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Can tax reform help revitalize the Bush presidency? Conventional wisdom says "No way." Tax reform is hard work. To make it 
happen, a president must roll up his sleeves, cozy up to cranky legislators, and make deals. In other words, any effort exerted on 
behalf of tax reform would dissipate, rather than generate, political capital.  

But these are not conventional times. Two thousand Americans have died in the Iraq war. One thousand citizens perished in 
Hurricane Katrina. Gasoline costs are nearly three dollars a gallon. Prominent Republicans are under investigation for a variety of 
shady deals. And on top of all that, the president unexpectedly nominated a legal lightweight to be a justice on the nation's highest 
court. Once conservatives recovered from the shock, their collective frustration quickly evolved into open rebellion. "I have never 
seen as much outright hostility and even anger at an appointment from a president's own party," wrote Republican Tony Blankley 
in the October 26 Washington Times.  

On October 27 Harriet Miers requested that her Supreme Court nomination be withdrawn. That's a good first step to mending 
relations with the right, but the White House has a way to go before conservatives are willing to forgive and forget.  

Against that background, the White House is not asking what the president can do for tax reform, but rather what tax reform can 
do for the president. The answer: If the president were to endorse a bold reform plan, the public's attention would be diverted from 
the bad news. More importantly, a spirited effort from the White House for a radical overhaul would give conservatives another 
reason to rally behind the president instead of against him.  

The recommendations of the President's Advisory Panel on Federal Tax Reform are not where Bush should be looking. It is not 
that the plans -- one, a major simplification of the current income tax; the other, a graduated consumption tax -- are small 
undertakings. If enacted, either would be of greater historical importance than the Tax Reform Act of 1986. But from where radical 
reformers stand, the recommended changes are small potatoes. Bedrock conservatives want a tax revolution, not a border 
skirmish.  

The limited scope of the panel's advice is no accident. The selection of panel members, of staff members, and of witnesses 
preordained the panel's conclusions. But when the panel was established in January, the administration's thinking was entirely 
different. At that time the president had realistic hopes that he could get some form of tax reform. To do that, he had to focus 
attention on winning over moderate Republicans and Democrats in the Senate.  

That strategy precluded Bush from toying with any ideas about a sweeping overhaul of the tax system. It was simply too right-
wing. To get moderates on board, the proposal would have to be moderate. And so the president was supposed to become an 
advocate of incremental changes to the current system that could be viewed as steppingstones to more radical reform. Those 
changes consisted mostly of the reduction in taxes on saving and investment.  

That would be just fine for the investor class and for what commentator George Will calls "K Street Republicans." But it would do 
nothing for the more ideological conservatives. They would like nothing better than to abolish the IRS. For them, reform is not so 
much a matter of dollars and cents as it is principle. They want fundamental reform.  

To win back the favor of the right wing of his party, the president must look beyond the otherwise sensible advice of his reform 
panel and reach out for a tried-and-true conservative crowd pleaser. A national retail sales tax fits the bill, but concerns about the 
government's ability to administer the tax and about the tax's fairness could expose the president to more criticism than it's worth. 
While not as far-reaching a change as a national sales tax, the flat tax is still fundamental reform. And after years of promotion by 
Dick Armey and Steve Forbes, it has greater name recognition.  

There's an added twist, the president has already expressed his desire that tax reform should retain deductions for mortgage 
interest and charitable contributions. Although it would offend some purists, those deductions could be retained under a flat tax. 
Guess what? Such a modified flat tax is exactly what Sen. Arlen Specter, R-Pa., has been advocating since 1995. And it is 
Specter who chairs the Senate Judiciary Committee, which must approve the next Supreme Court nominee and where the 
president could use a friend.  

In the end, the chances of a flat tax becoming law are next to nil. But thinking about real legislation misses the point. For the 



president the goal of radicalization would not be winning the fight, but the fight itself.  
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