Commentary: Hey buddy, got a dime for a drink?
by C. Fraser Smith
Dolan Media Newswires

BALTIMORE, MD -- He’s baaaack. And he’s going to make rivers run upstream, the sun set in the east and Maryland legislators vote to raise taxes.

Yes, indeed, friends, the indomitable Vincent DeMarco is abroad in the land yet again, proposing to defy the laws of political gravity.

Maybe no one told him it’s an anti-incumbent election year. Maybe nobody mentioned that taxes are a four-letter word.

Then again, maybe they did. He likes to swim upstream. He likes to hear people say he can’t do something.

Also, apparently, he likes to put public officials in difficult positions, daring them to do the right thing — like adding a dime to the tax on alcoholic beverages.

It’s the right thing to do because the state needs the money to continue its remarkable progress in the health arena. It is, by the way, progress achieved with DeMarco leading the way.

It’s debatable, of course, but it’s right to look at alcohol for increased tax revenue because Maryland hasn’t done that for decades. There’s been no increase in the spirits excise tax since 1955 — when Dwight David Eisenhower was president. The beer levy last went up in 1972, when Richard M. Nixon was president.

The math and the method

By DeMarco’s math, the tax on beer is less than a penny a drink. Taxes on other commodities go up, so why exempt alcohol? Just to make the lobbyists happy?

Moreover, like cigarettes, alcohol creates problems the state must address with some of the services DeMarco wants to improve. Booze leads to some of the most vexing of social problems, so if taxes will raise revenue and lower abuse, then we are zeroing in on a win-win.

DeMarco’s campaigns begin with proposals to increase taxes on cigarettes or alcohol, followed by scoffing prognosticators chortling about snowballs in hell having greater longevity than proposed tax increases. Yes, you may be right, says DeMarco, but wait ‘til next year after we’ve worked ‘em over.

Next comes a questionnaire. Will you, dear delegate/senator, promise to vote for the tax increase?

The questionnaire may or may not include results of a poll showing that voters are more favorably disposed toward candidates who support tax increases on cigarettes or tobacco.

The candidates respond and the DeMarco media phase kicks in: “140 General Assembly Candidates Endorse Dime a Drink Alcohol Tax For Health Care and Community Services.”

DeMarco’s press release goes on to say, “We are thrilled that so many candidates, Democrats and Republicans, from all across the state, have endorsed this life-saving proposal. They know the public strongly supports increasing the alcohol tax to save lives …”

Taxing sin for progress

Over more than a decade, DeMarco’s organization, the Maryland Citizens’ Health Initiative, has grown stronger and, if possible, more nimble.

Its dime-a-drink campaign sought support for The Lorraine Sheehan Health and Community Services Act of 2010. The late Ms. Sheehan was a former member of the General Assembly — beloved and widely respected. After her career in politics, she lobbied on behalf of the developmentally disabled.

DeMarco’s campaigns have had consistent success over the years, beginning with efforts to control handguns in the 1990s and to increase health care coverage for the poor by raising money via cigarette tax increases. Now comes the alcohol tax initiative.

In an era when even well-motivated political leaders fear talk of tax increases, DeMarco has fastened on sin taxes as a route to progress. His current campaign features a glossy magazine called “Faces of Maryland’s Newly Insured,” a brochure designed to illustrate the improved quality of life for Marylanders — via his coalition of 1,200 community organizations, churches, small businesses and health care providers.

His campaigns are not shy about the political leverage they hold. After trumpeting the signatures, the coalition declared: “We will now educate our coalition and the public about which candidates have endorsed this life-saving proposal” — and which have not.
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