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Introduction

On behalf of the 1,400 permanent and casual employees of the City of Regina represented by CUPE Locals 7 and 21, we are pleased to have this opportunity to present our views on the council’s budget deliberations.

Our members provide front-line services to the citizens of Regina in numerous ways.  We maintain and repair water and sewer lines, we respond to public inquires about city services, process bill payments and licenses, maintain our city streets and parks, provide recreational programs and maintain facilities, and provide environmental protection.  

Our members are dedicated employees of the city and are proud of the services we provide.  We are committed to providing high quality services and we value our work.   It is important to emphasize that our members and their families are also taxpayers and users of city services.  Therefore we speak to you tonight in our unique role as both providers and users of city services and as your neighbours.

We are very concerned about the position that some members of city council are taking with respect to the 2003 budget.  Some councillors hold the view that the city must not increase the mill rate regardless of the consequences.  We believe that the proposed cuts to the city’s budget to achieve no increase in property tax rates would have a devastating impact on the services provided by the city, especially for lower income residents, and the proposed cuts would impact on the quality of life in our community.

A property tax freeze would not only mean service and program cuts, it would put our city further behind in addressing long standing infrastructure and service needs.   Our union believes that the city has done more than enough to keep mill rate increases below the rate of inflation.  We also feel that the elimination of the business tax has contributed to this shortfall in revenues.

To contribute to the budget discussion, our brief will make a number of crucial points that city councillors, the Mayor and the public must consider:

· City staffing levels have declined by 6.7% over the last 15 years even though the city’s population and infrastructure has expanded.  City workers are doing more with less;

· CUPE members’ wage increases have been kept below inflation and many positions have lost 7% or more in purchasing power;

· The proposed cuts will disproportionately affect lower income, aboriginal and disabled residents and will diminish the quality of life in our city;

· The elimination of the business tax has not been replaced by alternate sources of revenues and therefore has shifted more of the weight of taxation onto residential property owners;

· We support the proposed 3.79% increase in the mill rate so that the city can continue to provide quality services to residents in this city.

The impact of budget restraints on city employees


Staffing levels have declined

The budget document prepared by the city manager provides detailed information on the changes in permanent and casual civic staff between 1991 and 2003 (page 20 of City of Regina 2003 Recommended Budget).   We have looked at earlier city documents to determine that the permanent civic staff in 1988 was 1,604.  Over the past 15 years there has been a tremendous reduction in permanent staff positions at the city: a 6.7% decrease from 1988 to 2003.  On a per capita basis, the city has gone from having 9.05 civic staff for every 1,000 residents to 7.8 civic staff for every 1,000 residents.

In the same period, Regina’s population has grown and the city has expanded outwards.  New streets, sewer and water lines, traffic lights, sidewalks, parks and other services have to be provided to the new housing and commercial development areas.  There are fewer city staff today, however, than in 1988 to provide those services.  City employees know what it means to do more with less.

If city council decides to proceed with budget cuts, the city would eliminate another 28.95 FTEs (full-time equivalents).  We believe that any further cuts in jobs will have a negative impact on our ability to provide appropriate levels of services to residents.  It is very important to stress that employees are not just numbers but people who are providing services to taxpayers and improving the quality of life in our community.  


Wages have lost ground

Not only has there been a loss in permanent city employees, but CUPE members have received wage increases below the rate of inflation for over a decade.  When adjusted for inflation, many job classification wage rates are 7% or more below 1991 wage rates. In other words, our wages were worth more in 1991 than they are now!

CUPE members have been subsidizing the cost of providing city services by accepting low wage increases.  We would like to point out that when fire and police employees have gone to interest arbitration to settle their wages, an outside arbitrator has always provided higher wage increases than what the city had proposed.  This has happened because arbitrators have recognized that below inflation wage rate increases are not fair.


Employees provide value for services

We believe that the citizens of Regina get value for their tax dollar.  A survey of residents conducted by the city in July 2002 shows that almost 60% of residents said they get excellent or good value of service for the property taxes they pay. Residents have stated this even though a high number of residents do not know what portion of their tax bill goes for city services.  As the City Manager has pointed out in the budget document, the city only receives 46% of the property taxes collected while the school boards receive 49.2% and the library receives 4.8%. 

Citizens of Regina probably are not aware that only 18 cents of every tax dollar goes toward the city services provided by CUPE Local 21 members, such as road maintenance, sewer and water, parks and recreation services.  We think that this is exceptional value for their taxes.

The July 2002 survey of Regina residents revealed that 86% of residents rated the level of city services as excellent or good.  Another 83% said they supported the current level of city services.

The survey also revealed that 64% of residents were dissatisfied with street repairs and that 85% wanted to see more spending on roads.  We believe that City Council should be planning on how to improve the services we provide to residents and not on how to cut the budget.  

The Impact of proposed cuts

We have reviewed the list of proposed cuts that would create a budget with no mill rate increase.  These cuts will disproportionately impact low-income and vulnerable citizens, place additional burdens on the environment, reduce citizen awareness of city programs and services, and diminish the quality of life in our city.


Impact on low-income and vulnerable residents

Some of the proposals that will have a negative impact on low-income and vulnerable people include:  the closure of the Maple Leaf pool, reduction of the outdoor ice program, increases to the Summer Fun Spot fee, elimination of funding for affordable housing developments, reduction of instructors for new Aboriginal program and eliminating the program specialist in adaptive services who supports disabled persons. 

The Maple Leaf pool is located in a low-income and mostly Aboriginal neighbourhood.  Other recreational programs that have been targeted provide a valuable service not just to those who use the programs, but also to the community as a whole.  We need to provide accessible and affordable recreational programs and facilities to all members in our community, especially those who are low-income or have mobility limitations.  


Impact on citizen awareness of city programs

A number of proposed cuts would also have a negative impact on citizens’ awareness of the city’s services.  Some of the proposed cuts included reducing Open Space advertising that provides residents with information about community extension programs, a reduction in communications on pest control, and the deletion of a Public Affairs position.  

We feel that if these cuts were implemented, it would reduce citizen’s awareness of services and their participation in programs.  With the major concerns about mosquito control in light of West Nile disease, and the city’s program to control Dutch Elm disease, we believe that the city should maintain a high level of communication with the residents of this city.


Impact on the environment

Other proposals would have a negative impact on the environment and may result in higher costs in other areas.  For example, the Paint Recycling and the tinsel mulch program are two valuable services that allow Regina citizens to recycle old paint and Christmas trees.  An environmentally conscious citizenry supports these efforts because it helps reduce the amount of waste hauled to the landfill.  For the city, there are cost savings in the long run because of reduced waste at the landfill.  

The elimination of fall street sweeping is another example of short-term savings that will cost the city more in the long run and impact on our environment.  As the city manager’s report points out, eliminating this service could result in higher blockage of catch basins in the spring, and an increase in deposits in sewers, creeks and channels which would create additional costs to the city.


Impact on the quality of life

Overall the majority of cuts that would have to take place to achieve a property tax freeze would lower the quality of life in Regina.  Reduced funding for traffic counting could mean less planning for smooth traffic flows and road maintenance.  Reducing weed control will mean less attractive outdoor spaces.  Cutting the low cost spay neuter program could lead to an uncontrollable increase in unwanted pets and the associated problems with strays.  Closing major recreational facilities on statutory holidays will reduce the opportunities for residents and their families to enjoy recreational activities together on holidays. 

All of these services play an important part of creating a good quality of life in our city.  We urge city councillors to reject the proposal to cut these services.

Revenue Options

We have pointed out how the city has been holding the line on expenditures, and why the proposed budget cuts would have a negative impact on our residents and our community.  We strongly oppose any further staffing cuts or service reductions.

Are there any revenue options other than a mill rate increase?

The 2003 Recommended Budget document provides a number of tables and charts that compare the trends in revenue sources and comparisons between Regina and other western Canadian cities.  We do not plan to reiterate all of the points in that document but we do want to highlight some of that information to support our points.

It is quite clear that Regina is more dependent on property tax revenues than other cities, for a number of reasons.  Saskatoon and Edmonton receive a higher proportion of their revenues from utilities than does Regina.  Cities in other provinces do not have as high school board taxes as Saskatchewan.  

Both Regina and Saskatoon have also been hit by reduced urban sharing grants from the provincial government.  As the budget document points out, the revenue sharing grant in 1990 was $15.7 million or 11.05% of operating revenue of the City of Regina.  In 2002, the grant was only $6.7 million or 3.7% of operating revenue (page 61).

Winnipeg, Calgary, and Edmonton still receive a high level of revenues from a business tax.   For example, in 2001 Calgary received $140 million in revenues from the business tax, Edmonton raised $70 million in business taxes and Winnipeg’s business tax generated $54.5 million.  Regina, unfortunately, eliminated its business tax that had generated $8.3 million in revenues in the last year it was in full effect.


Property taxes have shifted onto residential properties

Our union was opposed to the elimination of the business tax and made a presentation to City Council in 1988 urging you not to eliminate this source of revenue.  We argued that there was no concrete plan to replace that revenue and that it’s elimination would lead to fiscal problems and cuts in services in the future.  We also argued that the elimination of the business tax would shift the burden of property taxes onto residential property owners.

Indeed that is what has happened.  In 1996, 55.7% of property taxes came from residential sources and 44.3% from non-residential sources.  By 2002 that distribution of taxes has shifted even more onto residential properties.  In 2002, 61.4% of taxes came from residential sources and 38.6% came from non-residential sources.

In fact, the total property taxes collected from commercial, industrial and agricultural properties has decreased by 6.9% since 1997 – from just over $35.5 million to $33.1 million in 2002.  By contrast, total residential property taxes have increased by 18.4% in the same period, from $53.3 million to $63.1 million.  

The city had claimed that the lost revenues from the business tax would be replaced by an increase in grants in-lieu of taxes from the provincial government.  Unfortunately, the province increased the grants by only $1.5 million – well below the $8.3 million loss in business tax revenues.

We believe that if the business tax had not been eliminated, the city would not be facing the financial crisis it is facing now.  We also feel that City Council should take this into consideration when they listen to strident calls from the business organizations to cut city services and staff.  


Develop a fair distribution of property taxes

Businesses and commercial properties need to contribute more to the financial well being of this city. They benefit tremendously from the services provided by the city and should pay their fair share.  We urge City Council to develop a policy on tax distribution that shifts the burden off residential property owners.  Even in the free-enterprise city of Calgary, only 39% of property taxes came from residential sources.  

We also recommend that the city review its policy to provide partial or full property tax exemptions to commercial properties.  City Council has approved property tax exemptions for 69 commercial properties.  A property tax exemption means lost revenues to the city and we don’t believe the city can afford any more tax breaks for business.

Conclusion

We believe that city councillors have to choose one of two options:  either you support city services; or you cut important services that could have devastating consequences.

CUPE Locals 7 and 21 support the proposal to maintain the level of city services.  We believe that residents want a level of services that will maintain the quality of life in this city.  They want to be able to go to parks that are well kept, they want streets maintained, places for their kids and their neighbours kids to play in a safe environment, they want to be able to call city hall and have their problems promptly dealt with.  

The proposed mill rate increase will allow us to continue to hold the line.  The surplus should not be used to balance the budget because we need to have a cushion for unexpected or extraordinary expenses.  Our unexpected snowstorm earlier this month is one example of why we need to maintain a surplus.

City services are what make a community a good place to live in.   We urge you to vote for the mill rate increase and support services to the public. 

Thank for this opportunity to speak to you tonight.
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