
wnresolved how such x wove would
affecs homeownets and husinesses:

The council is racing to close a
nearly $300 miltion shortfall for the
budget year that begins July 1 asd
sm:,,gimg to find the right mix of
tax ineréases, spending trims and
revisions to employee coutracts.

Yesterday, council members sig-

are down, and were going to have
to do something we don't waot to
do. We've got a lot of undesirable
choices.”

Counci] memhers voted unani-
mously to raise the local energy tax
residents pay to light and heat their

ves. The inerease is expected to
cost Montgomery households an
average of $10 a year and to raise
311 miflion for the county, officials
said.

The council’s heated debate aver
umion contracts highlighted stark
philosaphieal  differences.  As
school officials, nurses, social work-
ets und sheriffs deputics watched
in a packed auditorium, councit
meimbers voted 6 to 2 to reject a
proposal to shave $40 miltion
labor agreements that provide
most general government workers
with & pereent vaises.

Phil Andrews {I+Gaithersburg-
Rockvilie) and Duchy Trachten-

naled that property owners will s berg (D-At Large) were the only
most certainly be looking at higher  councit members to suppori.rolling
taxes by the time work on the budg:  back pay raizes by two percentage
et wraps-up next week. How much  points. They had the backing of the
‘more and how the burden will be di- County Civic Feder-

vided between residential and com-
mercia] propesties rematns to be

deeided.

“K would be nice i we didn’t
have 1o raise taxes at all,” said
council member George L. Leven-
thal (D:AL Large). “But sevenues

ation.

“Shared sacrifice shoutd be the
approach when a community faces
adversity,” Andrews said over boos
from the sudience.

That view was not endorsed by
most of his colleagues, includi;

Valerie . Ervin (I'}deer Spring),
who called workers © our county’s
most va!uab]e resource” and sxid

y are g pain” frem highet
prices for gas and food.

Council members are under
pressure from wnion leaders and
‘workers to stick ta negatiated con-
tracts and to fully fund the schoof
system budget, which includes rds:
s for teachers and other school

joyees. Trachtenherg said that
she had been. lobbied by teachers
and Schood Superiniendent Jerrs
D. Weast and that Weast called her
wice at home on the eve of yegter-
day's vote.

Quiside the auditetivm, 2 20-
‘'vear transportation agency employ-
ce, Victor Taylor, cxpressed the
view of many workers. “That’s
money that has been promised to
s, he said. I they wou't pay our
salaries, we can’t plqw their streets,
fix those ditches in front of their
houses ortake care of those trees.”

Leventhal sugmested that it
wortld be unfair £ reduce raises for
county government workers when
it lacks the wathorily to revise con-
tracts with school employees, who
negotiate separately with . the

haoard.

ol
School board President Nancy
Navarro {Northeastern County)}
then appearcd 1o underscore Le-

venthal's point, telling the couved]

that she would not vote to trim rais-
es for sehool employees “Our most
strategic investment §s in cur env
ployees,” she said.

Andrews noted that five years
ago, school officials “joined the
canncil in défejring raises for sev-
eral months to help balance the
budget.

The debate over contracts did
not end yesterday. Raising proper-
ty tazes above the county’s charter
limit, as the couneil is expected to
d, requires r supezrajority of sev-
envotes. Because thereis a vacancy
on the counetl, two members could
block the budget by refusing to ex-
ceed the limit, which ties increases
totherale of inflation,

“That’s what we're going to do,”
Trachtenberg said after the hear-
ing. “Phil and I will not support a
budget that does ot have ewploy-
ee savings.”

1In the final push to the May 22

budget vote, County Executive
Toinh Leggett () e

County employee Sean Callins hias 2 message for couneil members strugsling

clicet en bomeawners,

Council meztbers voted 7 to 1t
reduce the property tax rate and
sgnaled that they would probably
support 2 significantly smaller
credit for

bers have spatred jn memos aver
the right mix of property tax cred-
its and rale tnereases.

Teggert has recommended rais-
ing the rate an average & percent,
ar 7.5 cents per $100 of assessed
property value, which would be the
Jargest increase in two decades. He
also suggested a credit of $L014
far primary residences to ease the

Council raentbers have ex-
pressed corcern about the effect of
Loggett’s plan o renters, He would
pass on higher costs to apartment
dweliers, “many of whom have low
incornes and can Gafford o pay ad-
ditional rent,” Trachtenberg said in
amemo, Leggett’s approach would
Taise taxes on a lypical apariwent
building by 20.7 percent.

to balance the budget. Employees are worried about their pay saises,

Leggott has urged the council to”
stick to his plan, warning that “pil
ing on to the household budgets of
warking farmilies is unsustainable.”

Under one of the council’s sce-
narins, the owner of a median
priced home, valued at $243,200,
would pay an additivnal 21 pei-
cend, nr $463, compared withapad-
ditional 6.2 percent. or $137, undet
Leggett's plan,

“We're trying to prolect hoine-
owmers, and they ate moving it in
the other diection,” Legyell
spokesman Patrick Lacefield -aaid
yesterday. |



