1

9 months ago, the Committee was formed to address
community concern about the impact of the school bond
on financially vulnerable residents.
Our charge asks us to investigate tax tools, explain them
to the community, gather feedback, and then make a
recommendation to the Selectmen.
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The preamble to our charge asks us to consider the impacts of these
programs within the framework of the town’s vision and values.
And so this presentation begins with our town vision statement,
which serves as a touchstone whenever we consider changes to
public policy.
As we have done our work, the questions raised in our group have
not been easy, and we are pleased this evening to invite the town
into our circular conversation.
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There are two big questions: “Who are we trying to
help? and “What are we trying to achieve?
When we consider the town’s vision statement, How do
our choices about tax policy fit into community goals?
Should we focus on Lincoln’s most vulnerable citizens, or
are we trying to use tax policy more broadly to support
economic diversity?
Like any important town decision, the conversation is
complex and there are tradeoffs.
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This is the analysis provided by the Finance Committee
in February.
Last December, when the town voted to authorize
borrowing up to $88.5M for the school project, FinCom
estimated it would add an average of 17%-19% to the
median tax bill.
When we went out to bond for the bulk of the project,
$80M, we were fortunate to secure an interest rate of
3.38%.
Based on that interest rate and the FY20 budget, FinCom
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estimated a 12.7% increase in property taxes for FY20.
Adding in the final “clean-up” bond that will be put out
to bid sometime in 2021, FinCom predicted the project
would add up to an average of 14½% to the median tax
bill, which is 3-5% better than the numbers we saw
when we voted last December.
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As presented at Town meeting, these are the
components of the FY20 tax bill.
The increase due to the operating budget and the school
bond were offset somewhat by the retirement of debt.
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The tax rate went from $14.03 to $15.36. Of that new
rate, $1.95 goes toward paying the debt service for the
school.
For residential properties, the average tax increase was
12.3%, slightly lower than the projected increase.
The percentage increase is different for each
homeowner, and it depends on a number of factors.
Please call the Assessors if you have individual questions
about your assessment.
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The first phase of our work was to gather some broad
demographic data and to understand the programs that
are already in place.
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Here is a snapshot of Lincoln’s population.
• These numbers are for the 01773 zip code, and thus do not include residents of
Hanscom Airforce Base.
• Lincoln has skewed older over the past 20 years. In 2000, 17% of the population
was over 65, in 2010, 21% was over 65, and currently 29% over 65.
• Partly, this change reflects national demographics for suburbs; but the increase in
the over 65 population since 2010 is also explained by the fact The Groves (now
The Commons) opening in 2010.
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Next, we gathered data about household income.
This is from the US Census’s American Communities
Survey, and because it is a survey and not the official
census, it has a margin of error of about 6%.
There are roughly 2000 households in Lincoln.
• About 34% have an income below $100K
• About 27% are between $100K and $200K
• About 38% are over $200K
Within the 200K+ range (according to 2015 data) there
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are about 140 households with an income above $1M.
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This chart shows the tax programs we already have in
place.
This has been shown before, but the green rows were
added to show the cost to the town of each program,
the number of residents who use the program, and
whether or not we have any additional local discretion.
The Senior work-off program is the most popular townfunded program, and it this year it will cost the town
$72K.
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The other program with significant enrollment is the MA
Circuit Breaker program, which is state funded. In a bit
we will look at locally-funded Circuit Breaker extension
programs.
In addition to this list, there are 7 programs for Veterans
that are utilized by about 13 residents at a cost to the
town of $7200.
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To get a more complete picture of the town we also
gathered information about other types of aid given to
community members.
Lincoln’s formal social safety net is not large, but there
are town departments, faith organizations and nonprofits that work together. In all, about 20 groups form a
safety net. They meet every other month to collaborate
and coordinate services.
From these groups, we know that the needs of all our
vulnerable populations are increasing, which is
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something the town will have to think about and address
as we go forward.
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There are two additional programs we can consider. An
Extended Circuit Breaker Program and the Residential
Exemption.
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As previously mentioned, there is a state Circuit Breaker
program. Three of our peer towns, Sudbury, Concord
and Wayland, have implemented different versions of a
locally-funded Circuit Breaker program that provides
additional benefits to qualified households.
The programs identify homeowners who are over 65,
have lived in town at least 10 years, and who meet
income and asset thresholds.
The goal is ensure these residents pay no more than 10%
of their income on property taxes.
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The Circuit Breaker extensions are funded by an increase
of up to 1% on the tax rate.
The resulting programs help a small number of residents
with demonstrated financial need.
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This is a comparison of the state program with the three
local variations and a proposed statewide extension bill.
All three of our peer towns use the state’s income limit.
Concord and Sudbury have adopted programs that allow
higher property assessments than the state limit.
All three towns implemented the programs through
special legislation, which takes a couple of years.
There is a statewide bill that is partially based on the
Sudbury model that is currently sitting in the Senate.
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If it becomes law, we would simply need a Town Meeting
vote, not special legislation, to implement a Circuit
Breaker extension. However, it would probably prevent
us from customizing the program in any way.
The last row shows how many residents in each town are
receiving benefits from the State program.
To sum up the Extended Circuit Breaker program: Longterm residents over 65, who meet income and asset
thresholds, are eligible to receive a tax credit aimed at
reducing their tax bill to no more than 10% of their
income.
Revenue for the program is raised by adding a maximum
of 1% to the tax rate.

16

The other program we have researched is the Residential
Exemption.
The Residential Exemption provides a benefit to owneroccupied properties. It is also seen as a way of helping
to preserve moderately-priced housing and of making
property taxes even more progressive than they already
are.
It makes a portion of the value of all owner-occupied
residences exempt from taxation.
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Because the dollar amount of the exemption is same for
all properties, the impact is larger on moderately-valued
homes.
The effect is to shift the tax burden upward on to more
expensive properties.
The Residential Exemption is a tool that is available to
every city and town in the state, and has been adopted
by only 14 communities.
There are 2 types of towns that use it: 1) Urban areas
such as Brookline where they want to reward owneroccupied properties, are willing to make landlords and
renters pay a bit more, and have a large commercial
base; and 2) Towns like Provincetown where there is a
high percentage of vacation homes. The exemption gives
a tax break to year-round residents.
Other towns that are more like us, such as Lexington,
have studied it and ultimately decided not to adopt it.
This is a program that is available to every city and town.
Each year, when the tax rate is set, one of the questions
the Selectmen must answer is whether or not to enact a
residential exemption.
In early September the Selectmen, voted, as usual, not
to adopt the exemption. They would not adopt it unless
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the Town very clearly indicates support.
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This is an example of how the exemption works
(numbers are rounded for simplicity).
If we chose a 5% exemption, based on an average tax bill
of just under $1M, that would translate into a $50K
exemption.
All owner-occupied residences would have $50K
subtracted from their assessed value.
To make the program revenue-neutral, the tax rate has
to increase.
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The effect is to shift the property tax burden along a
sliding scale so that lower-valued properties pay an even
lower amount in taxes, and higher-valued properties pay
an even higher amount.
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This chart shows what the exemption would look for
different home owners.
The committee chose 5% as an example because the
average tax decrease for lower-assessed properties
mostly offsets the tax increase due to school project.

19

This chart compares the tax impact of the Circuit
Breaker, which would need to raise up to 1% in
additional revenue, and the Residential Exemption which
is revenue-neutral, but shifts the tax burden.
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Which brings us back to our big questions: Who are we trying to help? and What are
we trying to achieve?
• Do we want to adopt a Circuit Breaker program that asks everyone to pitch
in to provide targeted help for a few residents?
• Do we want to implement the Residential Exemption which helps all
owners of lower-assessed homes by shifting taxes onto properties with
higher assessments?
• Do we want to do both? Or neither?
The property tax committee has spent a lot of time debating the pros and cons, and
now wants to hear from the community.
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Again, we added rows to this chart to show cost, utilization, and whether or not there
is local discretion.
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