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A Really Bad Idea

Russell Frantz, Shawnee’s new chief of police, needs to find additional funding
anywhere he can. Everyone understands that. But Chief Frantz was looking under
one rock too many when he brought a representative of an Ohio company to town
to talk about recovering the cost of working traffic accidents in which out-of-town
drivers are at fault while granting free passes to equally reckless drivers who
happen to live in Shawnee. That may make a little sense in states which give
municipalities broad access to property taxes, but that's not at all the case in
Oklahoma.

The fact is that Oklahoma law effectively denies property tax revenues to towns
and cities. The taxes you pay on property go to support the schools, the county and
a number of other non-municipal agencies such as the library system and the
health department. Cities can tap that revenue source only by court order or
though a public referendum, something that almost never occurs. Only a sliver of
ad valorem money goes to towns and cities and many municipalities get none at all.

Yet the entire rationale for exempting locals under the plan offered by Cost
Recovery Corporation is that residents already pay for these services through their
taxes and when asked, the representative who came to Shawnee acknowledged
that those references were to property taxes. In Oklahoma, municipal costs that
are supported by property taxes back east are almost exclusively financed by sales
taxes here. What are Oklahomans to do? Give that free pass to everyone who can
produce a sales slip?

Nah. A better idea is to forget the whole thing and welcome out-of-town shoppers
with open arms, even if a few of them aren’t the best drivers. Chief Frantz ought to
do that as well. Maybe he will once he figures out exactly how much of his
department’s budget is already underwritten by neighbors who drive into town
(however imperfectly) and contribute between $4 and $5 million a year toward
running the City of Shawnee.

Beyond that, these valuable guests also provide employment for a lot of people
who do live in town. It's the advantage of being a regional shopping center and
Shawnee has worked hard to become one of Oklahoma'’s finest.

Want to give all that up, chief?
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