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THE EDUCATION SALES AND USE TAX ACT OR PENNY TAX 

Q&A 

Information will be updated often to address questions and comments.  

Table of Contents 
SUMMARY: .................................................................................................................................................... 2 

How does the District fund capital projects now? ........................................................................................ 3 

What is the Educational Capital Sales and Use Tax or Penny Tax? ............................................................... 3 

How would the Educational Capital Sales and Use Tax work? ..................................................................... 3 

How long would the Education Capital Sales and Use Tax last? Would it ever end? ................................... 3 

What is the Sales Tax question that will appear on the ballot in November? ............................................. 4 

And the bond referendum question? ........................................................................................................... 5 

What are some examples of day-to-day purchases that are exempt from the Educational Capital Sales 

and Use Tax?  What are some examples of non-exempt items? ................................................................. 6 

How can the Educational Capital Sales and Use Tax be used? ..................................................................... 6 

What is millage? ............................................................................................................................................ 7 

What assurances do taxpayers have that the sales tax revenue will be used as intended? ........................ 7 

How do I know that the District is a good steward of public funds? ............................................................ 8 

How will the tax affect me as a homeowner?  A business owner? .............................................................. 8 

Are there examples of estimated tax savings? ............................................................................................. 9 

What capital improvements have been made to Aiken County Public Schools recently? ........................... 9 

Why do construction costs seem to be higher in South Carolina and in Aiken County?.............................. 9 

Can the new funds be used to enhance school landscaping? .................................................................... 10 

If the referendum is approved by voters in November and revenue from the additional penny in sales tax 

is available, why would the District issue additional bonds? ..................................................................... 10 

If the economy declined and the public tightened their budgets and spent less, how would it affect 

funding for these school renovation projects? How would the District pay back the bonds?................... 11 

What are the laws regarding District employees and communicating with the public about the proposed 

referendum. ................................................................................................................................................ 11 

How do modern, updated schools affect the overall growth of the community and its economy? ......... 11 

Is there a link between updated schools and satisfaction with school? .................................................... 12 

How large is the School District of Aiken County? ...................................................................................... 12 



2 Updated Pre-Election November 2014                               AIKEN COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

  
 

What are the ages of the proposed school facilities that are part of the referendum? ............................ 13 

Where can I send my Questions? ............................................................................................................... 13 

 

 

SUMMARY: 
Based on the current funding mechanism for facilities, it’s estimated that 

it will take more than three decades to generate the funding needed to pay 

for necessary updates, renovations and new construction of schools 

throughout Aiken County. Priority projects are identified in the District’s 

strategic plan and include constructing and equipping additions, 

renovations and improvements to North Augusta High School, Aiken 

High School, Ridge Spring-Monetta High School and Elementary 

School, and the Aiken County Career and Technology Center, and 

constructing and equipping a new Leavelle McCampbell Middle School.  
 

In November, voters will have the opportunity to vote for or against a 

sales tax referendum. The proposed referendum allows for taxing an 

additional penny on most purchases (excluding unprepared foods) and 

would provide additional funding for the above mentioned capital 

improvements.  

 

The Penny Sales Tax referendum would allow the responsibility of 

updating Aiken County’s Public Schools to be shared among property 

owners, renters and tourists. Non-residents are expected to generate about 

one-third of the total revenue generated from the proposed tax.  

 

Penny Tax estimates show an increase in available spending of $125 

million over the next 10 years. In effect, the construction projects 

mentioned above would be completed more rapidly. Also, because the 

District’s borrowing rate on bonds is less than inflation, completing the 

above projects over a shorter period of time will result in completing those 

projects with less expense.   
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A ten percent portion of the revenue from the tax must be used to provide 

property tax relief.  

 

How does the District fund capital projects now?  

 The State Constitution allows governmental entities to issue bonds to fund 

capital projects (construction of new schools and improvements to existing 

schools, limited to 8% of assessed property values within the District).  

 Aiken issues bonds on an annual basis within that 8% limit.  

 This is presently the only source of funding for Aiken County Schools’ 

facility needs.  

 

What is the Educational Capital Sales and Use Tax or Penny Tax? 

 A recent amendment (Bill S.940) to Section 4-10-470 to the Codes of Laws 

of S.C., 1976 as amended, expanded the application of the Educational 

Capital Improvement Sales Tax to several additional school districts. The 

change allows the Aiken County School District (and certain others) to 

impose the tax if approved by the voters. 

 

How would the Educational Capital Sales and Use Tax work? 

 If approved by voters, an additional 1% (a “penny”) in sales tax would be 

collected and utilized to address facility needs. 

o 1% of $1=1 Penny 

 If approved, taxpayers would pay an additional penny on every 

dollar of an item’s purchase price.  

How long would the Education Capital Sales and Use Tax last? 

Would it ever end?  

 The sales tax is limited to a 10-year duration and could only be extended 

beyond the initial 10 years with voter approval.   
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What is the Sales Tax question that will appear on the ballot in 

November?  
 

EDUCATION CAPITAL IMPROVEMENTS SALES 

AND USE TAX ACT REFERENDUM FOR AIKEN COUNTY 

 

Shall The Consolidated School District of Aiken County, South 

Carolina (the “School District”), impose a special one percent 

education capital improvement sales and use tax (the “Tax”) in Aiken 

County (the “County”) for ten years with the revenue of the Tax to be 

used by the School District as follows: 

1. 10% of the revenue from the Tax must be used to reduce property 

taxes by providing a credit against existing debt service millage within 

Aiken County on general obligation bonds of the School District;  

2. 90% of the available revenue from the Tax after deducting 10% 

of the revenue identified in (1) above, must be used to provide a credit 

against millage imposed in the County for debt service as follows:  

(a) by the School District (in the event a companion question on 

a dependent bond referendum should be unsuccessful) for retiring or 

defeasing existing or future eight percent bonded indebtedness during 

the imposition of the Tax; or  

(b) by the School District for debt service on one or more general 

obligation bond issue(s) not to exceed in the aggregate $125,000,000, 

which shall be issued by the School District to facilitate construction 

and funding flexibility in an effort to lower construction costs, the 

proceeds of such bonds to be used to pay some or all of the costs of 

constructing and equipping additions, renovations and improvements to 

North Augusta High School, Aiken High School, Ridge Spring-

Monetta High School and Elementary School, and the Aiken County 

Career and Technology Center, and constructing and equipping a new 

Leavelle McCampbell Middle School; provided that the total debt 
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service on such general obligation bonds shall not exceed 90% of the 

available revenue received from the Tax? 

3.   The balance of the revenue from the Tax must be used to provide 

additional property tax reductions or to pay directly or indirectly a 

portion of the capital costs of the projects identified above. 

All revenue received by the School District from the Tax will be used 

to reduce property taxes needed to pay debt service on School District 

bonds or to directly pay costs of education capital improvements 

projects of the School District identified herein.  

Yes [   ] 

No  [   ] 

Those voting in favor of the question shall deposit a ballot with a check 

or cross mark in the square after the word “Yes,” and those voting 

against the question shall deposit a ballot with a check or cross mark in 

the square after the word “No.” 

 

And the bond referendum question?  
 

If and only if an Education Capital Improvements Sales and Use Tax is 

imposed in Aiken County, shall the Board of Education of the 

Consolidated School District of Aiken County, South Carolina (the 

“School District”), be authorized to issue, in addition to the eight percent 

bonding capacity, at one time or from time to time, general obligation 

bonds of the School District in a principal amount not exceeding 

$125,000,000, the proceeds of which shall be used to finance some or all 

of the costs of constructing and equipping additions and improvements 

to North Augusta High School, Aiken High School, Ridge Spring-

Monetta High School and Elementary School, and the Aiken County 

Career and Technology Center, and constructing and equipping a new 

Leavelle McCampbell Middle School? 
 

If the voter wishes to vote in favor of the question, place a check or cross 

mark in the square after the words “In favor of the question;” if the voter 
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wishes to vote against the question, place a check or cross mark in the 

square after the words “Opposed to the question.” 

 

In favor of the question [      ] [Yes] 

 

Opposed to the question [     ] [No] 
 

What are some examples of day-to-day purchases that are exempt 

from the Educational Capital Sales and Use Tax?  What are some 

examples of non-exempt items?   

 Some purchases are exempt from the Penny Tax meaning that no tax would 

be collected.  Unprepared foods (i.e. groceries, generally) are exempt from the 

tax, meaning no Penny Tax would be collected on food intended to be eaten 

at home, including snacks, beverages, cold items such as salads and 

sandwiches, and seeds or plants intended to grow food.  

 Some items are not exempt from the Penny Tax.  The tax would apply and be 

collected on purchases of non-exempt items such as paper products, soap, pet 

food, alcoholic beverages, ready-to-drink beverages, ready-to-eat hot foods, 

foods designed to be heated in the store, prepared hot or cold foods to be eaten 

in or near a store, vitamins, and certain medicines (any medication exempt 

from State Sales and Use Tax would also be exempt from the local tax).    

 There are other items that are exempt (not taxed). If interested, please follow 

the links below to Sections 12-36-2110, 12-36-2120, and 12-36-2130 in the 

Codes of Laws of South Carolina.  

 

How can the Educational Capital Sales and Use Tax be used? 

 It would be used to address facility needs identified by the Board of 

Education and approved by voters as part of the sales tax referendum.   

 Taxes would support new facility construction and renovations to existing 

schools. The Penny Sales Tax would also provide property tax relief. 

 At least 10% of the sales tax collected must be used to provide a credit 

(reduction) in existing property tax millage against existing debt service 

millage (i.e., for property tax relief).  
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o Specific estimates of savings are located within the examples tab 

below.   

 Revenue from this tax could not be used to fund general operations of the 

district for items such as salaries, instructional materials, supplies, or other 

day-to-day costs. 

 

What is millage? 

 Millage refers to the property tax rate. 

 The District has operating millage to support a portion of its general 

operations (teacher salaries, textbooks, student transportation, etc.). 

However, this operating millage is not applicable to a homeowner’s primary 

residence.  

 The District has debt service millage used to pay principal and interest on 

the general obligation debt (available within the constitutional discretionary 

8% debt limit) that the District issues to fund facility construction, additions, 

improvements and cyclic maintenance. This debt service millage is 

applicable to all properties.  

 

What assurances do taxpayers have that the sales tax revenue will 

be used as intended? 
 

 Revenue generated from the sales tax and the related expenditures (cost of 

new construction and improvements to existing schools) will be accounted 

for in a fund separate from other district money.  

 External auditors perform annual audits on the District’s financial statements 

and to determine compliance with legal requirements. 

 A copy of the District’s Comprehensive Annual Financial Report (CAFR) is 

posted on the District website upon completion of each annual audit.  
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How do I know that the District is a good steward of public funds? 

 Aiken County Public Schools spends the largest percentage of its funds on 

instruction. It is among the top three districts in the state for percentage 

spent on instruction.  

 Aiken County Public Schools spends fewer dollars per pupil on cost of non-

instructional expenses/costs of district operations (operating costs, legal 

costs, district office staff salaries and benefits) than all but one other school 

district in South Carolina. 

 The budget process is transparent.  Budget information is posted on the 

website and updated throughout the year. All Board Meetings are open to the 

public, there are several public input sessions at regular Board Meetings, and 

a Special Called Board Meeting specific to public input on the budget.  

 The District has consecutively received the Government Finance Officers 

Association (GFOA) Certificate of Achievement for Excellence in Financial 

Reporting, a prestigious national award experts proclaim “demonstrates a 

constructive spirit of full disclosure to clearly communicate its financial 

story.” 

 The district has an AA credit rating. 

 

How will the tax affect me as a homeowner?  A business owner? 

 Homeowners do not pay school operating millage on their primary 

residence.  

 Homeowners do pay debt service millage on their primary residence. 

 With at least 10% of the tax collection being used as a tax credit on debt 

service millage, homeowners would pay taxes at a lower rate. 

 Homeowners would also benefit from the tax credit on any other taxed 

properties that they own. 

 Business owners would benefit from the 10% tax credit on debt service 

millage and would pay taxes at a lower amount. 
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Are there examples of estimated tax savings?  
The 10% property tax credit would result in an estimated 3.0 mill reduction 

in debt service millage. Examples of estimated tax savings are listed below:  

PRIMARY RESIDENCE $12 in tax credit per $100,000 value 

BUSINESS PROPERTY  $18 in tax credit per $100,000 value 

RENTAL PROPERTY  $18 in tax credit per $100,000 value 

PERSONAL VEHICLES  $1.80 in tax credit per $10,000 value 

 

What capital improvements have been made to Aiken County Public 

Schools recently? 

 Despite limited funding, the District is committed to continuous 

improvements of its schools. Construction, renovation and maintenance 

projects are based on need and over the last five years have included: HVAC 

upgrades at Silver Bluff High and South Aiken High; additions to A.L. 

Corbett Middle, Oakwood-Windsor Elementary, Chukker Creek Elementary, 

Millbrook Elementary and Ridge Spring Monetta Middle/High School 

(complete in fall 2014); the construction of a new cafeteria for Jackson 

Middle, a new classroom wing for Aiken High, and a new school for Byrd 

Elementary.  

 

Why do construction costs seem to be higher in South Carolina and 

in Aiken County? 

 A number of factors affect the cost of construction and renovations. Factors 

may include: 

1. New construction versus building around an existing facility. 

2. Aiken County Public Schools has a standard in terms of HVAC 

systems in its schools to ensure that the air children breathe is as clean 

and allergen free as possible. The overall cost and warranty length (10 
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year versus 30 year) on such systems are difficult to compare to that 

of other districts.  

3. State specific requirements and inspections. 

4. Furniture, fixture and equipment costs (or FFE) are built into the 

projected cost of construction projects for the Aiken County Public 

School District. Other school districts often keep these costs separate.  

5. Seismic requirements (Aiken is in Earthquake Region D). 

 

Can the new funds be used to enhance school landscaping? 

 No. The 1% sales tax funds will be dedicated to the prioritized construction 

and renovations.  

 

If the referendum is approved by voters in November and revenue 

from the additional penny in sales tax is available, why would the 

District issue additional bonds?  

 Limited bonds could be issued to “jump start” the amount of cash on hand 

available to fund the construction/maintenance projects approved by voters 

as part of the referendum. Subsequent bonds may be issued up to the 

maximum authorized in the ballot question to continue funding the voter-

approved projects while the sales tax revenues are used to pay off these 

bonds. [The total of all bond issues together is limited to the amount set forth 

in the question, $125,000,000.]  

 The borrowing rate on bonds issued to the District has been lower than the 

rate of inflation in recent years. Therefore, it makes sense financially to have 

more cash on hand (available through bonds) to advance (speed up) these 

construction projects. With inflation, the cost of building a school in two 

years will cost less than building that same school five years from now.  
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If the economy declined and the public tightened their budgets and 

spent less, how would it affect funding for these school renovation 

projects? How would the District pay back the bonds?  
• If the public spent less, there would be less revenue generated from taxes on 

purchases. As required by legislation, calculations used by the District are 

based on the South Carolina Board of Economic Advisors (BEA) sales tax 

estimate. The BEA estimates are conservative.  

 Also, the legislation provides for 10% of the revenue generated from the 

Penny Tax to be used as a buffer to support the projects and/or retirement of 

bond indebtedness in the event that the economy performs poorly.  

 Historically, even in difficult economic periods as there were in 2001, 2002 

and 2008, the District has never been forced to levy additional taxes to pay 

bonds. 

 

What are the laws regarding District employees and communicating 

with the public about the proposed referendum.  

 By Section 8-13-1346, our employees are not allowed to use public funds, 

property, or time to influence an election. In other words, when public 

employees are “on the clock,” they are prohibited from telling people how to 

vote- yes or no- or from soliciting support or opposition. However, public 

employees are able to provide information about the referendum and the 

importance of voting. And District employees, on their own time when they 

are “off the clock,” have the same rights to speech and advocacy as other 

citizens.  

 

How do modern, updated schools affect the overall growth of the 

community and its economy?  

 There are quotes from several area community leaders on the correlation 

between growth rate for areas (Aiken County is approaching zero growth) 

and increased funding for schools.  
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o “Newer, more modern facilities are long overdue in our county, and 

the one cent sales tax for school construction is the best and least 

intrusive way to help us attract new working families to Aiken.”          

–Will Williams 

Aiken Economic Development Partnership 

President and CEO 

[Quote in The Aiken Standard, June 30, 2014] 

o “Columbia County is investing in its future by investing in schools. 

This started 10 years ago, and the investment is yielding dividends for 

their economy now. Like it or not, families are attracted to new 

schools.”                                                                                                 

–David Jameson                                                                                 

Greater Aiken Chamber of Commerce President and CEO                              

[Quote in The Aiken Standard, June 30, 2014] 

 

Is there a link between updated schools and satisfaction with 

school? 

 In our District, our surveys indicate an increase in satisfaction with school 

facilities among teachers and students following major renovations.  

o For example, in 2009 major renovations totaling $5,800,000 were 

performed at Millbrook Elementary School (at that time, a 55-year-old 

facility).  

o In 2008 (prior to the renovation), teachers and students reported their 

satisfaction rates with school facilities at 78.3% and 73.3% 

respectively.  

o In 2011, those satisfaction rates rose to 92.3% for teachers and 91.2% 

for students. 

How large is the School District of Aiken County?  
•The school district covers an area approximately the size of the state of 

Rhode Island.  
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•The District is comprised of 20 Elementary Schools, 11 Middle Schools, 

seven High Schools, two learning centers, an operations center, and a district 

office. The District also sponsors three charter schools. 

•23,852 students are enrolled in public schools in Aiken County, making it 

the sixth largest in the state.  (2013-2014 data) 

• In the 2013-2014 school year, Aiken County Public Schools served 

approximately 24,000 meals each day.  

• Aiken County Public School bus drivers transport 10,235 students and 

travel 13,451 miles per day, totaling 2,421,180 miles per year.  

•Aiken County Public School District has more than 3.8 million square feet 

of roof space.  

 

What are the ages of the proposed school facilities that are part of 

the referendum?  
•North Augusta High School: 1968 

•Aiken High School: 1953 

• Ridge Spring Monetta Elementary School: 1952 

• Ridge Spring Monetta High School: 1956 

• Leavelle McCampbell Middle School: 1920 

• The Aiken County Career and Technology Center: 1966 

 

Where can I send my Questions?  
•Please submit your questions related to the Education Sales and Use Tax to 

Merry Glenne Piccolino, Public Information Officer for the Aiken County 

Public School District. mpiccolino@acpsd.net  
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