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MAINE VOICES Now can tax reform debate begin? 
With enough signatures in hand to force a referendum, the time is right to have a long-overdue conversation. 
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NEWCASTLE — An open and honest debate on tax reform is long overdue. Those of us who oppose the huge tax expansion bill, LD 1495, have challenged the Democrats repeatedly, but in return we hear only noise.

This regressive and unwieldy tax overhaul was forced through the legislative process in record time last June with no hearing, no work session and no real debate.

Since then, we have heard fantastic claims of the profound benefits of tax reform but with little substance to back up those claims. The actual numbers show that those claims are sheer fantasy, as verified by exhaustive analysis by an eminent CPA (a Democrat, by the way), who dedicated hundreds of hours to the task of discerning the truth.

It is not surprising the sponsors of tax reform have been avoiding a debate.

NO 'MAINE MIRACLE'
No newspaper editorial or column on the topic fails to include a reference to the "Maine Miracle" editorial that ran last June 24 in The Wall Street Journal. This is essentially the entire argument for tax reform: The Wall Street Journal endorsed it. But that's not exactly true.

I took another look at that editorial to see exactly what they did endorse, and it was basically the worst part of the bill. The rest of the piece is based on factual error and endorses a bill that doesn't exist.

The proponents of LD 1495 know that the "Maine Miracle" editorial is fatally flawed, but they keep repeating the title like a chant whenever the subject comes up.

First, beneath the headline it says, "Finally, a state that cuts tax rates for the rich." Yes, that part of the editorial is correct – LD 1495 does cut taxes for Maine's wealthiest citizens, especially those making more than $350,000.

But sadly, the cuts are at the expense of working families and Maine's poor and elderly.

I talked to Stephen Moore, author of the editorial, last summer, and he does indeed believe tax cuts for the rich should be a priority, regardless of the cost.

The rest of Moore's editorial simply didn't make sense. He thought that the tax reform bill expanded the sales tax "to services which have been exempt, like ski tickets." I wonder what bill he was talking about. Ski lift tickets, along with golf greens fees, were removed from the original bill in back-room negotiations to prevent those deep-pocketed interests from donating to the repeal effort.

Mr. Moore also wrote this gem: "To offset the lower rates and a larger family deduction, the plan cuts the state budget by some $300 million." That is patently absurd.

The biennial budget reduction was a direct result of a sagging economy and sharply lower revenues. The tax reform plan had nothing to do with the budget and would not have gone into effect until Jan. 1, 2010. If anything, the plan, if it does ever go in effect, would bring in more revenues to the state, not less.

Democrats also like to bring up a report on Maine's new law by the Tax Foundation, which lists both positive and negative effects of the bill.

Not surprisingly, they don't mention the negative part, which says, among other things, that tax reform will make Maine less competitive with neighboring states; that most of the new taxes are not exported; that many Mainers will continue to see an effective marginal income tax rate of 8 percent; and that the bill is not revenue-neutral.

This is not exactly the glowing report that the Democrats would have you believe. They also are very quiet about the deductions that have been eliminated from the Maine income tax, such as mortgage interest, property taxes, charitable contributions and medical expenses.

EXEMPTIONS BIT THE DUST
The standard and personal exemptions are gone, too. Those deductions have been a bedrock part of our income tax system since its inception, and Mainers who count on them will be very upset indeed when they discover that they are gone.

It is time for a serious debate on the facts of this very damaging bill. We've heard the grand and unsubstantiated promises of this tax reform and also the dire consequences if the bill is vetoed by the people next June.

We've seen the thuggish tactics used to keep people from signing the repeal petitions. Even now there is a lawsuit claiming "dead people" signed them.

Besides being an insult to our municipal clerks and the Secretary of State's Office, it is untrue and intentionally inflammatory.

And, yes, we've endured the stonewalling, foot-dragging and hedging when these tax expansion proponents are confronted with the facts and challenged to debate them.

But who can blame them? It's not easy to defend the indefensible.
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