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Advocate Summary

Issue:  Repeal of the Federal Estate and Gift Tax

Advocate:  Doug Badger, Legislative Assistant, Office of Representative Jennifer Dunn (R-WA)

Date of Interview: Friday, July 21, 2000
Basic Background

· We’ve been involved with this issue from day one, when she was elected in November 1992.  In 1993, Chris Cox (R-CA) introduced a repeal bill – it was the first one he had done.  The issue had been alive at the state level.  We stepped in more in January 1995 after the Republicans won control of the House.  She won a seat on Ways and Means.  It was budget deficit time in 1995-1996 and she worked with other Republicans on tinkering around the edges stuff.  Anything that was done [to increase or decrease the budget] had to be offset and there was no major tax legislation in 1995-96.  Tax cut issues fell by the wayside as balanced budget and welfare reform came in.  

· Clinton said that he was for a balanced budget and tax relief.  We came back in 1997 and passed the Balanced Budget Act and the Taxpayer Relief Act.  So there was some relief.  There are two things that happened with regard to the estate and gift tax.  First, there was an increase in the unified credit.  Second, there was the creation of a new carve out for family owned business to exclude 1.3 million dollars from the estate and gift tax.  Shortly after this, she and Tanner (D-TN) introduced a bill to eliminate the tax.  The phase out occurred over 10 years.  You can say that you’re eliminating it but you better accommodate the budget.  The Cox bill had been a repeal bill.  At this point, it moved from being a message bill to “this is something we can do.”  

· Going in to the 106th Congress, the bill is widely known, it had Democratic and Republican sponsors on the committee of jurisdiction, and lots of cosponsors…so the House leadership wanted to outline ten priority bills.  H.R. 8 is one of those.  Because of that [making it a priority], it freed up business, farmers, and others to make it their priority bill.  So Cox is by the wayside and this is a rallying cry.

· This is definitely not a top down bill but a bottom up bill.  There’s more kinetic energy and passion out there on this.

· Despite the coordinated effort, people were still shocked at the number and size of Democratic support.

· Only two weeks later [after the House vote] does Gore come out with his plan for estate tax relief.  He had carve outs and he raised the exemption levels.

· The bill went to the Senate but this was never on their radar screen.  It was a textbook case.  The Senate never deals with it but then we get a veto-proof majority.  Jennifer Dunn met with Trent Lott after the [House] vote and they agreed to schedule it for the floor.  The Senate passes it with nine Democrats.  

· It’s not just non-traditional communities that support this [repeal] but constituencies who’ve been impacted.  There’s no shortage of death tax “road kill” stories.  It’s also true that some members have had their own experience including Chris John (D-LA) of Louisiana, Loretta Sanchez (D-CA) of California, and Denny Hastert (R-IL) whose uncle was affected.  The non-traditionals heard from their constituents.

Prior Activity on the Issue 

· The most important thing happened in 1998.  There was a real push by the business community, farmers, etc. to really highlight the bill and get cosponsors.  

Advocacy Activities Undertaken

· We sent a letter from Jennifer Dunn and Mr. Cox asking for cosponsors. 

· H.R. 8 was introduced with an eye to getting 218 cosponsors.  That hadn’t been done before.  I would give her a list of who wasn’t on and she’d talk to them.  We got to 218 with the entire Republican conference (with a few exceptions).  We didn’t have much bipartisan support – only 25 Democrats.  We focused on bringing on more Democrats…We helped script out a list of Democrats we thought would be friendly to it and we let the business community go get them and they did.  When we went to the floor we had 45 Democrats.  

· One thing the leadership did was set a date for us.  We knew 6 weeks out when the vote would happen and therefore we could coordinate our strategy with groups.  You need advocacy groups and papers to know when votes will occur and put politicians on the spot.  This is critical, especially with enough heads-up (like on PNTR).  Otherwise, why spend money [I believe he’s speaking about advocacy groups] if you don’t know.

· We made sure all 45 of the Democrats who cosponsored were there and would vote yes.  Lots of time was dedicated to making sure the grassroots was in town halls, meetings at home, and that there were targeted ads.  The Newspaper Association of America put out information to their members saying this is coming.  Lots of friendly editorials were done to stiffen people’s spines.  

Future Advocacy Activities Planned

None mentioned

Key Congressional Contact(s)/Champions

Not applicable

Targets of Direct Lobbying

· We knew that support was out there in non-traditional communities.  We told the coalitions out there that were working on estate tax repeal to get more Democrats.  They reached out to the Black Chamber of Commerce, Hispanic Chamber of Commerce, African Americans within organizations such as Leonard Harris of the Grocery Manufacturers of America.

Targets of Grassroots Lobbying

· Carolyn McCarthy (D-NY) and Nydia Velazquez (D-NY) who are on the Small Business Committee (the business community lobbied them – see Advocacy Activities section)

· The key [in getting Democrats on board] is who not how many…the Black Chamber of Commerce went after the Congressional Black Caucus.  

· The U.S. Hispanic Chamber of Commerce went after Sanchez (D-CA), Velazquez (D-NY), and Ed Pastor (D-AZ).

Coalition Partners: Names/Participants

· Representative John Tanner (D-TN) and Chris Cox (R-CA)

Other Participants in the Issue Debate

· Black Chamber of Commerce

· U.S. Hispanic Chamber of Commerce

· Lots of minority business groups got involved who hadn’t before.  Their members were saying make this a priority…There were some environmental groups who became active primarily because, for example, in the west, ranches become ranchettes and there’s selling to developers.  Some mainstream conservation groups supported [the repeal] but the more left-leaning wanted a quid pro quo.  Wayne Gilchrest (R-MD), who’s an environmentalist, gave a thoughtful speech on the floor about this angle.

· The traditional supporters were Republicans and conservative farm state Democrats.

· The nontraditional supporters were liberals like Neil Abercrombie (D-HI), Blacks, and Hispanics.

· Newspaper Association of America

· Representative John Tanner (D-TN)

· Representative Jennifer Dunn (R-WA)

· Representative Chris Cox (R-CA)

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence

· From a moral standpoint, why should anyone be taxed up to 55 percent on their life’s labor?  Why should death produce a tax?  For some this is enough.

· From an economic standpoint, there’s the death tax and the compliance tax.  The compliance tax is what you have to pay to manage an estate.  It’s hard to account for this but for many, it’s significant.  It’s money that could be used for health benefits, more employees, or new products.  

· Then there’s the issue of those who sell to avoid having to pay the tax and so they pay lower capital gains.  So the business is lost, liquidated, or bought by corporations so that the community investment is lost.

· The Black Chamber of Commerce were very active and outspoken on what they see as a legacy tax.  It takes two to three generations to build things up and then you either have to use resources to circumvent the tax or you have to pay it.  

Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence

None mentioned

Targeted Arguments, Targets, and Evidence

· One that we heard being made to the non-traditionals:  We’re doing what we should to get ahead and this [the estate tax] stands in our way. 

· In response to the argument that the tax only affects two percent of decedents: We tell people, we can’t deny the IRS data but it’s a narrow way of looking at the issue because it doesn’t account for the number of people who pay compliance tax or who sell to pay lower capital gains.  In addition, the number of people who are paying is growing and people my age have a sense of how many people will have money.  There’s been an increase in home values and 401(K)s that bring increases.  This is the reason why many people identified with it or with a desire to have reached that level.   

Nature of the Opposition

·  There was very little vocal opposition along the way.  No one lobbied against it.

· Charities were AWOL on this probably because they didn’t want to anger donors.  Under the surface the Life Underwriters opposed – they stand to lose a lot of money [if the tax is repealed].

· There was no real world opposition but rather liberal think tanks, Treasury officials, and a lot of people who were centered on this affecting only two percent of decedents.

Ubiquitous Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition 

· Leaving aside “how will you replace the revenue lost? because this doesn’t help someone who’s hit by the tax, the Treasury arguments are that the tax only affects two percent of decedents, it would hurt charitable contributions, and it would blow a hole in the budget.  

Secondary Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition

None mentioned

Targeted Argument(s) and Evidence Articulated by the Opposition (and Targets)

None mentioned

Described as a Partisan Issue

· There was a concerted effort to make it bipartisan

Venue(s) of Activity

· House

· Senate

Action Pending or Taken by Relevant Decision Makers

· The House passed H.R. 8 which would phase out the estate tax with considerable Democratic support.  The Senate passed the bill after the House vote with nine Democrats voting in support of the repeal.

Policy Objective(s) and Support for/Opposition to the Status Quo

· Jennifer Dunn was a cosponsor of legislation that would eventually repeal the estate tax.  In this way she is opposed to the status quo.  

Advocate’s Experience: Tenure in Current Job/Previous Experience

·  Doug Badger has worked for Representative Dunn for two and a half years.  Prior to that he worked for three years for a member from Oregon.

Reliance on Research: In-House/External 

Not obtained

Miscellaneous

Nothing additional mentioned.
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