To veto or not to veto ...
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HARTFORD -- The city council this afternoon voted in favor of cutting $9.8 million from Mayor Eddie A. Perez's proposed $554.3 million budget for 2010-11.

The cuts include:
* $100,000 from the fire department
* $200,000 from the police department
* $400,000 from the legal expenses and settlements account
* $100,000 from the unemployment compensation account
* $275,000 from the insurance expense account
* $250,000 from the contingency account
* $100,000 in city contribution toward public programs
* $100,000 from the Hartford Arts Council account
* $1.25 million in the city's direct contribution to education
* Roughly $7.1 million in citywide salaries and benefits, which could be achieved through union concessions, a retirement incentive program and adjustments to the pension contribution.

The city has also identified $3.8 million in new revenues. That money comes from a variety of sources, including licenses and permits, federal stimulus funds and intergovernmental revenue. The budget will now go to the mayor, who will have an opportunity to line-item veto the council's work.

Hartford Council, Mayor Cut $9.8M In Budget Agreement
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HARTFORD — — The city council and Mayor Eddie A. Perez reached a budget agreement Wednesday that cuts spending by $9.8 million and requires no increase in the tax rate.

Residents' tax bills will jump, however, because of a state-mandated 3.5 percent tax increase that's required by the phase-in of a citywide property revaluation.

The mayor's original budget proposal included a 5 percent tax hike on top of that, meaning residents would have seen a nearly 9 percent increase in taxes. Several council members said their aim was to eliminate Perez's proposed increase.

"We want to send a message to Hartford and beyond ... that Hartford is still a place you can do business. It's still a place you can live," council President Pedro Segarra said.

The council passed a resolution to cut spending in various departments. The police and fire departments saw reductions of $200,000 and $100,000 in their budgets, respectively. Nearly $7.1 million was cut from citywide salaries and benefits.

Perez said he is confident that the $7.1 million could be made up through union concessions, salary adjustments for nonunion employees, a retirement incentive program and adjustments to the pension contribution.

"We're probably going to have to work at it for 12 months," he said. "I expect cooperation from labor unions."

Matt O'Connor, a spokesman for the CSEA/SEIU local 2001, which represents 48 city employees, said the unions are prepared to talk with the mayor. 

"We're eager to work with elected officials on a plan that protects the vital services [employees] deliver," he said. "At the same time, a plan that is balanced on the back of our working families is not good for the city."

Larry Dorman, a spokesman for the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, Council 4, which represents nearly 500 city workers, said unions have agreed to wage freezes in previous years, and the city should "find a way to tighten its fiscal belt without destroying services."

The council cut $1.25 million from the education budget, and reduced the Hartford Arts Council account, which includes the city's Arts and Heritage Jobs Grant Program. Contributions toward public programs and the unemployment compensation account were also cut.

The city has also identified $3.8 million in new revenue from a variety of sources, including licenses and permits and federal stimulus funds. 

Perez announced Wednesday that he plans to sign off on the $544.4 million budget, which will then go back to the council for adoption.

Hartford Adopts No-Tax Increase Budget

By JENNA CARLESSO The Hartford Courant 
10:15 p.m. EDT, May 24, 2010
hc-hartford-budget-0525-20100524 

HARTFORD — In sharp contrast to last year's drawn-out budget process, the city council on Monday adopted a $544.4 million budget for 2010-11 that includes no increase in the tax rate.

The adoption comes five days after the council voted to cut spending by $9.8 million, and a week before the charter-imposed deadline. Last year's budget adoption came just hours before the deadline and included a 6.5 jump in the tax rate.

"Only zero was going to do," Democratic Majority Leader rJo Winch said of the tax rate increase for 2010-11. "None of us got exactly what we wanted. What we did was for the residents."

Most residents will still see their tax bills go up, however, because of a state-mandated 3.5 percent tax increase that's required by the phase-in of a citywide property revaluation. Mayor Eddie A. Perez's original budget proposal included a 5 percent tax hike on top of that, meaning residents would have seen a nearly 9 percent increase in taxes. Council members said their goal had been to eliminate the mayor's proposed increase.


The council last week slashed spending in various departments, including $200,000 and $100,000 reductions to the police and fire departments, respectively. Roughly $7.1 million was cut from citywide salaries and benefits, and the education budget was reduced by $1.25 million.

The mayor has said he hopes to make up the $7.1 million through adjustments to the pension contribution, union concessions, salary adjustments for nonunion workers and a retirement incentive program.

The council also cut $100,000 from the Hartford Arts Council account, which includes the city's Arts and Heritage Jobs Grant Program.

Members attributed this year's smoother budget process to talks with Perez leading up to the council's amendments. The mayor on Thursday signed off on the budget.

"I think people just [had] to realize everyone has to play a part in helping with this budget," Councilwoman Veronica Airey-Wilson said Monday. "Everyone has to give a little, and that's what I see in this budget — everyone giving a little." 

Conveyance Tax Bill Dies In The Senate; Democrats Vow To Bring It Back In Veto Session Or Special Session In June
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In the hectic last minutes of Wednesday's legislative session, a bill that would have extended the current real estate conveyance tax rate by two years was never added to the Senate's final consent calendar, and it died. 

"I couldn't believe it," said House Minority Leader Lawrence Cafero Jr., R-Norwalk. "I think they forgot."

The House had already passed the bill, and it got to the Senate in plenty of time, he said.

Without an extension, the tax rate, much to the delight of real estate agents, will drop July 1.

The Senate's failure to act shocked the Connecticut Conference of Municipalities. Cities and towns rely on the current tax rate for revenue, said Jim Finley, the organization's executive director and chief executive officer. 

"Unless this inaction is reversed in special session, towns and cities will have to cutback services further and consider additional employee layoffs," he said. 

Senate Majority Leader Martin Looney, D-New Haven, said he anticipates that lawmakers will meet in June to extend the conveyance tax. When asked why the bill was not passed by the Senate during the regular session, Looney said there had been no agreement on the bill until very late. Some lawmakers wanted to propose amendments to the bill and that would mean a lengthy debate, he said, noting that time expired before the bill was voted on.

"I'm sure we will find a way to do it relatively soon," said Senate Majority Leader Martin Looney, D-New Haven.

The conveyance tax is an issue that has surfaced regularly at the Capitol since lawmakers decided in 2003 to increase the tax from 0.11 percent of the sale price to 0.25 percent for most cities and towns. For 18 distressed communities, such as Hartford and New Haven, the tax rate was raised from 0.36 percent to 0.5 percent. 

The revenue goes to the city or town that collects it.
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Although the mayor has proposed a tax hike, it’s not as massive as last year’s

Getting this year’s budget passed in Hartford promises to be less of an ordeal than last year, when an 11th-hour approval by the city council just hours before a May 31 deadline expired left only dissatisfaction in its wake.

Last year, Mayor Eddie Perez initially proposed an increase in property-tax rate by a whopping 9 mills, with one mill equaling one dollar of additional taxes per $1,000 of assessed property value. The 9-mill increase translated into about $29 million in revenue and a 13 percent increase in taxes. A stunned city council managed to halve the proposed increase, resulting in a 6.5 percent jump in property taxes along with cuts in city services.

This year Perez is proposing a much more manageable property tax increase of 3.85 mills, or 5 percent, amounting to about $12 million in revenue.

“I’m encouraged he’s only coming to us with 3.85 mills because it’s something we can work with,” says Councilman Luis Cotto.

Considering that the budget deficit was in the neighborhood of $43 million at the beginning of the year, Perez and his staff made a lot of headway to reduce that projected deficit to the roughly $12 million he’s proposing to cover with the tax hike.

In a press release on the budget, Perez highlighted an increase of $2.5 million to education to “maintain the positive momentum of our schools,” and a nearly $14 million contribution to the Municipal Employees Retirement Fund, more than doubling this year’s contribution.

He also touted “sustained funding of one new police class and one new fire class to offset pending retirements,” and $500,000 each to the general fund to cover the Hartford Arts Stimulus Program and a parks trainee program for city residents re-entering the workforce after spending time in prison.

There appears to be general agreement on the city council that both public works and parks and recreation need more staff,. Councilman Matt Ritter says both departments are understaffed as the result of past cuts in the budget, and that Hartford residents have noticed when park fields aren’t mowed, or streets aren’t plowed of snow as quickly as they expect.

“We got to try to remedy that,” Ritter says. “I think people expect basic services. They call if a field isn’t mowed and question where their tax dollars are going.”

Councilman Ken Kennedy focused on the pension fund contribution as a possible line item to cut by $1 or $2 million. Kennedy points out the retirement fund is currently 100 percent funded, unlike the state’s pension fund, which is short of what it needs to cover its obligations by some $16 billion.

“I think our residents are taxed too heavily,” says Kennedy. “The question gets to be what can we do.”

In addition to the city’s pension fund contribution, Kennedy will be pushing for more consolidation between the city and the Board of Education, sharing staff for services like building and grounds maintenance, personnel and finance. The board has resisted such consolidation in the past.

“I think like any government agency everybody wants to have their own turf,” says Kennedy.

Councilman Cotto, who heads the council’s parks and recreation committee, welcomes the mayor’s proposal to train ex-cons to work in parks. Cotto would like to see park rangers in Hartford’s major parks, such as Pope and Keney, to become the “face” of the park, patrolling daily.

“Imagine if you had one person who did their patrol, the dumping would practically go away overnight,” says Cotto. “People are dumping because they don’t think they’ll get caught.”

As for the arts money, Cotto says he wants to see how the program performed this year before giving it his “wholehearted” support, despite being, he says, “the biggest arts advocate there is.”

