
City Council Fin Com meeting. Tax Rate. Minutes 

Nov 17, 2022 

5:30pm City Council Chambers 

 

Mayor on Zoom. Comm members present. Bona, Blackmer, Sapienza. 

Also present, Assessor Jessica Lincourt 

 

Mayor: Reason for the 1.75% on commercial was to minimize the amount on residents. 

Felt a good time to increase commercial as their assessments stayed the same or went down.  

Felt it was a win-win for all parties. The council felt we should be shifting more of the burden to the residents to try 
to level out the commercial. Mayor noted if you had more personal property that would make the amount 
increase.  

Accessor discussed supplemental package handed out. Over the last decade in 2012 it was 1.75 and lowest was 
1.67 in 2021, and 1.68 in 2022.  The impact on average single homes differences from 1.68 to 1.75. 1.68 the 
average bill would be $376. 1.75 would be $295, 1.72 shift would be $329. 

Accessor went over commercial rate comparisons with the different shift. Overall commercial tax bills will 
decrease.  

She defined what personal property is. Appliances, fixtures, computers, etc.  

Discussed CIP tax rate shifts from 1 to 1.75.  

Mayor – We are sensitive to all populations. The way assessments came in this was a way to help the residents.  
No matter what the shift is the residents were going to see an increase due to how much more their properties 
increased to. Values on commercial decreased which brings their values down.  

Blackmer questioned how the accessed values on homes increased, which is based on sales. Avg homes values are 
$27k higher or 15% more now than last year. Part of the reason values of businesses went down is lost business 
during covid. Heard from many more businesses than residents. Businesses have variable rate loans which are 
increasing more than $300 along with commercial rates on utilities, etc. Businesses haven’t been able to sell, which 
loses jobs, revenue, etc. North Adams has the 14th lowest tax bill of 351 communities in the state.  

Bona: Main argument the commercial tax rate is absurdly high compared to most of the state. Comparing what is 
in front of as to gas going from $3 to $6 and then to $5.75 and saying we (businesses) should be happy. The 
commercial rate is still more than double our residential rate down to be somewhat aligned with other 
communities.  

Mayor agreed with the overall spread of the rates. She said the past couple of administrations have worked to 
bring those rates closer.  

Sapienza: Talked about how many businesses pay the bills but don’t make a lot. He likes the 1.72% as a 
compromise. Will bring us back to the 2017 level. 1.175 is the exact middle of the 1.68 and 1.75, so rounding it to 
1.72 makes sense. We need our businesses and the services we have.  

Mayor: reminded that residential bill is going up and commercial bill is going down. 

Bona: used example of an average home pays $3500, but if that home changed to commercial with no 
improvements or physical changes the taxes would go to $8000. Complaints he hears about the number empty 



spaces, lack of good jobs, and businesses closing. There are many reasons it can happen, showing you have one of 
the highest commercial spaces in the state does not help turn that around. One of the owners of Wallinsauce is in 
the audience and notes how the taxes on their retail space (former Newberrys) is $8000. Notes that space is hard 
to rent, and has lost businesses because the taxes make it too difficult on top of the rent. The taxes add $666 a 
month to that space before any other expenses. All the small businesses that are downtown, mills, office buildings, 
etc. have rents that include taxes. 

Personally, property will cost you much more in North Adams than neighboring communities. 1,000,000 in 
personal property in North Adams will run you $20,000 more than if in Williamstown, Adams, Northampton, etc. 
That’s not attractive to larger businesses that may have that kind of property. It also doesn’t help with loans. Banks 
would rather invest in businesses with higher property values and lower taxes than reverse. They cant get taxes 
back, but if they end up with the property they would prefer buildings that sell higher. Showing our commercial 
accessed values are stagnant does not help with that.  

The issue isn’t about this year’s rate. It’s about the spread overall. $18 vs $39 per $1000. Prior to 1980 we were a 
single rate. Once the state allowed this to happen North Adams and Pittsfield went crazy with it. Maybe it was 
because had GE and Sprague’s to get more taxes from, but now it’s more about mom and pops that large 
corporations. A strong business community is a healthy community all around. I don’t want residents to have to 
travel to Pittsfield and Bennington to get services. I want them here.  

Sapienza: mentioned how we lack clothing stores and must drive a distance to get simple clothing. Higher tax rate 
won’t attract larger stores. More shops are more attractive to visitors.  

Bona: the shifts for residents will vary from $0-$70 depending on what shift we select.  Avg commercial will change 
from $300-900. That’s a pay check for an employee or owner. Many small business owners make less than if they 
were making less than a job at McDonalds. The residential tax increase is per house, not per person. $30 on a 4 
unit house turns out to be less than a $1 per month per apartment. The initial tax increase of $300 for residents 
has nothing to do with this shift. That increase is about the many things that increase our overall budget from 
raises, new positions, purchases, and general increases needed to keep the city running. No one said let’s worry 
about the poor residents when we approved raises or the increased budget. 

Mayor: feels we are all on the same page but where we need to be to balance and doesn’t believe it’s about the 
budget.  

Blackmer: Residents say we should have this or that for businesses. When she says, make the investment, they 
reply they don’t want to take that risk. That’s where some of our businesses are now. They made that investment, 
took that risk, and now after the pandemic they are debating whether they should close or move.  

Public comments: 

Rye Howard owner of Bear and Bee Book Store and planning board member. Compared our commercial rate to 
the state. They said our rate is off the chart its so high. We are third in the state which is embarrassing and sends a 
message we(city) aren’t willing to work with businesses. Even if we move the shift down a little, we will still be 
third and still very high. When we talk ratio from resident to commercial it hides the fact that we are third highest. 
They could buy the business space they are in but it would cost more in taxes than their mortgage.  

Jess Sweeney owner of Common Folk and Savvy Hive. It’s very challenging to pay taxes. She has to choose between 
paying employees or paying taxes. People ask her about opening businesses and the rate scares them off as it’s not 
worth it. She opened her business because she cares about the city and store front and only makes $100 a week as 
an owner. We must think about how to get the commercial rate down to get more people here.  

Bonnie Marks co-owner of Plant Connector. This was an eyeopener. As a tenant if I was to purchase a property I 
would really have to worry about the taxes. I wonder how many prospects we’ve lost over the tax rates and the 
burden shouldn’t be on the businesses.  

 



Sandra Thomas, resident. The difference between commercial and residential rate is huge. These businesses make 
living in the community fulfilling. I would take that $30 shift and happily give it to businesses to stay open.  

Sarah, owner Wallinsauce. Where do Airbnbs fall under? 

Bona explained it’s in a gray area and being worked on. They aren’t considered a business.  

Duncan Russell owner of Christos: Are Airbnb taxes at residential rate?  

Mayor: yes. 

Wilkinson explained the ordinances are in the works and larger shared housing will be looked at more as buildings.  

Bona: moved to have Airbnb discussion later since it’s getting off topic and ended with there are fees, we could 
collect for shared housing owners with over 4 units.  

Blackmer: 2nd homeowners pay personal property taxes on items in their house.  

Bona: Accessor said we have only 20 2nd homeowners on record. We are only collecting personal properties from 
20 residential properties.  

Assessor: difficult to figure out who all the 2nd homeowners are since they aren’t required to register as one.  

Bona: 1.72 failed at our meeting because some councilors felt it was an arbitrary number or wanted more 
discussion.  

Wilkinson: His commercial property was assessed $50k higher and his taxes went up almost $2k. opinion is we’ve 
worked hard to chip that rate down. The mayor wants to take care of the residents during an election year. Bona 
called point of order. He would like 1.68%. Life is a compromise and ok with 1.715 to 1.71. If it’s not 1.71 he will 
vote against it.  

Blackmer suggested 1.715 as splitting the difference down the middle. 

James Sisto: asked what is the percentage of taxes paid by residents? 

Blackmer: 62.17%  

5369 parcels are taxed total of all properties.  

Bona: A lot of our commercial properties that look like commercial properties are non-profit. Some of our 
commercial properties did not go up because we lost commercial properties to non-profit. The majority of Price 
Chopper building became non-profit.  

Eclipse Mill is split 90% residential/10% commercial.  

Mayor: Whether it’s an election year or not and feels strongly at 1.75% but respects the interest of the council and 
never insinuate what she does is a campaign ploy.  

Blackmer moves to recommend a 1.715% to the council. 

Sapienza 2nds. 

All in favor -passes. 

 

Skipped Fees and Fines. 

Motion to adjourn. 

 


