
Insanity in North Dakota
by David Brunori

I’m not sure what’s go-
ing on in North Dakota,
but a group is trying to
put an initiative on the
ballot that would elimi-
nate all property taxes in
the state. If Empower the
Taxpayer has its way,
there would be a constitu-
tional prohibition on all
property taxes. The news
reports say that Empower

the Taxpayer represents angry citizens fed up with
big government. But property tax revenue in North
Dakota goes to schools, counties, towns, and munici-
palities. If tax abolitionists eliminated a local tax,
what big government would they be taking on? Of
course, eliminating the property tax is a ridiculous
idea. I’ve never met anyone who didn’t want a
community with teachers, police officers, fire-
fighters, and someone who answers 911 calls.

The antitaxers say that lots of states forgo one of
the big three taxes. Five states don’t tax sales, and
nine don’t have broad-based income taxes. But those
are state taxes, and the states in question usually
have other sources of revenue, like severance and
tourism taxes. Every state imposes property taxes
because there’s no other way to efficiently pay for
local government services. Doesn’t anybody read
Wally Oates anymore?

A North Dakota group wants to
amend the state constitution to
prohibit property taxes.

The antitaxers in North Dakota also argue that
‘‘taxes on our homes are anathema to a free people.
Taxes should, in a free society, never burden the
people.’’ Uhh? Every tax burdens someone. That’s
why we call them taxes. They’re not voluntary.
They’re not discretionary. The government takes
your money. I don’t know anyone who likes taxes on
a personal level. I don’t. I’d rather spend my money
on Miller High Life and deviled eggs (one of life’s
great, albeit lesser known combos) than give it to the
government.

In any event, Empower the Taxpayer is trying to
collect 26,000 signatures to put the abolition meas-
ure on the November ballot. But these junior tea
partiers have picked an odd state to make an anti-
property-tax stand. According to my conservative
friends at the Tax Foundation, North Dakota is not
a heavily taxed state. Indeed, its state and local per
capita tax burden ranks 32nd in the nation. That
may be too high for those who believe no government
is the best government, but when it comes to taxes,
North Dakota is not exactly New Jersey or New
York. Even on business taxes, North Dakota ranks
25th, which if my geography is right is in the middle
of all the states. It’s far from the No. 1 ranking of
South Dakota, but again, it’s nothing like as bad as
New Jersey.

North Dakota property taxes raise about $650
million a year. Those who want to abolish the
property tax have no suggestions for how to replace
the revenue or what services should be curtailed.
But this campaign isn’t about the property tax: It’s
about a small minority of people who dislike govern-
ment. I hope Bismarck citizens who are asked to
sign the petition realize that.

Trying to Do the Math
Florida faces a budget deficit of $3.2 billion. What

that means in lay terms is that the state is screwed
because it doesn’t have enough money. So naturally,
state lawmakers want to cut taxes. You’d think
they’d be considering tax increases or service cuts.
But that’s too conventional. The Senate wants $135
million in business tax breaks. The House of Repre-
sentatives is asking for a mere $88 million in tax
cuts. Also, both houses are supporting a sales tax
holiday that would cost only $44 million. (For a
related story, see p. 913.)

But Ironically . . .
The Florida Senate passed a resolution calling for

a U.S. constitutional convention to draft a federal
balanced budget law.

Using Fines as Money Makers
Iowa officials are thinking about raising many

fines and fees for traffic violations. Legislators
backing the increase hope to raise an additional
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$8.8 million a year. The money would be used to
fund various justice system functions. Iowa looks
like it’s falling into a trap that befalls many state
and local governments: It wants to increase fines as
a means of raising revenue. That’s not good policy.
Fines should be used to punish and discourage bad
behavior. They shouldn’t be used as a vehicle for
financing government. General government ser-
vices shouldn’t be financed on the backs of people
who behave badly — they should be paid for with
broad-based, generally applicable taxes. Iowa
Democrats accuse Republican opponents of being
soft on crime. But this isn’t about one’s toughness
on crime; it’s about the Democrats trying to raise
revenue while maintaining that they aren’t raising
taxes. That’s not fair or honest. Besides, do we
really want our government to be financed by
people who drive recklessly?

Funny in a Sad Way
Michigan is desperate to create jobs, so desperate

that it seems the state will hand out tax incentives
to anyone who applies. A guy named Richard Short
shared a stage with Gov. Jennifer Granholm (D) on
March 16 while the governor announced that Short’s
company would be receiving $9.1 million in tax
breaks. His company would purportedly invest $18
million and hire 765 people to make ‘‘renewable
energy and sanitation equipment’’ for poor African
villages. Short was going to create jobs and do a good
thing!

The problem is that Short was a con man. He was
arrested in 1997 (bank fraud), in 2002 (embezzle-
ment), and in 2005 (parole violations stemming from
more embezzlement). The day after he appeared
with the governor to tout Michigan’s economic revi-
talization, Short was arrested again for another
parole violation. Michigan economic development
folks had no idea that Short was a felon, but they
now promise to do background checks before doling
out tax incentives. (For a related story, see p. 919.)

Taxing Wind or Not
Wyoming recently enacted legislation to impose

an excise tax on wind power. The new law imposes a
$1-per-megawatt-hour excise tax on all electricity
generated from wind turbines, effective January 1,
2011. A turbine would not be taxed until three years
after it first produces electricity. I find this law
curious. When the nation is struggling to lessen its
dependence on oil, coal, and gas, you’d think we’d
reward attempts to develop renewable, clean energy.
No other state imposes an excise tax on renewable
energy. Indeed, many states give tax breaks to solar
and wind industries.

Oh, wait a minute. I just read on Wikipedia that
Wyoming is the No. 1 producer of coal in the United
States. And it’s the No. 2 producer of natural gas.
And it’s the No. 5 producer of crude oil. Maybe it’s a

coincidence that Wyoming is suddenly taxing renew-
able energy. The state politicians who supported the
new tax (basically all of them) keep saying that the
tax on wind is aimed at leveling the playing field.
After all, the state imposes severance taxes on coal,
oil, and gas. But those are energy sources in limited
supply. The severance tax is aimed at making the
citizens of Wyoming whole after the natural re-
sources are taken forever. I don’t think wind is like
that.

At the same time, the South Dakota Legislature
decided that large wind farms and related facilities
should receive additional tax breaks. The new law
will allow wind farm construction to quality for
construction tax refunds. The goal is to spur eco-
nomic activity in renewable energy. Of course, South
Dakota doesn’t have the coal, oil, or gas industries
looking for a tax on wind.

Don’t Tax My Guns
Guns aren’t my issue. I grew up around people

who hunted and kept all kinds of firearms at home.
I know a lot of nice people who own a pistol or
shotgun and even the occasional Uzi. Gun violence is
horrible. But I must admit I’m more in the ‘‘guns
don’t kill people’’ camp.

Still, gun sales tax holidays are stupid. There’s no
reason to exempt any final consumption from tax.
But conservatives seem to think that the gun tax
holiday is a prerequisite for endorsement by the
National Rifle Association. Proposals to adopt gun
tax holidays are springing up all over the place. The
West Virginia State Legislature recently passed the
Second Amendment Appreciation Act, which will, if
signed by Gov. Joe Manchin (D), exempt guns and
ammo from the state’s 6 percent sales tax for one
October weekend each year. Lawmakers passed the
measure because the Second Amendment was feel-
ing underappreciated.

Some Oklahomans believe a sales
tax holiday for guns is
unnecessary because it’s
unconstitutional to tax firearms.

Manchin says the bill gives him ‘‘heartburn’’ and
that he’s thinking about vetoing it. Proponents told
him to take a Rolaids and sign the bill. But the
governor doesn’t think it’s right to be giving tax
breaks at a time when the state’s poor and dispos-
sessed are in need.

The Oklahoma Legislature also has been debat-
ing a gun sales tax holiday. I know there are a lot of
conservative folks in Oklahoma. One need only
listen to Merle Haggard’s ‘‘Okie From Muskogee’’ to
know that’s true.
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We don’t smoke marijuana in Muskogee; We
don’t take our trips on LSD; We don’t burn our
draft cards down on Main Street; We like livin’
right, and bein’ free.

A good friend from Oklahoma tells me that some
people in the state believe a sales tax holiday for
guns is unnecessary because it’s unconstitutional to
tax firearms. The right to bear arms is inviolable,
and you can’t tax a fundamental right. So what
lawmakers should be discussing is repealing the tax
on firearms. I like the logic. ✰

The Politics of State Taxation is by contributing editor
David Brunori, who welcomes comments at dbrunori@
tax.org.
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