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The City of Decatur, Ga has a relatively higher tax rate than most other municipalities in the Atlanta metropolitan area. Because the City has its own independent school system and tax bills include both school and city taxes, many property owners don’t differentiate between the amount allocated to the school system and the amount billed by the City of Decatur. Since 68% of every tax dollar goes to the school system and only 32% goes to the City our goal was to create an interactive exercise in the Decatur 101 curriculum that illustrated the significantly smaller percentage that was billed by the City. We wanted participants to appreciate how many city services were funded by that 32% and how difficult it was to provide a high level of service with limited resources and without raising taxes.  We wanted to see if participants would spend their city tax revenue the same way the City actually allocated it.  It was important that it be tangible, fun and allow participants to work in small groups to appreciate the challenge of funding competing interests and give them a chance to interact with each other.

Separate the class into small groups of with no more than eight participants. Give each group a bag of 100 pennies to represent 1 tax dollar.  Ask group members to count out 68 pennies and set them aside.  Once they have done so, tell them they must put those pennies back in the bag because they belong to the school system and cannot be used for city services.  They can now see that they only have 32 pennies to spend on all city services.  Give each group a flip chart with the list of city departments and ask them to allocate the pennies accordingly.  Remind them that personnel costs are figured into the pennies and are not a separate category.  (Hint: departments with more people need more pennies).  Let each group discuss among themselves how they want to assign their pennies between the various departments.  Remind them that if they want more than 32 pennies, they have to raise the millage rate.  Rotate among the groups and answer questions as they arise.  Once each group as reached agreement on how they would divide the 32 pennies, have each group report out.  Then show them a list of how the city actually spends a city tax dollar. 

It sounds simple but it is very effective.  It is important that they actually count out the pennies and tangibly feel how much goes to the school system.  This exercise clearly illustrates that the City actually has control over a very small percentage of the tax bill and citizens should consider attending board of education budget hearings in addition to meetings about the City budget.  The general reaction among participants is surprise at how much the city funds with only 32% of the tax bill, how little is allocated to quality of life programs and how much of the budget is controlled by personnel costs.  Typically we find that participants under fund larger departments like police and public works which employ the largest number of city employees and they over fund programs like recreation and downtown development.  It isn’t unusual for groups to decide a tax increase is in order because they basically want more of everything we do.   


