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Fairfax. Grover Norquist, the anti-tax zealot, said recently that "the Republican Party at the national level has established itself as the anti-tax party. At the state level, we are still sorting this out."

Perhaps what he means is that the GOP hasn't been able to explain away the obvious: When you cut taxes at one level, you simply push the burden down the pipeline. Will Virginians push back?

The loss of federal funding for health care, education, transportation, and other basic needs is forcing most states to consider tax increases or cuts in such services. Even states that increase taxes are frequently not offsetting the full shortfall, thereby passing the bill down yet another level. It arrives in the form of a property-tax increase from your local government.

In recent debates, Howard Dean has said the middle class never got a tax cut from President Bush. Technically, that's not true, but many Dean supporters understood his point: Increases in tuitions, health care premiums, and property taxes offset federal tax cuts for the vast majority of middle-class Americans. The same may be said of the car-tax cut that has left a $1-billion hole in the Virginia budget, even after Governor Mark Warner cut 5,000 state positions and reduced many agencies' funding by 20 percent.

TUITION COSTS have increased 46 percent at four-year Virginia colleges over the past three years, according to published reports. And now the three premier Commonwealth colleges - UVa, William & Mary, and Virginia Tech - have offered to reduce their dependency on state funds in exchange for freedom to set tuition rates. Why? In the past nine years the state's share of UVa's budget is illustrative: It has shrunk from 28 percent to 8 percent, among the lowest state shares in the country.

Moreover, many Virginia public universities rely on higher tuition rates from out-of-state students to balance their budgets. Thirty-five percent of UVa's students are from out of state. At neighboring University of Maryland it's 25 percent; at the University of North Carolina-Chapel Hill, 18 percent; at California public universities, 10 percent. Vir- ginians are paying taxes for schools many of their smartest children can't get into.

Figures on health care premium increases by state are hard to come by, but nationwide in the past year, workers' premiums for employer-based insurance increased $276, according to the Kaiser Family Foundation, which also reports that overall premiums were up 13.9 percent. It was the third year of double-digit increases, and the highest increase since 1990. Such increases, in part, help pay for those who can't afford health insurance, while the state (through taxes) picks up more Medicaid costs (due to reduced federal funding).

Last year half of all counties and cities raised property taxes - and not just in high-income areas. In rural Accomack County on the Eastern Shore, property taxes were up 17 percent, according to reports. Such increases are used by local governments to cover what the state is unwilling to spend for K-12 education.

WARNER'S SALES-tax increase and modest income-tax increase on wealthier Virginians can help stem the tide in such out-of-pocket increases and local taxes for middle-class Virginians. And the Governor is more than willing to negotiate the details to ensure tax increases are fair and justified. He presented a budget that considers income and expenditures, with an apparent ally in Senate Majority leader John Chichester.

You would think that's common sense. But then there's Republican Delegate Steven Landes of Augusta, chairman of the House GOP caucus, who recently said the Governor's budget "smacks of irresponsibility" and takes Virginia away from a "long-standing tradition" of keeping tax decisions and budget decisions separate.

What planet is Landes on? Do we really want legislators who ignore the relationship between income and expenditures? Or to spin Republicans' frequent analogy: Do working families make decisions on what to buy without considering how they earn a buck?

In addition to looking at both sides of the financial ledger, middle-class Virginians must be mindful of the relationship between tax cuts at both the federal and state level and increases in college tuitions, Medicaid expenditures, health insurance premiums, and property taxes. And they must be engaged in this debate.

If they aren't, because they think this is all too complicated or perhaps because they oppose one aspect of the Governor's reform plan, Grover Norquist and his ilk may sort it out for them.
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