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  Lehigh County Executive Releases 2010 Budget
Proposed 2010 Budget Contains No Tax Increase and Smallest Employee Complement in 20 Years 
  

(Allentown, PA)  For the fourth consecutive year, Lehigh County residents will not face a tax increase under a proposed 2010 budget delivered Monday by Lehigh County Executive Don Cunningham.

Under the plan, the tax rate will remain at 10.25 mills, meaning the owner of a home assessed $50,000 will continue to pay $512 a year in property taxes.

“There will be no tax increase next year,” Cunningham said. “During these four years, average growth in general operating spending has been held to under two percent, well below the rate of inflation. One would be hard pressed to find another county that has a four year average spending growth of less than two percent.”      

With the exception of a required $12 million pension fund payment and a quirky extra pay period that requires a one-time $4.3 million allocation, Cunningham’s 2010 proposed budget would have been smaller than this year’s $405 million.
The proposed 2010 budget is $412.3 million in total. More than half of that spending total is either state or federal pass-through money or as in the case at the Cedarbrook nursing homes ($60.4 million) paid for by residents, not taxpayers. The county taxpayer funded portion of the 2010 budget is $110.9 million, only about 25 percent of the total budget. Human Services funding makes up the bulk of the budget at $173.4 million. The county taxpayer share of Human Services is budgeted at just $7.1 million for 2010, consistent with the last three years.

“We have a sound, fiscally responsible budget that doesn’t raise taxes, holds spending in check and continues to give us a good government at a good price,” Cunningham said.

The proposed 2010 budget will have the smallest employee complement the county has had in 20 years. The proposed complement of 2,177 full-time employees is less than the county has had since before 1990.
“I think it will be difficult to find another government in the Lehigh Valley or the state that can equal that level of austerity in controlling – and reducing – employee growth in government,” Cunningham said.

The smaller number of employees is critical because less revenue is available. For the second straight year, the county forecasts no net growth in revenue. In total, revenue projections for 2010 are down from 2009.

---------------   more  ------------------
The national economic recession has caused new revenues to disappear because of slowed real estate and economic development market, losses in the stock market and declining interest rates. Losses in the market have tripled the county’s contribution to the pension fund in two years – going from $4 million in 2008 to $12 million in 2010. In the last two years, the slowdown in the real estate market has caused a loss of $4 million in increased tax revenues and recording fees. And the slippage of interest rates caused a loss of $3 million in investment earnings for 2010.
The budget is balanced without using tax reserves or rainy day funds. The county’s tax stabilization fund will remain untouched at $20 million. The Cunningham Administration added to the reserve fund in recent years. The budget will use the Tax Relief Fund that was created solely for the purpose of using tax dollars already collected to relieve the county from raising taxes during challenging times. “Just like we use our office supply fund to buy office supplies,” Cunningham said.
“The $14 million that remains in the tax relief fund will be used to cover our $12 million obligation to the pension fund and a portion of the $4.3 million one-time extra pay cycle,” he said. 

Employees will see smaller wage increases ranging between 1.5 and 2.5 percent and will pay more for health benefits. Salary steps have also been frozen for one year. There will also be freezes or cuts to many entities and programs supported by the county, including LANTA, the Planning Commission and the Conservation District.

In quick highlight for 2010: the larger expenditures remain where they are in all counties. The Courts budget is $33.5 million. The Corrections budget is $42.6 million

“The reality is that on average 70 cents of every dollar that we spend of county taxpayer money goes to what we call Law and Order – the operations of the Courts, the District Attorney, the Coroner, our jails and juvenile detention centers and our anti-crime and anti-recidivism efforts,” Cunningham said.

The reduction of more than $20 million from the cost of the courthouse renovation and expansion continues to help the capital improvement and bridge maintenance and repair operations. The proposed budget contains funds to maintain or repair an additional ten bridges – including the Reading Road Bridge over Cedar Creek, the Basin Street Bridge, the Walnut Street Bridge in Slatington, Rex’s Covered Bridge over Cedar Creek, the Pine Street Bridge over the Lehigh River and Geiger’s Covered Bridge, along with others. 

The budget also includes $4.6 million of continued funding for the overhaul of county facilities to make them more energy efficient and to save money. The changes will slash energy consumption by 20 percent and avoid $1 million in energy costs. The budget also uses federal stimulus funds to install solar panels on the roof of the government center and new courthouse addition, which will provide more than 10 percent of the energy for those buildings at no cost to county taxpayers.

“We are on a good course in Lehigh County. We remain strong – and, I believe, the future will be brighter. Times are a little tougher so it’s a time for stronger leadership, not louder whining, Cunningham said.”
Cunningham pointed to a positive development that bodes well for the future in the area of state funding. The Supreme Court of Pennsylvania recently ruled that the state is required to fund its obligation for county court operations. If the state complies, that translates to $26 million for Lehigh County, costs that are currently borne by local taxpayers.
“That could go a long way to preserving our Tax Relief Fund in the future,” he said.
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