
SENATE .... No. 342

Boston, Feb. 11, 1920.

Henry D. Coolidge, Esq., Clerk of the Massachusetts Senate.
Dear Sir : The Finance Commission transmits herewith

its report on the necessity for further increases in the tax
limit of the city of Boston, in accordance with the direction of
the General Court.

Verv truly yours

GEORGE A. FLYNN,
Chairman.

Ci)e Commontoealtl) of o@assaci)«setto.
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REPORT OF THE FINANCE COMMISSION OF
THE CITY OF BOSTON ON THE NECESSITY
FOR FURTHER INCREASES IN THE TAX
LIMIT OF THE SAID CITY.

Boston, Feb. 11, 19;

To the Honorable the Senate and House of Representatives in General Court
assemble

the City of Boston submits the
with the direction of the General

The Finance Commission of
following report, in accordance
Court.

;cial Acts of 1919

>sion of the city of Boston is hereby
for further increases in the tax limit

Section 2. The finance comma
directed to investigate the necessity
of the city of Boston, and report its findings together with its recom-
mendations thereon to the general court on or before the fifteenth day of
February, nineteen hundred and twenty.

I. The Present Financial Situation of the City

The tax limit of the city for the fiscal year 1920-21 for
municipal purposes apart from the school department is fixed
at $10.52 on each $l,OOO of the valuation upon which the appro-
priations by the city council are based. The present limitation
represents an increase of $4 over the limit for the years 1916
.and 1917, and an increase of $1 over the limit allowed by the
General Court for the years 1918 and 1919. The tax limit for
city department purposes since 1914 has been as follows:

S 6 371914,
1915, 6 37
1916, 6 52
1917 6 52
1918, 9 52
1919, 9 52
1920, 10 52

Cfte Commoutoealt!) of

Chapteb 252, Spi
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The present tax limit is an increase of over GO per cent of
the tax limit of 1917.

The tax limit of this year will permit the city to raise by

direct taxation the sum of $15,678,409.83 for the current ex-

penses of city departments. In addition to this sum there was

in the city treasury at the beginning of the fiscal year a cash
balance of $3,769,478, the largest in the history of the city.
This large surplus was due to three causes:

1. The activity of the collecting department in gathering uncollected
taxes (personal, poll and real) and outstanding bills.

2. Savings by the departments from their appropriations of a sum
amounting to $494,689.

3. The excess of income over estimated income

To these two sums, viz., taxes, $15,678,409.83, and cash in
treasury unappropriated, $3,769,478, there is to be added the
estimated income of the city, $5,225,000. This estimate was
figured by the city auditor and allows for all losses recently
suffered by the city in liquor licenses. These three sums
amount to $24,672,887.83 which the city can appropriate and
use for city department purpose;

The total budget requests for departmental purposes amount
to approximately $23,190,944.72, 1 which includes $1,500,000
for increases in wages and salaries to practically all city em-
ployees, varying in amount from $6O to $2,500 each, the
largest number receiving $2OO each.

Balancing these requirements against the available funds, the
city will have a large surplus of $1,481,943.11, which, if not
used, will lower the tax rate substantially. Hence for the
current year no increase in the present tax limit is necessary.
It is also manifest that the city could conduct its departments
within a tax limit of $9.52. In other words, an increase of $3
by the General Court would have sufficed for this year.

When the city authorities presented their case to the special
session of the Legislature in December, 1919, their figures
were based upon an estimated balance in the treasury of

169,478 less than the actual
ion pointed out at the time

$500,000. This estimate is $

balance. The Finance Commi
that such an estimate was too low, and that with activity in

ibmitted by departrr1 Final budget not yet submitted; figures baf
December, 1919, and do not include new positi<

d upo;



[Feb,SENATE—No. 342.4

the collector’s office the collections should be sufficient to obvi
ate the necessity for raising the tax limit more than $3. The
prediction of the Commission was more than fulfilled by the
actual balance on Jan. 31, 1920.

A further fact to be considered is that the budget, as sub-
mitted by heads of departments, will undoubtedly be materially
reduced by the mayor. The balance of $1,481,943.11 has been
figured on the basis of the department requests for appropri-
ations for 1920 being approved without deductions. Reduc-
tions of these requests can be estimated in advance on the basis
of the last three years’ experience. The following table gives a
brief survey of the mayor’s reductions in budget estimates:

Year - Estimates. all |";^y Reductions. Percentage.

1917- §17,283,545 63 §16,679,974 82 §603,570 81 3.4
1918- 19,057,835 66 17,628,911 64 1,428,924 02 7.2
1919- 20,698,245 14 19,851,298 73 846,946 41 4.1

Averagereduction of estimate for three years, 4.9 per cent.
Amount of reduction of budget for 1920-21 at average rate, approximately §1,136,000.

If the average reduction of 4.9 per cent for the last three
years is applied to the budget requests of the departments for
the year 1920-21 of $23,000,000, it will decrease by $1,136,000
the amount necessary to be appropriated under the tax limit.

The appropriating power for the present year is made up of
the following items:
Tax limit of $10.52, $15,678,409 83
Cash on hand, 3,769,478 00
Estimated income, 5,225,000 00

Total, $24,672,887 83

Estimated budget requirements, $23,190,944 72
4.9 per cent reduction by mayor, 1,136,000 00

Net budget requirements, $22,054,944 72
Appropriating power, . $24,672,887 83
Net budget requirements, 22 054 944 72

Probable surplus of appropriating power over net
budget requirements, $2,617,943 11
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The Finance Commission concludes that there will be no
need for a further advance this year in the tax limit of Boston.

It is difficult to predict what the requirements of the next
year or the coming years may demand of the city in the matter
of its tax appropriating power. What may be sufficient for the
present may represent an extravagance in the future, or may
become less than the actual needs of the times. No one can
definitely forecast the future, and the Commission believes that
the question of further changes in the tax limit must be left
until all the supporting factors and data are available. The
collecting department of Boston, with new methods and firm-
ness of administration, may be able to collect practically all
of its outstanding balances yearly, so as to preclude the neces-
sity for large increases in the appropriating power of the city.
The valuations of the city will continue to rise from now on,
unless there should be a tremendous panic and all business
enterprises curtailed. The mayor’s recent address to the city
council pictures the development of Boston with large advances
in building operations, which will increase the income of the
city by hundreds of thousands of dollars.

In 1919 the applications for permits for new buildings repre-
sented an estimated cost of about $15,000,000, as compared
with a cost of $4,000,000 in 1918. This additional building
development means a large gain in taxes. Larger operations in
1920 mean a larger increase in the taxable lists and a corre-
sponding advance over this gain in taxes.

In addition to this increased revenue which will undoubtedly
accrue to the city in the coming years, there are also certain
reforms just inaugurated by the mayor which will decrease the
expenses of the city. The mayor has begun to close the Suffolk
School for Boys, and within a short period $50,000 or more a
year will thus be saved to the city.

Steps are being taken to close all the harbor institutions and
transfer the population in these city institutions to other de-
partments on the mainland. This will probably allow the city
to dispose of two of its boats, which cost approximately $75,000
a year to maintain. Besides, there will be large savings from

11. Need for increasing the Tax Limit in 1921.
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the distribution of the island population among the departments
on the mainland. There may be a further saving of approxi-
mately $40,000 from the discontinuance of the licensing board,
due to the prohibition amendment.

Besides, there are large increases in income, due to a rise in
the rentals for stalls and spaces in the Faneuil Flail and Quincy
markets. A balance of $218,000 in the fuel appropriation will
be available for the city next year. All these savings, which
are fairly definite, will offset to a large measure the increased
burden of new services or increases in wages and salaries to
city employees.

The savings from these reforms, abolitions and reorganiza-
tions, combined with efficiency of collection of taxes and bills,
with increased valuations of the city, may render unnecessary
any increase over $3 in the tax appropriating power of the city
in 1921 and thereafter. This result will be immeasurably
helped if the General Court passes the mayor’s petition for in-
creasing the rate of interest on unpaid taxes, because it will
tend to make more prompt the payment of taxes and cause
payment from the taxpayers who now withhold payment until
the last moment, because the city’s interest rate on overdue
taxes is less than the market rate.

The tax limit is a check on the spending power of the city.
It has forced the city authorities, whenever a rise in the limit
was necessary, to seek relief from the General Court, and to
present an account of their administration to the Legislature.
If no limit were placed upon the city’s appropriating power,
there would be less check upon extravagance. Appeals then
would undoubtedly be made to the legislative body to relieve
the city from extravagant administration. This was the reason
for the first statute in 1885, creating a tax limit.

The Finance Commission finds that the city of Boston will
not need any further increase in its tax limit for this year, viz.,
1920-21.

111. Findings
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it

ase

The Finance Commission recommends

ent fiscal year.
2. That the tax limit on the city be not abolished.
3. That, if an increase next year is necessary, the city present

reasons therefor to the General Court of 1921.
4. That the mayor’s bill (House No. 579) providing for an incres

in the interest payments on overdue taxes be passed.

Respectfully submitted,

THE FINANCE COMMISSION

Bv GEORGE A. FLYNN,

IV. Recommendations,

1. That no increase in its tax limit be granted to the city for the prc

Chairman




