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MAINE VOICES Property tax aid programs set for reform 
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Substantial property tax relief continues to elude Maine citizens. 

Changes to property tax laws and property tax relief ideas are currently under discussion in Augusta, however, where the "tax revolt" symbolized by the Taxpayer Bill of Rights has clearly struck a nerve.

While we search for a tax reform compromise that will give us the services that we as citizens need and also will allow us and our children to live and prosper in Maine, several existing tax programs are available. All of them are workable and are being improved

.

Bills to increase the effectiveness of both Maine's Rent and Property Tax Relief Program (the so-called "circuit breaker") and the Homestead Exemption program are scheduled for hearings in the Taxation Committee this week.

The Homestead Exemption program, which currently exempts $13,000 of taxable value from a Maine resident's home, ought to be fully funded after this year. As it stands now, only $6,500 of this exemption is covered by the state. The rest is paid by the local municipality, which just passes the cost on to all other property owners.

Because the exemption is at least partially canceled out by this shortfall in state reimbursement, property owners don't receive the full measure of benefit.

The Circuit Breaker program has helped many Mainers with their property tax bills. Unfortunately, it is being ignored by nearly half of the households that would qualify for potentially sizable rebates.

Last year, Maine Revenue Services estimated that approximately 200,000 Maine households qualified for the program, but only 120,615 applied.

Of those, 93,915 qualified, receiving a total of $44.3 million in checks from the state. 

The maximum reimbursement is $2,000, but the system features a sliding scale that reduces payments for higher-income households. (The maximum incomes eligible for the program this year are $77,000 for individuals and $102,000 for couples with dependents.)

We propose to add a line to the Maine income tax form so an individual or couple could include the amount of property taxes they pay for their Maine residence.

This would become an automatic application and will ensure much higher participation, putting millions back into the hands of taxpayers. Filing dates for the program would be changed to coincide with the income-tax year.

Also, we would amend the part of the law that now says if you rent out your house to others, you are disqualified from the program, even if your income is well below the qualifying level.

If you need to rent your house for a few weeks to supplement your income, this should not bar you from receiving a rebate.

Another problem with the program as it stands now is that the rebate money received in the Circuit Breaker program is taxable. In other words, you get taxed on your tax rebate. This also needs to be changed.

Finally, the Circuit Breaker program now includes income from a dependent, full-time student in the calculations of household income. We feel that this income should be exempt from qualifying total household income and should not reduce the amount of rebate that is owed to a homeowner.

The debate will continue in the Legislature on tax reform, tax relief, tax caps, spending caps, health insurance reform, education reform and a dozen other related issues.

We hope we will find meaningful compromise soon. Maine citizens are demanding no less. 

In the meantime, the Homestead Exemption and the Circuit Breaker program are tools that can and should be made better so more Maine homeowners can use them to help make ends meet.

- Special to the Press Herald

