Why do we need to continue the
1/8 cent for the Fire Department?
We have an outstanding Fire Department in Fort Smith. The
Fire Department is in continual need of keeping its equipment
up to date. Fire Department vehicles are very expensive. A
new ladder truck costs about $1.2 million. A new regular fire
truck costs $500,000. In addition to paying for the cost of
equipment, we must keep our fire personnel fully trained and
able to be first responders for medical emergencies.
In addition, the Fort Smith Fire Department has a “ISO 1” rating
for fire emergencies. This rating means that home and
business insurance companies can offer lower rates for home
and business insurance. The 1/8 cent sales tax that goes to the
Fire Department is critical in maintaining the Fire Department
at its current level.

Why do we need to continue the
1/8 cent for the Parks Department?
The Fort Smith Parks Department has been able to use the 1/8
cent it receives to open new parks in different parts of our
growing City, as well as improve existing parks. These include
the John Bell fully inclusive park on Riverfront Drive, which
includes new soccer fields for youth sports, the Skate Park in
downtown Fort Smith and new water entertainment facilities
at the Parrot Island water park. In addition, we need to expand
our trail system throughout the City.

What would happen to the Fire Department and
the Parks Department if the 1/4 cent sales tax does
not pass?
The Fire Department would lose funds now used to keep
vehicles and equipment up to date. Over time, this would
negatively impact the Fire Department’s ability to do its job. The
Parks Department would have to find a way to reduce spending
by limiting or stopping improvements to existing parks. In
addition, the Parks Department would struggle to keep existing
parks maintained at the proper level.
Is there anything else we need to consider about the sales tax
election?
YES. The sales tax is paid by all visitors to Fort Smith, including
residents of Oklahoma and all surrounding cities and towns,
including Van Buren, Greenwood, Alma, and many others. If we
have to raise sewer rates for the Consent Decree work, that will
be paid for 100% by Fort Smith residents. The sales tax is the
best alternative for Fort Smith residents.

What are the sales tax issues on the
May 24th Ballot?
The May 24 ballot will include two City sales tax items to vote
on. The first is a 1/4 cent sales tax that would be split 1/8 cent
each between the Fort Smith Fire Department and the Fort
Smith Parks Department. The second is a 3/4 cent sales tax
that would allocate 1/8 cent to the Fort Smith Police
Department and 5/8 cent to pay on the costs of the 2015
Consent Decree between the City and the U. S. Justice
Department and others.

Would these taxes increase sales taxes
from what we pay now?
NO. The 1/4 cent for Fire and Parks would replace an existing
1/4 cent tax, set to expire September 30 of this year, that we
currently pay for Fire and Parks. The 3/4 cent would replace an
existing 3/4 cent tax that we currently pay to retire bonds
issued to provide money for water and sewer projects. That
tax will end when the bonds are fully paid which we expect
later in 2022.

There would be NO INCREASE in sales
taxes compared to what we pay now.

It would take a 58% Sewer Rate
increase to pay the Consent Decree
if sales tax does NOT pass.
How do we know that if the sales tax passes, the
city would not raise sewer rates anyway?
Why do we need the 1/8th cent
for the Police Department?
We have an excellent Police Department in Fort Smith. Our
Police Department helps make Fort Smith a safe place to live
and work. Like the Fire Department, there is a continuing need
to keep our Police Department equipment up to date,
including vehicles used for patrol and response,
communications equipment, body worn cameras and other
equipment used to keep our police as safe as possible in doing
the job of protecting all of us. As Fort Smith grows, we want to
add more police officers to our department and that means
more training and more equipment and supplies.

Why do we need the 5/8 cent
for the Consent Decree?
The 2015 Consent Decree between the City of Fort Smith and
the United States Government requires the City to make repairs
to its Sewer and Storm water systems to prevent the periodic
discharge of untreated pollutants (sewage) into the Arkansas
River. This Consent Decree came after years of discussions and
notices to the City from the United States Environmental
Protection Agency. The City has used bond funds to pay for
Consent Decree repairs up to this point, however the bond
funds will be exhausted soon, and another source of funding
must be found. The other possible source for Consent Decree
funding is a large rate increase for sewer customers. Based on
Utility Department calculations, it would take a 58% rate
increase to equal the revenue from the 5/8 cent sales tax. We
need the sales tax to avoid an immediate sewer rate increase.

The City Board of Directors passed an ordinance in February after
approving the sales tax vote that would prohibit sewer rate
increases for three years if the sales tax passes. The Ordinance
also limits any increase in rates to 3.5% per year during the term
of the sales tax after the initial three-year period. If a future Board
were to violate this Ordinance, the City could be subject to legal
claims for violating the Ordinance terms.

Has the city tried to obtain other funding for
consent decree work or get the cost of the consent
decree reduced?
Yes, the City has applied to the State of Arkansas for additional
funds which can be used for Consent Decree work. However,
almost every City and County in the State has applied for a share
of the funds available, so whatever Fort Smith receives will not be
enough to pay for the full cost of the Consent Decree.

Why can’t we just stop work on the consent
decree repairs until we get funds from the state
or until we are given more time to do the work?
The Consent Decree provides that if the City fails to continue
to work on the required repairs, the U. S. Government can
impose daily fines on the City, perhaps as much as $10,000 a
day until the City meets the Consent Decree requirements.
This would be money that would have to be paid by the
residents of the City. The City Board and the Administration
want to make sure those daily fines are avoided.

