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 Taxes Consume 26% of Typical Utah Family’s Income 
Bush tax cuts significantly reduce federal taxes for median income families with children 

The total federal, state, and local tax burden for a median income Utah family dipped slightly in 
2003 from 27% to 26% of household income. Nearly all of the decrease was attributable to dramatic 
reductions in federal income taxes.  

Your Utah Taxpayers Association annually calculates the tax burden of a statistically typical 
Utah family. The study is based on the “Eugene and Eunice Utah” two-parent, three-child family liv-
ing in a median priced home and earning the median Utah wage for a family of five. In tax year 
2003, the study was based on adjusted gross income (AGI) of $55,913, which excludes $1,968 paid 
into a tax-deferred 401(k) account by the employee and employer.  

The association analysis uses median income for a two-parent, three-child household instead of 
average income for households of all types.  

When determining tax burden as a percent of total income, the association’s study includes AGI 
as well as the employer’s contribution to Social Security, Medicare, Workers Compensation, and 
Unemployment Insurance as part of the family’s total income. 
Specific Taxes as a Percent of Total Income and Total Taxes 

The typical 
Utah family pays 
numerous taxes 
and fees, which 
can be catego-
rized into eight 
major groups. 
The adjacent ta-
ble shows the 
breakdown of 
major taxes as a 
percent of total 
taxes and total 
income. 
Dramatic Reductions in Federal Income Tax in Recent Years 

Federal income taxes have decreased dramatically for median income families with children 
due to increases in the child tax credit (CTC) and the creation and expansion of the 10% tax bracket. 
The CTC was first available in 1998 and was worth $400. By 2002, that amount had increased to 
$600 and last year it was increased to $1,000. The 10% tax bracket was created in 2001 and in-
cluded taxable income up to $12,000. This was expanded to $14,000 for 2003. Previously, this in-
come was taxed at 15%. The 10% tax bracket reduces taxes by $700 for those married households 
with taxable income exceeding $14,000. 
Should Reductions in Federal Income Tax Be An Excuse to Increase State Income Taxes? 

Proponents of the $88 million Jones-Mascaro Tax (JMT) have argued that the Legislature and 
the Governor should increase state income taxes because, among many other things, federal income 
taxes have decreased considerably. However, due to persistently high federal spending and prob-
lems with the Social Security and Medicare trust funds, taxpayers should assume that federal taxes 
– income tax, gas tax, FICA, or Medicare withholding -- will be substantially increased in the next 
ten years. When that happens, will JMT proponents request a reduction in state taxes? 

The complete tax burden study will be available soon at www.utahtaxpayers.org 

Two new SST Tax Increases Are Discovered 
Your taxpayers association has learned of two new tax increases connected to the Streamlined 

Sales Tax (SST). Utah companies, such as steel fabricators and HVAC suppliers, which purchase 
personal property that is shipped out of state to become part of real property in another state, are 
now required to pay sales taxes on the personal property. In many cases, this means that the Utah 
company will have to pay sales taxes for the same item in two states—once in Utah and once in 
the state where the final installation occurs. 

Auto dealers will be required to charge sales taxes on manufacturers’ rebates if Utah’s SST 
legislation that was delayed in June 2004 is allowed to become law in July 2005 

The implementation of SST was delayed by one year in order to prevent other tax increases 
from being imposed, including sales taxes on FOB origin shipping charges and sales taxes on in-
stallation and repair of personal property attached to real. The Legislature’s Revenue and Taxa-
tion Interim Committee is now considering whether to recommend delaying SST until Congress 
authorizes states to require out-of-state retailers to collect sales taxes on remote sales. 

Tax Category Percent 
of Total 
Income 

Percent 
of Total 
Taxes 

    Employment Taxes 8.1% 31.5% 
    Social Security/Medicare 7.0% 27.4% 

State Income Tax 3.5% 13.7% 
            State/local Sales Tax 2.8% 10.8% 
                          Property Tax 1.7% 6.7% 

Auto Taxes 1.4% 5.5% 
             Federal Income Tax 0.9% 3.6% 

Excise Taxes 0.2% 0.7% 
Total 25.6% 100.0% 
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                      My Corner  
 Tax Commission Turns DMV into a  

Smooth Operation  
        Ever had a good experience at the DMV? You will now! 

Six years ago I stood in line at the DMV for over four hours just to license a vehicle I purchased 
from a private party. It was the worst experience of my life in dealing with a government bureauc-
racy. Salt Lake County Sheriff Deputies stood guard around the dingey room filled with irritable 
citizens impatiently waiting to be served.     
  No one was happy. It reminded me of the bread lines in the old Soviet Union. 
A few weeks ago I had to register another vehicle at the DMV and I wasn't looking forward to the 
experience. Boy, was I in for a surprise. 
      The location had changed. When I entered the office the place was almost empty. Someone with 
a smile checked my paperwork to ensure I would be ready when my turn came and invited me to 
take a number and be seated in a clean, comfortable waiting area. I could see from an electronic 
readout and hear from an audible speaker system which number was currently being served at one 
of numerous stations which looked much like bank teller windows. Before I could even open the 
book I had brought to read during what I expected would be a long wait, my number was up. The 
courteous teller quickly handled my transaction. Before I knew it, I was out the door.  
      As I walked to my car I wondered what had just happened to me. This was not the DMV so often 
joked about by Letterman and Leno. I was determined to find out what had happened and thank 
those who were responsible. 
      The Tax Commission Decided the DMV Should Operate Like a Busines 
In recent years the Tax Commission took back responsibility of the DMV operations from Utah’s 
five largest counties who were glad to get rid of the headache they had managed for several years. 
These counties, which include all four Wasatch Front counties plus Washington County, account for 
75% of all DMV transactions in the state. 
       In May of 2001, the Tax Commission's Division of Motor Vehicles began implementing the Mo-
tor Vehicle Administration system (MVA), the major component of the UTAX computer moderniza-
tion project that was funded by the Utah Legislature. The Division had long been plagued by cus-
tomer complaints about long office wait times, long title turnaround, and fewer customer service 
options available to taxpayers needing motor vehicle services. The Tax Commission actually calls 
the taxpayers they serve "customers" and what they provide them are called "products.") 
      Working to balance the need for efficiency as well as improve customer service the division was 
able to use the MVA system in conjunction with other innovations to meet customer needs in a fis-
cally responsible way.  
      My positive experience at the DMV has been validated by a recent Legislative Audit which 
showed that wait times at DMV counters were 40% faster in 2003 than they were in the year 2000. 
Legislative Auditors also identified a 10.7% increase in productivity per FTE between FY2000 and 
FY2003. Using part-time employees to provide extra help during peak periods, the division contin-
ues to look for ways to efficiently use the available human resources. 
      Renewal Express, the Internet license renewal service, implemented in September of 2000, has 
been a popular product for taxpayers wanting to renew their vehicle registrations in the conven-
ience of their own home 24/7. During fiscal year 2001, 67,534 customers had used this option to re-
new their registration. For fiscal year 2004, the number of renewals processed through this method 
was 281,514 -- a 317% increase from FY2001. 
      With the option of Renewal Express, further promotion of the mail program and the promotion 
of the use of third parties such as independent inspection stations, the number of renewals per-
formed outside of State Branch Offices went from less than 30% in FY2001 to over 40% in FY2004. 
      A legislative initiative during the 2003 session made it possible for the DMV to begin taking 
credit cards for most types of motor vehicle transactions. The Division began implementation of 
credit cards in November of 2003. Since that time, 409,028 transactions have been processed using 
credit cards collecting nearly $53 million in revenue. 
      Title turnaround time, which used to take from 8 weeks to 4 months now ensures the vast ma-
jority of titles being mailed within 5-10 working days.  
      The implementation of the Q-Matic system, which orders, prioritizes and organizes customers, 
in three of the division’s largest branch offices has provided a more convenient process for taxpay-
ers as they are able to take a number and sit and wait for their number to be called. The use of drive-
up windows in two of the division’s largest branch offices allows taxpayers to renew their registra-
tion while remaining in their car. 
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      Adding additional phone agents in the motor vehicle call center has resulted in getting to more 
of the calls faster. In FY2002, the call abandonment rate hovered around 40%. Since the implemen-
tation of this new process, the abandonment rate has consistently been below 10%.  
      By promoting the use of third parties such as emissions stations, rental car companies and auto 
dealerships, the division was able to outsource work that used to be performed by division employ-
ees. During FY2004, third parties performed nearly 140,000 sub-transactions. That represents 
around 14,300 man-hours of work at the DMV counter. This has helped the division handle growth 
while improving customer service.   
      A full service motor carrier office was opened in St. George while limited offices were opened up 
in Price, Vernal and Richfield, providing trucking companies better service and additional options 
for renewing their fleet registrations.  
        One of the biggest improvements made possible by the MVA system is better availability of 
management reports to assist the division in managing workloads and better utilizing resources. 
Better access to information has made the division more efficient and better able to serve their cus-
tomers.  
      Through modernization initiatives as well as a willingness to embrace new approaches, the Divi-
sion of Motor Vehicles has made significant process in providing better service to taxpayers while 
handling a growth rate in motor vehicle transactions of over 4% per year. This has been accom-
plished without additional funding for that growth.  
      And so, I want to thank the Tax Commission for eliminating one of the biggest reasons for com-
plaints in state and local government. But somehow it seems almost un-American to take away one 
thing we have loved to hate for so many generations.  
      Speaking of eliminating long lines, maybe Disneyland could take a few lessons from the Utah 
State Tax Commission. 

Utah Retirement System Withholds Information 

The Utah Retirement System (URS) is refusing to provide basic information to your Taxpayers 
Association regarding retirement packages that local governments provide to their employees. 
URS has told the Association that it would have to contact the 600-plus local governments indi-
vidually to obtain this information. URS has told your Taxpayers Association that URS is immune 
to GRAMA (Government Records Access and Management Act) requests. 

Every year, the Utah State Tax Commission (USTC) provides the Association with certified 
tax rates and property valuation data for every tax entity in Utah. The Utah State Office of Educa-
tion (USOE) annually posts to its website the financial data and standardized test performance for 
all school districts in Utah. Neither the USTC nor the USOE expect taxpayers to contact each local 
entity directly for basic data. 

Taxpayers have a right to know how their local governments spend tax dollars towards gov-
ernment employee retirement programs, particularly in comparison to other local governments 
throughout the state. Benefits are a huge cost to Utah taxpayers particularly because Utah is one 
of a handful of states where taxpayers fund 100% of government employee retirement (Some 
older employees still contribute to their own retirement, but this program was phased out for new 
hires many years ago.) 

Government employee unions and the press rarely talk about health and retirement benefits 
for government employees. In August 2003, your Association released a report that showed that 
compensation for Utah teachers was almost identical to the national average for public school 
teachers once benefits were included. The public was generally surprised to hear these results. 
What surprises will be uncovered once information is obtained about retirement packages for 
other local governments? Your Taxpayers Association is evaluating its options, including statutory 
changes, and legal remedies, to obtain this information from URS. 

 Simplified Collection of “Toy Taxes” Proposed.        
                   By Senator Curt Bramble 
       The Legislatures Revenue and Taxation Committee has recommended changes in 

the way in which property taxes are collected on small recreational vehicles, 
motorcycles boats, trailers, travel trailers, and campers. This tax has been dubbed 
the “toy tax.” 

Unlike in 1997 when Motor vehicle property taxes, were changed to an age-based fee system, 
these changes proposed for recreational vehicles will not result in large tax hikes on lower priced  
vehicles. In fact, most taxpayers will not see much change in the amount they are currently paying 
with revenues to government remaining about the same. Some may pay a little bit more, some a lit-
tle bit less, but most will agree that the proposal is much easier and consistent than the current sys-
tem. 
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Quote of the Month #2 
"For a small price you get a 
lot of cool stuff," (consultant 
Carter Livingston, referring to a 
$15 million dollar ZAP tax reau-
thorization in Salt Lake County.) 
source: Deseret News- 9/20/04 

Changing from an ad-valorem system to an age-based fee-in-lieu of tax system provides for an 
easy to understand, administer, determine and collect the appropriate fees that are due. All fees are 
collected at the time of registration, are easy to determine and are paid by the owner registering the 
vehicle or vessel. 

Determinations for large boats, motor homes, and special equipment have not been addressed 
in the new proposed changes. These types of vehicles and vessels present some unique problems 
that will require some type of policy change that will need to be determined by the Legislature. 
These issues are currently being worked on to determine if they can be resolved 

With the previous changes that have been made, as well as those currently being proposed, we 
are moving closer to our goal of a more simplified, fair and manageable vehicle registration system. 
Our tax policy should not drive business away from Utah but encourage it. There is still much to do, 
but this is a significant step in the right direction. 

This article is a summary,. For a more complete explanation of the proposed changes click here 
Sen. Curt Bramble of Provo,was The Utah Taxpayers Association’s 2004 Taxpayer Advocate of the Year - Exceptional 
Achievement award winner. 

Taxpayers Association and Legislators Convince Utah 
County to remove road tax from 2004 ballot. 

In September the Utah County Commission took formal action to place the question on the ¼ 
cent sales tax increase on the November ballot. The measure was being sought to raise $12 million 
annually to fund 27 state road projects around the county. Your Taxpayers Association opposed the 
measure because the precedent it would set in imposing local tax increases to fund state highways. 
In meetings with the commissioners, the Association’s President Howard Stephenson argued that 
Utah County taxpayers should not be “Hung out to dry” in order to bail out the state transportation 
budget. He noticed that should the proposal pass, none of the money could be used on county roads. 
While the association admits increased funding is necessary to relieve the hemorrhage of congested 
highways in Utah County, the funding solution should be a legislative state wide remedy for state 
roads, not a patch work of varying local taxes.  

Various Utah County Legislators led by representative Jim Ferrin also expressed concern to 
commissioners about the tax hike on the 2004 ballot and urged the commissioners to give the legis-
lature  another general session to develop a plan for addressing the long term funding needs of the 
state highway system. A Highway Funding Tax Force has been meeting for two years and is ex-
pected to present the legislature with a comprehensive plan for highway funding in the upcoming 
session of the legislature. 

The commission agreed to reconsider the November 2004 ballot date and voted on September 
14 to postpone the referendum until 2005. Commissioners Gary Herbert and Steve White voted to 
delay the issue, while commissioner Jerry Grover voted to keep the measure on the ballot, “This is 
probably the dumbest thing we’ve done as a commission,“ Grover said about removing the measure 

from the ballot.   
18 School Districts Avoid Tax Hikes and                                  
Still Qualify for Reading Money.  
      In the August issue of the Utah Taxpayer we listed twenty-two school districts who were propos-
ing tax increases in order to implement the Governors new $30 million dollar reading program. The 
new law required school districts which elected to participate in the program to match the $15 mil-
lion allocated by the legislature. All districts were expected to hike property taxes to qualify for the 
state funding. Your Taxpayers Association urged school districts to avoid increasing taxes, and in-
stead quality for the funding by reallocating current resources. 

The Association is pleased to announce that eighteen out of the 40 school districts in the state 
did not raise taxes. The Taxpayers Association wishes to recognize those school boards who were 
able to implement the reading program without raising taxes.  

 These districts include: Alpine, Cache, 
Carbon, Emery, Garfield, Iron,  Morgan, 
North Summit, Ogden,  Piute, Provo, San 
Juan, South Sanpete, South Summit, Tintic, 
Toole, Wasatch, Wayne.  

Your Taxpayers Association acknowledges these 
school district’s efforts to keep citizens taxes from 
rising while still providing quality education to 
Utah’s children. If you belong to one of these districts 
please let your school board know you appreciate 
their efforts. Click here for school board contact information. 
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Legislature Gives Tax Breaks to Military Personnel 
     In the most recent special session the Utah State Legislature unanimously passed S.B. 
4002, an income tax exemption to help families of National Guard and Reserve units deployed 
overseas, by giving them an exemption on their military earnings. Those who benefit from this 
exemption are citizen soldiers who leave behind their families and regular jobs for usually lower 
paying full-time overseas military service.  

The exemption, sponsored by Sen. Curt Bramble and Rep. Darin Peterson, was enacted only 
for the 2004 tax year. However it will be considered again when the legislature meets in the 
2005 General Session.  

The tax break amounts to as much as $2,500 per family. The tax exemption shows the 
troops and their families that the legislature understands the sacrifice of serving our country, 
and the financial strain placed upon them. The Utah Taxpayers Association applauds the legis-
lature for enacting this important exemption. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

  
  


