Thank you Mr. Chairman for the time to speak and the willingness of the commissioners to listen.

 

The Taxation and Budget Reform Committee is given an opportunity every 20 years to make NON-political, long term changes in our states tax code.  In many ways it is a once in a generation chance to reform our tax code so that our state may continue to flourish.  I trust each of us took part in the process to ensure that our children are blessed with the opportunities we were given.

 

Now after almost a year, the commission was presented with a very seductive plan.  That plan presented for a vote on March 17 was one which all Floridians would be likely to support.  “Cut property taxes by up to 30%, fully fund our public schools, grow the economy…and do it all for a penny!”

 

It sounded great.  The $8 billion in property tax cuts would be made up by simply charging one penny extra in sales taxes for ½ the money and by eliminating exemptions for the other $4 billion.  The way it was presented by the proponents of the plan…it seemed as if the money was in the bank.

 

But since that vote on the 17th of March the analysis, first done by your selected and respected economist paid for by tax payer dollars and later our Senate staff clearly show the numbers don’t add up.  

 

The elimination of the sales tax exemptions will not generate the $4 billion dollars necessary to hold education harmless.  Since the numbers don’t add up it will require new and higher taxes…In fact the largest tax increase in Florida history.

 

Why don’t the numbers add up?  

 

Because the exemptions listed most often by critics add up to just over $4 million dollars.  Eliminate ostrich feed, luxury sky boxes, Super Bowl tickets, dirt fill, fish farms and opera tickets and you are only one-one thousandth of the way there.  You still need to find $3,995,500,000.00 to make your numbers work.  

 

Not a single member of the commission sent a reply to our letters to such a fundamental question as to “where’s the money.”  If the money is there, why would an un-elected, non-political body fail to respond to such a fundamental question?  

 

In our second letter to the commission we clearly showed that the four largest exemptions (car trade-ins, government purchases, water and energy) which make up $1.6 billion (33% of the $4 billion) are unlikely to be eliminated.  

 

We read consistently in news reports that when pressed fellow commissioners have stated that is it unlikely to get anywhere near that $4 billion number.  So if you don’t get the money from exemptions where would you get the money?  

 

Unless it is of course it is the intention of this commission to force the creation a state income tax?

 

We do respect the fact that one commission let it be known clearly on Thursday April 10 in the last Styling and Drafting committee meeting that a services tax is the way to secure the necessary dollars to meet the mandated spending requirements found in this plan.

 

That said we all know two prior attempts to make a new tax on services proved to be an abject failure.  First in 1987 under a Democrat legislature and then in 2002 under the Republicans, an attempt was made to force new taxes on non-taxed items.  In both cases Floridians clearly said NO to higher taxes. 

 

Commissioners we wrote these letters so seek answers to fundamental questions.  Since we did not receive a single response we offer two suggestions.  You can offer to the voters Speaker Rubio’s first idea to raise the sales tax by 2.7 cents in exchange for an elimination of the RLE.  While controversial at least that offer is intellectually honest and justified by budget numbers.  

 

Or your second option is to tell voters that ALL tax exemptions (not identified as exempt in your current amendment) are now subject to taxation.  

 

Finally, we are the Sunshine State.  The Senate along with other citizens have asked that more testimony be taken here in Tallahassee from people across the state about how the proposed change might affect our state.  Since those requests have gone unanswered by the commission we in the Florida Senate will hold hearings Friday.  We feel citizens of our state deserve to know how this amendment will affect their lives.    

 

I thank you for your time and your willingness to listen.

