Counties Need to Tighten Their Belts
Recently, officials of Douglas County have made a wide range of assertions in response
to LB970, Governor Heineman's tax relief package which would lower both individual
and corporate income tax rates as well as repeal the state inheritance tax, which is
collected on the county level. The provision to repeal the inheritance tax has led many of
these officials to assert that repealing the tax would result in increased property taxes or
cuts to essential services.[1] We contend that counties should make every effort to
tighten their own budget belts before cutting services or raising taxes.
Over the past three years, Douglas County's budget has grown by about 3 percent a year,
more than twice as fast as the rate of inflation, which has averaged out to be 1.43 percent
between 2008 and 2011.[2] During this same time, Douglas County has steadily
received less revenue from inheritance and property tax receipts. Property taxes have
remained relatively stable over the past three years with mill levies of the various cities
of Douglas County averaging to about 2.22 percent; yet inheritance taxes have been an
unstable source of revenue for the county, and have decreased in absolute monetary
terms by nearly $2 million since 2008.[3]
Nebraska families and small businesses have tightened their belts while the salaries of
government officials have risen 15.6 percent between 2006 and 2010, from $83 million
to $98 million.[4] Data compiled by the Omaha World Herald, estimated that Douglas
County employees who stayed in the same positions had seen their salaries increase by
as much as 19 percent.[5]
This could lead citizens to question the claims being made by Douglas County officials.
The inheritance tax has only resulted in slightly over $8 million the past two years at the
same time that salaries and spending have continued to increase at higher and higher
rates while Americans in the private sector have struggled. In a raise that took effect this
month the salaries of 40 county officials who already made over $100,000 a year
increased and another measure retroactively gave raises to detention center employees
for work done in 2010, 2011, and 2012, combining for an 8 percent raise over those
three years.[6] Reports indicate that few of these raises were tied to job performance.[7]
The inheritance tax is not a make or break part of the Douglas County budget. The loss
of the inheritance tax could be absorbed by restricting government spending. If Douglas
County froze spending at FY2009 levels, then they would not even need the revenue
from the inheritance tax. Such a feat is possible, cutting spending does not have to mean
raising taxes or cutting services. Freezing the amount paid to county employees at 2008
levels would save over $6.5 million.

Of course, Douglas County is not alone in opposing the tax reductions proposed by
Governor Heineman. As the Governor recently pointed out, Sarpy County has given out
raises to leading county officials, including a 8.1 percent salary increase for County
Administrator Mark Wayne and a 7.2 percent increase for Fiscal Administrator Brian
Hanson. This is after their salaries-and those of other Sarpy County employees-increased
over the past three years and are scheduled to continually increase for the next three
years.[8] Sarpy County officials also receive free health insurance.[9] While the Sarpy
County Board did vote to delay raising pay on Tuesday, there is more that could be done
to save money to absorb any costs that would come from repealing the inheritance
tax.[10]
Taxpayers and business owners have had to tighten their belts to weather the recession.
LB970 would ensure family farms, ranches, and businesses stay solvent for the next
generation, providing income and jobs. Instead of threatening to raise taxes and cut
services, the elected officials of Douglas and Sarpy Counties should look at how they
can make government leaner and more efficient, and they could start by examining their
own paychecks.
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