I am Holley Ulbrich, Vice President for Program and Action of the League of Women Voters of the Clemson Area. The League is a nonpartisan membership organization dedicated to informed citizen participation in government.  We do not support or oppose candidates, but we do study issues, arrive at consensus, and advocate on behalf of those issues. The Clemson Area League has members in all three counties and tries to provide information and support and encourage voter participation in all the areas we serve. With me tonight is Elaine Epstein, a member of the League from Anderson County.
There are three issues that I would like to address briefly tonight.  One bill, H. 3748, would retain the current index of taxpaying ability used to distribute EFA funds to school districts but convene an expert group to suggest adjustment in the light of the impact of Act 388 on school district revenue.  The League supports this bill.  The second bill, H 3272, is the pending point of sale legislation. The League opposes this bill. The third bill would require voters to provide a photo ID in order to vote.  The League also opposes this bill.

The index of taxpaying ability was created in 1977 to measure the ability of local school districts to raise property tax funds in support of education.  It includes owner occupied residential property.  However, that property no longer generates revenue for school operations under Act 388.  The simple proposal is to remove that property from the index, and that is what will happen in 3748 is not passed.  As Einstein once said, for every problem there is a solution that is simple, obvious, and wrong.  School districts are not receiving property taxes from school operations on that property, but they are receiving state property tax relief payments.  However, as the years pass, the value of those relief payments and the actual value of owner occupied residential property will not move together, and the index becomes a less and less accurate measure of the district’s ability to raise additional local property tax funds.

If all school districts had the same share of homeowner property in their tax bases, it wouldn’t matter.  But there is a huge range of homeowner share of the property tax base from 6.7% in Greenwood 52 to 46.2% in Lexington 5. In Anderson County, the range is from 25.7% residential property in Anderson 3 to 35.9% in Anderson 2.  For the county as a whole, the percent of owner occupied property is 32.8%, slightly above the state average of 30.5%.  Districts with a larger share of owner-occupied property in their tax bases get more state tax relief.  If we take that large chunk out of their index, they will see their index fall and get more EFA funds as well.  Districts with smaller shares of owner-occupied property lose twice—they get less property tax relief from the state, and their index would rise, giving them less EFA funds.  In Anderson County, the county as a whole would get slightly more EFA funds, but Districts 3 and 4 would lose.  We urge you to support H 3748 to make more appropriate and equitable adjustments to the index of taxpaying ability.

The second bill, H. 3272, is more complicated.  Under Act 388, when property is reassessed, it cannot increase in value by more than 15% over a five year period, unless it is sold. The Realtors’ Association is trying to extend the 15% cap to property that is sold.  This action will have two important effects. First, it will further slow the growth of local government revenue at a time when their other revenue sources, like state aid, building permits, and local sales taxes, are declining. Second, it will result in a more equitable assessment between existing properties but discriminate against new construction.  Property turnovers do not create jobs, but new construction does.  I am providing you with a separate document that explains with examples why this change is not the best policy. I hope you will seek some kind of compromise position that respects the concerns of the realtors, the needs of local government, and the issue of equity between property owners.
Finally, the League is strongly opposed to requiring a photo ID in order to vote.  You must weigh the costs and benefits of possible fraudulent voting against the costs and benefits of encouraging broader citizen participation.  South Carolina has had few if any reports of voter fraud, but we have a long and sorry history of low voter turnout.  Adding another obstacle to voting further reduces turnout. There are many people who do not have a photo ID. Not everyone drives. There is a time and money cost involved in getting one.  Supposedly the state will pay for the ID, but is this the best use of scarce state revenue in a time of budget crisis?  In addition, the photo ID requirement would eliminate the possibility of absentee ballots that are cast at the polling place, because one cannot require a photo ID by mail.  This change would disenfranchise many elderly voters.

Thank you for your time and attention, and for your service to the citizens of South Carolina.

