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EXCLUSIVE

Suit might undo huge tax
breaks for student housing

Plan favors some projects at the expense of others, attorney argues

BY CLIF LEBLANC
cleblancadthestate.com

A new lawsuit threatens to
unravel millions of dollars in
student housing tax breaks that
led to a burst of high-end, dor-
mitory-like construction in the
Capital City in the past two
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years.
The suit contends that it was
illegal for Richland County and
the city of Columbia to extend
50 percent property tax breaks
to five complexes whose owners

invested at least $240 million
collectively to build apartments
intended to keep university
students living in the city center
rather than moving into private
housing just outside of town,
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The surge of construction,
now reaching completion, is to
bring some 3,000 students
downtown,

The state law that the city and
county used to create multi-
county industrial or business
parks = the legal mechanism
that is the basis of the tax breaks
= does not allow for residential
construction, the suit by the
Greenville-based §.C. Public
Interest Foundation and Colum-
bia resident Rusty DePass
states. The suit also alleges the
tax breaks amount to unequal

SEE BREAKS, 6A
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The Peak student housing complex near Columbia's Five Points is among those to
receive o hall-off property tax break for the next 10 years
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Hory purpose
of these parks Is (o stine

wlate the growth of indus
trtal jobs," pl

wiote in the suit malled
Tuesday to the Richland
County Clerk of Comt
"The tax breaks . simply
Amount o a tax break for
favored taxpayers al the
expense of other taxs
payers "

“This 18 & business and
Andustelaly ivestn
park and they've puttl
apartments i i Carpens
sl b an Inverview,
e litigation f«
the government watchdog
foundation created by Ned
tired Upstate
vonid paving contractor
and government gadrly.

Carpenter chavacterized
s misvse of the law
what the two local govern-
ments have done to lure
aut-af-state companies to
Invest In vesidentlal prop-
ot Inddustrlal fob-
1. projects nside
witil-
you're pleklng winners
and losers in the market-
Place," the attorney skl

The attormey angues that
creating the tax breaks —
which expired Dec. 31
also flies In the face of
standardized, falr taxes

“These tax breaky
amount (o selective txa-
tion, rather than equitable
taxation, and they are
tlawiul and unconstit-
tional," the Greenville
lawyer wrote in the suit,

Mayor Steve Benjamin
sl Wednesday the cliy
and county have used the
stute law on i
parks properly ar
exclting way." He sald the
tax break allows Colum-
bia,  city witlh hundreds
of tax-exempt properties
that are owned by govern-
went or nonprofit groups,
1o bulld ity tax base,

“1wish that lawyers
from Greenville would
spend more tine paying
attentlon to the exclting,
things we're dolng in Co-
lumbia rather than seck-
b litighons actions o
economic developm

Columbla wnd Bichland
County offeved the tax

breaks starting n 2014 10
student housing devels
opers who invested a min-
fmum of $40 million,
were bullding & 400-plus-
wpace parking garage and
faced & minimum property
tax bill of $750,000 per
year before tax credits
wantled be applled Out-of-
state student housdng
developers began an-
nounclig complexes and
applying for the tax
breaks, which clty and

y councils authorize
e Station at live

s, bedngg budle an Hare

I
den and Gervads streets,

tor exiample, will pay be-
tween $750,000 and
SUEH,A30 yearly under the
ax bireak, compared to
$1,560,000 and
S1,716,000 {n taxes if the
owners had not recelved
the break,

Ertorts o rench Colum-
bia's econol
apment director this week
were unsuccessiul, bt g
tally he veleased last sum-
et showed that four
the comyplexes would have
paded 4.5 mullion annually
In property taxes for the
buildings alone, not the
laned. The tax bieak 1
duced that yeurly «
e 52,2 million. The
fifth complex, to be bailt
I the Il Street nelgl
Borhowd, had not b
ounced at that time
he central fnsue n the
Sult s one ralsed by skeps
fies of the tax ine o
alnee the clty and county
Began using it ar Benju-
min's suggestion hecause
the city had lost out on
many such projects bullt
st outside Columbla,
“T'o encourage people (o
Invest in ichland County,
they've come up with this
scheme," then-Richland
County Assessor John
Cloyil told The State
newspaper in April 2014,

M lhe problemis thit once
Loyouenter into the prena

VT S y
clse, somebody's going to
squeal and want the same
break,”

Joe Taylor, the state's
Tormer conmmerce seeres
Lary, was more direct than
Cloyd, " The only guys that
gt this are the big piiys
with big money," Taylor
sald at the thne, Devel-
opers who don't get the
tax hreak "are o
Py milllon, two din
taxes). And somebody
downtown 14 going, to pay

Tax-break
recipients

Student holasiny develo
o hatve been approved b get
Half uff thelr property taxes for
e, Thelr ts breatks iy
e ibject f @ neww biwsiat

® Manhatt wd Ptk
Group 1s buikding Park Place
640-bed camphex at Wlossom
andd Huger strents,

® Ldward Commmties
based in Ohia built G
Cronsing, a 127-bed comphe
on Pulasks 51

el

® Pk 7 alio 1 doveloping
684-bed compl Assembly
and Pendleton stieets near
USCs School of Music

® Atlanta-based Puak Campos
Duvelopment 15 building the
Station al Tiva Points, a
660-bed compl 1 Gervai
and Hardon streets

® Haven Campis
Communities of Atlanta plans
10 bulld 234 apartients w1
now Bl Steeat nuighborhos
1t was the last to apply far the
tax break befare it oxpi
Dec 1208 This tax b
Has not boen fnabied by

wither eity or county canncils

half of that. You think
that's fuki 2"

w3, eritle of city
ment, sald Cary
pproiched him about
six weeks ago with the
Idea ot suing.

“We have i statkeraving
mad Chty Counell that has
atted landing out fax
credio in places all over
the city," sald Dol*ass,
who i active in Repub-
lican polities, "M:
s been ax a el
taxpayer Ix that we're
polng o end our with o
bunch of crummy, broken-
down buildings in about
20 years,"” he sald ul a
wstudent population that
could damage the apait-
ments mid move to newer,
shinier complexes.

Delass sald Carpenter
persuaded im that what
the city and county
violates the leglslativ
Intent for multl-county
inclustifal patks.

Another questionible
aspect of low those parks
are created bs that vich
counties benefit far more
han the pooarer counties
with which they parter,
Carpenter sald, The multi-
county wspect of the state
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Taw pairs wealthler coun
tes that more easlly at-
tract | 1 with poor

nelghboting counties, so
the poorer ones can bene-
fitas well

“AILyou have to do is
team wlth the poor coun:
tyy and the rich county
pets D9 percent of the take
(fees ov property taxes)
Were's little ol Palefleld
petting 1 percon
penter sabid of the county
that s partnered with
Richland Connty 1o ¢
the parks for the housing
complexes. "I all
nise,”

Should a judge agr
with the legal challenge,
compinies getting breaks
imlght e 1o pay thelr
full tax bills, Carpenter
sald thatif the agreements
are de al,
“They'te on the hook for
the taxes. Whether the
elty and the county would
enforee it retroactively, |
don't know,"
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