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Most taxation discussions are complex and our Temagami Municipal Taxes are no exception. So I will try and keep my comments to generalities and not overwhelm you with too many numbers!

Many, may have noted in the fall/winter edition of the Temagami Times that our new-mayor, John Hodgson, in a letter reply to our TLA letter, also quoted, stated quite categorically that no municipal taxpayer should be billed in 2011 for more dollars than in 2010.

In my view, at the time, a rather bold yet encouraging prediction, certainly for Lake Temagami property owners whose tax assessment values would again rise on average by 20-25%! When, around mid June after a lengthy process the final budget numbers and tax rates were fixed, the results came reasonably close to meeting this originally stated target; but many tax payers, particularly water front property owners would still end up paying a small increase of around 1% over last year, on the property portion of their taxes. 

However, the separate Education Tax portion, set by each individual School District under Provincial guidelines, was again increased for waterfront properties because of their higher assessed property values – despite an effective lower tax rate of roughly 3% on this portion of the overall municipal tax. 
Now let us refer to the handout statement, “sample Tax Bills”, which provides a random sampling of individual property assessments, one for each type of neighborhood within the municipality. The Lake Temagami sample is the column on the right side and the three columns on the left represent the different Town, or Urban, neighborhoods. You will note on the Lake Temagami sample, which probably represents the lower median of Lake property values that the property tax increase in 2011 is $25.26, whereas the Education Tax portion is $77.98. 
However, what is most revealing and may be a surprise to most of us is that the various Town properties’ total tax amounts are very comparable to the Lake waterfront tax levels, when area specific user fees are added. When consideration is given to the Town’s much lower property values and the low household average annual income, which according to Statistics Canada in 2009, was approximately $ 20, 500.00, one can only assume that these property owners taxes are pretty  “maxed” out! You should also note that the “Towns’” waterfront properties, although limited in number, are paying proportionately even more taxes per assessed value than our Lake properties. The Temagami South properties pay a special sewage grinder fee of approximately $450.00 P.A. which raises substantially their user fees! This year User Fee chargers approximately cover all area specific infrastructure operating costs which have not been the case previously.
We should assume from this information that there is limited scope to add to their operating user fee costs, additional fees to cover the capital infrastructure costs as proposed by the Ministry.  It would now seem apparent that under the present system low income communities with a small permanent population such as Temagami cannot afford to support the imposed ever increasing infrastructure costs without additional government financial assistance, as in the past.

If we turn now, briefly, to the second handout sheet providing a statement of the consolidated municipal 2011 Budget, one might conclude that the new administration has done a reasonable job in achieving a balanced Budget in which projected operating expenditures matched anticipated reduced revenues.
However, on closer examination one can observe that this balance was really achieved by deferring many essential capital expenditures, and secondly, benefitting from a large previous year’s surplus, which in all likelihood will not again be repeated.

In particular, we note that no apparent serious reductions, or cut backs, were made in personnel, hours worked, or wages, such as experienced in these years of austerity, by the private sector and most other public sector jurisdictions. Inflationary salary and benefit increases again seemed to be generous!
Hopefully, now that our new Mayor and council have had the experience of this past year and perhaps a better understanding of the key issues, they will have the determination and motivation to achieve in this coming year, 2012 what had been promised this year, that no municipal tax payer should be billed for more tax dollars than last year, recognizing that waterfront properties in particular will absorb once again considerably higher property assessment values. Bearing in mind the back log of differed or ongoing infrastructure capital costs and probably reduced Federal and Provincial grants, this will be a real challenge!

To conclude, our TLA Board’s role will be to remain vigilant on these key issues facing the Municipality and to work with the mayor and Council in achieving these difficult objectives.

Before closing I believe we all owe a debt of gratitude to our Secretary-Treasurer, Peter Healy, who under frequently difficult and hazardous conditions was able to attend most Council and Budget meetings this past winter and spring and ably presented, or defended, our views. We all thank you, Peter, for a job well done!
