Pr. George’s
Faces Gap of
$100 Million
Next Year
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Prince George’s Counfy faces the
daunting prospect of a $100 millicn

shortfall next year 2nd has institul--

aianmialh::mgfmm in all de-
ts except the police force,
County Executive Jack B. Tohnson:
(D) said.
' Johnson revealed the projected
budget figures in a letter Thursday
to state lawmakers. At a closed-doar
" breakfast meeting yesterday, he in-
structed every, county department
expept the police that he must per-
sonally approve any hire, an effori to
hold down spending. County offi-
cials say the police departmzent: has
long been o

nderatafied,
The grim financial news marks |

the first time since Johnsen took of
fice in 2002 that he has faced falling
COUNEY A revenu,

In theoverheated housing market
of recent years, counby revenue —

and spending — rose steadily. Bl

as home sales dropped off, Prince
George’s has been hit hard with de-
clining revenue from taxes on home
transfers and recording deeds, In
his letter, Johnson told lawmakers

that the county has experienced &

“substantial erosion in our property
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tax revenues primarily due to the lack

of housing sales and refinancings.”
He indicated the county has cok

lected $38.5 million less this year:
‘than expected from such taxes, con-

tributing to a shortfall in the current
vear's budpet that has grown to
$60 million.

The figures are far less dire than in
neighboring Montgomery County,
where County Execulive Isizh Leg-
gett (D) has projected a record
£401 million shortfall for fiscal year
2009 and recommended $23.6 mil
lion in trims to the current year's
spending plan to start tackling the

em.

However, Prince George's leaders
have fewer options to deal with falling
revenue because the county’s proper-
ty tax rate is capped by the county
charter, and elected leaders are pro-
hibited from raising rates or introduc-
ing new taxes without a voter referen-
dum. If they don’t want to go to the
voters, they must cut spending,

County Council Chairman David
Harrington (D-Cheverly) called the
$100 million figure a “preliminary

 “We should brace for something
even larger,” he said. “T think every-

* thing is on the table. We're going to

have to make some very tough deci-
sions.”

‘He said the downturn will provide
officials with a healthy opportunity to
fitnd ways to make government maore
efficient and grow the tax base

economic development.

In his letter to legislators, Johnson
wrote that he will soon be unveiling
further spending cuts: In the mean-

time, he urged them to ensure the
_mtmtj.r]ﬂ@esnﬂaddltmnﬂlshtﬂﬁmd-

ing as a result of action during the
General Assembly’s lerisiative ses-
sion, which opened this week. He also
encouraged them to revisit some
changes to the state’s tax code en-
ade&durmgmwmiher'sspmalseﬁ-
sion, which he said will result in
$TEmﬂ1ﬂﬂm]mseat&PrmmGeop
ge's in the next six months.
]uhnmaﬁdﬂmnmmtrahuwﬁl
take a $15.3 million hit next year
from the state’s decision to change
the income tax exemplion
from 32 40010 $3,200, and lose an ad-

impact the police department,

ditional $4.4 million because the Gen-
eral Assembly agreed to phase out a

program that had reimbursed coun-
hmforastxte—reqmml property tax
break for power companies.

“We must preserve the critical re-
sources we receive from the state,” he
wrote to legislators. He added that he

hoped “we can change some of the un-
auhupatedlmpnclsfmmﬂmﬂpemi
Session.”

Johnson will not propose a,cmmq.r
budget for fiscal 2009 until March.

John Erzen said the
shortfall projection is based on an as-
sumption that tax revenue associated
with home sales holds steady next
year after dropping 25 percent this
m?ﬁemﬁﬂhmasmmam:

: | =
Inau'mlewicwhefurethﬂmlaase_
of the letter, Johnson said the county
continues f0 experience - “good

“We're not going to be in good
shape, but we're not going to be in
devastating’shape.” he said.

Still, those who rely on the county
for funding reacted sharply to news of
a $100 million shortfall.

“The mumber is very serious,”
Prince George's Schools Superinten-
dent John E. Deasy said. “It can't.be
totally unexpected, given everything
e]aethat'shxppcnmgmthas%ate But
it's a number of very high maan
tinde.”

Deasy has already presented a
$1.67 billion budget to the school
board that includes a salary freeze for
teazhemmdﬁﬁfmchssmmnand -
aﬂmnustratnre positions ﬂlan this -

Heaaulhmhudgetmmme
county will provide the schoaols
$19.8 million more than is required
by Law to simply maintain the system
— the lowest such figire in years, He
said the new budget figures have him

worried the county will be not able to.

support the increase,
*T'm very concerned about whether
it will allovwr the cmmtj.f to support the

mw " he said,

Vince Canales, the newly elected
president of the Prince George’s po-
lice union, said officers have not felt:
the pinch of the tightening budget.
Butlmmcmmrrredaboutthtcmnmg
year, given the magnitude of the pro-
jected deficit.

“T don’t know how this will directly
but Fm

sure everyone will feel the impact of
thes.‘tmrtfa]l, he said, “Ttwill be inter-
esting to see what they prioritize,
what will be taken care of and what
will be put on the back burner.”




