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10:00:00 DISCLAIMER 
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WAMU programs, the broadcast audio should be considered the 

authoritative version.  Transcripts are owned by WAMU 88.5 FM American 

University Radio and are protected by laws in both the United States and 

international law.  You may not sell or modify transcripts or reproduce, 

display, distribute, or otherwise use the transcript, i n whole or in part, in any 

way for any public or commercial purpose without the express written 

permission of WAMU.  All requests for uses beyond personal and 

noncommercial use should be referred to (202)885-1200. 

10:00:08 JENN WHITE 

This is 1A.  I'm Jenn White in Washington.  As we speak, Congress is 

working on a bill that if passed has the potential to fundamentally change the 

expectations most of us have about the role about the federal government.  

Both sides are wrestling with how to pay for President Biden's $3.5 trillion 

rebuilding plan, a plan that would greatly expand the social safety net.  

President Biden says it is possible for Congress to do big things. 

10:00:35 PRESIDENT BIDEN 

Let me remind you, the cost may be as much as $3.5 trillion, but to put that in 

perspective its span out over 10 years, number two.  And number two, it's 

expected the economy, our economy will grow to $366 trillion GDP by that 

time.  And so folks we have to think big.  Thinking small is a prescription for 

disaster. 
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10:01:03 JENN WHITE 

If approved, the plan would include measures to combat climate change, 

update infrastructure and implement social programs like paid family leave 

and free preschool.  Democrats hope to finance these measures by raising 

taxed for wealthy corporations and individuals.  Republicans are not 

interested.  So how does Congress move forward with Biden's infrastructure 

plans if its members can't agree on how to pay for it?  We'll hear from 

Economist Erica York and Emory University's Dorothy Brown later on in the 

hour.  But, first NPR's Claudia Grisales joins us from Capitol Hill to break 

down the contents of this infrastructure plan and what fighting Congress will 

look like.  Claudia, welcome back to the show. 

10:01:41 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Good to be with you. 

10:01:42 JENN WHITE 

So what is included in this sweeping spending bill that the Biden 

administration is proposing? 

10:01:46 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Well, it's interesting.  What is not included as you mentioned, you touched on 

some of the top highlights there.  For example, the climate change reforms as 

well as a child tax credit as well as addressing the energy grid, addressing aid 

to families at lower income levels, attacking those tax cuts at that those higher 

income levels in order to do that.  You also touched on that as well, which 

would be to reverse some of these Trump tax cuts that were passed in 2017.  

And so a lot of these issues are trying to get tackled in this one massive bill.  

And as you said it's going to kind of transform the way we look at how  the 

government plays a role in your life. 

10:02:36 JENN WHITE 

Now, a Morning Consult political poll found that only 32 percent of 

republicans support raising taxes to fund infrastructure spending.  However, 

a Monmouth University poll found that two-thirds of Americans were fine 

with the move.  How crucial is raising taxes on the wealthy to funding these 

social services? 
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10:02:52 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

This is really key.  This is what democrats are selling to voters, to their own 

members to say, "Listen," as you heard Biden say in that clip right there that 

although the top line they're talking about right now is this $3.5 trillion 

figure, they're saying that they can raise as much as $2 trillion maybe even $3 

trillion to pay for it.  And so they're trying to do a new sales job if you will to 

say, "Listen, there is going to be a way to cover a large majority of this 

spending so it doesn't cost us as much in new revenues."  And it is very key 

especially when it comes to selling this program to moderates who are not  

completely and I say moderate democrats who are not completely sold on this 

top line figure as of yet. 

10:03:43 JENN WHITE 

Now, who is included when we say wealthy corporations and individuals?  

10:03:48 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

So, for example, my colleague Kelsey Snow was reporting about this this 

morning.  They're looking at raising the corporate tax rate, for example, from 

21 percent to 26.5 percent.  And that's not a big reversal of the Trump tax 

cuts that were passed and it's lower than what Biden proposed, but perhaps 

this is an attempt to get more of these moderate democrats onboard.  Also 

they're talking about returning the top tax rate to 39.6 for individuals who 

make $400,000 or more a year.  And so these are some of the areas they're 

considering in terms of tax cuts.  But they're really to shield these lower 

income levels from seeing any increases on their ends. 

10:04:35 JENN WHITE 

We're talking to NPR Congressional Reporter Claudia Grisales.  How 

political has this question of raising taxes gotten?  Is i t as simple as democrats 

do support increase taxes and republicans don't? 

10:04:47 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Not as that simple at all.  That is what we're hearing about, for example, from 

members yesterday.  Just here Senate democrats in the Senates in this week, 

we're hearing them come out from their luncheon meeting, for example, 

yesterday talking about the struggle to meet some sort of agreement on what 

these tax cuts could look like.  Progressives want to go a lot more aggressive 

on reversing those tax cuts from the Trump administration while moderates 

are not onboard with going that aggressively towards reversing them.  So this 

is the balance that they're looking at right now.  We're hearing lots of 

different viewpoints there and it's a little hard to imagine how they're going 

to meet in the middle as of now.  That's going to take some work. 
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10:05:36 JENN WHITE 

Is there a dispute in Congress about whether that $3.5 trillion figure is just 

too much money or too little money? 

10:05:43 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

It's both.  It's both.  Depends on who you talk to.  For example, if you ask that 

question to Senator Bernie Sanders, he will say, "Listen, that was the 

compromise.  That was as low as we could go on that number."  But when 

you talk to West Virginia Senator Joe Manchi n, he's going to say, "It's too 

high."  And he is telling everyone pretty loudly 3.5 is not going to work and 

"They don't have my vote."  He's told Senate Majority Leader Chuck 

Schumer this that he will not go forward with this $3.5 trillion figure.  And as 

we heard from Senate democrats after they left their caucus lunch yesterday 

they were telling us, reporters, that the discussion was really kind of a 

starting block, if you will, to try to see how they can reach agreement on what 

that top line figure could look like. 

10:06:32 JENN WHITE 

You mention Sanders and Manchin.  Who were some of the other key figures 

in this this debate on the democratic side? 

10:06:39 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

So on the democratic side, we hear a lot about Joe Manchin, for example.  But 

there's Kirsten Cinema of Arizona.  That's another moderate democrat who 

really weighs in when it comes to kind of the spending concerns and $3.5 

trillion being too high.  And we also hear from other members such as Mark 

Warner of Virginia who's raised concerns about, well, maybe there's not 

enough here, for example, for housing aid that we need to address.  And so 

we're hearing lots of members names come up for different issues that they're 

focused on.  But this top line figure we're hearing a lot more from these 

moderate democrats in the Senate especially where their votes are really 

critical on whether they are onboard or not. 

10:07:24 JENN WHITE 

We got this message from Jordan on Facebook who says, "Surprise.  The 

slimmest congressional majority in history is not going to pass this." As 

you're covering this just really characterize for us this tension between, you 

know, democrats saying, "Hey, we've got the possible positioning here to get 

something done."  But then there is this tension between the party itself. 
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10:07:44 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Yeah.  It's been quite the journey covering this so far and we've got a long 

ways to go.  But it really feels like it's five steps forward, three steps back and 

every time you think this reconciliation bill might be dead there's another 

update which says, "Okay, well, maybe there's a possibility here that there 

could be a shift of some kind."  For example, President Joe Biden, we 

understand will be meeting with Manchin and Cinema later today.  That's 

another signal of the talks continue and perhaps there could be a 

breakthrough.  So, yes, this is one of those very precarious moments in this 

process where we're not clear if this bill is going to go all the way through.  

But democrats do have time.  They had hoped to be moving on a faster clock 

than what they're on right now.  They've had some slowdowns as a result of 

some objections to this plan.  But then again, we see that talks continue. 

10:08:44 CLAUDIA GRISALES (CONTINUED) 

So perhaps holding out hope that maybe they think that they can pull this 

through after all. 

10:08:49 JENN WHITE 

When we zoom out from just the Democrat Party, how much of this is a 

question of not just how we invest, but where we should invest, what role the 

federal government should have? 

10:09:02 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

It's very interesting.  For example, when we were talking about the bipartisan 

infrastructure package, when we could hear from republicans including the 

Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell say, "These are not luxuries we're 

talking about.  We need to support the American economy.  These are 

requirements for us to move into the future with our employers and 

employees and make sure that we modernize infrastructure."  So it's a very 

interesting shift in debate because it's very bipartisan when those discussions 

were ongoing.  However, now that we're moving into more of this debate over 

the democrat's bill, this larger spending measure you can see the real divide 

between the two parties and republicans are holding strong that they are not 

onboard with this plan. 

10:09:51 JENN WHITE 

So what aspects of Biden's plan do you think will remain sticking points 

between both sides? 
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10:09:59 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Well, that top line figure is probably the biggest source of contention when it 

comes to republicans and these moderate democrats who are raising concerns 

about this $3.5 trillion figure.  One are we are not clear on, however is what is 

their figure when it comes to new spending?  If indeed democrats can raise as 

much as $2 trillion or more to pay for this big spending measure, where does 

that leave moderates in terms of where they're top line figure is in terms of 

that new spending.  So that is very unclear right now.  So that's the piece that 

we're still trying to get an understanding of and that remains to be seen on 

what happens next. 

10:10:38 JENN WHITE 

You said it's been quite a journey covering this so far.  What is the timeline 

looking like at this point?  House democrats hope to have this legislation 

finished by the end of the month. 

10:10:47 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Right.  It does not look great because they're now facing a deadline to fund 

the government.  We run out of money September 30th and we have concerns 

about the debt limit.  Needs to be raised in time.  That could be by October so 

that could derail some of the progress that they're hoping to make on these 

infrastructure bills because they have to focus on the more urgent matter of 

keeping the government's lights on. 

10:11:11 JENN WHITE 

We're talking to NPR Congressional Reporter Claudia Grisales.  More from 

her in the moment.  We'll also bring two more voices into the conversation on 

paying for the social safety net.  We're also hearing from you.  Richard writes 

on Facebook, "It's not raising taxes so much as returning tax rates to the way 

they were when America was great."  I'm Jenn White.  More from you and 

our guests in a moment.  This is 1A from WAMU and NPR. 

10:12:00 JENN WHITE (CONTINUED) 

I'm Jenn White. This is 1A.  We're discussing President Biden's rebuilding 

plan and the tax increases that might finance it with NPR Congressional 

Reporter Claudia Grisales.  And let's bring two more voices to the 

conversation.  Erica York is a Senior Economist with the Tax Foundation 

that's an independent tax research think tank.  Erica, welcome to the show. 

10:12:20 ERICA YORK 

Thanks for having me.  It's great to be here. 
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10:12:22 JENN WHITE 

Also with us Dorothy Brown.  She's a Law Professor at Emory University and 

Author of "The Whiteness of Wealth: How the Tax System Impoverishes 

Black Americans -- and How We Can Fix It".  Dorothy, it's nice to have you 

back. 

10:12:34 DOROTHY BROWN 

It's great to be back. 

10:12:36 JENN WHITE 

So I wanted to start with this email we got from Caroline, "Does the proposed 

bill include money for the IRS so it can do its job?" I understand that billions 

could be raised by providing adequate funding to investigate high earners 

who are not paying their fair share."  Claudia, what do we know about that?  

10:12:51 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

So that is something that remains to be seen.  This is a real point of contention 

as well in terms of reaching an agreement.  So we are also curious to hear 

more from these members if they can reach some sort of middle ground here. 

10:13:07 JENN WHITE 

Now, Erica, House democrats are proposing raising the corporate tax rate to 

26.5 percent for the richest businesses and additional tax to individuals who 

make more than $5 million.  Where did these figures come from? 

10:13:21 ERICA YORK 

Yeah, that's right.  So we saw President Biden start with the raising of the 

corporate tax rate to 28 percent.  But we heard from more moderate 

members in both the House and the Senate that they didn't want to go all the 

way up to 28 percent.  So I think we'll land somewhere between 25 and 28.  

Twenty-six and a half is sort of a middle ground between those goal posts that 

have been laid out.  We weren't anticipating this three percent surcharge on 

top of raising the individual income tax rate back up to where it was before 

the 2017 changes.  That wasn't something that was in Biden's budget 

proposals.  This is something that's added on.  It's a way to raise revenue.  

And so I think that's why we're seeing that increase.  It only kicks in above 

income of $5 million so it doesn't violate the pledge that Biden has laid out for 

his tax proposals. 

10:14:14 JENN WHITE 

Now a 26.5 percent corporate tax rate is still lower as you said than the rate 

before President Trump lowered it in 2017.  Would raising taxes alone be 

enough to pay for this plan? 
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10:14:26 ERICA YORK 

Right now the joint committee on taxation has estimated that the proposal is 

laid out by the ways in means committee would raise about $2 trillion.  

There's some other estimates that are going to come from CBO on the tax 

enforcement side of things, how much you can get from existing taxes.  There 

are also some other proposals.  But it's kind of up in the air because we're 

already seeing some of these proposals lose support.  The corporate rate 

might get negotiated downwards.  There's a proposal to increase the estimate 

tax.  That seems to be losing support.  There's some proposals to get money 

for negotiating prescription drug prices.  That's also losing support.  So the 

numbers on revenue could be coming down quite a bit as this continues to 

move through Congress.  But in the same token the spending side may come 

down as well.  We've heard a lot of hesitancy over a 3.5 trillion.  If that gets 

negotiated down to 1.5 trillion they could come closer to paying for this. 

10:15:29 ERICA YORK (CONTINUED) 

And in our estimates there's about you could say $1 trillion of easy money to 

get in the terms of support.  So that would be a smaller corporate tax rate 

increase, smaller individual income tax rate increases, those changes that 

seem to have the most support from members would raise about $1 trillion in 

new revenues. 

10:15:47 JENN WHITE 

Here's a tweet we got from Catherine who says, "How does this bill address 

corporate and wealthy tax loopholes?  It doesn't matter how much you raise 

the tax if people like Jeff Bezos and companies like Amazon can get away 

with paying nothing."  And, Dorothy, we clearly have a corporate tax rate 

now, but do wealthy companies actually pay it and if they're finding all those 

loopholes now, what's to stop them from doing it with a new higher rate?  
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10:16:10 DOROTHY BROWN 

Oh, that's a great question and the answer kind of speaks for itself.  They're 

going to take advantage of the loopholes.  And the loopholes are not being 

closed.  So one of the loopholes that the Biden administration wanted to close 

was the ability to leave property to your airs and have an escape taxation.  

The fancy word is step up in basis.  So the Biden administration basically said 

if you don't sell property and therefore don't have to pay taxes when you 

leave it to your heirs, your heirs will be hit with the taxes you should have 

paid.  But the Ways and Means Committee said, "No, we don't want to tax 

the rich."  Well, they didn't say that, but that's what they did.  So as a result 

that significant loophole is still remains and that's a big problem particularly 

when we have an administration that talks about racial equity.  There's no 

discussion of racial equity in this tax bill, in this entire tax discussion, which is 

hugely problematic. 

10:17:07 JENN WHITE 

Claudia, is that something that's been surfaced at all that, you know, the tax 

code as it exists right now has so many loopholes that some of these potential 

increases and a tax rate reall might not due what's expected. 

10:17:22 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

You know that is part of the debate, yes, that we're hearing here on Capitol 

Hill.  I have heard some democrats say that this legislation, this larger 

spending bill is an opportunity.  In addition to raising taxes on the wealthier, 

on these companies that it's also possible to make it harder for companies  to 

avoid these new higher taxes that they do implement.  So this is one approach 

democrats say they think they'll be able to take with these proposals that they 

are crafting right now. 

10:17:55 JENN WHITE 

Now, Dorothy, the democrats also want to increase the top marginal tax rate 

for Americans earning more than $435,000 by about two and a half percent.  

So right now it's 37 percent.  They want to shift it to 39.6.  First explain what 

that means. 

10:18:09 DOROTHY BROWN 

Yes, it means a tax rate that applies to your last dollar of income and if you 

have more than $430,000 something of income the last of those dollars will be 

taxed at a higher rate.  President Biden wanted for those with more than a 

million to be taxed at 39.6 percent, which was our rate before the 2017 tax 

change.  However, the cornerstone of our progressive tax system is ability to 

pay.  It makes sense that those with higher incomes pay taxes at a higher rate.  

And that's what we're seeing.  Well, we're not seeing as much of it on the 

House proposal.  But that's what we're seeing from President Biden. 
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10:18:54 JENN WHITE 

So, Erica, what argument is being posed against raising taxes in this way? 

10:18:58 ERICA YORK 

Yeah, I think it's a discussion of tradeoffs.  So there's a famous saying in 

economic policy there are no solutions.  There are only tradeoffs.  And that's 

really true in tax policy and it's true in the choices that lawmakers have to 

make as they choose how to fund these public investments.  So there's three 

tradeoffs when you're thinking of a tax change, the revenue it will raise, who 

will bear the burden of that and what effect it will have in the economy.  And 

so the discussion here is when we look at the different revenues, the different 

tools the government has to raise revenue, the different types of taxes, 

research from the OECD and from others shows that the corporate income 

tax is one of the most harmful in terms of its impact on the economy for 

raising revenue.  That means a dollar of revenue raised by the corporate 

income tax causes more economic harm than a dollar raised by something 

like an individual income tax or a payroll tax. 

10:19:57 ERICA YORK (CONTINUED) 

There are these tradeoffs.  And so by relying on some of the more harmful 

types of tax increases, you know, about 75 percent of the new revenues 

generated here would be coming from corporations and multinationals by 

changing international taxation.  That we're emphasizing the wrong tradeoffs 

or the costs of raising revenue this way are more harmful than if we tried it i n 

other ways. 

10:20:21 JENN WHITE 

And you mentioned the OECD, are you referring to the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development there? 

10:20:27 ERICA YORK 

Yes.  Yes, that's right.  They did a landmark study ranking all of the different 

types of taxes that governments use and corporate income taxes came out as 

the most harmful particularly in an increasingly globalized economy.  The 

reason that we see this happen is because a business can choose to make it's 

next investment in a different country easier than a person can pick up and 

move in response to taxation.  So that responsiveness or that just sort of 

nature is why we see relatively more harm from a dollar of corporate income 

taxes. 

10:21:01 JENN WHITE 

Dorothy, I'm interested in hearing your perspective here. 
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10:21:03 DOROTHY BROWN 

Yeah, so I'm not--Erica makes a good point about tradeoffs.  But we see 

corporations not paying taxes.  So the study that talked about paying higher 

taxes, I think assumed the tax rate would actually be paid and we're not 

seeing this, right?  We've seen GOA studies that show how many 

corporations don't pay taxes.  So, again, I got back to this notion of ability to 

pay.  And if you cannot tax those with the most, then you wind up taking 

those with the least.  And there's nothing fair about that.  So to me the answer 

is closing loopholes because it isn't as easy for all companies to just go 

overseas, which means they're going to wind up paying higher taxes because 

they don't have the choices.  Some will, but that's why international tax 

reform is important as well.  So this notion of tradeoffs in the absence of 

equity and fairness is not a complete analysis in my view. 

10:22:07 JENN WHITE 

We got this tweet from Jerry who says, "Dems are kidding themselves if they 

think they're going to get a single republican onboard.  The second the GOP 

has control of one chamber any progressive taxation legislation is dead.  This 

is a rare opportunity to actually get something done."  Claudia, how much 

pressure are democrats feeling right now? 

10:22:25 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

They are facing immense pressure.  There is this concern of what will happen 

next year with the midterms, who will have control of both chambers.  

Democrats have a very slim majority in the House and in the Senate.  

Oftentimes as is the case in this bipartisan infrastructure bill they need at 

least 10 republicans to be onboard with them.  Now if all that switches gears 

with the midterms next year, yes, there's some fears that some of these efforts 

could be reversed, but that require for both chambers to be in republican 

hands.  And that's not clear that that's going to be the case next year.  That 

said there is still this high level of pressure.  This is Biden's major domestic 

agenda and they're hoping to push this all through in the coming months. 

10:23:15 JENN WHITE 

I'm Jenn White.  You're listening to 1A.  We're talking to Economist Erica 

York, Emory University's Dorothy Brown and NPR Congressional Reporter, 

Claudia Grisales.  We also want to hear from you.  You can comment on our 

Facebook page, tweet us your question @1A or send us an email at 

1A@wamu.org.  Here's a message we got from Josh in Evanston, Illinois. 
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10:23:39 JOSH (CALLER) 

I'm concerned about the ratcheting effects that our tax system has where I 

think under Obama the corporate tax rate was like 36 percent and then 

Trump cut it to 21 percent.  And now Biden is putting back up to like 27 

percent of some junk like that.  And it's like why like it needs to go up.  Like 

the corporate tax rate needs to go up.  The wealthy need to pay their fair 

share.  And we keep doing this where conservatives cut taxes and then 

democrats don't put the back where they were.  They only raise them a little 

bit. 

10:24:21 JENN WHITE 

And Carol writes on Facebook, "These endless arguments get us nowhere, a 

road we've been on for too long.  It's time for the BS to stop and real 

meaningful action to happen.  Not only in the budget bill, but in everything 

that is being passed.  They are not thinking of the future only the immediate 

political response.  We are so far behind it will take a consorted effort to 

correct things."  Erica, specifically I want to hear your reaction to Josh's 

comment about this what he sees as a one step forward, two steps back 

approach to the tax code. 

10:24:48 ERICA YORK 

He brings up a really good point that we do have a lot of back and forth 

especially over the last several years in tax policy.  And that's difficult for a 

number of reasons including for businesses trying to plan how they're going 

to invest if you can't count on the tax code.  It makes it hard to make 

decisions.  The same for individuals when we see tax credits going back and 

forth and changing.  It's hard to plan.  But I think when we're talking about 

the corporate tax rate there's two important points there.  First, to know that 

prior to the reduction to 21 percent, we had the highest rate in the OECD, 

higher than all other countries in the OECD, one of the highest rates in the 

world.  And the trend since about the 1980s has been to get corporate tax 

rates to around 20 percent.  So our reduction to 21 percent didn't make us an 

outlier especially when you consider that most states in the United States also 

have their own corporate income tax. 

10:25:46 ERICA YORK (CONTINUED) 

So the combined rate in the United States today is 25.8 percent, which is 

actually higher than a simple average of the other counties in the OECD, 

which sits at 23.4 percent.  If we raised it to 28 percent as President Biden has 

proposed, we would again have the highest among OECD countries.  If we 

compare that to say the rate in China they have a 25 percent corporate rate.  

So we would risk losing competitiveness with one of our fiercest economic 

competitors by raising the rate. 
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10:26:18 JENN WHITE 

But when we talk about loopholes and the ability for companies, wealthy 

corporations to avoid actually paying that rate, how do we address that piece 

of the puzzle? 

10:26:30 ERICA YORK 

Yeah, that is an excellent point too.  I think there can be some confusion 

about loopholes versus intentional things put into the tax code.  So often some 

of these provisions that are driving the effective corporate tax rate lower are 

deductions or credits that lawmakers have put in for a specific purpose.  For 

instance, when a company buys a machine or expands its factory it gets the 

deduction for the cost of doing that.  That lowers its effective tax rate, but 

that's activity that's beneficial for workers, beneficial for the economy 

overall.  We also have tax credits for things like research and development, 

developing orphan drugs, things like this that have been put into the tax code 

for a specific purpose.  And interestingly it brings up a tension here.  The 

House Ways and Means proposal includes more the $200 billion in green 

energy tax credits, which companies would use to reduce their effective tax 

rates for engaging in these activities. 

10:27:28 ERICA YORK (CONTINUED) 

So when we're talking about loopholes it's not necessarily something 

nefarious.  Often it's something that's economically beneficial like an 

investment or a specific activity that has the tax credits associated with it like 

green energy that are driving in a given year a corporation's tax liability 

lower. 

 
10:27:46 JENN WHITE 

But we can say, though, that loopholes are also part of this equati on as well.  

It's not just what you've laid out.  Is that fair to say? 

10:27:56 ERICA YORK 

So the biggest drivers of differences--so when we're talking about the 

loophole discussion its often comparing the income that corporations report 

on their financial  statements, which has to follow generally accepted 

accounting principles or GAP versus the income they report on their tax 

returns.  So these are completely different systems designed for completely 

different purposes and they have different rules.  So some of the biggest 

differences are these provisions for deductions for investments, differences 

between timing of things.  So this is another interesting point.  In a given year 

if you look at the sample, there may be several corporations.  If you look at a 

longer time horizon, the timing differences will disappear and reduce the 

number of corporations that aren't paying tax in a given year. 
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10:28:46 JENN WHITE 

But, Claudia, the Build Back Better plan is a huge set of social reforms.  

Could this question of funding be enough to stop it from happening 

altogether? 

10:28:53 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

It's very possible especially as their facing these other critical deadlines to 

keep the government funded, to raise the debt limit.  It could play a role in 

derailing those plans. 

10:29:03 JENN WHITE 

We're discussing President Biden's rebuilding plan and tax increases that 

might finance it with NPR Congressional Reporter, Claudia Grisales, 

Economist Erica York and Dorothy Brown, Law Professor at Emory 

University.  We'll be back with more in just a moment. 

10:29:53 JENN WHITE (CONTINUED) 

This is 1A.  Now let's get back to our conversation with NPR Congressional 

Reporter, Claudia Grisales, Economist Erica York and Dorothy Brown, Law 

Professor at Emory University.  And, Dorothy, I wanted to come to you 

because I want to hear a little bit more.  When you say that the analysis of 

how the corporate tax rate is debated in this larger idea about how--who pays 

for what, how that's an incomplete analysis. 

10:30:18 DOROTHY BROWN 

Yes, it's an incomplete analysis because we have a statutory rate.  For 

example, we use two of 28 percent, but most corporations didn't pay that.  

And as a result when the 2017 tax cuts came into being, what corporations 

did with that extra money was to pay off their shareholders, was to engage in 

stock buybacks.  It did not go to workers.  It went to rich, white investors who 

own stock in their companies.  So this notion that corporations paying higher 

taxes is a bad thing, they need to pay their fair share.  And what Congress has 

done historically is give them loopholes.  Erica called them deductions.  I 

would call them loopholes like the ability to expense 100 percent of a piece of 

equipment.  That's a loophole.  What we've had for years before that is you 

deduct the equipment over time.  So we have this notion that income from 

corporations should be treated differently or better than income from their 

workers or as I put it Jeff Bezos's tax rate should not be lower than a 

warehouse worker. 

10:31:31 JENN WHITE 

I want to come to you, Claudia, here because time is one part of President 

Biden's argument for why this should move ahead.  He says that this plan is 

going to be paid for over 10 years.  Expand on that. 
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10:31:42 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Yes.  It's interesting to hear kind of the president reshape their arguments 

here because we've hear a lot about that top line figure, the $3.5  trillion, but 

not as much as on the message of how long it would be extended over these 10 

years and also he made the dual argument that the economy would grow over 

that time as well.  And so that is one piece I think democrats are trying to 

kind of spread the word on more is that this will be over the next 10 years.  

Now keep in mind that as we hear these moderates such as Joe Manchin of 

West Virginia argue for a much lower figure that 10 years could shift during 

these talks.  And maybe these programs will not run out as long as some of 

these democrats such as President Biden would hope. 

10:32:36 JENN WHITE 

Here's a message we got from Mary in Michigan. 

10:32:40 MARY (CALLER) 

Besides the GOP wielding a solid failings against Biden's infrastructure plans 

to address climate change, does the GOP have any plan at all to deal with the 

overwhelming threat to the global economy that climate change presents and 

how do they propose to finance these efforts? 

10:33:00 JENN WHITE 

You know, Claudia, all of this is happening against the backdrop of severe 

weather, hurricanes, wild fires out West, flooding on the East Coast.  

Congress is currently on the verge of passing a huge climate change bill as 

part of Biden's rebuilding plan.  What does that look like right now and does 

the GOP have an alternative? 

10:33:18 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Well, that's interesting.  That's one other topic that came up after democrats 

left their caucus lunch yesterday was the discussions about the climate change 

reforms that many of these democrats are hoping to see.  But, again, they 

have to negotiate with these moderate democrats to see where they can meet 

on the same page.  For example, again, Manchin has raised some concerns of 

how aggressively they will go in terms of these efforts.  So that's another 

challenge yet that they're facing among these many major issues they're 

trying to tackle is trying to reach agreement on what those climate change 

reforms could look like. 

10:34:01 JENN WHITE 

And does the GOP have their own plan for addressing climate change? 
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10:34:05 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

That's another interesting piece is that we're not hearing a lot of details from 

the GOP on what their counter proposal could be in terms of climate change.  

For now, we're hearing more about how they're opposed to the democrat's 

plan. 

10:34:19 JENN WHITE 

It's interesting.  We hear from listeners a lot who are very concerned about 

climate change policy and funding being left on the cutting room floor.  When 

we look at this moment we're in where there are so many disasters happening 

across the country and globally and we're getting report after report about 

this crisis point we're at in addressing this issue.  I mean how much pressure 

are democrats feeling to at least address that piece of this? 

10:34:50 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

There is tremendous pressure especially for these members that represent 

these areas that have been hardest hit.  And recently it's happening right 

before their eyes and so they're very passionate about getting these policy 

changes through.  That said, again, we are seeing this kind of blockade among 

these moderates who say, "We can't afford to go that far as far as you want to 

go in terms of climate change and addressing this issue."  So it's tremendous 

pressure on all sides and it's interesting to see that this is one of many 

competing major issues.  For example, expanding healthcare in this country 

through this major spending plan.  That's another area that competing for 

attention among many a very long list.  So it really is a lot of pressure all 

around. 

10:35:40 JENN WHITE 

Well, the drastic changes were made to the tax code back in 2017 under 

former-President Trump.  Here's the former president laying out what 

impact his tax cuts have on an average American family. 

10:35:52 PRESIDENT TRUMP 

It's the largest--I always say the most massive, but it's the largest tax cut in 

the history of our country.  The typical family of four earning $75,000 will see 

an income tax cut of more than $2,000.  They're going to have $2,000 and 

that's in my opinion going to be less than the average.  You're going to have a 

lot more than that. 

10:36:14 JENN WHITE 

Dorothy, your work focuses on addressing the wealth gap in America.  What 

did these changes to the tax code do to that wealth gap? 
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10:36:21 DOROTHY BROWN 

Increased it because it put more money in the hands of wealthy White 

Americans than average Americans white or Black.  So contrary to what the 

former president said it just isn't true.  As I mentioned earlier, who you saw 

benefit were the wealthiest.  And we have the Propublica tax return analysis 

that shows wealthy Americans are paying very little in taxes and part of it is 

because of the 2017 Trump tax cuts. 

10:36:52 JENN WHITE 

Erica, how does the democrat's plan affect the changes made under Trump? 

10:36:56 ERICA YORK 

It would reverse some of those changes.  For instance, it would increase the 

top rate that was cut from 39.6 percent to 37.  It would put it back up to 39.6.  

It would increase the corporate tax rate from 21 percent to 26.5 percent.  One 

important aspect of that, the 2017 tax law expanded the corporate tax base by 

limiting some deductions so that increased rate would apply to a greater 

amount of corporate income.  So it's not necessarily comparable to compare 

the previous 35 percent rate to 26.5 because there have been changes to what 

that rate would apply to and that it affects a larger amount of corporate 

income.  Those are some of the big changes.  There are also proposed changes 

to a deduction that was created for businesses like LLCs and partnerships, so 

called pass through business where their income is recognized on individual 

income tax returns. 

10:37:59 ERICA YORK (CONTINUED) 

That would be limited for higher income taxpayers.  So we're seeing some 

reversals of these policies that were put into place in 2017. 

10:38:08 JENN WHITE 

Well, Skinny McGee tweets this question, "Aren't the tax cuts that Trump 

put in place due to end for the average Joes while staying in place for the 

wealthy?"  Claudia, can you answer that question for McGee? 

10:38:19 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Yeah, that I'm not as familiar with in terms of the timing of these expire.  I 

have heard from democrats that they're hoping to undo a lot of what was 

installed under former-President Trump in 2017.  So, yes, this could be 

among the issues they're considering.  But in terms of timing I'm not as clear. 

10:38:40 JENN WHITE 

Erica, anything to add there? 
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10:38:41 ERICA YORK 

Yeah, so the individual income tax cuts, the larger child tax credit that will be 

in effect through 2025.  It's scheduled to expire after that.  We're seeing a 

similar thing happen with what is being considered now.  For instance, the 

House Ways and Means Committee has proposed extending the larger tax 

credit through 2025.  So many of these considerations like this happen 

because of the fiscal impact of these policies.  Lawmakers when using 

reconciliation are limited.  They not allowed to have a permanent fiscal cost 

outside of this tenure budget window they work within.  So often we'll see 

temporary extensions of policies to comply with those budgetary rules or 

budgetary constraints with the idea often being that we won't actually let this 

expire.  We'll extend it again.  There's an entire group of provisions in the tax 

code that are referred to as extenders because they're temporary, but almost 

on an annual basis, Congress will kick the can down the road another year. 

10:39:44 ERICA YORK (CONTINUED) 

So this is just a continuation of that temporary tax policy that happens. 

10:39:49 JENN WHITE 

I'm Jenn White.  You're listening to 1A.  We're talking to Economist Erica 

York, Dorothy Brown, Law Professor at Emory University and NPR 

Congressional Reporter, Claudia Grisales.  We're also hearing from you.  

Here's a message we got from Mike in Michigan. 

10:40:06 MIKE (CALLER) 

I am glad that there's finally a suggested increase in taxes especially on the 

highest earners.  I am extremely disappointed that they didn't go after capital 

gains or inheritance tax.  These are the two biggest ways in which the upper 

section of this country hides their income.  And what people need to start 

realizing is that wealth in America is not infinite.  It is finite.  And the larger 

the percentage of it that we concentrate in the smallest percent possible of the 

people that means there's less to go around for you and I.  And every time we 

concentrate wealth we create poverty. 

10:40:48 JENN WHITE 

Mike, thanks for that message.  Erica, are there any proposals to increase 

capital gains taxes or inheritance taxes? 
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10:40:55 ERICA YORK 

Yeah, both actually in the House Ways and Means proposal.  They would 

increase the capital gains tax rate to 25 percent.  We already have an extra 

3.8 percent tax that applies to that.  And they proposed a new three 

percentage point surge charge on all income above $5 million including 

capital gains.  So when you add all that together that would mean a capital 

gains tax rate of 31.8 percent at the top.  The Ways and Means proposal also 

includes a potential change to the estate tax.  The estate tax exception was 

increased in 2017.  That was also done on a temporary basis.  So that 

exception is scheduled to get smaller starting in 2026.  Democrats have 

proposed moving that smaller exception forward to 2022 for estates. 

10:41:46 JENN WHITE 

Claudia, how much of a sticking point are these issues? 

10:41:50 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

You know, what's interesting is seeing the divide playing out now between the 

House Ways and Means Committee and the Senate democrats who are 

watching this tax issue closely as well.  They're not exactly on the same page 

here when we're talking about some of these tax hikes.  So that is something 

that we're still watching closely and seeing if democrats can get on the same 

page there as well. 

10:42:16 JENN WHITE 

So, Claudia, right now what's the debate on how increased taxes on wealthy 

businesses and individuals, how that will impact our national debt?  You said 

that's one of the deadlines that's right around the corner for us. 

10:42:29 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Yeah.  So that is one key concern is that democrats want to pay for as much 

of this massive spending bill as possible.  So it's critical to pushing this major 

bill through is to win these moderate democrats to have them come onboard 

if they can prove that they can pay for most of this.  And these moderate 

democrats agree to that final topline figure.  It's very critical.  Meanwhile, 

yes, they're doing this juggling act and they need to address this debt limit 

deadline.  That is approaching as early as October.  So all of this is hapenign 

at once. 

10:43:07 JENN WHITE 

So just a couple of minutes left here and Erica and Dorothy, I'd love to hear 

from you both about how you think tax increases like what's included in this 

plan would affect the economy as a whole especially in the middle of a 

pandemic.  Erica, I'll come to you first. 
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10:43:20 ERICA YORK 

Sure.  So we're working really hard right now to get an analysis out on the 

economic effects of the House Ways and Means proposal.  We don't have that 

finalized yet.  But we know that tax increases in general do have an economic 

impact.  So increasing marginal tax rates on investment will reduce 

investment.  Increasing marginal tax rates on work reduces the incentive to 

work.  And so we anticipate seeing those reduces incentives play out in terms 

of less economic output, fewer job opportunities, things of that nature.  We 

also do know that there can be benefits that come from public spending.  And 

so the question will be do the benefits from the public spending outweigh the 

negatives from the tax increases.  And that's the big tradeoff that we need to 

be cognoscente of when we're thinking about how these things are financed.  

We did do an analysis of President Biden's entire Build Back Better agenda. 

10:44:18 ERICA YORK (CONTINUED) 

We found things like infrastructure spending boost economic output.  But 

things like corporate income tax reduce private sector activity to the extent 

that there is a negative impact over the long term. 

10:44:30 JENN WHITE 

Dorothy, we've got just about 30 to 45 seconds here.  You go ahead. 

10:44:33 DOROTHY BROWN 

So I will say expanding the child tax credit, expanding the earned income tax 

credit has lifted children out of poverty and that's really significant.  And I 

think if we talk about who should pay taxes, higher income Americans, we 

should also talk about who should be getting tax relief and those are low 

income workers who have been essential workers and have carried us 

through this pandemic.  They deserve more from us. 

10:45:00 JENN WHITE 

So, Claudia, as you continue this reporting journey, what are you watching 

for? 

10:45:05 CLAUDIA GRISALES 

Really looking whether these democrats can all get on the same page and 

move this effort forward. 
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10:45:10 JENN WHITE 

That's NPR Congressional Reporter, Claudia Grisales.  You also heard from 

Erica York.  She's a Senior Economist with the Tax Foundation.  And 

Dorothy Brown, a Law Professor at Emory University and the Author of 

"The Whiteness of Wealth: How the Tax System Impoverishes Black 

Americans -- And How we can Fix It".  Dorothy, Erica, Claudia, thanks so 

much for joining us today.  Remember to subscribe to the 1A podcast.  It's 

where you'll find our best guests and stories every day.  Today's producer 

was Arfie Ghedi.  This program comes to you from WAMU, part of 

American University in Washington distributed by NPR.  I'm Jenn White.  

Thanks for listening.  Now let's talk more soon.  This is 1A. 
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