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Letter from the President
11/28/07

Neighbors:

Nearly one year we raised the roof of the Byron Colby barn. We were angry about our property taxes. Last night we turned anger into action. 
What we started -- which resulted in the Citizens Action Project -- was the result of hundreds of hours of thoughtful work, sacrifice, re-examination and lobbying. I'd like to thank those who helped us with our white paper, which laid out our arguments for reforms of assessment practices. This noble, diligent group includes our directors: Jack Bigelow, Dick Hosteny and Frank Mynard. Then there are our officers: Steve Minsky and Kumar Natesaiyer; our spokesman Thor Madsen; and webmaster Alex Harvey. Those who worked on the paper included: Brian Conlon, Kathy Suvanich, Maryanne Natarajan, Sandi Morris, Joe Marencik, Carol Schaffer, Tracy Beggs, Betsy Lewin, Jacob Hargrave, David Holliman, Jackie Cohen, Terry Pasticka, Jack Martin and Bryce Carus. Also, last but not least, thanks to Todd Lemmon, Mike Freeman and their group for getting us all started. Democracy may be a messy business, but it doesn't work without volunteers and it needs to be fueled with passion and a sense of justice. We have that in abundance, yet the real work lies ahead. I'm sure I'm forgotten some folks. Forgive the omission. We thank you as well. 

To my knowledge, no non-governmental group has ever formally challenged the assessment process in Lake County, at least not in the 20 years I've lived here. That's why we started one. When we finished our white paper, we circulated it widely, making sure that every assessor, county board member and state representative got a copy. I'm not sure how many read it, but it got an instant response. After our presentation and press conference in July, it triggered a series of meetings between our allies Larry Leafblad and Terese Douglass with the country administration. Modest changes were made to the county assessor's website, so that more information is available. But we don't regard that as a victory. If anything, our humble effort was a faint echo in the halls of power. 

Our Goals
· We'd like to see homeowners informed on exactly how their assessments are calculated -- and in plain English. That's not the case today. 
· We're demanding a transparent system where you know how many and which properties are used to figure assessment increases or decreases. 
· We want to know what formulas they used and if they are statistically significant.
· The system is stacked against homeowners, so we'd like to know all of the assessors' methods so that we have a fair chance of appealing our assessments.
· Last of all -- and this is what makes democracy sing an enduring song -- is accountability. We'd like to see an audit of assessment practices and oversight over their work. 
To this end, we've been working with county board members and state rep Edward Sullivan, Jr., who is also the Fremont assessor, and State Senators Michael Bond and Susan Garrett. Anyone else who would like to join us is welcome. We are going to write legislation and we want to see it pass and make a difference. We need your help, of course. 
We are a non-partisan, non-profit citizen advocacy group. That means we lobby for you and don't support specific candidates. We will be tackling numerous public-interest issues in the future, but we will need you help. You can help yourself in two ways: Through your time or a donation. While you can't deduct your donation, we will tell you how we are going to spend it. We’ve racked up some bills to do the white paper and we hope to go forward. We need to cover expenses incurred in our non-profit registration (still in progress), printing and other services. If you choose to donate, please send it to Frank Mynard, treasurer, Citizens Action Project, PO Box 932, Grayslake, IL 60030.
As for your time, you can either volunteer -- all of our directors and officers currently donate their time -- or become a citizen lobbyist. We have some form letters on our website so that you can contact county and state officials. Let them know how you feel. We have some suggestions for changes. Keep watching our website www.citizensactionproject.org for news and future developments. We are hoping to do a fundraiser this winter featuring a compelling keynoter and will hold a contest for children to design our logo. 
You can also appeal your assessments and help your own cause. We are also providing a one-page sheet prepared by Mark Biersdorf  to help you do that. Self-help is the core of citizen action and I urge all of you to show our officials that you won't stand for injustice and bad government. They work for us and it's up to us to keep them focused on our interest. In the words of the patriot Thomas Paine (caps from the original pamphlet): 


"Society in every state is a blessing, but GOVERNMENT, even in its best state, is but a 
necessary evil, in its worst state, an intolerable one, for when we suffer, or are exposed to  

the same miseries by a GOVERNMENT, which we might expect in a country WITHOUT 
GOVERNMENT, our calamity is heightened by reflecting that we furnish the means by 
which we suffer.  Common Sense, Feb. 14, 1776
What can you do now? Here's one of the letters:
 [Date]

[your Board Member’s name]

18 N County Street

10th Floor

Waukegan,  IL   60085

Dear Representative [insert last name]:

As a constituent of yours, I urge you to take an active role in supporting ordinances and/or resolutions which call for fair, consistent, and transparent assessment practices within Lake County. Further, please support legislation that ensures the township assessors are held accountable to these practices.

For the average homeowner in Lake County, the assessment practices which we endure have become intolerable. These practices, which vary from township to township, are totally hidden from the citizens and requests for explanations or clarifications are met with obscure, incomplete and inadequate responses. In short, we are kept in the dark. We need open, understandable and documented assessment standards, such as the Illinois Real Property Appraisal Manual published by the Illinois Department of Revenue.

I agree with the goals of the Citizens Action Project (www.citizensactionproject.org) in their efforts to bring Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency to the assessment practices within Lake County.  The assessments on real property severely impact all homeowners. We need legislation that puts in place uniform, documented appraisal practices as well as oversight to ensure compliance to these documented practices.

Thanks!

Be well/Be Active

John F. Wasik

President

Citizens Action Project

