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Owners of homes may have to pay
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Homeowners in Richmond and Columbia counties could get a double tax whammy this year if the legal opinion of Georgia's county commission organization is heeded. 

Clint Mueller, of the Association County Commissioners of Georgia, said the organization believes local governments and school boards will be required to bill homeowners for the loss of the Homestead Tax Relief Grant -- a onetime tax relief measure frozen by Gov. Sonny Perdue last year when the state's economy began to dip.

Despite the association's opinion, the tax issue remains unchallenged.

Russell Willard, a spokesman for Attorney General Thurbert Baker, said Monday that Mr. Baker will not offer legal opinions on issues still pending in the Legislature. 

If lawmakers do not fund the grant, Mr. Baker might comment on the legality of local governments and school boards taking a loss on the tax credits instead of resending tax bills. 

The Columbia County Commission and school board had intended to absorb the lost revenues in their budgets, but doing so constitutes an illegal gratuity, Mr. Mueller said. 

"The only legal authority they (local governments and school boards) have is to set the millage rate," he said. "They have no legal authority to forgive anybody's taxes."

Like many other county commissions, Columbia County cut about $1.4 million from its budget to avoid asking taxpayers to dig into their pockets to compensate for the loss of the tax credits.

"I don't relish the thought of having to send out new tax bills," commission Chairman Ron Cross said. "But, according to the ACCG, we may not have a choice."

Started in 1999, the Homestead Tax Relief Grant refunds Georgia homeowners a portion of their property taxes using state money. 

The refund amounted to savings of $200 to $300 per household. The state reimbursed counties, cities and school boards for the loss.

Mr. Perdue cut the tax credits, worth about $428 million, in August to soften the blow of a $2 billion state budget deficit.

Augusta would apply any funding it receives now to future budgets as a special dispensation, City Administrator Fred Russell said. 

Richmond County school board spokesman Louis Svehla said school officials had no comment.

Though a bill to reinstate the grant recently passed the state House and Senate, Mr. Perdue said last week he doesn't believe lawmakers will find $428 million in the budget to fund the tax credit.

Also, most state legislators have said there will be no mechanism for funding the grant next year.

Mr. Russell said that if the county commissioners association pursues the issue it likely will result in a court battle that might take two to three years to resolve. 

He said he is reluctant to speculate on how state lawmakers might resolve this issue and is preparing for either contingency.

"We are budgeting as if we're going to get that grant," he said. "We're managing as if we didn't get that grant."

