Woodland’s Tax-Free Weekend hits major stumbling block 
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Plans for a tax-free weekend in Woodland Park and possibly the entire county have encountered a major setback.
   

    Unless new developments occur, it’s doubtful that the city of Woodland Park or Teller County will sponsor a "tax holiday" stimulus promotion as a marketing tool to generate more visitors to the area. This appeared to be the message of elected members of the Woodland Park City Council and the chairman of the Teller County Commissioners, who gave the idea of a temporary sales tax moratorium a cold response during a recent open discussion.  

   The council asked the city manager to further examine research conducted by the Woodland Park Chamber of Commerce regarding this issue and to compile an executive summary. They stopped well short of pursuing a bid to set up an emergency ordinance, or even having a future workshop to further discuss the proposal. This represented an about-face move from the stance elected leaders took in early June. 

    The plan, originally presented by Woodland Park Councilwoman Betty Clark-Wine, would have waived the city’s 3 percent sales tax on most goods purchased during a select weekend in August or this fall. “This would be a positive thing for the business community,” said Clark-Wine, when the idea was first proposed. The council member suggested that the celebration be called “Hot August Days Festival,” with a big push by the city and local businesses. Several leaders cited the plan’s long-term benefits for the city and made comparisons to a financial stimulus package for shoppers.

   Based on typical revenue collection figures for a weekend in August, City Manager David Buttery estimated that this could amount to a potential loss of nearly $45,000 for the Woodland Park government. 

    However, the main obstacle the plan encountered was lackluster enthusiasm from the folks it was intended to help: Woodland Park merchants.

     During a detailed survey orchestrated by the Woodland Park Chamber of Commerce President Debbie Miller, the plan didn’t generate overriding support. Of nearly 80 business operators polled, only 32 endorsed a possible bid by the city to pass a law declaring a two-day moratorium on assessing sales taxes. While the “yes” tallies outnumbered the “no” votes, 21 percent of the business owners did not take a stand on the issue.

     Based on conversations with retail operators and local business owners, Miller indicated that the plan poses many questions. Some of the main ones, according to Miller are: What is the purpose of the campaign and how will it be marketed? What is the impact on the operations of the city and services for the community? Will people come up to Woodland Park just to save a few dollars in sales taxes? Is this program worth the hassle for the local businesses in adjusting the way they collect sales tax money?

     “There is no clear understanding of what the mission is,” said Miller.

Too many financial challenges
     While the local business community was not willing to give a clear consensus on the issue, the idea was strongly opposed by Jim Ignatius, the chairman of the Teller County Commissioners.


   In a previous meeting in June, several council members suggested that Teller County participate in the tax-free holiday.

    During the July 2 council session, Ignatius maintained that his answer to this idea was “no way."  The board chairman, who was addressing the council as an individual commissioner and not representing the entire panel, made it clear that the county government continues to confront difficult financial challenges and is operating at funding levels established in 2005. Plus, he outlined problems the county continues to face with unfunded legislative mandates and projections of decreasing revenue streams.

   And if the county did waive taxes, then the government would have to reduce services by the same amount that is cut from the budget. “With a decrease in revenue, we would have a decrease in service levels,” said Ignatius. 

    Moreover, he stated that this type of a tax-free incentive would send a bad message to county department heads, who have strived hard to improve services without using any extra county funds. He noted that the county was able to withstand the current financial storm through better technology, efficiency and staff innovation. “Where do you draw the line for equity?” questioned the commission chairman, in discussing the impacts of the tax holiday.


       In addition, Ignatius questioned the legality of Teller issuing a sales tax moratorium. During last week’s commissioners meeting, the board chairman continued to highlight his concerns about this proposition. “We are not flowing in money,” said Ignatius, who stressed that the sales taxes generated in the county help pay for basic services. Plus, he noted that two-thirds of these taxes in Woodland Park are paid by people outside the area. So who exactly is this tax holiday helping? questioned Ignatius. He suggested the option of local businesses waiving these fees themselves as a marketing gimmick, rather than having the government sponsor an emergency ordinance.  

    Following a lengthy discussion, the Woodland Park Council admitted that the proposition, while having some appeal from an anti-tax and marketing standpoint, generated too many questions. “This is something we need to get our arms around,” said Councilman Eric Smith “There are a lot of things to look at,” said Councilman Terry Harrison, a local business owner in Woodland Park.

     The majority members of the council mainly asked that Buttery evaluate the information provided by the chamber of commerce. The city manager last week stated that he is still reviewing the chamber’s research. 

