



Vote `no' on Prop. 82


San Gabriel Valley Tribune
VOTERS should join scores of businesses, education advocates, preschools, legislators and Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger in turning down Rob Reiner's Proposition 82 that proposes to tax the rich to provide free preschool for - as it turns out - mostly wealthy and middle-class kids. 

That's right, while proponents say the Universal Preschool for All Act is necessary to give impoverished youngsters access to quality preschool, analysts say middle-class parents will most likely be the main users of the free half-day sessions. Poor children are already afforded preschool through Head Start and other programs. The wealthy, of course, need no subsidies. 

But Prop. 82's authors say appealing to middle-class voters is the only way to increase opportunities for the poor. We say there has to be a better way. And Prop. 82's main backer already has the answer in California First 5, the coalition Reiner and other advocates put together to fund early childhood education, health and parenting classes through added cigarette taxes. 

First 5 has taken in more than $4 billion since its inception in 1998. Reiner headed the agency until earlier this year. The long-time activist relinquished his position as chairman following controversy over First 5's funding of television spots touting preschool while Reiner and the Prop. 82 group were gathering signatures to qualify the measure for the June 6 ballot. 

Certainly, a 1.7 percent increase in personal income taxes for some of the state's wealthiest taxpayers ($400,000 and up for single filers and $800,000 and over for couples) won't break them, but whatever happened to the public (most of it) paying for public services? 

Part of the new education standards mandated under Prop. 82 are worrisome as well. Preschool teachers would be required to hold four-year degrees. Analysts say a degree isn't likely to make much of a difference when it comes to instructing 4-year-olds but it will certainly guarantee teachers higher pay. No one should be surprised that the measure has gained the enthusiastic backing of the California Teachers Association that sees more members and money in the union pocket from the deal. 

A word of caution for voters who favor the idea of free preschool: Parents could end up shouldering the cost after all. Consult the fine print in Prop. 82, and you'll find a provision that calls for users to pick up the tab if the wealthy don't turn over $2.4 billion per year to fund this expanded bureaucracy. This is a real possibility given tax shelters and loopholes that lower taxable income. 

California's well-heeled entrepreneurs who also happen to own companies, provide jobs, invest in California corporations and, yes, endow many a museum, university, hospital, etc., also might decide to move to states with less punitive taxation. 

Besides, wealthy Californians already pick up the tab for mental health expansion under 2004's Proposition 63. In that instance, it makes more sense to ask millionaires to help take homeless, mentally ill off the streets, which is a need not addressed. 

But there's no lack of private and public preschools to serve California families. About 62 percent of the state's 4-year-olds already attend preschool. Prop. 82 proponents are hoping for 70 percent attendance. More than $2 billion a year isn't a cost-effective means for such a small gain. Better to push for state subsidies to expand existing preschool programs instead of saddling taxpayers with yet another layer of bureaucracy with the attendant public payroll and pensions. 

Also, it makes little sense to earmark still more revenue at a time when the state still faces deficits over the next five years. Join us and others in turning down this latest attempt at ballot-box budgeting, and say "no" to Prop. 82.

