
Fair Tax 
Rock and a Hard Place  
As a social studies teacher, I often say one of the most overlooked and underappreciated discipline is 

Civics.  Too few of us are aware of what the Government Pension Offset, Article X of the Constitution 

and CPI all have in common.  And yet, these three things are pieces we should be fully aware of as we 

grapple with the decision to support or not support the Fair Tax measure.  The decision by the Union is an 

obvious one and it revolves solely around those three issues.    
 

Let’s start with the Government Pension Offset.  Because we are tied to the Illinois Pension system, the 

vast-majority of us have wages that are largely exempt from social security taxes.  Because of this, the 

federal government has a provision known as the Government Pension Offset.  The bad news is it either 

reduces your social security earnings, as my case despite almost 20 years working in the private sector, or 

leaves you out of the system altogether if you have not paid in.  The good news is that under that law, the 

state can only do so if it guarantees a certain return above what you would have already had received.  In 

short, the federal government has told the state they must pay up and pay up above social security. So, it’s 

guaranteed…despite $41.2 billion being underpaid between 1985 and 2012. Guaranteed despite $15.9 

billion in pension-investment losses.  

  

In 2005, Unions had the terrible choice of helping students and current teachers or helping 

pensions.  Support the pension holiday, and there would be an increase in education. Don’t support that 

holiday, and there would be no new money for education spending. Article X of the Constitution states 

the following: “The State has the primary responsibility for financing the system of public education”.  
 

Yet, despite this responsibility, the Evidence Based Formula, passed with bipartisan support admits 

Illinois has a terrible disparity problem.  School Districts range in funding from around 40% funded all 

the way to over 300% funded.  There is no equity in education in Illinois.  As a former Board of 

Education member for the seventh largest school district in Illinois, I sat in a room with other Districts 

and it doesn’t take much to ratchet up tension.  Bring up unified vs. non-unified Districts and you might 

as well have insulted someone’s relative. That’s just one example.  Yet, one thing that cannot be disputed 

is that according to the numbers released by EBF, the state needs approximately $740 million extra 

dollars over the course of the next ten years to get everyone to at least 90% funded.  That rock and a hard 

place between pensions and students never went away…in fact, it has always been here.   
 

What has shielded some for the last few decades have been high property taxes.  Yet, many Districts are 

capped at CPI.  This means, they essentially can only raise their property taxes enough to cover 

inflation.  This is also running out of room.  Illinois currently pays the highest property tax rate as a 

percent of property value. New Jersey has the highest actual rate.  Illinois is running out of room going to 

that well anymore.  Additionally, new reports are coming out that Baby Boomers are deciding to keep 

their houses and age out in them.  How willing will they be to increase property taxes toward schools 

when they no longer have kids in attending?  
 

As I scoured over the last budget I worked on while a School Board Member in Oswego 308, I calculated 

what percent of the budget was dedicated to salaries and benefits. It was roughly 85%.  If I had a budget 

of $200 million a year, roughly $170 million was dedicated to salaries and benefits. If inflation stayed at 

2% and my staff was given merely a wage to keep up with inflation that would be an additional $3.4 

million in needed revenue the following year.  Where will that come from?  
 

The Fair Tax aims to find additional revenues by creating a graduated tax. The goal is to aim this at the 

top 3%.  The two most convincing arguments I have heard against it are that the state will merely spend 

the money AND the state will drive our millionaires out of the state.  As far as spending money, the state 



has no choice but to spend money. If it does not, it will be unable to meet the federal and state laws 

mentioned above.  I wonder, how will the state pay for pensions and fund schools equitably without 

spending money?  The second argument about forcing out those with wealth, is a concern.  I guess I’d ask 

two questions. First, should all pay more, should we make less, or should we attempt to gather more from 

those who have more?  Those are your 3 options.   

  

The alternate tax plan to the Fair Tax is another tax increase to everyone through our current flat tax 

system.  There is another alternative brewing in the minds of many, however, that long term would help 

deal with all issues.  It would involve slashing what teachers make.  Make no mistake, federal law must 

be carried out before State law.  Those pensions are backed, indirectly, by federal laws.  If the state runs 

out of money, however, it will certainly lower what we make, which will lower your pension and bring 

down costs.    
 

Unions remain in between a rock and hard place.  Students and current educators OR pensions?  It is no 

wonder the Fair Tax is high on the mind of the Union.  Passing it would create revenues that would help 

both.    
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