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Texas Gov. Rick Perry’s
tax plan is an attempt
to solve a problem

that no Republican has yet
overcome: how to make a flat
tax politically palatable. The
result he came up with is a
proposal that is neither flat
nor attractive.
Perry’s mistake wasn’t in

choosing the wrong details for
his plan. It was in taking on
an impossible mission. For all
its superficial appeal, the flat
tax cannot be made politically
viable.
In 1996, Steve Forbes made a

relatively pure flat tax—with
no deductions for charitable
contributions or mortgage
interest, let alone for anything
else— the centerpiece of his
campaign for the Republican
presidential nomination. Many
conservatives swooned over
the idea, regarding it as simple,
fair and pro-growth.
But the other Republican

candidates quickly exposed
its flaws. Chief among them
was that replacing a progres-
sive income tax with a flat tax
necessarily means slashing
revenues, raising middle-class
taxes or both.
Set the new flat rate at a

level that can raise as much
money as the current tax code
and the middle class will pay
more. People in the middle
of the income spectrum, that
is, will have to make up for
the sharp fall in rates on high
earners. Set it low enough
that middle-class taxpayers
pay the same as they do now
and revenues drop. The only
way around this dilemma is
to assume that the flat tax will
cause an implausibly large
boost to economic growth.
These drawbacks explain

why no Republican presi-
dential nominee — or even
a serious candidate for the
nomination since Forbes
— has campaigned on the flat
tax. Ambitious Republicans
have at most said they want a
“flatter” tax code.
Until Perry. His plan, which

he calls “Cut, Balance, and
Grow,” avoids tax increases on
the middle class in three ways.

Like Forbes’ 1996 plan, Perry’s
would set the personal exemp-
tion levels very generously: A
family of four wouldn’t start
incurring income-tax liability
until after their first $50,000
in income. But Perry adds
two newwrinkles. Taxpayers
would get to choose whether
to file under the current tax
code or the new flat system.
And even in that new system,
the most broad-based tax
breaks would continue. Mort-
gage interest, charitable con-
tributions, and state and local
taxes would all be deductible.
And so the plan isn’t par-

ticularly simple. Anyone who
would have to pay higher
taxes under Perry’s “flat” code
could simply choose to file
under the current system.
Most people will thus end up
calculating their tax liabilities
twice. Many will have to do
it three times because Perry’s
plan doesn’t eliminate the
alternative minimum tax. The
price of avoiding one of the
traditional disadvantages of
the flat tax is giving up one of
its chief appeals.
Nor is Perry’s tax very

flat. It isn’t flat with respect
to income: Because of the
exemptions and the choice of
tax plans, average rates rise

with earnings. It isn’t flat with
respect to geography: Because
of the deduction for state and
local taxes, people in high-tax
Illinois would get a subsidy
from low-tax Texas. It isn’t
flat, finally, with respect to
economic choices: It contin-
ues to reward taxpayers for
taking out big mortgages.
Perry’s plan is, in short, a

flat tax in name only. And not-
withstanding his campaign’s
absurdly optimistic projections,
it seems likely that it would
result inmuch lower revenues
than the current system.
How could it not? The vast

majority of people who would
choose the new flat tax would
be people who would pay less
under it. And some of those
people would pay a lot less.
If you were designing a

tax code from scratch, you
wouldn’t come up with
anything as convoluted and
inefficient as our current
system. But if you were try-
ing to improve the tax code,
you wouldn’t come up with
Perry’s plan, either. You’d only
come up with it if you started
with the imperative to pro-
pose something you could call
a “flat tax” and then modified
it as you went along to protect
yourself politically.

Within those constraints,
Perry’s plan makes perfect
sense. An optional flat tax is
politically safer than a manda-
tory one. A flat tax that keeps
the biggest deductions is safer
still.
It’s just that the result makes

little sense. A plan that simply
cuts the tax rate on high earn-
ers (and on capital gains, divi-
dends and estates) would have
all the economic advantages
of Perry’s proposal with none
of the conceptual headaches.
Were Perry to become the
nominee, President Barack
Obamawould probably say
Perry’s plan is a way to com-
plicate everyone’s lives in
order to cut taxes for the rich.
And he would be right.
Forbes’ campaign suggested

that a pure flat tax can’t attain
enough popularity to get
enacted. Perry’s campaign is
proving the corollary: The
flat tax can’t be modified into
popularity, either. The flat tax
may seem simple, efficient
and appealing, but it’s the
fool’s gold of conservative
politics.

Ramesh Ponnuru is a
Bloomberg View columnist
and a senior editor at National
Review.
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The past 100 years
From The Santa Fe NewMexican:
Nov. 3, 1961: Two 15-year-old Santa Fe youths were taken to St.

Vincent Hospital yesterday after they took a large number of sleep-
ing pills to “see how it felt.” They were released this morning after
being treated overnight at the hospital, and police said the juvenile
charge of disorderly conduct would be filed against the two.
Nov. 3, 1986: More than 2,000 homes in northern Santa Fe

and parts of Santa Fe County were without electric power for
about 90 minutes Sunday morning when someone shot off insu-
lators on a high-voltage line about five miles west of Santa Fe.

It’s interesting to note that state Sen. Vernon Asbill,
a Republican from Carlsbad who sponsored the A-F
school grading bill, wants the state Public Education
Department to go slow in implementing the new stan-

dards. The message is clear: Get it right, even if doing so
takes a bit more time.

He is also clear that new rules won’t work without the
state putting its money where the regulations are, telling a
hearing on the proposed changes this week that, “The A-F
grading bill models the Florida model that has shown some
success. Part of the success of the Florida model was that
Florida invested money into this program, hiring more than
7,000 reading teachers and reading coaches. And we in the
state of NewMexico have cut the education budget signifi-
cantly and have cut counselors and reading coaches and so
forth. I think for the success of this model, we’re going to
have to make sure we are sufficiently funding education.”
(That comment, by the way, comes just a few days before a
NewMexico Voices for Children Report that shows
a 5 percent funding cut for public schools this year.)

While we think the A-F model — for its simplicity alone
— improves upon the gobbledygook of the Adequate
Yearly Progress measures used in the federal No Child
Left Behind law, we also agree that it’s essential to build a
solid framework by which schools will be graded. At the
Monday hearing, reporter Robert Nott wrote that speakers
described the rules as confusing, complex and ambiguous
— and that’s hardly comforting.

Left particularly ambiguous is what happens to schools
that make a D or F. The rules call for school boards to
prioritize resources to D or F schools until they make a C
for two years in a row. Just what those resources will be
— supposedly proven curricula or programs— is still a
mystery. Who decides what is proven?Who profits when
districts have to buy new books or teaching materials? Are
local communities satisfied with letting state bureaucrats
choose curricula for their schools?What happens to the
schools that are no longer a priority?

All of these questions need to be answered before the
standards are set.

Even more murky is what will happen to the schools
that, for whatever reason, do not improve. All over the
country, companies that sell online courses are trying to
muscle in to take over neighborhood public schools. We
agree that schools that fail children need to improve, but
we would hate to see a solution that plunks children in
front of a computer for much of the day and that closes
neighborhood schools in favor of paying out-of-state ven-
dors. Further, there’s still no verdict on whether virtual
schools beat real schools, just as some charter schools are
good and others are lousy. The “solutions” being peddled,
in other words, might not improve the situation one whit.

Never forget that education reform is as much big busi-
ness as it is about children. Test-makers profit. Booksell-
ers profit. Consultants profit. Vendors of online schooling
profit. Regular classroom teachers, not so much; and so far,
we have yet to see much gain for children, who have seen
so many of their school days disrupted by too much testing
and not enough teaching.

We welcome the A-F standards. However, rather than
think NewMexico superintendents are laggards who don’t
want reform, we think it might be wise to listen to their
concerns. As the top educators closest to the students, they
have seen one reform after another come and go. They
have sage advice to those who would listen. Asbill has
heard them and is cautioning Secretary-designate Hanna
Skandera to listen as well and go “slow and steady.”We
think that is good advice.
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Doing it right
the first time

Occupy Santa Fe, in solidarity with
the Occupymovement currently
sweeping the country, holds non-

violent demonstrations at St. Francis
and Paseo de Peralta. Recently, as people
attending one of these events arrived at
DeVargas Center to park near the inter-
section, a security guard threatened to
tow the vehicles of anyone attending the
demonstration. He claimed, “Themall
needs these parking spaces for custom-
ers.”
Baloney. That portion of the lot is rarely

more than sparsely filled. The demon-
strators are the mall’s customers.We are
among the 99 percent who patronize
establishments there. The right to peace-
ful assembly is good for business; petty
ideological obstructionism isn’t.

Joe Mowrey
Santa Fe

Park now spiffy
Once again Santa Fe’s “dog lovers”

have shown their commitment to our
extraordinary off-leash dog park by show-
ing up in droves to remove the “scat” and
other debris from our gorgeous romping
grounds! More than 100 volunteers signed

up on the Saturday of the cleanup, and
easily 50 more cleaned up in the week
before.
Many thanks toTheNewMexican for

its help in publicizing this event, and to
the Parks Department and Keep Santa
Fe Beautiful for their help in carrying it
out. The weather was brilliant, spirits
were merry, there were doughnuts and
dogs aplenty, and at the end of it all, the
park was restored to its pristine best. The
energy and stewardship by the many park
visitors is crucial to the beauty and vital-
ity of our dog park, not only on cleanup
day, but throughout the year. The dog
park (Frank Ortiz Park) is truly one of
Santa Fe’s greatest treasures.

Pamela Geyer and Jane Tokunaga
for Friends of the Dog Park

Truth about Walmart
RegardingMichael Grimler’s Oct. 30

MyView, “Relax—Walmart isn’t ‘super-
scary’ ”: I see he has spent a great deal of
time attempting to discredit Anna Soeiro’s
Oct. 23My View, but only through point-
ing out where her information came from
and not what that information actually
was. It might be more constructive to read

the story, verify the information found in
that story and then see if there is a dis-
crepancy in that story that was created
by the source. Truth is truth, regardless of
where that truth came from.

Terry Rothwell
Santa Fe

After reading “Relax—Walmart isn’t
‘super scary’,” Michael Grimler’s little
rant aboutWalmart’s critics, two things
become clear. First and foremost, the data
and economic facts supplied byWalmart’s
critics are true. At no point did Grimler
offer any refutation of those numbers.
The second obvious fact is that Grimler

watches Fox News and listens to Rush
Limbaugh. I would suggest that in the
future,TheNewMexican try and find
someone whose argument rises above the
“I hate unions” mantra and find someone
with a more nuanced view of the world.
I admit, finding someone who adheres to
what passes for conservatism these days
and is still able to offer a logical argument
is a daunting task, but surely somewhere,
so rare a mental aberrationmust exist.

John Betchik
LaMadera
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