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the wealthiest sliver pays just 2.4 per-
cent, followed by Florida, Texas, South
Dakota, Illinois, Pennsylvania, Tennes-
see, Arizona, Kansas and Indiana.
Judgments about what makes a tax

system fair vary widely. For the insti-
tute, fairness is equated with progres-
sivity. Some conservatives dispute that
definition, however, and argue that
lowering tax rates on business and the
wealthy promotes economic growth,
which in the long run lifts everyone’s
fortunes. That was the idea behind
the Kansas tax revolution ushered in
by GOP Gov. Sam Brownback in 2012,
who reduced personal income tax rates
while ending income taxes altogether
for 190,000 businesses. Facing a crip-
pled budget, he backed down on Fri-
day, seeking higher taxes on cigarettes
and liquor. But he still defends his over-
all plan: “It takes time for it towork.”
The institute rejects such arguments,

saying that these sorts of “trickle-down
economic theories” have long been
discredited. It also dismissed boasts
by some states like Washington and
Texas that taxes were low for everyone
because they lacked an income tax.
“These states’ disproportionate reli-

ance on sales and excise taxes make
their taxes among the highest in the
entire nation on low-income families,”
the report said. Others have come to
similar conclusions.
Rather than relying on experts’ opin-

ions, WalletHub, a consumer finance
information and social networking
site, surveyed taxpayers for a definition
of fairness when it did its own analysis
of state tax systems last fall.

“Let’s not try to guess what is fair
and what is not,” Odysseas Papadimi-
triou, the chief executive of WalletHub,
explained, “Let’s askAmericans.”
“We were surprised to find both lib-

erals and conservatives believe that the
most fair system is a progressive one —
taxing the poor less than the rich,” he
said. “They disagreed how much, but
they agreed that it should be progres-
sive.”
WalletHub ended up doing three

rankings: a liberal, a conservative and
an overall rating. On all three, Wash-
ington came in last and Montana,
which does not rely much on sales and
excise taxes, ranked at the top.
The institute includedMontana in its

list of the fairest states along with Del-
aware, California, Minnesota, Oregon,
Vermont and the District of Columbia,
which is the only system that taxes the
poorest 20 percent less than the top 1
percent.
The higher-ranked states generally

have progressive income taxes or sup-
plement the federal earned-income tax
credit program for low- and moder-
ate-income households with their own
refundable credits that can help offset
sales and property taxes, reducing the
overall tax bill for those eligible. Still,
“even these least regressive states fail to
meet whatmost people would consider
minimal standards of tax fairness,” the
report concluded, because “at least

some low- or middle-income groups
pay more of their income in state and
local taxes thanwealthy families.”
A growing number of mainstream

economists have been warning about
the links among inequality, tax pol-
icy and slower economic growth. In
September, the credit ratings agency
Standard & Poor’s issued a report that
noted regressive state taxes and income
inequality seemed to go hand-in-hand
and served as a drag on the economy.
“Through a progressive tax struc-

ture, it’s possible to counteract much
of the depressing effect inequality has
on tax revenue growth rates,” the S&P
report said.
Progressive income taxes, which

require the rich to pay a higher propor-
tion of their income than the poor, have
come under attack from conservative
advocates and policymakers.
David Burton, a senior fellow in eco-

nomic policy at the Heritage Founda-
tion, a conservative research organiza-
tion in Washington, argued a flat tax
was not only better for the economy
but, in his view, fairer across the board.
“Richpeople pay substantiallymore,”

he said, “but not a greater share.”

Read “WhoPays?”— the full report by
the Institute onTaxation andEconomic
Policy, includingmore detail on Florida—
atwww.itep.org/whopays/.
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In virtually every state, the lowest fifth of earners pay a greater share of their incomes toward state and local taxes
than the next three-fifths and considerably more than the top 1 percent.
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Editor’s note: The three members of the second Florida Wild-
life Corridor Expedition are filing weekly dispatches of their
1,000-mile, 10-week journey to highlight the value of keeping
an open pathway through the state for wildlife. Here is the
firstweek’s dispatch, frombiologist JoeGuthrie.

BY JOE GUTHRIE

T he Florida Wildlife Corridor Expedition began
witha two-daybike fromHainesCityup through
Davenport, crossingU.S. 92 andU.S. 27, dodging
traffic and ducking past sprawling construction
projects pock-marking the old sand dunes of

the Lake Wales Ridge, where 90 percent of the uplands have
been developed. It was an unpleasant beginning.
Not long after our scramble across U.S. 27 we confronted

Interstate 4 east of Polk City, at Hilochee Wildlife Manage-
ment Area. There we crossed beneath the highway in a tunnel
built at the time of the interstate’s construction, to allow a past
owner tomove livestock and farm equipment back and forth.
Things improved after crossing the interstate. We’re now

hiking ourway through the Green Swamp to find the headwa-
ters of the Withlacoochee River. The Green Swamp is a mas-
sive and delicate natural hydrologic pump station, where four

Florida rivers seep from
the ground. The Withla-
coochee, the Hillsbor-
ough, the Peace and the
Ocklawaha rivers each
emerge from the Green
Swamp. As we walk
along, the water slips
among cypress knees,
tannin-stained, the detri-
tus of the swamp churn-
ing softly in the eddies.
This water is said to be
cleaner than that of most watersheds, with the lack of
development surrounding the swamp and the lengthy
detention time of surface water here.
The Green Swamp teems with wildlife — commonplace

but endlessly interesting critters like deer, turkey, river
otter, barred owls cackling wildly in the dark oak hammocks.
We stop, photographing some, gawking at others as they
gawk back at us. We investigate the fresh remains of a bull-
frog near the edge of a small wetland, and decide that the owl
that had flown as we came into view hadmade ameal of it. It

is only through conservation and protec-
tion that we can ensure this swamp and
its natural riches aren’t lost.
On the first day of our hike it rained

through the afternoon and much of the
night. Under our rain gear and loaded
packs we smiled and joked. The stress
brought on bymonths of preparations and
planning have begun to lift as we focus
more on the trail before us over the next
70 days. We set camp in the rain, dove
into tents and changed into warm, dry
clothes. We made fire with material col-
lected before it began to rain. We pre-
pared a meal of soup, couscous and sau-
téed vegetables. At the end of a long hike
there was satisfaction in having main-
tained a small dry space, in the fire’s

warmth, and in simple food. I ate twoheaping plates.

Follow their progress here inPerspective, at FloridaWildlifeCorridor.
org and on socialmedia: Facebook.com/FloridaWildlifeCorridor;
Instagram:@FL_WildCorridor; Twitter:@FL_WildCorridor.
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Filmmaker Jeff Reed captures sunrise on the first day of the Florida Wildlife Corridor Expedition at the Creek Ranch on the banks of Lake Hatchineha in the Everglades Headwaters, adjacent to the
first protected property in the Everglades Headwaters National Wildlife Refuge— a high priority conservation yet currently underfunded project for connecting a functional Florida ecological corridor.
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