Committee of the Whole
April 8, 2024
 
Council President King; Council Members Baltzell, Buxton, Clausen, Fleck, Sanford, and Wolfe; Mayor Hazel; Safety Service Director Hitchcock; Law Director Moore; Auditor Shinn; 

President King called the Committee of the Whole to order at 6:00 pm to discuss the CRA.

Mayor Hazel noted that the way it was originally brought up to Council is that it would be a look back in the past 10 years and that we only get one more chance to change things to the CRA while remaining a pre-94 CRA and if we do not want the look back it needs to be in this Ordinance.  Mayor Hazel noted that the abatements would be on the improvement of properties and not abate what property taxes are already being paid.  

CM Baltzell asked to confirm our current parameters for abatements because there have been some inconsistencies in the past with residential and Mayor Hazel confirmed the parameters are with improvements and has to be at least twenty-five hundred dollars in value.  CM Baltzell asked about additions and Mayor Hazel noted that it does not mean additions and that the Law Director has looked into it and it is supposed to be improvements to the existing property within it original building.  CM Baltzell asked where that analysis originated from and Law Director Moore noted it is his interpretation of ORC 3735.65C and read what is under that code.  

CM Clausen noted that his feedback from the public has been that they should not do abatements for people who are able to buy new houses as they are the ones who can likely afford the property taxes.  CM Clausen noted that possibly they can add some language maximizing the square footage or properties that can receive the abatement to be for people building more modest homes.  CM Clausen also mentioned he does not understand why an addition on a property is not an improvement and was hoping to get some more clarification on that.  CM Buxton noted that with home prices as high as they are and even with what most would consider a modest home in size would cost around four hundred thousand dollars.  CM Fleck noted that many home loans have the property taxes and insurance escrowed and CM Baltzell noted that it varies.  

CM Baltzell noted that knowing where in ORC to find the definition does help him understand more and asked how many lots are available to build on and it was confirmed there are about 68 lots.  CM Baltzell noted that he would prefer to allow it for everyone or no one and does not believe in putting parameters for an abatement.  CM Wolfe noted his belief in being consistent with the abatements as we have not been in the past and should make it clear with our last change while remaining a pre-94 CRA and it was noted that the changes have to be within the parameters that the ORC permits.  CM Sanford noted that he would like to see additions be apart of our CRA but he understands if the law is interpreted differently and there is nothing that can be done.  CM Sanford also noted the inconsistencies and would like to get everyone on the same page and have more oversite and make sure the forms are easily accessible and noted that he would like to see three more reading with any Ordinance that gets brought up to give the community another chance to speak about it.  

CM Baltzell asked about duplexes and triplexes and if they are residential and it was confirmed the duplexes are but not triplexes and anything above would be considered residential.  Mayor Hazel noted that if a single lot has multiple houses, then that is now considered commercial starting in 2024 which was a state change.  

Scott Sommers noted that the City and schools would receive all of the property axes after the 10 years.  Scott also noted that he did more research with other cities who use the same ORC definition and all of them specifically allow additions for tax abatements.  Scott noted that he believes during a 2017 meeting with the city and schools the interpretation of the CRA was changed to make up for past mistakes.  CM Baltzell asked about the cities that he questioned and noted they were St Mary’s, Coldwater, Sidney, and Van Wert and some were pre-94 and others were post-94.  Law Director Moore noted he would like to look into it and see what they are using to make this determination and spoke about his interpretation.  Scott and the Law Director spoke about their interpretation of the ORC and how to apply it.  Scott and the Law Director also spoke about what does or should be considered a change to the structure and it was also noted that in the past there were abatements done wrong.  CM Clausen noted that most of the older homes in the City have already had additions that were not reported and how they would be able to tell if it is from unreported additions from previous home owners and believes if it improves the value of the property, it should be considered for abatement since we want people investing in their properties because it is good for the City.  President King noted that he understands where all parties are coming from and noted that one work can lead to two different viewpoints.  Law Director Moore noted he was willing to look at any other interpretation.  CM Baltzell noted that whether they pass something for new builds are not they should clarify what does qualify for an abatement since we do want people investing in their homes and be very clear with the new Ordinance about what qualifies.  Scott noted that should be clarified no matter what since it is already in legislative format and make it clearer to home owners about what does qualify for an abatement.  CM Fleck mentioned that once streets get redone it starts a snowball affect of people updating and renovating their houses and CM Baltzell noted that this might motivate someone to tear down a property and build new if we included new homes for abatements as they can use their savings on property taxes for the demolition.  

CM Wolfe asked the Law Director if there was someone at the state level who may be able to clarify the ORC and their interpretation and Law Director Moore noted there is someone, he is able to contact and if he is wrong then he would admit it.  

President King noted that there was a drop off from 2007 to 2010 in abatement requests and Safety Service Director Hitchcock noted that the housing market crash could have affected it.  President King noted that people were using it before and Scott mentioned that he respects our Law Director but noted that the City definition changed and that is why less people started applying during that 2017 meeting with the school.  President King noted that some of the abatements were very expensive right before that 2017 meeting and the abatements have dropped to single digits since that time.  President King mentioned that there a couple different ways they can stop the tabled Ordinance and start again.  CM Baltzell noted that he does not want the ten-year look back in any new Ordinance.  CM Wolfe asked if he meant the new construction or for all abatements and CM Baltzell stated that he was talking about new construction.  Mayor Hazel noted that the new Ordinance can define what would qualify from that point forward if there is now look back and Law Director Moore noted he can look at other interpretations from other communities and see why the interpret it that way.  President King noted that this will hopefully clean up some inconsistencies.  CM Fleck noted that with contracts any word can mean a lot to different people who are reading the contracts.  Law Director Moore recommended to postpone indefinitely and President King noted a “NO” vote would send a different message.  CM Clausen noted if there was any other language that should be cleaned up now would be the time to do it.  Mayor Hazel noted that building houses would be great for the City and help solve our housing shortage and this may help incentivize them to build.  Council clarified what they would like to be looked at for the Ordinance which includes being consistent with our surrounding communities as well making sure it applies to remodels of existing structures that includes addition to a structure and new construction.  Safety Service Director Hitchcock asked if it would apply to all improvements on a property and CM Baltzell clarified what that would look like and Safety Service Director Hitchcock confirmed it would be much easier for the engineering department if everything qualified for abatements if it raised the property value.  Mayor Hazel noted that people sometimes use space differently then what it should be for and that he would like to see housing being incentivized and does not necessarily believe pools and sheds should get tax abatements.  CM Baltzell noted that he thinks abatements will help encourage people to update their properties and it will help benefit everyone the same.  CM Clausen noted that things can be considered an improvement when you take something out or put that exact same thing up depending on who is doing the appraising.  Scott noted that he believes that the engineering department can check what is filed for and go out and make sure that is actually what is put up and deserves an abatement and noted that he does not believe a pool should be considered an addition.  Safety Service Director Hitchcock noted that anything could be considered an improvement if it raises the taxes and that will help cover any future questions as well and that is why he recommends just being able to approve any tax abatement.  CM Sanford confirmed that the procedure now is that you apply for the abatement first and then do the improvement and asked if that is how it should happen and Council confirmed that is how they would like it done.  Safety Service Director Hitchcock noted that some people build first but that is because they did not know they needed a permit for that build and wanted to know if they would no longer qualify for the abatement and Council understood and that is why administration thinks it is easier to approve everything.  Scott noted that he believes it is not written in the Ordinance that it needs to be applied for before it is started.  

President King adjourned the meeting at 6:53 pm. 

Submitted by Michael F. Didonato, Clerk of Council
