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Flat or graduated income tax? ...

Colorado groups push dueling ballot measures for November election
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Colorado voters could face two opposing income-tax measures on the November ballot, with the dueling campaigns seek-
ing to advance proposals that would take the state in sharply different fiscal directions.

One initiative seeks to replace Colorado’s flat income tax with a graduated system, while the other aims to lock in the cur-
rent rate.

Both measures — which are still gathering signatures — are part of a tug and pull in Colorado between opposing political
forces, one side of which has long sought to raise more revenue, arguing what the state collects is insufficient to pay for

services and programs.
The other side counters that a flat tax is fair to everyone, while producing sufficient revenue for state spending and what

policymakers need is fiscal discipline.

Proposal increases taxes to generate billions in new revenue
Initiative No. 195, backed by the Denver-based think tank Bell Policy Center and a coalition known as Protect Colorado’s
Future, would establish a graduated income tax, wherein individuals and businesses would be taxed differently based on

their earnings.

For example, those who make over $1 million a year would see an increase from the current flat income tax rate of 4.4% to
(g .410}, while those earning under $25,000 would see a reduction tg 3..71%).

The measure would result in lower income tax for 97% of Colorado residents and 95% of businesses, insisted the Bell

Policy Center.
Critics said the measure is a tax hike to the tune of billions of dollars, with the majority seeing a tax cut of only a few hun-

dred dollars, while higher-income earners would pay the state government tens of thousands more.

The federal government uses a graduated income tax rate, as do several states, including Minnesota, Wisconsin, California
and Alabama.



Initiative 195 has received support from several Democratic leaders, including State Treasurer Dave Young, who previ-
ously served on the legislature’s Joint Budget Committee.
“Our current tax structure prevents Coloradans from becoming their best,” Young said at a March rally.

The Bell Policy Center did not respond to Colorado Politics’ request for an update on its signature-gathering efforts. On its
website, the group framed the battle as a struggle between the wealthy and ordinary residents.

“For more than three decades, an upside-down tax code has hurt Colorado’s schools, health care, childcare and the environ-
ment,” Chris deGruy Kennedy, president and CEO of the Bell Policy Center, said in a news release last year. “We’ve made
the wealthy even wealthier while everyone else struggles to keep up.”

Kathy White, the executive director at Colorado Fiscal Institute, echoed that sentiment in the same statement, arguing that
Colorado’s working families “shouldn’t have to pick up the tab so the wealthiest get a $71 ,000-a-year gift from Congress
— especially when TABOR has already tied our hands for decades.”

Supporters said that a graduated structure makes sense, with “98% of us” receiving a tax cut, and the “folks doing really
well chip in a fair share” to pay for state priorities.

Countermeasure locks in place flat tax

Initiative No. 232, backed by the think tank Advance Colorado as a counter to the Bell Policy Center’s proposal, would
establish a statutory income tax maximum of 4.4%, which has been the state’s flat income tax rate since 2022.

Colorado is one of 15 states with a flat income tax rate.

Neither measure has secured enough petition signatures to make the ballot yet — though Advance Colorado executive dir-

ector Michael Fields told Colorado Politics he expects his proposal to reach the threshold in the coming weeks.

Fields said that if both initiatives are approved, the one with the higher vote total would take effect. That means a victory
for Initiative 195 would move Colorado to a graduated income tax system, while a win for Initiative 232 would allow
income tax cuts but prohibit increases.

Initiative 195 ballot measure is anticipated to bring in nearly $2 billion in additional revenue to the state, which would be
used for K-12 education, health care and early child care and education.

However, Fields argued the costs to the state could be much greater than the projected revenue.

“We’re going to chase revenue out of the state,” he said. “If you go and double taxes for businesses or individuals that are

higher income earners, they’re going to leave the state and go somewhere else and we’re seeing that in other states that
have decided to do this recently.”
He added, “My argument would be, if you pass this, you’re going to have less revenue, not more.”

Fields also argued that Initiative 195 is written ambiguously and could produce what he described as unintended con-
sequences. Late last year, the state’s Title Board ruled that an earlier version of the measure violated the single-subject rule
because it contained multiple subjects that weren’t clearly explained. Although a revised version ultimately qualified for
the ballot, Fields maintained it could still be misinterpreted.

Jake Fogleman of the Independence Institute, which has persuaded voters to reduce Colorado’s income tax rate, said a flat
tax offers offers several advantage, notably making tax filing “simpler and more predictable.”

A single tax rate, he wrote, also “prevents schemes to impose concentrated costs on small groups of residents.”

“Thus,” he said, “the flat tax acts as a powerful political disincentive against policymakers making routine requests for
higher taxes.”



