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   Utah’s “Truth in Taxation” (TnT) law is the most effective check on rising 
property taxes. When a city, county, school district or other taxing entity wants 
to raise property taxes, it has to explain to the public why their proposed tax 
hike is appropriate. Then the taxing entity must listen to the public explain why 
taxpayers support or oppose the proposed tax hike. Without holding this 
meeting, the entity cannot raise property taxes. 
   When elected officials propose a necessary property tax hike, TnT hearings 
allow taxpayers and elected officials to better understand their mutual needs. 
When elected officials propose an unnecessary property tax hike, TnT hearings 
can be painful, with scores, hundreds, even thousands of taxpayers protesting.  
   While TnT keeps property taxes in check, on occasion it frustrates taxpayers 
and elected officials. The real problem occurs when a taxing entity that budgets 
on a calendar year (e.g., a county) proposes to increase property taxes. It 
approves its budget and the proposed property tax hike in late November or 
December. Despite the required published quarter page newspaper ad 
describing the proposed property tax hike and a December TnT hearing, too 
often taxpayers don’t learn about a calendar year entity’s tax hike until seven 
months later, in July when they receive an individualized notice of all proposed 
tax hikes affecting their property as part of their assessment notice. 
   That individualized notice tells taxpayers where and when to attend the 
August TnT hearing associated with that property tax hike. Because that hearing 
takes place more than seven months into the county’s budget cycle, it is usually 
impossible for a calendar year taxing entity to change its budget and do without 
the property tax hike. The entity has already spent the money. Both taxpayers 
and the county officials end up frustrated, because the TnT hearing can’t change 
anything. 
   For three years, state law has allowed calendar year entities to avoid this 
frustration by sending an individualized notice in October or November to 
every property owner. This individualized notice includes the same information 
as the traditional TnT notice cities and school districts send, including an 
estimate of the property tax hike that taxpayer will face, when and where the 
December TnT hearing will be, etc. 
   As Table 1 indicates, in the three years calendar year entities have had this 
option, only one has used it. The other 31 entities opted to hold an August TnT 
hearing. Only some of these 32 entities hiked property taxes, but when they did, 
taxpayers and elected officials were frustrated. 
   On some level, it’s hard to sympathize with the frustration of the elected 
officials in the 31 entities who opted for the August TnT hearing, since they 
could have taken the steps to avoid the August TnT hearing. On the other hand, 
the individualized mailing necessary to avoid the August TnT hearing costs 
thousands of additional dollars in printing, postage and other mailing costs. 
   Your Taxpayers Association is working with the Legislature to solve this 
conundrum. The Legislature could require a calendar year entity that wants to 
raise property taxes to include an individualized notice of a proposed property 
tax hike and its December TnT hearing with the annual property tax bill, which 
the counties must mail by October 31. 
   This solution offers several important advantages. First, it would virtually 
eliminate additional mailing costs, since counties are already sending the 
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My Corner: What’s Right with Utah Public Education - 
Tens of Thousands of Utah Students are Becoming Truly Bilingual 
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   Throughout the United States, 
public schools have traditionally 
focused on teaching foreign 
languages to secondary students.  As 
a result, second language fluency has 
been modest at best.  Brain 
researchers have learned that 
acquiring a second language as an 
adolescent or adult is significantly 
more challenging than learning the 
language as a child because the 
child’s brain has more language 

plasticity. Consequently, children pick up a second language 
more quickly, do not have an English accent in the second 
language, and don’t have to mentally translate between English 
and the second language.  
   Until recently, critical languages of Asia and the Middle East 
have not been taught in U.S. public schools. “Critical language” 
is a term used to designate languages for which there is large 
demand for language professionals but little supply.  They are 
also deemed “critical” to national security and economic 
growth by the U.S. State Department and Defense Department. 
   Utah’s Dual Language Immersion (DLI) program provides 
elementary students the opportunity to become fluent in 
traditional languages such as Spanish and critical languages 
such as Mandarin Chinese.  
   The first schools to begin dual immersion now have 5th 
graders in the program. The waiting lists for these programs are 
longest for Chinese.  While Utah has just 1% of the U.S. 
population, we have more than 1/3 of all Chinese dual 
immersion students in America.  There are currently nearly 
13,000 students learning Mandarin Chinese in Utah elementary 
and secondary schools: more than any state in the nation, more 
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property tax bill. Second, the individualized mailed notice would eliminate the need for the counties to hold an August hearing. 
Third, every property owner would know well in advance of the calendar year entity adopting its budget about any proposed 
property tax hike, and the entity’s December TnT hearing. Finally, it would help the public become more involved in the budget 
process for calendar year entities. 

Table 1 2011 2012 2013 

# of Calendar Year Entities going through TnT 9 7 16 

# of Calendar Year Entities Using the December Option 0 0 1 

Data: Calculations by Utah Taxpayers Association from data provided by Utah State Tax Commission. 

 
   Some officials from calendar year entities worry that this solution will make their projections of tax revenue less accurate because 
they would need to prepare their budget earlier in the budget cycle. The Legislature waits to begin finalizing its budget until as late 
as possible, using data available in February. The state uses a fiscal year budget that runs from July to June. In that cycle, February 
is the eighth month. In a calendar year cycle, August is the eighth month. Calendar year taxing entities could use budget estimates 
in September (the ninth month in their budget cycle) in time for them to send out notices of proposed tax increases in October for a 
December TnT meeting.  The calendar year entities would still have more months of data than the Legislature does when finalizing 
a budget. 
   Your Taxpayers Association is hopeful that we can solve this problem. We have received encouraging signals from key legislators 
and others involved in this issue. We will know more after the Legislature’s November Interim meetings and will keep you 
apprised. 
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than states with 15 times our population. 
   In addition to hiring and training Utah teachers who are 
fluent in the target languages, the Utah State Office of 
Education has negotiated contracts for highly qualified 
classroom teachers from China, Taiwan, France and other 
countries which ensure the highest authenticity in modeling the 
target languages and providing the highest quality classroom 
instruction.  There have been as many as 40 teachers at one time 
from mainland China in Utah schools.  A teacher serves 
typically on a three-year rotation, enabling them to return to 
their native countries better able to teach students about 
American culture.  The DLI program truly builds cultural 
bridges among peoples of the world. 
   Utah’s Dual Language 
Immersion successes were 
featured as a cover story in the 
July 29, 2013 issue of Time 
magazine.  The story explained 
that contrary to expectations, the 
DLI program actually increased 
student performance in other 
academic subject areas. The article showed that learning a 
second language can produce a nimbler mind and reported that 
schools are finding new ways to help students tap the benefits 
of Dual Language Immersion. 
   The cost of deploying Dual Language Immersion has been 
minimal.  Since the cost of the schoolroom and teacher are 
already funded, the legislative appropriation simply provided 
the funding for the start-up costs such as training and 
classroom materials in the second language.  This amounts to 
approximately $5,000 per DLI classroom.  When divided by six 
years and 25 students, this amounts to $33.33 per student per 
year.  Thanks to careful implementation by Utah education 

Thanks to careful 
implementation by Utah 
education leaders, it’s 
one of the biggest 
education bargains ever. 
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Notice of Utah Taxpayers Association’s Annual Meeting 
All members of the Utah Taxpayers Association are invited to attend the Association’s Annual Meeting, 
which will be on Friday, November 15, 2013 at 2:00PM. The meeting will be at the offices of Holland & 
Hart, 222 South Main Street, Suite 2200, Salt Lake City, Utah. Nominations for the Board of Directors will 
be accepted from the general membership until five days prior to the Annual Meeting. 
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leaders, it’s one of the biggest education bargains ever.   
   Utah educational leaders thoughtfully and intentionally 
selected a model that is not only rooted in research-based 
principles and practices of second language teaching, but is also 
responsive to the political landscape of the state and best meets 

students’ needs in each school. 
Utah’s DLI programs implement 
a fifty-fifty model for grades K–6, 
in which students spend half of 
their school day in the target 
language and the other half-day 
in English. All state supported 
schools with DLI programs are 
required to implement the fifty-
fifty model and use two teachers, 

one who instructs exclusively in the target language for half of 
the day and a second teacher who teaches exclusively in English 
the other half of the day. Teamwork is essential to the successful 
implementation of the program.   
   Gregg Roberts is the World Language Specialist at the State 
Office of Education who is to be credited most for the fidelity of 
Utah’s rollout of the program five years ago. Mr. Roberts took a 
pay cut in leaving Granite School District to accept the 
responsibility for statewide implementation of the program.  
Mr. Roberts and local implementers set specific proficiency 
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goals for every DLI program language at each grade level in all 
four language modes: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. 
As students emerge from elementary school, the program will 
offer two courses in grades 7–9: one content course in the target 
language and a second course in advanced language study. In 
the ninth grade, participating students are expected to enroll in 
Advanced Placement language coursework and complete the 
AP exam. In grades 10-12, students will be offered university 
level coursework through blended learning with seven major 
Utah universities. Students are also encouraged to begin study 
of a third language in high school. The goal of this articulated 
K-12 curriculum is to see the state’s students enter universities 
and the global workforce equipped with language skills at the 
advanced level of proficiency.  
   According to Gregg Roberts, “Our goal is to eradicate 
monolingualism in Utah and provide all of Utah’s students the 
skills they need to be competitive in 21st century academia and 
the global marketplace.” 
   As chair of the Public Education Appropriations Sub-
Committee, I have seen many costly new educational programs 
which have had limited effect in producing the desired 
educational outcomes.  Many of these are ultimately modified 
or repealed.  But thanks to the dedication of Utah educators, 
Dual Language Immersion produces outstanding results for 
very little expense and is definitely here to stay.   
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   Utah’s property tax burden has been below the national 
average for a long time. Until the Legislature lowered the 
income tax during the Huntsman and Walker administrations, 
property tax was the only one among Utah’s three major taxes 
(property, sales and income) where our state’s tax burden was 
below the national average. Nevertheless, our “Truth in 
Taxation” (TnT) system of property taxes still has a few kinks. 
One of the more painful kinks is the way market fluctuations 
and natural disasters create higher taxes. 
   Under TnT, taxing entities are guaranteed to receive the same 
amount of revenue this year that they received last year, plus all 
the revenue deriving from new growth within that taxing 
entity. As the value of developed land increases, the “certified 
rate,” or the rate necessary to produce the same amount of 
revenue, decreases. By the same token, when taxable values 
decrease, the certified rate increases. 
   With the exception of the Great Recession, for most property 
decreases in taxable value are quite rare. However, many 
centrally assessed properties (such as mines, airlines, utilities 
and railroads) can see dramatic swings up and down in their 
valuation. These swings may come from changes in commodity 

Ending Hidden Property Tax Hikes: 
Strengthening Utah’s Truth in Taxation Protections 
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prices like oil or beryllium, closing dated properties, or natural 
disasters.  
   Because centrally assessed properties often comprise a very 
large proportion of a taxing entity’s total taxable value, 
decreases in their valuation can swallow all the growth other 
properties have in the county, thereby increasing the certified 
rate. The problem comes when the commodity price rebounds, 
or the company repairs the natural disaster. Under TnT, that 
increased value in the centrally assessed property counts as 
“new growth,” when in reality it’s just a return to the status 
quo. 
   Because TnT counts this rebound in value as new growth, the 
certified rate does not return to the level it was at before the 
centrally assessed property value decreased. That artificial 
ratcheting up of the certified rate provides taxing entities a 
windfall at the expense of all property owners. 
   Your Taxpayers Association is part of a working group to 
assess whether we can overcome all of the nuances necessary to 
resolve this problem. Our discussions have been fruitful so far, 
and we expect Utah’s TnT system will offer taxpayers even 
better protection from property tax hikes. 

“Our goal is to eradicate 
monolingualism in Utah 
and provide all of Utah’s 
students the skills they 
need to be competitive in 
21st century academia and 
the global marketplace.” 
-Gregg Roberts 
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   Your Taxpayers Association endorsed Washington County 
School District’s $185 million bond, while opposing other bond 
proposals on the November ballot. The endorsement is a result 
of the District’s commitment to using cost saving measures to 
house the growing number of students within the District. The 
Association is confident that the District’s tilt up construction 
method saves tax dollars substantially over masonry 
construction.  
   The estimate is that the tilt up construction used by 
Washington County School District saves between ten and 
twenty-five percent over other methods. The District has done 
so without sacrificing pleasing aesthetics.  
   The buildings using tilt up construction also have a similar or 
better life cycle over masonry. Masonry construction increases 

2

labor costs and is less sturdy than a tilt up wall because a tilt up 
wall is one solid piece of concrete. 
   By contrast, the Taxpayers Association has opposed the 
Jordan School Board’s $495 million bond proposal because the 
District has refused to commit to using lower cost construction 
methods. The Taxpayers Association is urging voters to reject 
the Jordan bond and send the school board back to the drawing 
board for a new proposal.  
   The Jordan and Washington County School District 
approaches could not be more different. Your Taxpayers 
Association is committed to ensuring that children in Utah 
receive a good education while keeping taxes low and using tax 
dollars efficiently. This is why we’ve endorsed the Washington 
County School District proposal and opposed the hefty Jordan 
School District proposal.  

The top two images are schools in the Washington County School District that are being constructed using the tilt up 
construction method, which can save 10-25% on construction costs. Below are two completed schools in the Washington County 
School District that were built using the tilt up method.  

The Tale of Two Districts: Association Endorses Washington 
County School Bond and Opposes Jordan School Bond 
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   During the October meeting of the Transportation Committee 
Interim meeting, Taylorsville Mayor Jerry Rechtenbach and 
Utah County Commissioner Larry Ellertson presented a plan to 
generate more transportation revenue for counties and cities. 
They want the Legislature to allow counties to impose an 
additional 3% local-option fuel user “fee”. While the 
presentation labeled the 3% option as a fee, it appears to be an 
additional tax.  
How would it work? 
   Under this plan, counties could approve the 3% fee that 
would be imposed throughout the year. The fee would be based 
on the price of gasoline on a certain day, chosen by the 
governing body. For example, if a county determined that the 
new fee would be based on the price of gasoline on November 
1, 2013 and the price for that day is $3.12 per gallon, then the fee 
would be $.09 per gallon for the next year. The additional $.09 
per gallon collected would then be distributed 50/50 to the 

2

counties and cities.  
   In the past, your Taxpayers Association has advocated for the 
gas tax to be increased when there has been an offset when 
other taxes are lowered so that the proposal is revenue neutral. 
The gas tax is an imperfect tax, because it is a tax per gallon. As 

Utah Counties and Cities Ask for an  
Additional 3% Local Option Gas Fee 

Keys to Transportation Funding 
 
Any proposal that could be supported by the 
Taxpayers Association must reflect the following 
principles: 

• Uniformity*statewide*
• Revenue*neutral*
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cars continue to get better gas mileage, the revenue from the gas 
remains flat and it’s buying power decreases. The gas tax has 
not been increased since 1996 while the cost of building and 
maintaining roads has increased significantly.  
Concerns and Questions 
   Your Taxpayers Association is concerned about the lack of 
uniformity of the fee.  Any proposal that includes an additional 
fee must be the same statewide. Without that, your Taxpayers 
Association has concerns with such a proposal. Allowing 
counties to pick and choose to impose the fee could negatively 
impact Utah businesses.  
   For example, if Salt Lake County decides to impose this fee, 
but Utah County does not, their will no doubt be winners and 
losers. Drivers familiar with the area would be much more 
likely to avoid the Chevron off of the 14600 South exit in favor 
of the Maverik in Lehi just 2 miles away because the price of a 
gallon of gas would be almost $.10 cheaper. Tax policy should 
not dictate where people make purchases.  
   Another concern surrounds the ease of administration. The 
current system allows for gasoline distributors to remit taxes at 
the wholesale level. But, if the fee is not uniform, meaning 
different counties impose different rates, then it would be 

4

collected at the retail level. To continue with the example of the 
Chevron in Draper and the Maverik in Lehi, the administrative 
burden of collecting taxes at thousands of locations versus a few 
dozen locations is immense.  For example, a truck driver 
hauling gasoline would have to know exactly how much fuel 
would be delivered to each gas station in order to calculate how 
much taxes were due based on the different tax rates between 
the two counties.  
   Another concern surrounds the issue of cross-border sales. As 
the accompanying map shows, Utah already has one of the 
higher gas tax rates compared to neighboring states. What effect 
will this possible increase have on those fuel purchasers? 
   Additionally, the cities and counties should not replace the 
General Fund money currently being spent on transportation 
with the new money collected. Simply using the additional 
money collected as a means to free up more general fund 
money to spend on other programs is not acceptable. If the 
counties wan to impose this gas fee, they would need to cut 
their property tax. Just like water shouldn’t be subsidized with 
property taxes or sales taxes, neither should roads.  
   Your Taxpayers Association is still gathering information and 
will keep our members apprised of new developments.  


