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Residents support tax hike, poll finds 
Deficit in budget could cause cuts  
Liz Neely STAFF WRITER   
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Life in La Mesa is pretty good, residents say, and they're willing to pay a little more to maintain the city 
services they've come to expect.  
That's the message from 400 La Mesa voters who were asked whether they would support an increase in 
the city's sales tax to help fix an ongoing budget deficit expected to reach $4 million in fiscal 2009. 
In a survey conducted by Santa Monica-based Fairbank, Maslin, Maullin & Associates, 64 percent said 
they would support a three-quarters-of-a-cent increase to help pay for general city services. The number 
jumped to 73 percent when residents were given more information about the state budget deficit and its 
drain on La Mesa's finances. 
Any kind of tax measure would need to go before the voters, and the City Council has yet to decide 
whether it will put a tax-increase proposal on the November ballot. Mayor Art Madrid and Councilman 
Ernie Ewin will work together as a council subcommittee to take the public's pulse on this and other 
budget matters in the next several weeks. 
The council needs to make a decision by the end of July to get a measure on the November ballot, City 
Manager Sandy Kerl said. A half-cent increase would bridge the gap in revenues and expenditures, but a 
three-quarter-cent increase would provide money for new projects, help boost the city's dwindling 
reserves and provide for employee raises. 
Without an increase in sales tax, the council would have to eliminate at least 30 jobs, or 10 percent of its 
271-person staff. That would lead to cuts in services, such as reducing the number of police officers and 
firefighters, closing the city pool or postponing park maintenance. 
"In the survey, it was very clear that people appreciate the quality of life and services provided and they 
don't want to see that go away," Kerl said. "The question then is, how do we fund it?" 
Madrid said the committee will "take a page from what we did with the (Proposition) D campaign," the 
2004 bond measure that's paying for new fire and police stations in La Mesa. Voters overwhelmingly 
approved that measure, and city officials have credited the efforts of volunteers, city staffers and council 
members for getting the word out to residents about the city's public-safety needs. 
Warning residents about potential cuts isn't a threat, Madrid said. "It's a very honest and forthright 
assessment that the people of La Mesa need to hear," he said. 
The survey results released this week show that "there are certain things about the community they want 
to protect," Ewin said. For example, a majority of voters surveyed said they're concerned that crime is 
becoming a bigger problem in La Mesa, and they want action taken. Sixty-six percent said improving the 
city's ability to respond to a natural disaster is extremely or very important. The same number of 
respondents said the city's ability to provide competitive salaries to retain quality firefighters and police 
officers is extremely or very important. 
La Mesa is facing an ongoing budget shortfall of about $2.5 million for this fiscal year. Inflation and a 
continued decline in sales and property taxes is expected to push the deficit to $4 million in fiscal 2009, 
which will begin July 1. 
That figure includes an additional $1.2 million decline in revenue next year as well as a 3 percent cost-of-
living increase for city employees, who city officials said are among the lowest-paid in the county. 
La Mesa's budget for this year is about $128 million, which includes a general fund of about $39.3 million. 
The city's money troubles have forced it to dip into reserves, which will amount to about 10 percent of 
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operating expenses by the end of the fiscal year. The city's goal is to maintain reserves equal to 15 
percent of operating expenses. 
A healthy reserve is crucial, as cities often need reserves to cover cash flow in the first half of the year 
and lending institutions look to a city's reserve funds to determine fiscal health. 
Online: To see result of the survey, visit uniontrib.com/more/survey  
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