September 23, 1997

But knowing what I know, I believe
the legislation also needs to take a bot-
tom-up, common sense approach. Sim-
ple things will make big differences.

For example, letters from the IRS
should have a contact person and
phone number that will be answered by
that one-and-the-same person. I don’t
mean a 1-800 number that is totally
automated. You have heard about it. It
is the number that is always busy, but
if you persist for about an hour you can
get through. Then it puts you on hold
for another hour, and finally provides
the following helpful choices:

Press one for more instructions that
you can’t understand;

Press 2 for more information that
will frighten you;

Press 3 for information that will con-
fuse you further ;

Press 4 for information that con-
tradicts what we told you when you
pressed one, two or three;

Press 5 for information that con-
tradicts what we told your accountant
yesterday.

I wish I were kidding.

Part of the problem is the IRS. But
part of the problem is the Congress, be-
cause we passed the tax laws that made
the code too complicated. And for that
we should all stand up, if we voted for
those tax measures, and take our share
of the blame.

The IRS simplest return, the EZ form
1040 has 33 pages of instructions. That
is the easy form. The Form 1040 has 76
pages. The Earned Income Tax credit
instructions are 23 pages and the work-
sheet is as ambiguous as it is long.

The National Federation of Inde-
pendent Businesses estimates that
America’s businesses will spend 3.4 bil-
lion hours, and individuals will spend
1.7 billion hours, simply trying to com-
ply with the tax code. That’s equiva-
lent to 3 million people working full
time, year around, just on taxes.

Another problem with IRS compli-
ance is that there are too many steps.
I was recently contacted by constitu-
ents trying to get their Earned Income
check. The IRS is 6 months behind in
New Mexico in reviewing the tax forms
filed for Earned Income credits. The
IRS is looking into about 1,600 claims
and requesting additional information
from the taxpayers. I don’t fault the
IRS for making sure that the claims
are legitimate, but I do find fault with
their process.

The first letter from the IRS merely
informs you that you are not going to
get your EIC check until you contact
IRS.

The next step is to contact them and
wait. In 6 weeks they will get back to
you with information on what informa-
tion they want from you to verify your
claim.

In northern New Mexico, many peo-
ple speak Spanish. It is difficult for
them to understand English and cer-
tainly difficult for them to understand
the complexities that I have just de-
scribed. It would be helpful if instruc-
tions were in Spanish as well as
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English. The Grassley-Kerry bill calls
for the creation of taxpayer assistance
centers where people can go for face-to-
face assistance. I would suggest that
some of these places these people be bi-
lingual for those who have difficulty
speaking English and filling out com-
plicated forms.

The current code is so complicated
that unintended consequences are un-
avoidable.

We recently passed a middle class tax
cut—but what the Congress intended,
the alternative minimum tax takes
away. New information from the Joint
Committee on Taxation estimate that
individuals paying the alternative min-
imum tax will increase from 605,000 in
1997 to 8.4 million families by 2007 un-
less something is changed. Part of this
increase is caused by the new $500 child
credit and college tuition credits. The
perversity of the alternative minimum
tax is that the more credits a family is
entitled to, the more likely it is that
the family will have to pay the alter-
native minimum tax. But we just built
these new credits into the code, taking
much credit with middle-income Amer-
icans. Yet, the alternative minimum
tax on individuals remains in effect.
Put another way, the alternative min-
imum tax is hostile to families claim-
ing the $500 child credit and the college
tuition tax credit. Middle class fami-
lies will find that their middle class
tax cut is partially taken away because
of the alternative minimum tax.

The alternative minimum tax is com-
plicated but it is also punitive. Fami-
lies who thought they were in the 15
percent tax bracket find themselves in
a 26 percent alternative minimum tax
bracket. An 11 percent jump sounds bad
but it is even worse when you remem-
ber that the alternative minimum tax
base is broader than the regular in-
come tax base. In other words, you
apply the new rate, the higher rate,
against a broader income than what
you would have applied under the ordi-
nary return.

As I wrote Secretary Rubin last Fri-
day: ‘“The alternative minimum tax is
a trap for a growing number of Amer-
ican families. Most people don’t know
that it exists and those who do, view it
as a tax on the rich, and not something
to bother with. But that is not the
case.”

“The passage of the Taxpayer Relief
Act is going to turn more and more
middle class taxpayers into alternative
minimum tax payers, and at the same
time deny them a signficant portion of
the middle class tax cut[s we have
given them].”

We have to fix this unintended con-
sequence, and do it quickly.

Restructuring the IRS to be Kinder
and gentler will make taxpayers less
frustrated, but an equally serious prob-
lem is the destructive impact that the
current code has on the economy.

The current code adds about one-
third to the cost of capital, makes us
less competitive because it is not bor-
der adjustable, and it penalizes savings
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and investment—two activities that
are of tremendous value to our econ-
omy.

I have given dozens of speeches on
the Senate floor about why this is so. I
am not going to do that today.

My message today is first, to encour-
age every member of the Congress to
sign the NFIB petition calling for a
sunset to the IRS code, second, for
Congress to work quickly to solve the
alternative minimum tax problem
which threatens to undermine the mid-
dle class tax cut that everyone worked
so hard for, and, third, to move toward
a new Tax Code that will foster eco-
nomic growth.

Mr. President, I yield the floor.

Mr. LEAHY addressed the Chair.

The PRESIDING OFFICER
BROWNBACK]. The Senator
Vermont is recognized.

Mr. LEAHY. I thank the Chair.

——————

FCC REGULATIONS AFFECTING
RURAL TELEPHONE RATES

Mr. LEAHY. Mr. President, I would
like to express my dismay, actually my
increasing dismay, at the direction the
Federal Communications Commission
is taking, the misguided deregulation
of local telephone markets.

When the Telecommunications Act
was debated, and then when it was
signed into law, many supporters
hailed the legislation first and fore-
most as a boon to consumers.

We were told that because of the
magical hand of competition, tele-
phone rates for consumers would de-
crease; the free market system would
take over.

Now, competition, if it is correctly
injected into the telephone market,
can lead to lower prices for consumers.
But the FCC’s ham-handed attempts to
implement poor legislation—and it was
poor legislation, which is why I voted
against it—has made the problem even
worse.

During the debate of the tele-
communications bill, I took the Senate
floor and expressed real strong con-
cerns that skyrocketing telephone
rates for rural areas, like my own
State of Vermont, seemed likely. I
wish I had been wrong, but unfortu-
nately my concerns seem justified.

Even a Dbad telecommunications
bill—and this was—could have been
partially mitigated by careful and
proper implementation. But the FCC
seems bent on wanting to take what
was a poorly done bill and make it
worse. They want to exacerbate the
conditions I expressed concern about
during debate on the bill.

Here is what has happened.

Instead of increasing telephone serv-
ice competition, there are three alarm-
ing FCC decisions that will in fact re-
duce telephone competition in rural
areas and will likely result in much
larger monthly telephone bills in
States such as Vermont.

The result may be that many rural
customers will not be able to afford a
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telephone at home. The dream of link-
ing America together on the informa-
tion superhighway, a dream of linking
all parts of America, urban and rural,
together will remain just that, a
dream, not a reality, because rural
America will be cut off.

The Telecommunications Act di-
rected the FCC to ensure that rates for
phone service in rural areas remain
reasonably comparable to rates in
urban areas. Now, I understand there
are details being worked out, but many
of the decisions already rendered by
the FCC do not bode well for rural
States like Vermont.

For instance, the FCC decided the
Federal universal service support
would be raised only from the inter-
state revenues of interstate carriers.
So what does that do? The FCC places
off limits more than half of the retail
revenue available from the telephone
industry.

Second, the FCC has ruled they
would support only 25 percent of the
need even in a high-cost rural State
like Vermont. This leaves 75 percent of
the need to be raised by the States
themselves, presumably from the intra-
state revenues generated in those
States, in other words, to raise the
largest amount from the small rural
States.

And third, they seem to repeal the
high-cost support as we know it.

Let me show you on this chart, Mr.
President. This shows a likely result of
the FCC’s three decisions.

This assumes the States are going to
have to make up the support that the
FCC now says it will not provide. Let
us see what this means. The blue
vertical bars show the anticipated
State surcharges on intrastate reve-
nues; that is, if they want to make up
the difference. The red bars show an al-
ternative approach, which the FCC did
not adopt, where all needed support
would come from a uniform Federal
surcharge on all telephone revenues.

Let me tell you what this means. If
they had done what they should have
done, almost all States would have
paid about a 2-percent surcharge to
make up the difference. That is the red
line on the chart. Whether you are in
the District of Columbia or North Da-
kota, whether you are in New Jersey or
Wyoming, you will be paying roughly
the same.

However, instead of doing that, what
the FCC has said, to heck with rural
States. Instead of keeping a surcharge
about the same for everybody, they tell
North Dakota they will have to come
up with about 33 percent, South Da-
kota about the same, Wyoming, just
under 30 percent, Montana similar to
that, New Mexico and Kansas up over
about 12 percent. If you are a small
rural State, what they are saying is
forget about being part of the tele-
communication revolution. If you are a
small rural State, forget about being
told the U.S. Congress has given you a
good deal in the Telecommunications
Act. You have just got a disconnect
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signal. In fact, you probably have to
pay for that.

Of the top 15 States, almost all rural
States, they can buy with only a rate
surcharge of 9 percent. That is money
out of pocket. The act requires States
to have reasonably comparable rates.
Boy, this sounds great. You are from a
rural State or from an urban State,
roughly comparable rates. Who could
disagree? Except what happens, if you
are paying a 1- or 2-percent surcharge
in one State and in another State a 30-
or 35-percent surcharge, you are not
roughly comparable, and there is no
way these States can compete.

Would it not have made more sense
to say every State pays about 2.6, 2.5
percent surcharge? Then everybody
would be on an even playing field,
whether you are a company in North
Dakota or in Vermont, or you are a
company in Michigan or Pennsylvania,
at least basic costs would remain the
same. If you were a homeowner, if you
were a renter, if you were in those
States, your costs would be roughly
comparable.

Under the FCC’s proposal, which
make no sense at all, many experts
predict an increase in the 100 percent
to 200 percent range for phone rates in
these very rural States. Now, I am one
Vermonter who would not stand for
that, and I cannot imagine any other
Vermonter standing for that.

I think the time will prove these un-
fortunate predictions correct, as rural
phone companies go out of business,
the bigger competitors cherry pick the
best customers, and the rural areas,
you might as well go back to smoke
signals, Pony Express, or shouting
across the valleys because you will not
be able to do it by picking up the
phone.

I think the FCC is letting a golden
opportunity slip by. I think, Mr. Presi-
dent, we may have given them the op-
portunity by casting rural areas over
the side in that Telecommunications
Act. Even tossing them over side, you
would have thought the FCC would
have put out a net or a helping hand.
Instead, it looks like they tied the an-
chor around their neck as they went by
and dropped them into the ocean.

———
LANDMINE BAN TREATY

Mr. LEAHY. Mr. President, last
week, President Clinton announced
that the United States would not join
nearly 100 nations, including most of
our NATO allies, in a treaty to ban
antipersonnel landmines.

I want to take a few minutes to re-
spond to the President’s decision.
First, let me say that President Clin-
ton and I have spoken many times
about the landmine issue. I am con-
vinced he wants to see these weapons
banned from the face of the Earth. He
and I have discussed the horrendous
toll of innocent lives that landmines
cause, and in speeches at the United
Nations he has twice called for a world-
wide ban.
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President Clinton said, ‘“The United
States will lead a global effort to
eliminate these terrible weapons and
stop the enormous loss of human life.”
Those were inspiring words. However,
as convinced as I am of the President’s
desire for a ban, I am as convinced that
a tremendous opportunity was lost last
week. An opportunity that rarely
comes in history.

As a USA Today editorial put it,
““having blown the best chance ever to
negotiate an acceptable international
ban on landmines, the Clinton adminis-
tration now finds itself churning in the
wake of world affairs. The TUnited
States has joined a few nations, includ-
ing rogue states like Iran and Iraq, on
the outside of a remarkable process.”

There are many losers in the admin-
istration’s last-minute failed attempt
to negotiate in Oslo. Unfortunately,
the most notable losers were the inno-
cent victims of landmines who the
treaty aims to protect. Mr. President,
the victims of landmines are almost in-
variably children and innocent civil-
ians.

Because while the treaty is im-
mensely important for establishing a
new norm of conduct, until the United
States signs it, there will never be a
worldwide ban. There is simply no sub-
stitute for the credibility and influence
of the United States to bring reluctant
nations on board and make sure that
violators of the treaty are caught and
punished. There is no way to fully stig-
matize these weapons and curtail the
use, as has been done with poison gas,
without U.S. leadership far stronger
than we have seen today.

And the tragedy of our country’s de-
cision is that it was avoidable. Al-
though the President said his adminis-
tration had gone the extra mile to find
an acceptable compromise in Oslo, I
must respectfully and honestly dis-
agree.

Two weeks ago I went to Oslo where
I met with representatives of govern-
ments, including the United States,
and mnongovernmental organizations
that were participating in the treaty
negotiations.

The treaty they adopted was nothing
short of a miracle. In less than a year,
nations as diverse as our closest Euro-
pean allies who have been major pro-
ducers of landmines, to Mozambique
whose people have been Killed and
maimed by landmines, joined together
in finalizing a treaty that does nothing
less than ban the use, production,
stockpiling, and transfer of a category
of weapons that Civil War General Wil-
liam Tecumseh Sherman called ‘‘a vio-
lation of civilized warfare’ over a cen-
tury ago.

I call the Ottawa Treaty a miracle
because it was only 11 months ago that
Canadian Foreign Minister Lloyd
Axworthy launched what is now called
the ‘““‘Ottawa process.” At the time, no
one knew how many nations would
take part or where it would lead, not
even Minister Axworthy. It was a bold
and courageous leap of faith, and the
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