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Dear Columbus Voter: 
 
 
The following information has been prepared at the request of the Columbus Mayor and 
City Council to answer some questions the public may have about the local sales tax.  
The Mayor and Council encourage you to become informed on this important 
community issue and to vote May 10, 2016. 

 

LOCAL SALES TAX FACTS 
 

1. QUESTION:  How is the local sales tax option adopted? 
 

ANSWER:  The Revised Statutes of Nebraska allow every municipality the option of 
collecting a local city sales tax of one-half of one percent (½%), one percent (1%), 
one and one-half percent (1½%), one and three-quarters percent (1¾%), or two 
percent (2%) on taxable retail sales within the city, if the voters so choose.  A local 
city sales tax can only be implemented after an election has been held wherein a 
majority of the voters have approved it.  The Columbus Mayor and City Council's 
action to place local sales tax questions on the May election ballot has authorized a 
vote on the renewals of both the one percent (1%) and one-half of one percent 
(½%) sales tax rates by the registered voters of Columbus. 

 

2. QUESTION:  Don’t we already have a city sales tax? 
 

ANSWER:  Yes, currently the voters of Columbus have authorized a total of one 
and one-half percent (1½%) local city sales tax that has two parts, as follows: 
 
1. One percent (1%) is for street improvements, surface drainage projects, capital 

improvements, and funding of the Economic Development Plan and may be 
used to repay debt for the same types of projects and improvements.  The 
current one percent (1%) has a six-year sunset provision and ends April 1, 
2017. 

 
2. One-half of one percent (½%) has been used for special projects and is 

currently committed to the repayment of the $2.85 million of bonds issued for the 
expansion of the Pawnee Plunge Water Park until the bonds are retired.  The 
final payment is scheduled for September 15, 2018.  However, there will be 

http://www.columbusne.us/documentcenter/view/148


sufficient funds to call and pay the remainder of the bonds early in September or 
October of 2016. 

 

3. QUESTION:  Is the current city sales tax expiring? 
 
ANSWER:  Yes.  The current one percent (1%) sales tax will sunset/expire on April 
1, 2017; and, the current one-half of one percent (½%) is scheduled to expire when 
the associated Pawnee Plunge bonds are paid off (see above answer for potential 
dates). 

 

4. QUESTION:  What is the current debt of the City of Columbus? 
 

 ANSWER:  At the end of the September 30, 2015, fiscal year the City had 
$28,965,000 of combined revenue bonds, $7,560,000 of general obligation bonds, 
and $2,285,000 of certificates of participation outstanding. The combined revenue 
bonds were issued for water and water reclamation system improvements and are 
repaid from water and sewer user charges.  The general obligation bonds are paid 
with a combination of taxes: property tax, sales tax and special assessments and 
includes the remaining $2,150,000 outstanding from the expansion of Pawnee 
Plunge Water Park.  The certificates of participations are paid from solid waste fees 
paid at the Transfer Station. 

 
5. QUESTION:  What do the current propositions do? 

 
ANSWER:  This vote reauthorizes both the one percent (1%) and the one-
half of one percent (½%), as follows: 

A. The one percent (1%) will be applied to the following: 

1. Drainage, street, and capital improvements of the City,  
2. Indebtedness incurred for the types of projects and improvements described 

above, and 
3. Annual operating costs of the City’s aquatic facilities in an amount as shall 

be set out in the City’s annual budget; 
 

B. The one-half of one percent (½%) will be used as a funding mechanism 
for capital building projects upon approval by the Mayor and Council and 
expended only for: 

1. Library/Cultural Arts Center, and  
2. Police and Fire facilities; 

 
6. QUESTION:  When have we voted on sales tax before? 
 

ANSWER:  Affirmative votes on the local option sales tax occurred as follows: 
 

 One percent (1%) was approved in 1994, 1998, 2002, 2006, and 2010.  



 One-half of one percent (½%) was approved in 2000, 2004, and 2010. 
 
These affirmative votes indicate the electorate believed the sales tax proceeds 
were being spent in an effective and prudent manner. 

 
7. QUESTION:  Is this a tax increase? 
 

ANSWER:  No, there is no increase of the sales tax rate associated with this vote.  
The City of Columbus has had a total sales and use tax of one and one-half percent 
(1½%) in place since 2000.  This vote continues that current total tax rate of one 
and one-half percent (1½%). 
 

8. QUESTION:  On what has the one percent (1%) local option sales 
tax been spent? 
 
ANSWER: Over the years the sales tax has funded items such as drainage 
projects, streets, capital improvements, debt repayment and the Economic 
Development Plan.  Following are some examples of how the funds were used. 
 
Drainage – Drainage projects were completed to control storm runoff and reduce 
neighborhood flooding. 
 
Street – Street resurfacing, design of the upcoming viaducts and pedestrian 
overpass, City portion of projects (such as the recently completed Discoverer  
Addition, Lost Creek Parkway, and 33rd Avenue viaduct replacement), equipment 
(such as street sweepers, snow plows, snow blowers, motor graders, bucket truck 
and mowers). 
 
Capital Improvements –  
 

Vehicles, such as ambulances, fire pumper, ladder truck, police cruisers and 
equipment, Columbus Area Transit buses and pickups for maintenance. 
 
Building and site improvements such as construction of the C. W. Louis 
Station (South Side Fire Station), development of Bradshaw and Wilderness 
Parks, tennis courts, updates to the Aquatic Center and Library, site for 
Armed Forces Readiness Center for colocation of Nebraska Army National 
Guard and U.S. Army Reserve, Christopher’s Cove bridge replacement, 
design of Loup River levee improvements for recertification, airport layout 
plan and clearing of runway protection zone. 
 
Other – Library materials and computer laboratory, playground equipment in 
all parks, citywide computer and technology improvements, police equipment 
(ballistic vests, radios, firearms), civil defense sirens, mowers for parks, 
cemeteries and golf courses. 
 



Debt - Bonds have been retired early resulting in the substantial saving of interest. 
 
Economic Development Plan – In 2006 the voters approved the allocation of 
$300,000 per year for 10 years to fund the Economic Development Plan.  Under the 
Economic Development Plan, grants or loans have been provided to Katana 
Summit, Apogee Retail, LLC, Maine Plastics, Monster Storage, LLC, Central 
American Foods, and Blazer, LLC, creating and retaining jobs in the community.  

 
9. QUESTION:  On what has the one-half of one percent (½%) local 

option sales tax been spent? 
 

ANSWER: The Council has chosen to use the one-half of one percent (½%) for 
special projects.  In 2000 the electorate voted for improvements to the Pawnee 
Park Stadium and capital improvements, enacting the tax for two years. In 2004 the 
electorate voted to use the one-half of one percent (½%) for debt service on $6.5 
million of bonds to be used for the construction of Pawnee Plunge Water Park and 
to pay for operations at City aquatic facilities.  In 2010 the electorate voted to use 
the one-half of one percent (½%) for debt service on $5,350,000 of bonds for the 
expansion of Pawnee Plunge, replacement of grass turf at Memorial Stadium with 
field turf, replacement of the running track at Memorial Stadium with a new all-
weather running track, design of a new Library/Cultural Arts Center in downtown 
Columbus, and to pay for operations at the City aquatic facilities enacting the tax 
until the bonds are paid off. 
 

10. QUESTION:  What future projects will be funded with one percent 
(1%) sales tax? 

 
ANSWER:  In the current Capital Improvement Plan, which can be accessed on the 
city website www.columbusne.us, there are many projects funded by sales tax that 
are in the development stages.  Some of the major projects in the Plan include the 
3rd Avenue and 12th Avenue viaducts and pedestrian crossing at 18th Avenue, 
construction of Loup River Levee improvements necessary for recertification, as 
well as continuation of playground improvements, equipment replacements and 
street improvement and rehabilitation. 

 

11. QUESTION:  Please describe the proposed projects for the one-
half of one percent (½%)? 

 
ANSWER:  The proposed projects are: 

 

 New Library/Cultural Arts Center in downtown Columbus.  In April 2008 
numerous focus group meetings were held and concluded that extensive repair 
and renovation of the Library was necessary.  The needs of the whole 
community were studied in the Quality of Life Study in 2009 with one of the 
recommendations being that a new Library/Cultural Arts Center be developed as 
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an anchor in downtown Columbus.  With the approval of the sales tax, City 
taxpayers will provide for half of the cost of construction of a new 
Library/Cultural Arts Center with the other half to be sought from private donors 
and grants from endowments and other entities by the Columbus Library 
Foundation. 

 

 Police and Fire Facilities.  The City is in the process of selecting a consultant 
for a Feasibility Assessment to explore options and make recommendations 
relative to the construction of a combined police and fire public safety facility or 
the construction of a new fire station and renovation of the existing police 
station.  The assessment of public safety needs will include cost estimates for 
the various options.  The downtown Fire Station is over 100 years old and does 
not serve the community well. 

 

12.  QUESTION:  What is the estimated cost of the proposed 
Library/Cultural Arts Center and Police and Fire Facilities? 
 
ANSWER:  The City does not have solid cost estimates for these projects at this 
time.  Voter authorization of the bonds for these construction projects will be 
scheduled at a later date.  

 
13. QUESTION:  What revenues will a one percent (1%) and a one-half 

of one percent (½%) city sales tax produce? 
 

ANSWER:  Based on Columbus’ historical retail sales, it is projected that the one 
percent (1%) and one-half of one percent (½%) local sales tax would provide 
approximately $6 million annually, as follows: 

 
 ONE 
 YEAR 
 

One percent (1%) $4,000,000 
One-half of one percent (½%)  2,000,000 

 $6,000,000 
 

14. QUESTION: Since these have been separated into two ballot 
questions, can one choose to vote for only one sales tax? 

 
ANSWER:  Yes, one can choose to vote for only one sales tax. However, if voters 
approve only the one-half of one percent (½%) without also approving the one 
percent (1%) then neither tax will be enacted.  The one percent is needed to 
purchase the on-going capital improvements for the Library/Cultural Arts Center, 
such as library materials, furniture, computers, and public safety building equipment 
such as fire trucks, fire equipment, police cars and police equipment. 

 



15. QUESTION:  If the one percent (1%) and one-half of one percent 
(½%) city sales tax is renewed by the voters, how long will it be in 
effect? 

 
ANSWER:  The one percent (1%) will sunset in ten years after it is implemented 
which would be April 1, 2027.  The one-half of one percent (½%) would sunset upon 
the payment of bonds issued to build the Library/Cultural Arts Center and Police and 
Fire facilities.  If bonds to build the projects are not approved by the voters, tentatively 
scheduled for the November 2016 election, the tax will cease as soon as allowed by 
Nebraska statutes. 
 

16. QUESTION:  What happens if the sales tax questions are not 
approved by Columbus voters? 

 
ANSWER:  When a sales tax question is not passed by the electorate, a sales tax 
question may not be voted on again for 23 months.  Alternate funding sources 
would be needed to fund City operations.  The City's ability to have bonds issued for 
certain projects will be diminished. 

 
17. QUESTION:  Who pays the city sales tax? 

 
ANSWER:  All individuals who purchase taxable retail items inside the city limits 
pay the city sales tax.  This would include Columbus residents as well as visitors 
from other communities.  There are exemptions for religious organizations, 
educational institutions, and governmental entities. 

 
18. QUESTION:  Have other Nebraska municipalities authorized and 

levied local sales taxes, and if so, what tax rates did they use? 
 

ANSWER:  Registered voters in 220 Nebraska communities have authorized their 
municipalities to levy a local sales tax.  Every city with a population of 5,000 and 
above has at least a one and one-half percent (1½%) city sales tax.  Sales tax rates 
for cities surrounding Columbus and regional shopping markets with a city sales tax 
are:  David City-2.0%, Fremont-1.5%, Grand Island-1.5%, Hastings-1.5%, 
Humphrey-1.5%, Kearney-1.5%, Lincoln-1.75%, Madison-1.5%, Norfolk-2.0%, 
North Platte-1.5%, Omaha-1.5%, Schuyler-1.5%, Seward-1.5%, South Sioux City-
1.5%, Wayne-1.5%, and York-2.0%. 
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19. QUESTION:  What are the questions that will be on the May 10, 
2016, ballot? 
 
ANSWER:  The ballot will read as follows: 
 
PROPOSITION “A”  
 

"Shall the City of Columbus, Nebraska, be authorized to continue to impose a 
sales and use tax of one percent (1.00%), upon the same transactions within the City 
of Columbus on which the State of Nebraska is authorized to impose a sales and use 
tax, with said sales and use tax to commence on April 1, 2017, which shall be the 
termination date of the City’s previously authorized one percent sales and use tax, 
provided such one percent (1.00%) sales and use tax shall: 
 

A. Be applied to the following: 
 
1. Drainage, street, and capital improvements of the City, 
2. Indebtedness incurred for the types of projects and improvements described 

above, and 
3. Annual operating costs of the City’s aquatic facilities in an amount as shall 

be set out in the City’s annual budget; 
 

B. Cease being imposed on the tenth (10th) anniversary of its imposition?” 
 
 
   FOR said one percent (1.00%) sales and use tax 
 
   AGAINST said one percent (1.00%) sales and use tax 
 

 

PROPOSITION “B" 
 

"Shall the City of Columbus, Nebraska, be authorized to continue to impose a 
sales and use tax of one-half of one percent (0.50%), upon the same transactions 
within the City of Columbus on which the State of Nebraska is authorized to impose a 
sales and use tax, with said sales and use tax to commence on January 1, 2017, 
which shall be the termination date of the City’s previously authorized one-half of one 
percent sales and use tax, provided such one-half of one percent (0.50%) sales and 
use tax shall:  

 
A. Be used as a funding mechanism for capital building projects upon approval by 

the Mayor and Council and expended only for: 
 
1. Library/Cultural Arts Center, and 
2. Police and Fire facilities; 



 
B. Be imposed only upon approval of Proposition “A” above; and 

 
C. Cease being imposed on the later of completion of such projects, or voter 

rejection of bond elections for such projects, or the date on which there are no 
outstanding and unpaid bonds of the City (as defined in Section 10-134 R.R.S.) 
for which such sales and use tax has been pledged by Ordinance of the City 
Council?” 

 
 
   FOR said one-half of one percent (0.50%) sales and use tax 
 
   AGAINST said one-half of one percent (0.50%) sales and use tax 
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