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Polls come and go, but the results of a recent one by Siena Research Institute are pretty impressive. They show while New York property owners are hopping mad about taxes, they don't necessarily think a cap is the best answer.

Showing a level of sophistication and apparently paying attention to recent legislative debates, 75 percent of those polled said they would be in favor of a "circuit breaker,'' a proposal to give most homeowners a rebate if their property tax bill is more than a certain percentage of their income.

New Yorkers aren't against a tax cap either, with 69 percent saying they would support that option over the status quo. No wonder. "Tax cap'' has such a nice ring it to - it's hard to resist. But it's encouraging that even more New Yorkers polled are supporting the circuit breaker idea, which could be more effective.

Paterson: Both tax cap, circuit breaker needed
Gov. David Paterson and a state tax-relief commission are pushing for a tax cap and circuit breaker, believing both are needed to keep school and government spending to no more than 4 percent increases each year, or 120 percent of the consumer price index, whichever is lower. While communities would have options to vote to override the tax-cap mandate if they were inclined, that could lead to even wider disparities among school districts. So-called "rich'' districts would likely be inclined to go over the cap when districts make compelling arguments that costs out of their control, such as energy or state and federal mandates, are leading to escalating budgets. Poorer districts, where property owners are struggling to pay taxes and put food on the table, may be inclined to reject such budgets.

In contrast, a circuit breaker would get at the root of the problem, tweaking the tax structure based on a person's ability to pay.

That would certainly help seniors on fixed incomes, but to pay for it, the state would either have to raise the income tax on the richest New Yorkers or do away with the STAR tax rebates going to virtually all homeowners, regardless of income, the last few years. The state has an obligation under its constitution to provide students with a "sound basic education,'' and it should be coming up with ways to fund the bulk of those costs.

A tax cap could lead to unintended consequences, though it could be considered if other options fail. At this point, lawmakers should consider the circuit breaker, which has gained a remarkable amount of traction with the public in a very short amount of time.
