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STAFF REPORT
SUBJECT:
AN ORDINANCE that would amend Ordinance 15865 to require Treasury to make available online information for real estate taxes, fees and charges owed on property for property owners whose tax bills are currently received and paid by their lender.  

SUMMARY:

Proposed Ordinance 2008-0586 would amend Ordinance 15865 to require that the information provided in 2008 via mailed courtesy property tax statements be made available online by February 15th each year.  
BACKGROUND:

In July 2007, Council passed Ordinance 15865 requiring Treasury to mail courtesy property tax notices to property owners whose tax bills are received and paid by their lenders.  The notices were required to include:
· The amount of the current tax year billing information;

· The current billing distribution of the current year taxes to local taxing districts (e.g., the state, local school districts, etc.); and

· Delinquency information

The original ordinance required that the notices be sent out by the first Wednesday in April, or written notification was required to be submitted to the Council – the notification to Council was required to identify the circumstances causing failure to meet the deadline and provide a timeline for completing the mailing.
Note that in the 2008 proposed budget, the Executive did not include the funding needed to support this program and instead proposed an online solution.  Council inserted a proviso on the Finance and Business Operations Division (FBOD) budget directing that the notices be issued by mail.  Additional funding was not provided in the FBOD budget.

ANALYSIS:
The proposed legislation would eliminate the mailing of courtesy property tax statements to homeowners whose property taxes are paid by their mortgage companies.  Instead, homeowners could access the information on the Treasury property tax web page.  FBOD plans to integrate the courtesy property tax information into its existing ecommerce/online property tax payment system.  The web development would be completed in 2008 with no impact to the 2009 budget.  A communications strategy has not yet been identified on how to notify homeowners of this change in practice.
The savings from discontinuing the letters would be $188,000 in 2009, primarily resulting from a reduction in postage costs.  
Staff asked for alternate options that would still involve mailing information to homeowners but would cost less than the current courtesy tax statements.

· Property-Specific Courtesy Tax Statement in Postcard Format:  FBOD estimated an estimate of the costs associated with sending the courtesy tax statement with individual properties’ specific tax breakdown as a postcard rather than as a letter.  FBOD estimates this would cost approximately $160,000 (about a 15 percent cost reduction from the current courtesy tax statement letter), primarily through a reduction in postage costs.  This would not require any amendment to the existing ordinance.
· General Tax Information and Website Directions Sent by Postcard:  Another option would be to send postcards to homeowners with general information contained in the courtesy tax statements (such as a pie chart showing how tax dollars are distributed) but not property-specific information.  The postcard could also provide each property’s tax number and direct homeowners to the FBOD website where they can look up their property-specific information using their tax number.  This more limited courtesy tax statement would cost approximately $106,000, or about 44 percent lower than cost of the current courtesy tax statement letter.  This would require an amendment to the existing ordinance.
Also note that the proposed legislation deletes the requirement to notify Council if the courtesy property tax statements are not mailed by the first Wednesday in April.  The proposed legislation would require the online information to be made available by February 15th each year.  Council staff has drafted an amendment should Council wish to be notified if the information will not be made available by this deadline.
Options for Council:

Option 1:  Pass legislation, which would allow Treasury to post information online rather than provide courtesy property tax statements in the mail.
Option 2:  Pass legislation, which would allow Treasury to post information online rather than provide courtesy property tax statements in the mail.  Include amendment to require that FBOD notify Council if the information will not be made available online by February 15th.  Striking amendment S1 would need to be adopted for this option.
Option 3:  Amend proposed legislation to allow for information to be provided on the website instead of in mailed letters, but require postcard notification of change in practice.  Striking amendment S2 would need to be adopted for this option.
Option 4:  Do not pass legislation – maintain property tax notification requirement in its current form.
REASONABLENESS:

Analysis of this issue has been completed and several options identified.  As such, it would be reasonable for Council to act on this legislation at this time.
ATTACHMENTS:

1.  Proposed Ordinance 2008-0586

2.  Fiscal Note

3.  Striking Amendment, S1

4.  Striking Amendment, S2

