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BGR Analyzes French Quarter Sales Tax Renewal on
the December 5 Ballot
Today, the Bureau of Governmental Research (BGR) releases On the
Ballot: French Quarter Sales Tax Renewal, December 5, 2020. The
report is intended to help French Quarter voters make an informed
decision on a proposition to renew a 0.2495% sales tax to pay for
supplemental public safety services. The proposition would extend the
tax – set to expire at the end of 2020 – for five years through 2025. It
would generate an estimated $1.8 million within the French Quarter in
2021.
Since the tax took effect in 2016, all the revenue has gone to
supplemental Louisiana State Police patrols through an agreement that
terminates at the end of 2020. If voters renew the tax, the City
administration has proposed using most of the revenue for supplemental
New Orleans Police Department (NOPD) patrols and patrols by Cityemployed security officers. However, at the time of this report’s
publication, the City Council had not approved the administration’s
proposal, including an accountability plan. As a result, key terms
controlling how the City will spend and account for the tax revenue
remain in flux as voters go to the polls.
The report’s key findings include the following:


Ensuring adequate public safety is essential to the French
Quarter’s continued economic, residential and cultural vitality. In
2019, the tax revenue plus contributions from tourism entities
provided $6.7 million for special patrols to supplement the
NOPD’s 8th District officers. This year, tourism entities ended
their funding due to the economic impact of the pandemic. Thus,
if voters reject the sales tax renewal, the French Quarter will lose
its remaining source of dedicated funding for supplemental
patrols starting January 1, 2021.



The sales tax is a good funding mechanism for public safety
services. Because it is paid primarily by tourists, who far
outnumber residents, it fairly distributes the tax burden among the
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beneficiaries of the security services. In addition, the amount of revenue the tax generates
is linked to the level of economic activity in the French Quarter. This helps to keep the
tax receipts aligned with public safety needs, enabling services to expand as tourism and
tax revenues recover from the pandemic.


The City’s proposal would consolidate fragmented public safety services in the French
Quarter. It also would restore local control by replacing State Police patrols with NOPD
patrols. Because policing is a core municipal function, the City and NOPD are ultimately
responsible for public safety in the French Quarter.



Despite these potential benefits, the uncertainty regarding the future spending plan and
accountability measures for the tax revenue raises concerns as to whether the revenue
will be spent effectively under the City’s proposed plan.



There is a lack of data-driven analysis to support the City’s preferred division of tax
revenue between police patrols ($710,000) and security officers addressing quality-of-life
and code enforcement issues ($620,000), or a competing proposal from the French
Quarter Management District to direct a greater proportion of revenue to police patrols.



Without approved accountability measures in place, voters cannot be sure how the City
will overcome past problems with oversight of the tax revenue. The City had no way to
assess the effectiveness of the tax-funded State Police patrols, and it did not try to modify
the agreement for the patrols to address the shortcomings. The City’s new proposal
includes several layers of accountability, including weekly and monthly reporting,
performance measures and an oversight committee of French Quarter stakeholders. While
these would be significant improvements, the absence of an agreement or ordinance
means voters do not know whether these accountability measures will, in fact, come to
fruition.

Based on this analysis, BGR takes the following position:
AGAINST. While there are valid reasons for supplemental public safety services in the French
Quarter, and the expiring sales tax is an appropriate funding mechanism, the City’s failure to
finalize spending and accountability plans for the tax revenue renders the proposition premature.
BGR recognizes that the City’s proposal has some merit. It would consolidate fragmented public
safety services and provide more local control of policing, a core municipal responsibility. In
addition, the French Quarter, as an economic engine, historic landmark and mixed-use
neighborhood, has unique and substantial public safety needs. However, the City’s incomplete
spending and accountability plans cannot assure voters that it will effectively utilize the tax
revenues to address those needs. With this in mind, the City should work to develop a consensus
with French Quarter stakeholders on how to best enhance public safety. This should include a
data-driven analysis to determine revenue allocations to police and security patrols. The City’s
involvement in developing a solution is essential as it is ultimately responsible for public safety
in the French Quarter. If this process results in another tax proposition, it is imperative that the
parties involved establish clear spending and accountability plans before calling the election.
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A two-page InBrief summary of the report is available here.
BGR’s full On the Ballot report is available here.
###
BGR is a private, nonprofit, independent research organization. Since its founding in 1932, it
has been dedicated to informed public policy-making and the effective use of public resources in
the Greater New Orleans area. For more information, call (504) 525-4152 or visit BGR’s
website, www.bgr.org.

