
Medicare for all
I was one of the many Atul

Gawande fans in the audience
at the Quality Counts confer-
ence in Augusta on April 1.
My reason for being at the
conference was to advocate
for improving the health of all
Mainers via a system of im-
proved Medicare for all. If we
expanded Medicare to include
everyone in Maine, we not
only would save money, but
we would improve the quality
of health care in our state.

Dr. Gawande delivered the
same message about Medi-
care, stating “Maine is in the
top quarter of Medicare out-
comes and in the lowest quar-
ter of Medicare costs.” Indeed,
over four years ago, noted
health care economist Dr. Wil-
liam Hsiao delivered a similar
message to the Maine Legisla-
ture, estimating that if Maine
moved to a single-payer sys-
tem of health care, such as
Medicare for all, the state
would save $1 billion during
the first year alone.

Not only is universal health
care financially feasible. But
if the system is designed and
implemented well, it actually
will reduce Maine’s spiraling
health care costs. LD 384, a
Resolve, To Study the Design
and Implementation of Op-
tions for a Universal Health
Care Plan in the State, has
been proposed by Sen. Geoff
Gratwick, D-Bangor, and sev-
eral co-sponsors. This bill re-
cently passed the Insurance
and Financial Services Com-
mittee by a 10-1 vote.

Contact your legislators
and urge them to support this
bill when it comes to the full
House and Senate for a vote.

Julie Keller Pease, MD
Brunswick

Suppressing public
Several bills, under the gen-

eral title of “right to hunt”
bills, are being considered in
Augusta, but this title is mis-
leading. No one is denying any-
one’s right to hunt or fish, and
you certainly can’t give Main-
ers the right to hunt because
they already have it. What is
threatened instead is the right
to vote.

For more than a 100 years,
Mainers have enjoyed the con-
stitutional right to create and
support a citizens’ initiative to
remedy legislative inaction or
obstruction. It is democracy in
its most direct form; without
it, the citizens of our state have
no recourse if special interests
prevent the voice of the people
from being heard. The spon-
sors of these bills — Rep. Ste-
phen Wood, R-Greene, for LD
754 and Rep. Michelle Dunphy,
D-Old Town, for LD 1084 —
would take away that vital al-
ternative.

In particular, the bills would
amend the state Constitution
to exclude wildlife issues from
the citizen initiative process,
in effect declaring the animals
of the state are a private pre-
serve instead of a public re-
source. Such a restriction
would not necessarily stop
there. If wildlife, why not an
amendment to exclude snow-
mobiles, all-terrain vehicles,
bodies of water, public parks
and so on. It’s the classic “slip-
pery slope” with no end in
sight to the topics that could be
raised and the instances of vot-
ers’ rights that would be sup-
pressed.

Fundamentally, these bills
are fraught with consequence
and the distinct possibility of
legal challenges. They really
have no place in a democratic
society where all the issues
should be decided by all the
people.

Sherry Treworgy
Orland

Millinocket’s business
Thanks to the Bangor City

Council for usurping the sov-
ereign right of the Millinocket
council to handle their own
business as far as what to do
with the national park propos-
al. A park, if approved, would
be about 10.8 miles from our
community but about 88-plus
miles away from Bangor.

We as a council would never
ever consider involving our-
selves in Bangor City Council’s
countless problems. We would
no more pass a resolution about
Bangor’s potholes deep enough
to hide a child in or the con-
stant debate about the Water-
front Concerts series or Ban-
gor’s 200 miles of failing water
infrastructure or the economic
disadvantage of having parking
meters, which will add fewer
dollars to spend from our cash-
strapped area to use on goods
and services in Bangor. Nor
would we offer a resolve to ask
for a moratorium on any more
big-box store construction or
offer solutions to Bangor’s bath
salts, meth-heads and homeless
people who clutter the city’s
downtown area and raise its

crime rate.
These are Bangor’s issues,

which do not directly affect my
community. And even if they
did, I would respect the city
council to handle their own is-
sues without Millinocket’s in-
tervention out of respect for the
city’s elected officials and their
constituency. It is too bad this
is a one-way street.

Thank you, Bangor, for your
lack of respect, common ethics
and decorum when it comes to
staying out of other peoples’
business.

Michael Madore
Millinocket

Double taxation
A bill stopping the unfair

double taxation of some Maine
retirees is being considered
by the Legislature. It was filed
by Rep. Beth Turner, R-Burl-
ington. It is LD 1142, An Act
Regarding the Taxation of
Out-of-State Pensions.

If this becomes a law in
2015, it will stop all who made
contributions to retirement
benefit plans in other states
from being taxed again. It
will exempt from Maine in-
come tax the portion of retire-
ment benefits attributable to
the taxpayer’s previous con-
tribution, Kiplinger’s Person-
al Finance said in a recent
analysis that Maine is not
tax-friendly to retirees. Elim-
inating this double taxation,
which other states do not
have, will only help Maine
change this unfriendly sta-
tus.

LD 1142 has been assigned
to the Taxation Committee. If
the majority of committee
members do not support it, it
will not go out of committee to
the rest of the House and Sen-
ate with a favorable report. As
soon as possible, contact the
following Taxation Committee
members: Sens. Nathan Libby,
Earl McCormick, and Paul
Davis; Reps. Adam Goode,
Bruce Bickford, Paul Chace,
Mathew Moonen, Dianne Rus-
sell, H Stedmand Seavey,
Thomas Skofield, Stephen
Stanley, Gary Sukeforth, and
Denise Tepler. Tell them to
support this bill. Call and
leave a message at the State
House Message Center at
1-800-423-2900 or email through
the website maine.gov/legis.
If you would rather write a let-
ter, send it to the Taxation
Committee: State of Maine,
Taxation Committee, 100 State
House Station, Augusta,
Maine 04333.

If the bill makes it out of
committee, then everyone di-
rectly impacted or those who
would like to be supportive of
them should contact their
Maine representatives and
senators.

Karen E. Holmes
Cooper
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F
or three months, Gov. Paul
LePage has driven the de-
bate in Augusta and across
the state with his proposal

to overhaul Maine’s tax code.
Now, Democratic leaders in the

Legislature have put forward
something more than opposition:
They’ve released a tax plan of
their own that moves the entire
conversation about tax reform in
a promising direction.

The Democratic plan touches
all three major taxes paid by
Maine residents, but its core
focus on reducing property taxes
rather than the income tax — the
tax that LePage is almost singu-
larly focused on cutting ( in fact,
eliminating) — is a welcome one.

While LePage says his package
of changes is needed to make
Maine more attractive to new res-
idents and businesses, there’s lit-
tle to back up his claims that tax
changes will play such a pivotal
role in rebooting the state’s econ-
omy or sparking population
growth.

The basis of the Democrats’
plan, on the other hand, is at least
empirical: A look at the taxes
paid by Maine residents shows
the property tax to be the most
burdensome. In 2012, property
taxes accounted for 38.7 percent of
all taxes paid by Maine residents,
compared with 23.5 percent for
the individual income tax and
28.6 percent for the sales tax.

The tax burden in only five
other states is more heavily
weighted toward the property tax
than it is in Maine. And the prop-
erty tax is based on property
value, which often has little con-
nection with ability to pay.

The Democratic plan does
three things the LePage budget
doesn’t to keep property taxes in
check: It raises municipal reve-
nue sharing above current levels
rather than eliminating it,
though revenue sharing under
the Democratic plan would still
fall below the levels prescribed in
a 1970s state law by half; it pro-
vides $20 million more than the
LePage budget would in school
aid, a move that has proven in
the past to keep property taxes in
check because school budgets
generally account for the largest
part of the property tax bill; and
it doubles the homestead exemp-
tion for all resident homeowners,
rather than double it for seniors

only and eliminate it for every-
one else. If the Democratic plan
became law, the first $20,000 of
property value for all resident
homeowners would be exempt
from the property tax.

The Democratic plan also takes
from LePage’s a more robust
property tax fairness credit for
low-income homeowners.

Another major advantage to
the Democratic plan is that, un-
like the LePage plan, it leaves no
budget hole in the future that will
have to be filled with major cuts
(LePage’s budget, after all, in-
creases state spending) or new
revenues. It also, wisely, avoids
making any changes to the corpo-
rate income and estate taxes.

While the plan is significantly
better than LePage’s, some ele-
ments could stand to change:

— The Democratic plan would
keep the current sales tax rate,
5.5 percent, in place rather than
let it drop back to 5 percent, as it
would on July 1 under current
state law. At the same time, it
would keep the LePage plan’s ro-
bust and refundable sales tax
fairness credit in place. We would
prefer to see the sales tax rate fall
back to 5 percent, virtually elimi-
nating the need for the sales tax
fairness credit, which is designed
to offset higher sales taxes for
low-income taxpayers. Democrats
could, alternatively, reintroduce
and expand the Earned Income
Tax Credit, which is proven to
help low-income people who work
and their families.

— With regard to the $20 mil-
lion in added school aid, we
would like to see a portion of it
directed to competitive grants
that school districts could use to
provide administrative services
and training at the regional level,
generating long-term savings.
LePage’s budget proposes $5 mil-
lion for that purpose. With the
Democrats’ plan, we see an op-
portunity to make the investment
more significant.

Democratic leaders have done
the right — if difficult — thing
in this debate by introducing a
measurably better alternative to
LePage’s tax plan. Most impor-
tant, it gives legislative Republi-
cans who haven’t embraced LeP-
age’s tax plan a viable — and
paid-for — alternative to accom-
plish long-needed reforms in
Maine’s tax system.

Democrat’s tax plan
alternative is gooD

T
he hot idea now in Demo-
cratic Party circles is to
increase Social Security
benefits. Last month,

Sen. Elizabeth Warren, D-Massa-
chusetts, staged a vote on a “sus-
tainable expansion” resolution
in the Senate, garnering 42
“yeas.” Meanwhile, in Iowa, po-
tential presidential contender
Martin O’Malley, former gover-
nor of Maryland, came out in
favor of higher benefits, putting
pressure on front-runner Hillary
Rodham Clinton to follow suit.

Progressives are patting them-
selves on the back for shifting
the terms of this fiscal policy de-
bate. Indeed, even President
Barack Obama has, in the past,
favored trims to Social Security
— in the form of a slower cost-
of-living increase, not actual
cuts — if they were part of a
comprehensive, long-term defi-
cit deal.

Proponents of a benefit boost
warn of a looming “retirement
crisis,” but the arithmetical sup-
port for this is highly selective.
The poverty rate among the el-
derly is lower than for that of so-
ciety as a whole and significant-
ly lower than that of children.
Social Security is an essential
poverty-fighting program and

must be protected, especially for
lower-income seniors. It’s also
true that funds could and proba-
bly should be raised by impos-
ing Social Security payroll taxes
higher up the income scale.
Even the rich, however, have fi-
nite resources; you can go to
that well only so many times, for
so many purposes. More lavish
retirement benefits for the mid-
dle and upper-middle class seem
an odd purpose to choose for the
United States’ ostensibly pro-
gressive political party.

Compared with Medicare and
other medical programs, Social
Security is not an especially
egregious driver of the long-
term debt. It’s hardly irrelevant,
though. And a significant com-
ponent, the Social Security Dis-
ability Insurance program, is on
course to exhaust its trust fund
by late 2016. Its parlous condi-
tion does underscore the fact
that SSDI has been expanding
rapidly in recent years because
of program rules changes, the
recession and an aging popula-
tion. Working on that challenge
might not be as helpful to Demo-
crats’ short-term political pros-
pects, but it would be more help-
ful to the nation in the long run.

The Washington Post (April 10)
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