Raising taxes in the current system makes it too complex and unfair. 
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Stimulus checks in taxpayers’ mailboxes this year are a bright note in an otherwise unpleasant season. In most Americans’ minds, the annual tax-filing ritual raises two questions: Why is it so complicated? And, what’s the point of all these incomprehensible rules and exceptions? The system is way too complex. Over the years, Congress has created many rules and exceptions as incentives for taxpayers to use their money in certain ways. But these incentives — such as encouraging certain forms of energy — are concealed under mounds of instructions, so many people don’t realize they exist and don’t get to take advantage of them. Not only is our tax system too complicated; it’s also outdated. For example, payroll taxes — which cover fast-rising Social Security and Medicare expenditures — simply cannot meet future needs. In short, a better system would keep taxes as low as possible, make them more equitable, and still raise the revenue needed for government to run. Yet, most proposals popular on Capitol Hill — such as making recent tax cuts permanent or raising limits on tax-deferred savings — are unrealistic and unfair to middle and lower-income families. With special interests more powerful than average taxpayers, tax policy largely reflects the schemes of entrenched Washington lobbies. Presidential candidates and other national leaders should be advocating changes like making it possible for many taxpayers to pay without filing returns — as is commonly done in dozens of other countries. The next Congress should streamline tax incentives for education, and combine the personal exemption, child credit and earned income credit into a higher standard deduction. Corporate income should be taxed only once, rather than taxing both corporations’ new income and individual investors’ capital gains — but clamp down on corporate tax shelters. Tax enforcement must be toughened, so slackers don’t make the rest of us pay more than we should. A truly comprehensive tax reform package would eliminate the alternative minimum tax, or AMT. This monster was created to ensure that all wealthy people pay taxes. But the AMT increasingly threatens to gobble up more of the hard-earned income of middle-class Americans and doesn’t stop the wealthy from using generous tax shelters. Congress can afford to do away with it by raising income tax rates slightly or with other changes.
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