
 

 

Utah’s Property Tax Truth In Taxation Law Is Threatened At 
Home While It Becomes A Model For Other States 
Utah’s Truth in Taxation (TnT) law has been a shining example for the nation, and has saved Utah taxpayers 
billions in property taxes since it was enacted in 1985. Since its passage, Utah taxpayers have been protected 
against rampant and runaway property taxes resulting from government overspending while other states 
continue to crank their property tax burden higher and higher. Unfortunately, local taxing entities and a few 
legislators are conspiring to gut the taxpayers protectionism in the law at the same 
time a conservative group of state legislators makes Utah’s TnT model legislation.  
 
TnT provides the needed sunshine and transparency into the process of proposing 
property tax hikes by keeping taxing entities accountable to their taxpayers. 
Legislative bodies and local taxing entities are required to go before their taxpayers 
through a dedicated public hearing and make their case to increase property taxes 
over what they received the previous year plus new growth (new rooftops). 
Surprisingly, no taxing entity is restricted in the amount they can raise taxes each 
year. There is no prohibition against taxes being raised. They simply have to do it in 
the open and try to justify to their taxpayers why the increase is needed. Since the passage of TnT, Utah’s rank 
among the fifty states for highest property tax burden has dropped from 24th to 36th in the nation. Even still, 
Utah’s property tax revenue has grown faster than inflation and population over the last thirty years. 
 
This year at the American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC) Annual Convention, attendees were briefed by 
Utah Senate President Stuart Adams and Senator Deidre Henderson regarding Utah’s unique and protective 
property tax system. Following their presentation, ALEC adopted Utah’s Truth in Taxation law as model 
legislation and urged other states to follow suit. ALEC recognized that Utah’s TnT law “provides a solution to 
taxpayer unrest from ever-increasing property taxes”. 
 
Despite the enormous success of TnT, there has been a constant drumbeat to erode and destroy them. 
Virtually every year before the legislative session, during the legislative session and throughout the year there 
are efforts to erode or even wipe out TnT. Some elected officials claim that the process is “too hard” and plead 
for relief from having to step into the light and make their case to taxpayers.  
 
The common theme is to build automatic “inflationary” raises so that elected officials can avoid facing the 
music and put annual property tax hikes on autopilot. Another tactic is to “freeze” the rate so that when 
property values increase property taxes rise instead of having the rate float down, which it does under TnT to 
offset the increased values and result in the same amount of taxes being collected. Both tactics strike at the 
heart of the TnT law and would make it meaningless. 
 
Upside Versus Downside 
One other factor that proponents of changing TnT seem to forget is the stability that Truth in Taxation provides 
to property tax revenues. When sales taxes and income taxes are plummeting in bad economies, because of 



 

the way TnT works, property tax revenues are held steady. For example, in the great recession of 2008 to 
2010, income tax revenue in Utah dropped 19% and sales tax revenue dropped by 24%. Meanwhile, property 
taxes held perfectly steady, saving the bacon of counties, cities and school districts that rely on property tax 
revenue. Property taxes held steady because under TnT, the certified tax rate guarantees a taxing entities 
previous years property tax revenue plus new growth. So, it would be wise to remember that since there is no 
downside in bad economies for the property tax collected by taxing entities, requiring sunshine and 
transparency for the ability to raise it makes perfect sense. 
 
As the 2020 legislative session approaches your Utah Taxpayers Association will once again be watching 
closely to make sure policy makers don’t destroy the best property tax system in the nation by trying to “freeze” 
the rate to sneak in automatic tax increases under the guise of inflation or a desire to avoid public scrutiny and 
sunshine. 

 

My Corner: Utah’s Ugly Little Secret about Public 
Education Funding 
 
Last month in this column I wrote in some detail about why Utah’s 51st ranking in K-12 
school spending per student is a flawed metric.  

 
I explained that one of 
the reasons Utah’s 
education lobby 
continues to repeat the 
misleading 51st 
ranking is to ensure the public and 
policymakers aren’t focused on Utah’s ugly 
little secret which, when exposed, screams 
for correction.  
 
Utah’s “educrats” don’t want us to know that 
the disparity in per student funding among 
Utah’s school districts is as great as the 
disparity in funding among the 50 states.  
 
Inequities in Spending Per Student are 
Undeniable 
As can be seen from the accompanying chart 
titled Utah School District Financial Data, per 
pupil spending varies widely among Utah 
school districts of similar size. What can 
possibly justify significant disparities in 
spending per student by districts of similar 
size? 
 
Here are examples of General Fund spending 
per student (column C) contrasting pairs of 
districts with similar enrollments: Millard 
$10,521, Morgan $5,592; Park City $13,851, 
Sevier $7,701; Salt Lake $9,620, Tooele 
$6,256. Scanning down the column raises 



 

questions about why there are such gross inequities in funding per student.  
 
While there are many factors affecting these disparities in per student funding, the most significant is 
demonstrated in Column E, Assessed Valuation per student or the property tax base per student. The average 
assessed value per student statewide is $674,739. Park City’s is $3,026,544, nearly five times the state 
average and Salt Lake City’s is $1,017,344.  Compare that to Tooele’s assessed value per student of just 
$261,690, which is 39% of the state average and just 8.6% of Park City’s. 
 
When it comes to tax rates, the disparities in school property tax burdens perpetuated by legislative failure to 
equalize more broadly are striking: Park City’s tax rate is just 50% of the 41 district average while Tooele’s is 
158% (Column K).  Poor districts tend to have higher tax rates while property taxpayers in rich districts 
generally enjoy lower tax rates. Equal treatment of school children across the state demands that tax effort 
yields similar funding per student, but it does not. 
 
Current Status of Property Tax Equalization  
The brown bars on the Voted & Board Local Levy chart demonstrate the tax yield per student in each district 
for one single tax increment (one increment is equal to 0.0001 on the School District Financial Data Chart). As 
can be seen, Park City’s tax yield per increment is approximately ten times the average of the 41 districts. This 

is why Park City can spend 
nearly twice as much per 
student while imposing just half 
the state average school district 
tax rate. 
 
The shaded space above the 
brown on the right portion of the 
bar chart represents the amount 
of equalization which has been 
achieved so far. This has been 
accomplished by the legislature 
without the support of Utah’s 
school districts. The biggest 
recipients of the $164 million for 
property tax equalization are the 
large urban districts with low tax 
base per student: Alpine $33.3 
million, Cache $10.6 million, 
Davis $35 million, Granite $17.1 
million, Jordan $9.5 million, 
Nebo $15.3, million Tooele 
$10.7 million, and Weber $9.6 

million. [Click here for a complete list by district] 
 
The equalization effort going forward is two fold: First, to equalize all local school Voted and Board property tax 
effort, not just the first 20 increments as is currently the case.  Some of the lowest tax base districts are levying 
nearly 40 increments but are only equalized for the first 20. Second, the legislature should increasingly 
equalize the property tax yield per increment until the state reaches the second place district. (It would be 
politically impossible to equalize the yield per increment at the same level as Park City.) 
 
Who’s Looking Out for Kids? 
When was the last time you heard a single public education advocate, elected school board member, 
superintendent, or school business administrator mention the savage inequalities in per student funding among 
Utah’s 41 school districts, much less hear them call for correction to these wrongs?  



 

 
Who’s looking out for the school children in low funded districts who have too many  less than acceptable 
teachers because their district repeatedly sees its best teachers poached by better funded districts?  And who 
would blame the most effective teachers in these financially strapped districts for leaving their district for an 
instant $8,000 raise plus better benefits?  
 
Working Toward Equity 
In 2009 I sponsored a bill which would have pooled the local property taxes levied by each district and 
distributed it back equally per student depending on the tax rate imposed by each district.  Collectively, the 
State School Boards, Superintendents, and Business Administrators Associations opposed my bill. 
Fortunately, they had a better plan: take one-third of the annual growth in income tax revenues which would 
otherwise be allocated for the Weighted Pupil Unit student funding formula and use it for equalization of local 
property taxes so that over a decade or so, all districts would be generating the same number of dollars per 
student from their local property tax effort. 
 
Unfortunately, as I and other legislators including Senator Aaron Osmond and later Senator Lincoln Fillmore 
sought legislation to implement this proposal, collectively, the State School Boards, Superintendents, and 
Business Administrators Associations opposed the very solution they had proposed! And they continue to 
oppose further equalization unless taxes are raised to fund it. 
 
Three years ago as I worked as a Senator to convince those districts which had the most to gain into 
supporting expanded equalization, I spoke at the Capitol with Alpine School Superintendent, Business 
Administrator and a Board Member, asking why they opposed the equalization I was trying to give them. 
Without their support, our equalization efforts had already provided Alpine Schools with $33 million more 
annually than their local property tax rates had generated. I was urging them to support my proposal to get 
Alpine equalization funds to approximately $100 million annually over several years as the legislature hopefully 
equalizes all local property taxes to the level of the second richest district in Utah.  Frustrated by their excuses 
that they didn’t want to create discord with the better funded school districts, I asked them, “What if your 
teachers knew you were fighting our proposal to give Alpine $77 million more to ensure your ability to hire and 
retain great teachers? What if district parents knew you were turning away the equalization funds we’re fighting 
to get for you?  What if district taxpayers knew your next property tax hike would be absolutely unnecessary 
because you’re getting as much as other districts from the taxes you’re already imposing on property owners in 
the district?” 
 
Their response was like something from the Twilight Zone. Following my series of questions, Alpine District 
officials’ wrote to Senate President Wayne Niederhauser describing my encounter with them and demanding 
the Senate censure Senator Stephenson for bullying them.  
 
Ironically, the following year Alpine School District brazenly raised property taxes, disregarding the advice of 
your Taxpayers Association. 
 
Most people are incredulous when they hear this. I’m sure readers are thinking there must be more to explain 
logically why almost all of the lowest funded school districts in the state are not only refusing to support this 
legislation to overcome these gross inequities, but are actually joining with the well-funded districts in actively 
opposing equalization.  
 
I have learned, after fighting this equalization battle for nearly two decades, that most of Utah’s local school 
district officials are more concerned about their relationships with their colleagues in other districts who shame 
them if they speak out and violate the cabal’s rule of silence, than they are about having resources to better 
serve their own kids. If space permitted I could provide specific examples of how and when this shaming has 
occurred. The bottom line is that school officials feel more pressure from their colleagues who know about the 
equalization proposals than they do from district patrons, teachers, parents and taxpayers who know nothing 



 

about their own district officials turning away funds.  Similarly, too many legislators turn a deaf ear to the 
equalization proposals because their own districts are fighting against them. 
 
Isn’t it time we convince local school officials to put their own students, teachers, and taxpayers ahead of their 
desire not to upset their colleagues in wealthier districts? 

Tax Task Force Examined Increasing the Gas Tax, Road Usage 
Charge, and Earmarks for Transportation as it Closes in on 
Recommendations 
 
As the Tax Restructuring and Equalization Task Force moves toward the finishing line of recommending what 
Utah’s tax reform should look like, in September, they took a deep dive into Utah’s transportation budget and 
how it is funded.  
 
With $1.74 billion appropriated in FY 2020 to statewide transportation, it’s important to understand how roads 
and other modes of transportation are funded. 
  
Interestingly, Utah’s Constitution mandates that the proceeds of any tax, fee, and other charges related to the 
operation of motor vehicles on public highways must be used for highway purposes, with few exceptions. 
These taxes and fees include the motor fuel tax (gas tax), the special fuel tax (mostly diesel fuel), and motor 
vehicle  registration fees. 
 
Utah’s Department of Transportation (UDOT) receives funding from two primary funds, the Transportation 
Fund (TF) and the Transportation Investment Fund (TIF).  
 
First, The Transportation Fund (TF) revenue is used exclusively for highway purposes, as prioritized by the 
Utah Transportation Commission. This commission meets regularly to determine and order the greatest 
transportation infrastructure needs in the state. The Transportation Fund primarily funds maintenance projects 
on state highways. This fund is financed heavily by the gas taxes paid at the pump. 
 
UDOT told the Task Force that the Transportation Fund, which is used primarily for maintenance and operation 
of existing state roads and is roughly $534 million in FY 2020.  
 
Meanwhile, the TIF is used to pay for the creation of new state roads, as deemed by projects prioritized by the 
Transportation Commission. The TIF has appropriated $622 million in FY 2020.  
 
However, UDOT told the Task Force that the 2019 Unified Plan for Transportation, which is created by UDOT, 
the Wasatch Front Regional Council, and Mountainland Association of Governments,, shows from 2019 to 
2050, Utah will need to invest a total of $109.7 billion into transportation in order to keep up with population 
growth and expanding housing across the state.  
 
Based on current revenue projections and funding sources, roughly $74 billion of that would be funded, leaving 
a gap of $35.4 billion from now until 2050. Keep in mind, Utah’s sales tax already funds transportation projects 
to the tune of more than $600 million each year. Generally, using sales tax to pay for roads is poor fiscal policy. 
Your Taxpayers Association has long held that it is best to keep the connection between the items being taxed 
and how government uses the tax as close as possible. In prior years, the Legislature has created sales tax 
earmarks for transportation, without regard to possible consequences of such actions. Placing sales taxes into 
road funding is an easy out to increasing road funding without technically calling for a direct tax increase.  
All in all, there are earmarks for transportation that total $644 million for FY 2020.  
 



 

In addition, the Task Force examined the possibility of raising the gas tax in order to make the sales tax 
available for General Fund purposes.  
 
Raising the gas tax, while sound tax policy, cannot be entirely relied on, the Task Force was told. As vehicles 
become more fuel efficient, they are consuming less gas, therefore paying less into the system.  
Construction costs for transportation are also increasing, according to UDOT. The average annual growth rate 
for the gas tax from 2003 is 1% per year. Compare that to the 7% annual growth rate in construction cost  over 
that same time period.  
 
If the Legislature opted to raise the gas tax, which is tied to the consumer price index currently, revenue would 
increase by $90 million for every 5 cents that it was increased by.  
 
Another option that was presented to the Task Force, perhaps in tandem with increasing the gas tax, was Utah 
more fully adopting a road usage charge (RUC). RUC is essentially paying for the mileage you drive within the 
state, rather than the gas tax. The Utah Taxpayers Association’s Vice President Rusty Cannon serves as a 
member of the Road Usage Charge Committee, organized by UDOT. This committee is investigating ways to 
implement RUC statewide over the coming years.  
 
Utah is already implementing a voluntary RUC program, geared towards vehicles that do not pay into the 
transportation system (electric vehicles, primarily). In fact, according to UDOT, electric vehicles only pay a total 
of $595 in annual costs, which includes electricity and a $20 hybrid fee. Compare that to a vehicle that 
averages 20 miles per gallon (the statewide average), which pays $376 annually into the transportation 

system, plus all the additional 
costs associated with vehicle 
ownership, for a total of 
$2,331.  
 
RUC does have its challenges, 
even though it would directly tie 
the user of the system into 
paying for it and is significantly 
more sustainable than other 
methods. The Task Force 
noted that concerns over 
privacy and technology may 
not make RUC widely available 
in the near future, but ought to 
be looked into as being part of 
the long-term plan for funding 
roads.  

 
If Utah were to move entirely to a RUC-funded model, it could generate 1.7 cents per mile, or $363 million for 
all state highways, $200 million for interstates, and $131 million for urban interstates.  
The Task Force discussed other options including tolling on state roads (generate $1 billion if implemented on 
all state roads), enacting a carbon tax (your Taxpayers Association remains firmly opposed to this option), and 
increasing registration fees for vehicles.  
 
Expect conversations to continue on transportation funding, considering Utah’s growth and the strong 
earmarks and funding gaps associated with it.  
 

 



 

Utah Taxpayers Association Takes Positions on November 
Bond Proposals  
Each year, your Utah Taxpayers Association reviews all of the various bond proposals floated by taxing entities 
around the state. Passage of General Obligation bonds can significantly affect property taxes within the entities 
proposing the bonds for typically 15 to 20 years.  Bonding is an appropriate way to finance capital projects for 
essential public facilities but Utah law requires a public vote to determine just how ‘essential’ the proposed 
facilities are.  State General Obligation bonds require concurrence of a majority of each house in the legislature 
and the Governor’s signature.  Because the bonds require a vote of the people, taxes to retire bonds are not 
subject to Utah’s Truth-in-Taxation law.  
 
Years ago, taxing entities could propose special elections throughout the year to seek voter approval of bonds. 
However, your Taxpayers Association was successful over the years in limiting the dates with the final result 
that ballot questions for bond elections can now only be held during regular November general (even 
numbered year) and municipal (odd numbered year) elections 
 
Your Taxpayers Association is often  approached by many of the entities seeking bond approval  so they can 
present and discuss their situation and plans with us and get our support . In other cases, we contact them 
ourselves and gather the data that we need to form a position . In many cases Taxpayers Association staff 
tours existing facilities to help evaluate needs. 
 
Here is the list of 2019 bond proposals on which the Association has taken a position of Support, Neutral, or 
Opposed: 
 
Support 
 

● Tooele School District- $190 MM proposal to construct a new high school, junior high and elementary 
school as well as security upgrades. Tooele is seeing significant growth in housing and population and 
that is forecast to continue well into the future. In fact, Tooele School district is one of the fastest 
growing school districts in the nation. More facilities are needed to accommodate this growth. For more 
than a decade, Tooele School Board has agreed to use the most cost-effective construction methods to 
ensure taxpayers are not paying for unnecessary frills. 

● South Summit School District- $87 MM proposal to construct a new high school. The surrounding area 
is seeing robust growth in addition to the nearby Heber Valley. In order to avoid overcrowding and 
provide for the continued growth a new facility is needed. The old high school will remain in use for the 
junior high. Voters rejected a similar bond proposal two years ago in spite of support from your 
Taxpayers Association.  The School Board has committed to follow the most cost-effective construction 
methods in order to avoid unnecessary costs. 
 

Neutral 
 

● Provo School District- $245 MM proposal to repair about 90% of Timpview High School that is suffering 
from some shifting and movement under the school, and rebuild Dixon, Wasatch and Westridge 
Elementary Schools, as well as security upgrades for 10 schools. Although the proposal has a large 
price tag, we visited Timpview High School to get a look at the shifting and movement damage and 
view it as a problem that may need to be corrected in the future  in order to make the school safe. The 
building is not currently unsafe for occupancy.  



 

● Wasatch School District- $150 MM proposal to construct a new high school and elementary school. 
Wasatch High currently has 600 more students attending than it was originally constructed for. A new 
high school is needed given the massive growth the Heber Valley is seeing. That growth is forecast to 
continue and the current overcrowding situation is unsustainable . The proposed new high school is 
planned to mirror the existing ten year old Wasatch High which your Taxpayers Association criticized as 
a Taj Mahal when it was constructed.  Wasatch School District officials fairly point out that the high 
school looks as new today as when it was constructed and should last 100 years.  They believe the 
higher cost is justified by the lower life-cycle cost of the proposed new high school.  

● Kane School District- $23 MM proposal to construct a new elementary school. The current school is 
badly outdated and does not accommodate the needs of the current student population. In addition, the 
out buildings and pick up areas are not safe.  

● Carbon School District- $36 MM proposal to upgrade several schools and add an addition to Carbon 
High School. The elementary school was built in 1936 and badly needs improvements. The high school 
was built in 1960 and also needs significant work done. 

 
Opposed 
 

● Santaquin City- $12 MM proposal to construct a recreation and aquatics center. The Utah Taxpayers 
Association has always been opposed to government seeking to compete with private taxpaying 
business at the expense of taxpayers. If a recreation center and pool is wanted in the area, then 
demand should make it financially feasible for a private company to build and maintain. Taxpayers 
should not be burdened with subsidizing a facility that may not break even and require further 
subsidies. 

 


