
	
 For decades, there have been complaints that the property tax system used in this country is unfair.  In 
light of the present movement in Harrisburg to lessen the property tax burden on homeowners, I thought I 
would address that topic this week.
	
 To begin our exploration of this topic, we travel to England where our nation has its roots. We turn the 
clock back to the Dark Ages or Medieval Period.  During that time, you were either a noble or a peasant.  If you 
were a noble, your family had land and that meant you had money.  If you were a peasant, you owned no land 
and were given the “privilege” to live on the noble’s land by paying him taxes or giving him a portion of your 
crops or livestock.  Owning property remained a sign of wealth in England for many centuries beyond the Dark 
Ages.
	
 Fast forward to the colonization of America.  Many of the colonists came here for the opportunity that 
they did not have in England:  the opportunity to own property and break away from the caste system in Europe.  
As the country was settled, brave men and women made the fearful journey west for their opportunity to own 
property.  The “American Dream” began to live out in more and more people as home ownership increased over 
the centuries.
	
 Given the importance of property ownership in our history, it is easy to see why government has used 
property taxes as a way to finance its operations.   Some believe that taxes on homes have become a burden to 
those who own homes but have limited or no income.  The group most often cited in this category are retirees 
who may live on a fixed income.  With the baby boomer population aging, there are now more people than ever 
who fall into this category.
	
 The question then is, if the tax system is going to shift away from property taxes, to what shall it shift?  
If the concern is that we shouldn’t tax those on fixed income, the logical answer is to have income earners pay 
more.  Those who make more money likely spend more money, so an increase in sales tax goes along with this 
theory.
	
 While this tax shift has been talked about for decades, Governor Wolf has had the courage to put forth a 
plan to address it.  His critics, of course, only address the tax increases in his budget plan but fail to mention 
that much of it is to offset property taxes.  The plan is to raise the income tax and the sales tax.  This plan 
directly addresses the idea that those with more income should pay more than those with little or no income, 
even though they own property.
	
 In the General McLane School District, Governor Wolf’s plan will cut your property taxes by 49%.  So 
the question is, how much more or less will you be paying in income and sales tax than you presently pay in 
property tax.  I am told that if you make less than $100,000 per year, your increase in income and sales tax will 
likely be less than the amount you save in taxes, thus giving you a net savings in taxes.  Those making more 
than $100,000 per year will likely pay more in income and sales tax than the amount saved on property taxes, 
thus having a net increase in tax burden.
	
 While this shift to alleviate those with limited income makes sense to me, I must admit that the 
departure from the property tax standard leaves me a little nervous as a superintendent.  The advantage of 
property taxes is stability - you know from year to year what the income will be.  Moving to income and sales 
tax is much less predictable.  There are two details of the plan proposal that address this.  The first is the 
intention to present state budgets for two years in advance so we aren’t guessing like we do now.  The second 
detail is that property tax relief will be a year behind - so property tax savings for the 15-16 tax year will not 
come to the taxpayer until October of 2016.  That allows adjustment for economic conditions.
	
 There are more details and specifics to the plan but I don’t feel I should get into the nitty gritty at this 
time.  By time you read this column, there may have been a bill passed by one or both houses in Harrisburg with 
their own version of the Governor’s plan and their own specifics.  It is hard to say where this will all lead but it 
will be interesting to watch.  
	
 Stay tuned.
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