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Tax cut no boon to middle class 

Editorial 

Sunday, March 16, 2003 

Sunday, March 16  

IN HIS PREMIERE AS A 60 MINUTES 
DEBATER, former President Bill Clinton said 
President George W. Bush is the first American 
president to call for a tax cut while planning for a 
war. Actually, President Ronald Reagan did 
something somewhat similar, when he pushed for 
a major tax cut as he was also engaging in a major 
military buildup. Still, the war/tax cut point is 
striking and worth pausing over. After all, what's 
pending now isn't just a short-term expense in 
Iraq, but a long-term commitment to a war on 
terrorism. There will also be long-term expenses 
in rebuilding Iraq.  

The whole idea of a cut should be put on hold, 
pending not only the war, but news about what 
happens to the economy after the war. A stimulus 
to the economy may not be necessary.  

Unfortunately, however, the politicians are 
strongly motivated to offer some sort of cut. 
Fortunately, many want to restrain Mr. Bush 
somewhat. The Bush plan suffered a setback 
Thursday when Ohio Sen. George Voinovich and 
fellow Republican Olympia Snowe, of Maine, said 
in writing that they would accept a cut of no more 
that $350 billion over the next 10 years, which is 
about half what the president is proposing. Other 
moderate Republicans have talked similarly. If 
they don't cave, the Bush plan is probably dead, 
because it has only one Democratic supporter in 
the Senate and would need more.  
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The argument between the Voinovich plan and the 
Bush plan means little to the average taxpayer. If 
the moderate Republicans prevail, the part of the 
Bush plan that would die would be the proposal to 
end taxation on stock dividends, which is not a 
major issue in most lives.  

In debating the tax issue, the White House has 
been aggressively misleading. It has repeatedly 
insisted that, under its plan, 92 million taxpayers 
would get an "average" cut of more than $1,000 a 
year. But to arrive at that number, it counts those 
in the highest income brackets, who would get 
$90,000 or more.  

In truth, 80 percent of taxpayers would be under 
the $1,000 mark, according to the Brookings 
Institution, a sober think tank. Brookings says that 
filers in the middle fifth of the population would 
get about $250.  

A liberal group called Policy Matters Ohio is 
saying that 28 percent of Ohio taxpayers would 
get no cut, and another half would get less than 
$100.  

The real impact of the Bush tax cut would be on 
the wealthy (for the better), on the national deficit 
(for the worse), and on the struggling people who 
depend on some of the federal programs that 
would have to be cut to accommodate the tax cut.  

The Bush plan might or might not also have some 
impact on the economy (probably not). Absent 
that impact, it would simply not have the major 
benefit for middle-class Americans that the White 
House is pretending.  
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