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New York State Tax Reform Groups Outline Priorities

Circuit Breaker Urgently Needed for Immediate Relief

Overhaul of Property Tax and Educational Funding are Essential
(Albany, NY) On the eve of the Legislature’s return to address the changes in the state’s financial outlook, the call for property tax relief has been met with a seemingly singular focus by the Governor and the Senate majority on enacting a tax cap.  While the cap debate among New Yorkers and tax reform groups continues, all but lost in the discussion is the pressing need for immediate relief for those that are severely overburdened by our current system of taxation.

“Today, through pressure by taxpayers, organizations represented here today, and the political

landscape preceding November’s election, lawmakers may be forced to act - and the risks may

be greater than ever.” said Robert McKeon, Director of the tax policy group, TREND NY.

“A cap by itself, or even when coupled with changes in mandates, will at best provide some savings in the future - only a circuit breaker can provide the necessary relief and insurance against overwhelming levels of property taxes.” he added. Both polls (TREND’s and Siena’s) show that New Yorkers would overwhelmingly choose the circuit breaker if they were given only one tool. We need to make sure they don’t pass just the cap and then walk away from the issue, leaving thousands of New Yorkers in danger of losing their homes.’

John Whiteley, a member of the Tri-County Committee for Property Tax Relief  and 

the legislative liaison officer for the NY State Property Tax Reform Coalition agrees. “Our coalition, which represents over 50 member groups state-wide, supports the tax cap as part of a comprehensive solution.  However, the circuit breaker is the most urgent part of that solution because it will save tens of thousands of homes that belong to our moderate-income families by targeting relief based on need.  The State must not use the current declining economic conditions to avoid providing relief to its most vulnerable citizens.” he emphasizes.

Carole Kraus of the NYS Property Tax Reform Coalition and member of the Property Tax Reform Task Force says that the consensus of the coalition is that all three prongs of the Commission recommendations are necessary, a circuit breaker, cap and mandate reform. “Without the circuit breaker, however, inequities in taxation will only be cemented in by a ‘cap only’ approach. Not only would struggling homeowners not have meaningful relief, it would also mean that those districts that are currently taxing the most would be able to raise more dollars in the future than other leaner or poorer districts. The burdens and gaps would grow wider.”

Gioia Shebar head of Ulster County’s TaxNightmare.org says the importance of enacting the circuit breaker includes moving tax policy towards a more income-based approach to funding

education.  “Far and above anything else, most of our members want lawmakers to remove educational funding from the property tax and move it over to income.  By enacting a circuit breaker now, we would be moving in the right direction by drawing some relationship between what a taxpayer is asked to contribute and what they actually can afford to pay.”she added. 

“We need the right relief mechanisms and we need real reform.”

McKeon says the property tax problem is a genuine crisis for many New Yorkers, but one would never know it judging by the way it is playing out in Albany.  “Even in a place where politics as usual is the norm, the public debate has been hijacked by headlines that would do little more than sell newspapers - unions versus government. The needs of the taxpayer have long since been removed from the discussion. Lost in the analysis is just how ineffective a cap alone would be”  stated McKeon “No one would save a nickel today if only the cap were enacted.  With the rising costs of fuel and food, time is running out for many of our neighbors and friends.  Now, more than ever the State must provide meaningful relief in the form of a circuit breaker.”

The Coalition of tax reform groups have testified at the majority of the Property Tax Commission hearings held across NYS.  A review of the testimony provided at these hearings

shows significant support for a circuit breaker as the top priority of those testifying.  A recent TREND poll showed that a margin of 57% to 26% respondents favored a circuit breaker approach to a cap in providing property tax relief.  Our poll was further supported by Siena College Polling Institute and according to spokesman Steven Greenberg “if they can only have

one form of property tax relief, 52 percent - including a majority of Democrats, Republicans,

upstaters and downstaters - say they want the circuit breaker.  Yet only one-third of voters are

confident the Governor and Legislature will tackle the property tax issue this year.
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