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	Options Few for Young Who Want to Stay: Stonington doesn't offer much low-price housing 

By Stephen Kurczy
Published on 3/3/2006


Stonington - Kasey Crandall makes about $200 a week pouring coffee and baking biscotti at the Green Marble coffeehouses in downtown Mystic and Westerly. 

She pays $200 a month rent to live in her father's home in North Stonington. After shelling out for gas and maintenance of her truck, food and other basic expenses, Crandall said she might save $200 a month – hardly enough to afford a place of her own. 

“It's very depressing,” she said. 

Crandall realizes that she could get a higher-paying job if she earned a college degree, but then she would have to give up her existing job, plus pay tuition – so she, like many young people with high school educations, is stuck. 

“But we need those types of people in town to work in the coffee shops,” says Alissa Morrison, chair of Stonington's Affordable Housing Committee. “You start talking to the younger generation, and they're not happy. They can't live here. They're leaving.” 

And no wonder. Statistics from the Realtors Association of Eastern Connecticut show that the median price of a house sold in Stonington last year was $412,325. Rental agents say a two-bedroom apartment in town (and there are few of them) costs between $900 and $1,500 a month. Even the typical recent college graduate making $10 to $20 an hour would be hard-pressed to afford such high costs. 

The average monthly rent of an apartment in Oklahoma City is $550, but Stonington is more similar to Philadelphia or Chicago, which average around $1,000, according to M/PF YieldStar. 

The average cost of a new home in Stonington is $550,000, according to former Stonington Borough Warden Michael Blair, now a real estate agent with Prudential (the average cost is higher than the median cost because of the large number of spectacularly costly homes in Stonington). 

Blair estimated that on average 130 properties go on sale each year. Thirty percent of those cost over $1 million, he added. 

Blair said the starting price for a home in Stonington is $200,000. 

“And that is not affordable,” he said. “It's hard to know what is affordable anymore.” 

Affordable is defined by the state as housing that a family of four making less than $54,800 would be able to pay for (a cost of no more than $1,370 a month). The cost of a $200,000 mortgage, even for those with good credit, would be several hundred dollars higher than that in today's mortgage market. 

It is a state-mandated goal that 10 percent of each town's housing be affordable. Only about 3.7 percent of Stonington's housing is considered affordable. When a town's affordable-housing ratio dips below 10 percent, the Affordable Housing Planning and Appeal Act kicks in. This regulation allows affordable-housing developers whose applications have been denied a right of automatic appeal to a special court. 

The Affordable Housing and Planning Appeal Act is not a law, however, meaning no town can be forced to offer more affordable housing. Morrison, for one, has suggested that a law be enacted to spur more affordable housing in town. 

“There's no teeth to it,” Morrison said of the current act, adding that her committee is trying “to make it more desirable for a developer to come in and put in affordable housing.” 

“We need to find developers who are willing to work with the town and make it affordable,” Morrison said, adding that a stigma surrounds the notion of affordable housing. 

“I think that people don't understand affordable housing,” agreed Julie Fagan, field office director in Hartford for the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. “We try to promote affordable housing for what it is.” 

Police, teachers and medical staff, for example, cannot afford to live in the places they work, Fagan said. If rent absorbs more than 30 percent of an income, it is not considered affordable, but Fagan said there are cases in Connecticut where people are doling out 50 percent of their income on rent. 

Betsy Sylvester, 28, a daycare provider at the Stonington Community Center, grew up in Pawcatuck and would like to raise her children near her extended family. 

Her husband, Craig, 27, is a custodian at Ledyard High School. The couple currently rents in Pawcatuck. For two years, as long as they have been married, they have been searching in vain for a home in Stonington. 

“We had started definitely looking after the wedding and then we stopped looking because everything was way too expensive,” Betsy Sylvester said. “Even having two full-time jobs there's nothing around here less than $300,000.” 

Morrison pointed to Stonington's continuing push to bring more businesses to boost Stonington's grand list. Every town must do this to meet the rising costs of education. But the businesses being attracted, mostly retail and department stores, provide service jobs, most of which do not pay high enough salaries for workers to live locally. 

“We're saying you can work here but you can't live here?” Morrison said. “No one's going to drive 45 minutes to work at a low-income job.” 

Added to that, there are few starter homes, and older people trying to downsize end up leaving. 

“It's making Stonington one type of person who lives here,” Morrison said. 

“Some people say 'good for Stonington.' But I don't think that's the type of town we want to live in. I want my kids to be able to live in town,” she added. “It is more than just a Stonington issue. It's a regional problem.” 
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	Property Taxes Take Big Bite Out of Fixed Incomes: Some long-time residents just can't pay anymore 

By Stephen Kurczy
Published on 3/10/2006


Stonington - In 1953, Charles and Lena Weyant purchased their home at 2 Grand St. for $10,000. Today it is appraised at $508,400. 

Fifty years ago, everything from an ice cream shop to a funeral home to a dentist was nestled inside the borough. Trucks steadily streamed along Water Street between the businesses and docks. 
“We had everything in the village,” said Lena Weyant, whose parents emigrated from Portugal. “You didn't have to leave.” 

Now many – especially the elderly on fixed incomes – say they are being forced to leave because of high taxes. 

“The main thing is the property taxes,” said Louise “Bunny” O'Callahan, explaining why the home she and her husband, Juan, own is now for sale. 

When the O'Callahans bought their home in 1992, the property tax was $21,000 annually. Today, taxes on the waterfront borough property off Salt Acres Road are $55,698. 

The O'Callahans are retired, on a fixed income. 

“How long do you take that kind of a bill?” Borough Warden Andrew Maynard asked. 

As seaside living has grown more alluring over the years, property values have risen sharply. While this may be a good thing in the long term, the short-term result is bigger and bigger tax bills. 

And, unlike with a stock that isn't taxed until you sell it, property taxes are due twice a year. 

Added to the burden, Connecticut is second only to New Jersey in having the highest property taxes per capita in the country, according to the nonprofit policy research group Tax Foundation. 

Charles and Irene Hamm of Cove Road in Mystic know the pain. They pay $27,588 in property taxes each year. It took the Hamms 12 years to build their home, and they have lived in it for five. Charles Hamm called the rising property taxes irresponsible. 

“It just seems that the taxing authority is arrogant and basically thoughtless,” he said. “Some people could come by and say, 'Hell, he can afford it; soak him for whatever you can get.' But that's not the kind of community you want to live in.” 

The Hamms frequent local restaurants and businesses, but they do not benefit from most services that their taxes provide. They are retired and have no children in school. 

“We have a lot of friends who really wonder if they can stay in a house that may have been in a family for generations,” Hamm said. “Eventually you just get fed up. There are plenty of other places to live.” 

In southeastern Connecticut, several groups have come forward asking for a property freeze on their homes. The elderly who live in homes that have become gentrified, not only in Stonington Borough or Masons Island but in various pockets of southeastern Connecticut, incur property taxes exceeding $15,000 annually. 

“You're almost renting your home to the town at that point,” Maynard said. “It offends me, personally, that taxes would force people from their homes.” 

In January, however, the state Superior Court dashed the hopes of 64 homeowners on Masons Island who had appealed the town's property assessments. The judge affirmed the assessments and the resulting property taxes. 

Though a tax on property may seem fair, since it goes up depending on the value of a home, the property is not an accurate measure of wealth, according to a state-funded report from the Blue Ribbon Commission on Property Tax Burdens and Smart Growth Initiatives. The report states that “the elderly on fixed incomes are often forced to move from communities they've lived in all their lives.” 

“They're just talking about people being saved from being taxed out of their homes,” Maynard said. 

Perturbed by their high property taxes, a group of residents recently formed the Connecticut Communities Coalition, which has been asking local lawmakers to freeze property taxes. 

In Stonington there are 11 homeowners with frozen property taxes and 255 homeowners who have qualified for state-funded reductions because they are veterans or elderly. 

The issue has caused consternation and even pitted those on fixed incomes who want to keep property taxes low by cutting municipal services against families with children who want to build new schools and improve education. 

Former Borough Warden Michael Blair, who was finance chairman for Rob Simmons' congressional campaign in 2000 and is a real estate agent with Prudential, said that as people age, their mortgage payments are being replaced by tax payments. A house, essentially, never seems to be paid off. 

“Older people have very few options,” Blair said. “A lot of people have moved out because of taxes.” 

And it's not just the elderly who can't afford it. As Keith Robbins, chairman of the Eastern Connecticut Council of Governments, said, he too is on a fixed income unless he switches jobs. And local clubs, like the Portuguese Holy Ghost Society in the borough, are also on a relatively set income and face a similar peril due to rising property taxes. 

Every year in the society's small yard on Main Street, a 1,000-pound bull is roasted and offered freely in a feast for the entire community, a remembrance of when famine threatened the kingdom of Portugal and Queen Isabella traded her crown for food. 

“Those are the types of things that go on here,” said Mike Barney, the receptionist on the society's board of directors. “We're a part of the community.” 

Reflecting the same spirit, voters in 2004 decided to freeze the society's annual property tax at $7,500 so that the 450-member organization could stay on Main Street. But as the property tax freeze ends in 2009, the society still faces an uncertain future in the borough, home to some of the region's highest-priced real estate. 

“We're not asking for charity or hand-outs, we asked them for tax relief in order to preserve the architecture of the building,” Barney said. “We came to a point where we said we need some help.” 

The Holy Ghost Society is one of the many. 

“The average American can't afford this stuff,” Hamm said. “There's got to be a more intelligent approach to taxation.” 
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	Property-Tax Solutions Up for Review: Legislators feel the heat and look to enact reforms 

By Stephen Kurczy
Published on 3/17/2006


Stonington - In the 1970s, tax-referendum proponent Howard Jarvis began making this claim in California: Financing schools with property taxes is unconstitutional. By funding schools in this way, he argued, towns with high property valuations have an innate advantage over areas with low values, causing disparities in the educational opportunities available to children. 

By 1978, Jarvis had made his case, and a 65 percent majority of Californians voted Proposition 13 into law, reducing property tax rates on average by 57 percent and capping assessments at a 2 percent increase. 
The issues that spurred Proposition 13 have since spread east. Today, in dozens of states, property tax relief is at the legislative forefront, and officials throughout the region are confronting the rising angst about property taxation. 

"It's going to be an issue that comes to the forefront," said Andrew Maynard, Stonington Borough warden. 

This year, for instance, North Stonington faced a property revaluation that more than doubled some property taxes, putting increased pressure on homeowners, especially those on fixed incomes. 

In Stonington, it has been much the same. Maynard said that in 2007 some properties in Stonington Borough will see property taxes double. 

"They'll get the revaluations and scream bloody murder," he said. 

David Stamm, secretary of the Connecticut Communities Coalition, a group that wants to change the state's reliance on property taxes, said the bare market value of his home on Cove Road in Stonington jumped $100,000 in the 2004 assessment, and his taxes went up 215 percent. 

"My salary hasn't gone up by that amount, and I'm still working," said Stamm, administrative director of the Connecticut Bar Examining Committee. 

Stamm said his two neighbors, both retired, are moving. 

"They're being forced to sell their property because they can no longer afford the property tax," Stamm said. "Connecticut is not a tax-favorable place at all. It's driving senior citizens away to more tax-friendly places." 

Others, younger and less affluent, are being forced to relocate to less-pricy towns. Sprague First Selectman Dennison Allen said many of these folks are winding up in his town, creating a greater divide between the rich and the middle class, and defining his town as a low-income community. 

This income disparity can be seen happening even within the town of Stonington. The borough makes up less than 1 percent of the entire land area of the town, at 0.34 square miles according to the U.S. Census Bureau, but it accounts for 10 percent of the town's total property assessment. 

So what is the crux of the problem? 

Bozrah First Selectman Keith Robbins, who chairs the Southeastern Connecticut Council of Governments, blames a decline in state aid and an increase in state and national mandates. 

Property taxes are high because towns must pay for the rising costs of public education, Robbins said. Public education would require fewer local taxes if the state and federal governments offered more assistance. 

"Most states fund education more than the State of Connecticut does," Robbins said. 

Robbins' solution is simple: use more casino revenue for public education. He suggested modifying the Mashantucket Pequot/Mohegan Fund, which supplies Connecticut with 25 percent of the two casinos' combined slot machine revenue, to siphon more money into public education. 

At the same time, he said, legislators should modify the Education Cost Sharing formula, which determines how much school districts get from the state for K-12 education. 

If legislators do increase state funding for education, the logical source for extra revenue would be either the sales tax or the income tax. 

But the Connecticut Communities Coalition, a 100-member group representing a number of local associations, has proposed a solution that does not alter the sales tax or income tax. 

Stamm, secretary of the coalition, said 42 states have done something to provide property tax relief, so why not Connecticut? The group's solution is not to change the tax equation, but to change how the money is collected. Its "assessment stabilization" bill asks that all property values in the state be frozen until each property is either sold or renovated. 

If the property is bequeathed to anyone other than a spouse, it would have to be reappraised. 

"Our proposal revamps the grand list after every sale," Stamm said. "It is simple, fair, easy to administer, and we think it makes the whole process work much more efficiently." 

Instead of paying a private company hundreds of thousands of dollars to reassess all properties in town every few years, Stamm argued, why doesn't the town just use the seller's reassessment and update the grand list? 

"If this passes, they would not see those huge increases in their assessed value. Their assessments would be frozen," Stamm said. "The idea is to provide some degree of predictability to your taxes." 

The bill provides relief for the elderly who are on a fixed income and unable to keep up with escalating property taxes, Stamm said, and will have a minimal effect on the town's grand list. It will merely make the increase in grand list more gradual, changing as properties are bought and sold. 

If the town does need to increase revenue, it can still do so by raising the mill rate. 

State Rep. Diana Urban, R-North Stonington, is proposing the coalition's idea in a bill again this year, after it failed in last year's session. The group has hired lobbyist Annita Shepker to help bring other representatives on board. 

"We are hopeful, but as a practical matter we are afraid," Stamm said. "Our little property tax just gets blown away in the mass of other things they're trying to do." 

Urban is also working with Stonington First Selectman William Brown in the hopes that the state will allow local towns to levy a 1 percent food and beverage tax, a measure Rhode Island passed in 2004. 

Connecticut is one of the few states that does not allow municipalities to collect a food tax. 

"It's an attempt to get in the face of the legislatures, to say, 'You've got to get the money from somewhere,'" Urban said. "The point of introducing this is to point out that property taxes are killing us." 

The food and beverage tax is "inextricably linked to the property tax," Urban said. "We're trying to figure out a way to increase funds to municipalities." 

But there's another way to help out taxpayers, said Preston First Selectman Robert Congdon. Considering the state had a $500 million surplus in tax revenue last year, he suggested that simply reducing state taxes could help address the issue. 

Whatever the General Assembly does to alleviate property taxes, however, likely won't happen this year. 

At a February meeting, a legislative subcommittee studying the issue met with Urban, State Sen. Andrea Stillman, D-Waterford, and Rep. Tom Reynolds, D-Ledyard. 

"They told us we would likely not see any tax reform this season," Maynard said. "We're going to keep in close tabs with our delegation committee and just keep the dialogue going." 

Rather than a tax revolution, as California had in the 1970s, Maynard and others are hoping an evolution solves Connecticut's property tax conundrum. 
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	Conservancy Groups Race to Save Open Space: When it comes to home size, bigger isn't better, they say 

By Stephen Kurczy
Published on 3/23/2006


Stonington - Oversized homes have lumbered into the quiet country lanes of Stonington over the past few years. 

Some call them “McMansions,” part of a nationwide trend that has seen the average new American home increase in size from 1,400 square feet three and a half decades ago to 2,300 square feet or more today. The average size of a house built in Stonington today is even bigger -- 3,500 square feet -- estimated Norton Wheeler, immediate past president of the Builders Association of Eastern Connecticut. 
“People want to build the dream houses they've always wanted,” Wheeler said. “They have a higher comfort level in their own home.” 

The average cost of a new home in Stonington is about $520,000, according to figures provided by the Eastern Connecticut Association of Realtors. Of the 130 properties on the market each season, estimated Prudential Realtor Michael Blair, 30 percent cost more than $1 million. 

Despite soaring prices, land costs have not caught up to Fairfield County, where developers are already buying homes with the sole intent of tearing them down and building larger homes on the same property. 

It is this trend – building big houses where small ones once stood – that defines the “McMansion” stampede, according to Wheeler. 

Upscale residences now often include a home office as well as a playroom, a theater, a bigger kitchen, a bigger family room, and a two- or three-car garage. 

The homes are usually occupied by Baby Boomers who have built up equity on their first home and now want to upgrade, Wheeler said, or people from places like Fairfield County who consider Stonington a deal relative to where they're coming from. 

“The people that are buying in Stonington have put a higher value on the properties than the people who already live here,” said Jason Vincent, Stonington's director of planning. “The people moving in have changed the value of the neighborhoods.” 

Ethel and Hans Sigvardsson of Sweden are two of those people. 

She and her husband moved into the 2005 Connecticut Showcase Home on Lamb's Way last May. The 5,000-square-foot mini-mansion sits 100 feet above sea level looking out over Long Island Sound. 

“We fell in love with this place when we saw it,” Ethel said. “The taxes are outrageous in Sweden.” 

Wheeler, president of Mystic River Building Company, collaborated with Coastal Management LLC in Pawcatuck on the home. It includes a wine cellar that can accommodate more than 1,000 bottles; granite and limestone countertops, and five-and-a-half bathrooms, each with a heated floor. 

The 10 homes on Lamb's Way range in space from 3,800 to 6,000 square feet. Wheeler said they cost about $500 a square foot to build. 

An empty plot of land on Lamb's Way costs between $400,000 and $450,000. Excavation costs add another $50,000, making it a half-million price tag before any concrete is poured. 

Mini-mansions add to the tax base, of course, but they also increase the value of nearby properties and apartments, real estate experts said, often forcing the elderly and young to leave town: the elderly because of higher taxes and the young when rents increase. 

“The start-ups in Pawcatuck are $450,000 and up,” said John DeCiantis, president of Stonington-based DeCiantis Construction Co., adding that because of this his two children, 22 and 24, are not able to purchase homes in their hometown. “Start-up implies something that's affordable. I don't look at something that's $450,000 as affordable.” 

Chelsea-Groton Savings Bank's average home loan last year was $218,000, an increase in $68,500 from the average loan size just five years before. This is drastic considering the average loan size increased only $25,500 in the previous five-year period. 

Soaring housing costs are forcing people to borrow more money to buy a home, said Thomas Bonanno Sr., Chelsea Groton's vice president of home mortgage lending. 

A 30-year loan on the average new home in Stonington would require a $3,000 monthly payment, according to a mortgage-tool website, too much even for someone of moderate income. 

As even people of moderate means find it difficult to live in Stonington, others are being forced out. According to statewide statistics, more than two-thirds of those below the poverty level are now concentrated in the 10 municipalities in which state-subsidized and rental-housing options are concentrated – places other than Stonington. 

“Sprawl has a detrimental effect on the have-nots, if you will,” Wheeler said. “It eliminates the ability for people to buy their first home.” 

The solution, suggests Wheeler, DeCiantis and others, lies in changing zoning regulations to allow for smaller lot sizes or even cluster housing in some parts of town. 

“I would rather see the larger lot sizes required in the extreme rural areas, which would require us to build closer to the town centers,” Wheeler said. 

Having larger lot requirements in the countryside and smaller requirements in the town center could help curb development of Stonington's rural fields and forests, but loosened density requirements may also mean more people moving in, putting a burden on the school system. 

“There's no silver bullet when it comes to zoning,” said Kevin Essington, president of the North Stonington chapter of The Nature Conservancy, which protects 36 billion acres around the world. “You're wrestling with a tiger on this one.” 

Vincent, Stonington's planning director, wrestles with the issue every day. The town recently revised its regulations and is creating a new residential zone that focuses on aesthetic appeal. 

“People have a right to develop their land,” said Vincent. “We're trying to give them rules to develop their land so it doesn't look like a cookie-cutter subdivision.” 

Ironically, the most attractive places to live in town – Mystic and the borough – are the areas current zoning regulations never would have allowed, Vincent suggested. 

“If you look all over the United States right now, many communities are going to this mixed use style that New England made popular 300 years ago,” he said. “We're copying people who have copied what we have done correctly.” 

Under current zoning regulations across the state, however, large lot sizes and minimum road setbacks encourage sprawl while also increasing the cost of building a house, builders said. 

Sprawl is happening quickly in Connecticut, according to a study in the Journal of Forestry published in December. It projected that, by 2050, two-thirds of the state will be urban land, an increase of 40 percent from today. 

This is exactly the trend that the Avalonia Land Conservancy, based in Old Mystic, is trying to curtail. The volunteer group owns and preserves more than 2,000 acres of open space in southeastern Connecticut. 

“Our mission is to preserve open space for future generations,” said Anne Nalwalk, the conservancy's executive director. “We need willing land donors.” 

Avalonia is racing against land developers and the federal government, too. 

“It's a race we're probably going to lose,” Nalwalk said. 

From 1982 to 1997, Connecticut was among the top 10 states in loss of land to development. And it could get worse. 

“If we continue to allow sprawl to happen, eventually there won't be much country to move to,” Wheeler said. 
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