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Where
do they
stand?

It’s not too early to think

about the governor’s race

M
ove ahead one year, and Ohio will have a 
governor-elect. The winner will begin im-
mediately to think about putting together 

a new state budget, or to set priorities for his or 
her administration. In that way, it is useful to 
look at the document upon which the next gov-
ernor will build, the current state budget, and it 
so happens Wendy Patton and colleagues at Pol-
icy Matters Ohio released last week an overview 
of the two-year, $65.5 billion plan the governor 
and lawmakers crafted earlier this year.

The report works as a framework for the de-
veloping race for governor. The field already is 
crowded with five Democrats and four Republi-
cans, plus a couple of more Democrats weighing 
whether or when to enter.

The candidates have an obligation to define 
how their budgets would be similar or different 
from the current version. The debate need not 
be dreary. It can be lively and full if they wish.

Take the subject of taxes. 
Policy Matters reminds that 
the current budget skips 
income tax cuts for the first 
time in years, the Republican majorities unable 
to locate the revenue to deliver again. Are the 
Republican candidates looking to resume the 
lowering of income tax rates? Or content now 
with the rate having declined roughly one-third 
since 2005?

Do the Democratic candidates see a need to 
recover part of the $3 billion a year lost to tax 
cuts? They talk about such problems as high 
student debt, cities lacking sufficient state sup-
port and many families struggling to cover basic 
needs. Where would they locate the resources?

Nan Whaley, the Dayton mayor and Demo-
cratic candidate, wants to provide free com-
munity college. Is that realistic when, as Policy 
Matters notes, the state has some of the most 
expensive two-year programs in the country?

Better to reach first for more affordable?
Candidates from both parties have begun to 

discuss what they would do 
about the opioid epidemic. 
Policy Matters cites the 
real advance in the current 

budget. Among the Republican candidates for 
governor, Mike DeWine has an ambitious plan, 
though sketchy about how to cover the cost. 
Mary Taylor proposes to sell bonds to raise $1 
billion over a decade, yet she wants to end the 
Medicaid expansion. Which gets to the ques-
tion of what each Republican has in mind for 
the expansion, the single most important tool in 
dealing with the epidemic.

Do they support, for instance, eligibility re-
strictions favored by Republican lawmakers?

As the Policy Matters report explains, the 

state today spends 10 percent less on public ser-
vices than in 2005. That means resources for tra-
ditional public schools have not kept pace with 
inflation, putting particular pressure on districts 
with high poverty rates, in urban and rural areas. 
Need-based aid for college students still falls far 
short of the goal set long ago.

The state has identified an appropriate invest-
ment in public transit, and missed that mark, too. 
Researchers increasingly see stable housing as 
crucial to improving lives, yet the state skimps 
in this area. It does the same with child care. No 
doubt, public schools require a large sum, yet 
many of these and other priorities involve rela-
tively small amounts.

The old concept goes: Budgets are about 
choices. In this instance, the choices are those of 
a governor elected to make Ohio better. What 
the Policy Matters report reinforces is the range 
of decisions and the importance of knowing as 
the campaign moves forward where and how 
solidly they stand. The winner may even learn 
that clarity can make governing easier.
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When I first was getting a taste of 
this journalism work, I landed one 
day on Capitol Hill, joining others 
as we listened to a panel of senators 
pitch tax reform. This 
goes way back to the 
middle of the 1970s. 
I was impressed with 
the idea, a big, ambi-
tious project. 

An older col-
league, a real journal-
ist, perhaps all of 30, 
didn’t share my naive 
enthusiasm. He had 
seen it before, and, sure enough, 
nothing came of the moment.

That is, unless you consider how 
big things often get done. The con-
versation didn’t end. The problems 
didn’t go away, the tax code with its 
many complexities, even absurdities.

A decade later, the idea jelled, 
in the form of the landmark tax 
reform of the Reagan era. It is useful 
to recall how it happened now that 
congressional Republicans and the 
Trump White House are hurrying to 
deliver their own version.

Bill Bradley and Jack Kemp, a 
Democrat and a Republican, were 
prominent at the front. The Rea-
gan Treasury produced an impres-
sive report, a sort of guidebook to 
reform, stressing the principles of 
equity, efficiency, simplicity and 
fairness, or those with more income 

paying more tax. The Senate Finance 
Committee held 33 days of hearings. 
Eventually, the work fell to a biparti-
san group of seven senators, three 
Democrats and four Republicans.

As Treasury, James Baker, the 
secretary, made available expertise 
and presidential political muscle, 
fending off interests seeking to pre-
serve their special treatment.

The result was a vastly better 
tax code, the four principles largely 
affirmed. The changes broadened 
the base through ending tax breaks, 
allowing for lower rates. The effort 
proved revenue neutral.

For some, the realization may 
have dawned: at last, a tax system to 
be sustained for the long run.

Then the tinkering resumed, 
loopholes and the like carved into 
the code. Which brings us to the cur-
rent reform effort. It hardly could be 
more different, starkly partisan, little 
in the way of building consensus 
through expertise, more about tax 
cuts (skewed to the wealthy) than 
crafting a better tax code.

The plan doesn’t call for revenue 
neutrality, permitting a shortfall 
of $1.5 trillion for the decade, an 
amount all but certain to grow in 
view of the gimmicks in play.

Perhaps nothing quite captures 
the degradation of the process more 
than the plight of the Child Tax 
Credit. A week ago, I wrote about 

the ideal credit, as proposed by U.S. 
Sen. Sherrod Brown. The House 
version of tax reform expands the 
credit, from $1,000 per child to 
$1,600, but it does little to route 
additional benefits to those at the 
lower income rungs, who would 
be most helped, according to the 
research and experience.

The House would expand eligibil-
ity at higher income levels. For its 
part, the Senate version, unveiled 
last week, tilts the credit even more 
toward wealthier households.

The credit is partially refund-
able, meaning it is partly available to 
those with incomes so low they do 
not pay income taxes. For them, the 
credit begins after the first $3,000 in 
income, at 15 cents for every dollar. 
The Senate lowers the threshold to 
$2,500 and ups the credit to $1,650.

Yet, as Chuck Marr of the Cen-
ter on Budget and Policy Priorities 
explains, a single mother with two 
children earning $14,500 would see 
an increase of just $75 in the credit. 
A married couple with two children 
and earnings of $24,000 would re-
ceive an additional $200, essentially 
an inflation adjustment.

Marr adds that meanwhile the 
Senate proposal raises the level at 
which the credit begins to phase out 
— from $115,000 to $1 million!

Thus, a couple with two children 
at such a lofty income level would 

receive the full $3,300 credit. That 
single mother? The additional $75 
would take her credit to $1,725. 

The purpose of tax reform isn’t to 
eliminate all deductions, exemptions 
and other relief. Some make sense, 
say, to ease income inequality or 
otherwise expand opportunity.

The disappointment evoked by 
this episode of reform deepened 
through another contrast on Thurs-
day evening at Greystone Hall. Lee 
Fisher and Bob Taft spoke at the 
keynote event of the Bliss Institute’s 
conference “State of the Parties: 
2016 & Beyond.” The two, in their 
conversation with John Green, the 
institute’s director, seemed closer to 
the 1970s and ’80s than today.

They have their differences. They 
clashed in the 1998 governor’s race. 
What was striking was how they 
picked up and complemented the 
points of the other. At one point, 
Fisher cited the need to seek first to 
understand (not to be understood). 
Taft reminded that if you want 
sustained improvement in lives, it is 
best achieved with both parties. 

Easy to say years removed from 
office? OK. The two also reinforced 
how you deliver well on something 
as challenging as tax reform.

Douglas is the Beacon Journal/Ohio.com editorial 
page editor. He can be reached at 330-996-3514 
or emailed at mdouglas@thebeaconjournal.com.

Tax reform, then and, grimly, now

Regarding Bob Dyer’s Nov. 
5 column ‘‘Food bank policies, 
including salaries, might surprise 
you,’’ I am proud to have been 
involved with the Akron-Canton 
Regional Foodbank for over 25 years 
— as a food donor of product from 
Main Street Gourmet, as a financial 
donor, as a board member and former 
president and as a chairman of the 
endowment board.

I have no idea what the intent 
of Dyer’s column was other than to 
be the guy that points out a zit on 
Jennifer Lopez’s face.

To run an organization that 
provides 70 percent to 75 percent 
of its products and services for free 
to people in our community who 
are temporarily down on their luck 
and then to get lambasted for not 
providing everything for free seems 
downright unfair.

The service fee (currently maxed 
at 18 cents per pound) that the food 
bank charges agencies on less than 30 

percent of the food, helps offset the 
warehouse, cooler, freezer and trucks 
used to store and deliver food.

The service fee has existed since 
the beginning of the food bank and 
has never been communicated as 
free.

Comparing a couple of items 
that the food bank purchases (as a 
convenience for its 500 partners) 
and using that as some kind of rip-off 
story is also unfair.

Do Dan Flowers and his team 
make too much money? Let the 
private sector hire them away (and 
it would if their salaries were not 
competitive) and I believe our 
community would be worse off.

As usual, it is the people who need 
it the most who are going to suffer 
the most from this story, a story that 
is looking for a scandal where none 
exists.

I will continue to support the 
food bank, whose mission to feed 
people is executed with integrity and 

incredible effectiveness, and I hope 
you will, too.

Harvey Nelson
Co-chief executive officer

Main Street Gourmet
Akron

Grateful pantry
Regarding Bob Dyer’s Nov. 5 

column, I can unequivocally state 
that Barberton Area Community 
Ministries’ food pantry could not 
do what it does without the support 
of the Akron-Canton Regional 
Foodbank.

Each year we pay thousands less 
than the value of the food we receive 
because the food bank worked to 
secure grants and donations that help 
defray that cost. We do have access 
to free and below-market-value food. 
We distribute thousands of pounds of 
produce each year to our clients that 
we receive from the food bank at no 
cost.

Dyer neglected to mention that 
the food bank provides many vital 
services. Advocacy, training, program 
support and so many other things 
that contribute to the success of the 
agencies and programs in the eight 
counties the food bank serves are 
provided at no cost.

Margaret Palisin
Executive director

Barberton Area Community Ministries

Guns as WMDs
I believe that any gun, be it a 

semiautomatic rifle or a handgun that 
holds more rounds of ammo than it 
was designed for, should be classified 
as a weapon of mass destruction. 
These guns, ammo clips and bump 
stocks should be banned. What use 
of these guns is justified?  You don’t 
need them for hunting. 

The Republican Congress and the 
National Rifle Association should be 
held responsible for all the deaths 
when the shooter uses WMDs.

James Caetta
Akron

Column portrays the food bank unfairly
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