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Statement of Principles on Local Option Taxes
 
 
A growing trend in tax legislation has been the introduction of measures that
authorize local governments to levy taxes on goods and services that heretofore
have been the sole jurisdiction of state governments. Those measures are typically
requested and supported by local government officials and outside advocacy
groups who want to increase funding for a variety of programs. The vast majority
of state constitutions (and/or statutes) reserve the right to assess excise taxes, for
example, to the state legislatures. Many states also require state-wide uniformity
in the application of sales and property taxes, which have the affect of creating a
“level playing field” for all residents and business enterprises, regardless of the
municipality in which they are located. Local governments and interest groups who
propose to raise taxes on particular goods, services, or behaviors should bear the
burden of proving that such measures meet stringent tests of equitable tax policy.
Likewise, state legislators who support granting such local tax authority should
recognize that they are, in truth, voting in favor of tax increases on their
constituents and should take full responsibility for advocating such policies.
Fundamental principles of equitable tax policy include the following:
 
• Fair: Any tax will be a burden on the person or persons forced to pay it. When
raising revenue, however, government should ensure that no one is
disproportionately burdened. Taxes for General Fund expenditures should be as
broad-based as possible. Broad taxes, by definition, will not unduly burden one
group of consumers, businesses, or citizens.
 
• Economically Sound: As John Marshall famously cited in McCulloch v. Maryland
(1819) “the power to tax is the power to destroy.” This axiom still rings true, as
any tax will effectively reduce economic activity at some level via a loss of jobs,
and an increase in tax evasion, or the movement of people, products, and
producers to more tax-friendly areas. At all levels, taxes should be designed to
minimize economic harm.
 
• Non-Distortionary: Taxes should be designed so that consumers and firms do not
change their behavior to reduce their tax burden given the relative change of
prices. To this point, localities should not be authorized to impose taxes that can
be avoided by large portions of its citizens. A tax that is easily avoided is both
inefficient and unfair to those who do pay it. For example, while statewide sales
taxes can sometimes be avoided in border areas, many citizens will be able to
bypass burdensome local taxes by making purchases outside city limits. Thus,
excise taxes, targeted sales taxes, and other levies that are designed to impact
narrow constituencies within the population make inefficient and inequitable
municipal taxes.

• Simplicity: The tax system should be as simple as possible, and should minimize
gratuitous complexity. The cost of tax compliance is a real cost to society, and
complex taxes create perverse incentives to shelter and disguise legitimately
earned income.
 
• Transparency: A good tax system requires informed taxpayers who understand
how taxes are assessed, collected, and complied with. It should be clear to
taxpayers who and what is being taxed, and how tax burdens affect them and the
economy.
 
• Predictability: Tax law should not change continuously, and tax changes should
be permanent and not temporary. Instability in the tax system makes long-term
planning difficult, and increases uncertainty in the economy. Changes in tax law
should not be retroactive. As a matter of fairness, taxpayers should rely with
confidence on the law as it exists when contracts are signed and transactions are
made.
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Did you know that the Evergreen Freedom Foundation--which is connected to the Kochs--was the corporate co-chair in 2011?
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