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OUR VIEW

Prove you use
alternative fuels

It sure seemed like a great idea.
But it quickly became a boondoggle. As The News-

Star’s reporting revealed, the broad application of
rules for vehicles eligible to receive the state’s $3,000
Alternative Fuel Tax Credit could have cost the state
$100 million or more it didn’t expect to lose.

Act 469 of the Louisiana Legislature, authored
by former legislator and current Revenue Secretary
Jane Smith, was intended to encourage people to
purchase or convert vehicles to alternative fuels. But
an emergency declaration issued by former Revenue
Secretary Cynthia Bridges, listed 112 vehicles as eli-
gible for the credit, including those certified as “flex
fuel,” dramatically expanded the pool.

There was no requirement that any of these
vehicles actually use alternative fuels, and while flex
fuel vehicles can run on ethanol — one of the alterna-
tive fuels listed in the original bill — there truly is
no distribution system in place for private vehicle
owners to purchase fuel that is not a gasoline-ethanol
mix.

Once the news got out of Monroe, the action was
swift and decisive. Within hours, Gov. Bobby Jindal
rescinded the declaration. Bridges resigned. Smith
was named to head the department.

What’s left is the “who got what” and “who gets
what, still to be determined.”

If you purchased a qualifying vehicle, had a
sharp accountant who knew of the credit and filed an
amended return for 2009, 2010 or 2011 before June 14
(when Jindal rescinded the order), you’ll get the tax
credit.

The fate of the credits for those who bought previ-
ously qualifying vehicles in 2012 but won’t file their
state tax returns until next year remains in limbo.

“Any credit requested after the declaration was
rescinded will be in a holding tank until after we go
through the entire rule-making process,” Smith said.

“We have serious concerns about that,” said
Society of Louisiana CPAs spokesman Al Suffrin,
referring to the decision to grant some taxpayers the
credits and possibly deny others. “I don’t see how that
could work.”

There’s no deadline for when the Department of
Revenue will provide clarity.

“It’s not an overnight process,” Smith said. “But
until the rule-making process takes place I can’t
tell you what will happen concerning the credits for
those who bought a car on the expectation that they
would receive one. My goal is to get it right for the
taxpayers and the state.”

The fiscal note attached to the bill in 2009 pre-
dicted the credit would cost no more than $200,000
annually, Smith said, and it has already cost the state
$15 million without availability of the credit being
widely known by consumers.

It may seem like a no-brainer, but wouldn’t it
make sense in the rule-making process to require
consumers to prove they are using alternative fuels
in order to claim the credit?

That would seem to be the heart of the matter.
It would get to the intent of the original legislation

— to encourage consumers to reduce dependence on
gasoline-powered vehicles. And it would certainly
limit the number of vehicles that actually qualified
for the credit.

The editorials in this column represent the opinions of The
News-Star’s editorial board, composed of President and Publisher
David B. Petty, Executive Editor Kathy Spurlock and community
representatives Kay Prince, Billy Haddad and Dan Robertson.
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Giving love to
our furry friends
Once in a great while, someone

pens a letter detailing a wonder-
ful experience received from the
hands of others usually in a time
of great need.

Whether the doers of these
deeds are professional personnel
or, more often, complete strang-
ers, the impression they leave is
always the same. Our faith that
decent, caring people exist in a
world so full of violence, hate and
indifference is renewed. Such
noble acts can push us to continue
the daily fight and add our own
bit of good works into the overall
ledger.

I was fortunate to witness a
great kindness two years ago
while working with PAWS at one
of its monthly Adopt-A-Pet Satur-
days in PETCO.My charge for the
day was a three-legged dog from
the parish shelter named Tri-
pod. The animal was extremely
friendly, a natural with people,
especially kids.

Still, I harbored doubts anyone
would want him and, for the first
few hours, this was the case. Our
day was going great with almost
every pet getting a new home
while “Pod” and me were left to
ourselves.

Suddenly, a young family came
in, a mom, dad and two small chil-
dren. They focused immediately
on my partner for the day, asking
if they could take him for a walk.
A few minutes later, dog and his
future family came in all smiles
and hugs. An animal who had
known nothing but adversity for
the first several years of life, who
had been picked up wandering
the rural roads of the parish, now
had a loving family and new home
in West Monroe.

On June 30 PAWSwill again be
at PETCO in Monroe for a month-
ly pet adoption.

Everyone should take aminute
to read PAW’s latest information
posted at pawsnela@yahoo.com.
Even if adoption isn’t possible
right now, PAWS’ website tells
how one can volunteer, especially
in these upcoming events.

Larry LaBarrere
West Monroe

Congress must
reauthorize NFIP

Hurricane season is already
risky enough for homeowners
across the Gulf of Mexico. How-
ever, it will become even riskier
if Congress doesn’t reauthorize
theNational Flood InsurancePro-
gram before it expires on July 31.
Expiration of the program would
significantly raise premiums,
limit coverage, and could force
private insurance companies to
stop offering flood protection en-
tirely. Despite the clear benefits
of NFIP, Congressional reautho-
rization of the program does not
seem imminent.

However, beyond the risk to
homeowners of either facing
higher premiums or losing flood
insurance protection altogether,
even a temporary lapse of NFIP
would have major consequences
in other economic sectors, includ-
ing housing and the private insur-
ance market.

Matthew Weinstein
Washington, D.C.

Thanks to
Good Samaritans

My tottering 88-year-old hus-
band had put some newspapers
by the garbage can to be picked
up, but they weren’t taken.

So along came a good wind
and blew them down in the ditch
and into the culvert pipe. As he
was trying to pick them up with
a “grabber,” a young couple drove
by, stopped, backed up and the
young lady got out and picked up
the papers, even the ones in the
pipe. She told my husband she
feared he was going to fall, and
he may well have.

He didn’t learn their names,
but we would like to thank them
and let people know there are still
some very thoughtful and nice
people in this world.

Nancy Franklin
Monroe
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LOUISIANA VIEWS
Newpresident shows diversity

The Rev. Fred Luter,
pastor of Franklin Av-
enue Baptist Church, was
elected president of the
Southern Baptist Conven-
tion Tuesday, making the
New Orleanian the leader
of the 16-million-member
Protestant denomination,
the largest in the United
States.

Luter, a product of the
Lower 9th Ward, had the
added pleasure of being
elected to the new post in
his hometown. But Luter’s
election isn’t just a New
Orleans story. To the con-
trary; it’s drawn interna-
tional attention. He is the
first black president in the
history of the 167-year-old
denomination.

Thatwouldbesignificant
in and of itself, but it’s even

more so because the South-
ern Baptist Convention is
a denomination formed by
those who defended their
rights as Christians to own
and trade slaves.

The Southern Baptist
Convention has come a
long way since its incep-
tion. In 1995, a committee
that included Luter drafted
an apology for the group’s
defense of slavery and
opposition to civil rights.
Tuesday it elected a black
man president.

But Pastor Luter said
his denomination’s com-
mitment to diversity will
be measured by what the
convention looks like well
after his two-year tenure
has ended.

The Times-Picayune
NewOrleans

Steve Spires

Fuel credit
a teachable
moment

The recent controversy over Lou-
isiana’s alternative fuels tax credit
shined a bright light on the dangers
that lurk in “tax expenditures”—mon-
ey thestatespends though the taxcode
in the form of exemptions, credits and
rebates.

To recap, in 2009 the Legislature
created a tax credit of up to $3,000
for any person or corporation that
bought a vehicle that ran on electric-
ity, natural gas or other “alternative
fuels,” or modified an older vehicle to
do the same. At the time, the Legisla-
tive Fiscal Office estimated that the
credit would cost a modest $200,000
annually.

Fast forward three years, and the
credit’s cost could exceed $100mil-
lion in the upcoming fiscal year due
to a rule issued by the Department
of Revenue. In an attempt to clear up
confusion over what vehicles quali-
fied, the department said in April
that “flex fuel” vehicles would be
eligible. This dramatically increased
the number of eligible vehicles, and
resulted in a deluge of amended tax
returns going all the way back to 2009
as taxpayers and their accountants
rushed to claim the credit.

After the high cost of the change
became apparent, Gov. Bobby Jindal
canceled the ruling and Secretary of
Revenue Cynthia Bridges resigned.
However, the issue remains unre-
solved and a new ruling will likely be
needed in the near future.

The whole episode highlights two
of the biggest problems with tax ex-
emptions: lack of accountability and
spiraling costs.

InterimRevenue Secretary Jane
Smith, who sponsored the tax credit
as amember of the Legislature, has
said the intent was to boost demand
for natural gas by encouraging con-
version of vehicles to run on com-
pressed natural gas. However, this
wasn’t obvious in the text of the law,
prompting the Department of Rev-
enue to issue a rule that wasmeant to
clarify things.

Another purpose of the credit is to
encourage the use of fuels that pro-
duce less air pollution. But while flex
fuel vehicles can run on ethanol, most
owners actually use gasoline. Clearly,
giving an alternative fuels tax credit
to a flex fuel owner who fills up with
gasoline neither supports natural gas
producers nor helps the environment.
It is simply amisguided $3,000 sub-
sidy funded with taxpayer dollars.

In this case, a slight change in
administrative wording could have
funneledmore than $100million to
a select class of vehicle owners at
a time when basic health care and
education services are being cut.

But make nomistake, the alterna-
tive fuels credit is not an anomaly. To-
gether, the 464 tax exemptions on the
books represent a $4.8 billion “hidden
budget” that operates on auto-pilot
regardless of whether the exemptions
are achieving their intended goals
or are even affordable Over the past
decade, the total cost of tax exemp-
tions has increased 167 percent, from
$1.8 billion to $4.8 billion (adjusted for
inflation). The uncontrolled growth in
the cost of tax exemptions is amajor
cause of Louisiana’s fiscal woes.

As policymakers discovered last
week, having this much spending oc-
cur outside the normal appropriations
processmakes it nearly impossible
to control costs or enforce account-
ability, which can result in unpleasant
surprises.

Steve Spires is a policy analyst with the Loui-
siana Budget Project in Baton Rouge. Email
stevespires@lano.org.


