
Vote “Yes” on Ballot Question Six 

 The mission of A Better Holyoke for All can be stated in a single sentence: Keep Holyoke 
affordable for all. In that spirit, we strongly urge a “Yes” vote on ballot question 6 this 
November 5th, which will reduce the Community Preservation Act tax surcharge (or simply 
“surtax”) from 1.5% to 1.0% of the assessed value of real estate. 

 Yes, in itself it is but a small step – although for the many in Holyoke with limited/fixed 
incomes every dollar counts – but the cumulative effect of this surtax, along with all the 
regular property tax increases in recent years, is quite substantial. Also, we hope, it will help 
convey the message to those in the city administration, most of whom are much more 
comfortable financially than the average resident, that they must maintain a balance between 
ambitious projects, which may well improve the quality of life here, and the ability of very 
people intended to benefit from them to continue living here. 

 As not everyone may realize, the principal source of municipal financing, the tax on real 
estate, which is paid not only directly by the property owners, but indirectly by tenants 
through their rent as well, is perhaps the most regressive form of taxation in existence, 
meaning that those with more expensive homes, who tend to be wealthier, literally pay more 
dollars, but as a percentage of their income they actually pay the least, while those with lower 
incomes actually pay the most, taken as percentage of their income. 

 Rising property taxes, notwithstanding the purported benefits they're paying for, clearly have 
negative consequences; not only are they a driving force behind rent increases,  but can force 
retirees on fixed incomes out of the homes they worked so hard for many years to pay for (if it 
hasn't happened here yet, it certainly has elsewhere). In short, while it is typically considered 
a conservative position, when it comes to property taxes, no one who is concerned about 
housing insecurity should be a fan of them. 

 The Community Preservation Act surtax does not fund the city's general operating budget, 
although in a few cases it has been used for renovations of city properties. Instead, grants 
from the CPA fund ordinarily go to nonprofit organizations, but in one recent and notable 
exception to a private developer. 

 In its first years, the early-to-mid 2000's, the CPA was rightfully touted as a windfall to 
participating communities, with 100% matching annual distributions from the state 
CPA trust fund; much less frequently mentioned is that the distribution percentage has 
generally been on a steep decline since then, most recently down to 21% Since its 
adoption of the CPA in 2018 Holyoke has cumulatively received a 29% match. 

 While there are several exemptions available from the surtax, except for the one for the first 
$100,000 of valuation, seniors and low-income people must work very hard to obtain them, 
including compiling tax returns, income verifications, and documentation of all out-of-pocket 
medical expenses. And the process must be repeated every year. 

 It has been argued that relatively tiny CPA grants are somehow “leveraging” multi-
million dollar housing projects. For example, in the last application cycle Way Finders 
requested $250,000 (having previously received another $250,000 a few years previously) for 
the $28.5 million Library Commons, Phase 2 project, and WinnDevelopment, the 
aforementioned for-profit developer, requested $300,000 for the $55.3 million Appleton Mill, 
Phase 1 project. No doubt the developers were more than happy to received any grant 
money they could from the residents of Holyoke, but, notwithstanding their dire assertions 



to the contrary, it stretches all credulity that they would walk away from investments of that 
size for lack of grants amounting to, respectively, 0.88% and 0.5% of their total budgets, 
rather than finding alternate funding. And what completely belies this claim is that the 
developers ended up accepting grants of, respectively, $100,000 and $200,000 without 
throwing in the towel. 

 In 2019 the voters of Holyoke made history by defeating, against all odds, a reckless 
debt exclusion, not because they were opposed to building schools or the future of our 
children, but because they recognized the futility of doing so at a cost that would be 
financially disastrous, and likely drive the cost of housing so high it would force the families 
of many of those same children to leave. Just as we said, there was a better way, and as we 
saw the city came back with a new proposal that was still of the highest quality, but far more 
economical and well within our means. 

 On November 5th we can make history again, this time with a “Yes” vote. Once again, 
it is not about being against any and all projects, but the larger understanding that they 
profit us nothing if we can no longer even afford to live here. 

 


