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Background

The passage of Proposition 13 by California voters in J
1978 was characterized at the time as a political and ¢
nomic earthquake. The initiative cut property taxes by ab
60% and limited the taxing powers of all levels of state g
local government. Prior to Prop. 13 California had been
a course of steady growth of government services,
passage of the initiative signaled the start of a new era of fi
retrenchment.

During the past twenty years, The Field Institute has peric
cally measured Californians’ opinions and attitudes tow
taxes and government spending in general and Prop. 1
particular. This report updates the public’s view of Prop.
on the twentieth anniversary its passage.

Highlights of the Findings

 Voters are about evenly divided when asked how satis
they are with the tax and government spending chan
which have occurred in California since the passage
Prop. 13 — 40% are satisfied and 38% are dissatisf
However, if Prop. 13 were up for a vote today by a 539
30% voters would again endorse the measure.

» Almost half of voters (49%) believes that things hal
worsened for the public schools during the past twe
years. Slightly less than half of these voters (23%) f
Prop. 13 has contributed to this decline.

A Digest on How the California Public Views

Prop. 13 — Twenty Years Later

May 1998

Belief that state and local taxes are too high

In€our in ten voters (40%) feel that state and local taxes are
pcoruch too high, another 29% say they are somewhat high,
owtnd 30% think they are about right. The 40% who feel taxes
ndre much too highis double the proportion reporting this just
othree years ago. However, the current distribution of re-
ArEponses is similar to the way residents feltin 1977, the year
scadfore Proposition 13 was passed.

] Table 1
di- Level of state and local taxation
ird. Much  Somewhat About No
3in too high high right  opinion
13908 40% 29 30 1
1995 20% 36 42 2
1993 31% 33 34 2
1991 38% 38 22 2
1986 20% 35 42 3
ieths3 30% 31 38 1
ges82 42% 36 20 2
anso 36% 34 28 2
edo77 39% 31 27 3
to

Variety of taxes seen as too high

V8n 1977 one tax, the property tax, was clearly singled out as

"Yeing too high, with 60% of voters saying this. Two years

eeliter Prop. 13's passage fewer (23%) cited the property tax
and more (42%) pointed to the state income tax as being too

- Two favorable consequences which voters perceive fiofi9h- Voter opinions shifted again in 1991 with 52% citing

alfee sales tax as being too high.

the passage of Prop. 13 are that government officials h

had to look for more ways to cut government costs rath@fow, it appears that a variety of taxes — gasoline, tobacco,
than raising taxes and that its passage has put a brake gngfe@hol, as well as the sales tax, state income tax and property
continual increase in property taxes whenever propgrigax — are contributing to the overall feeling that taxes are too
values go up. Some of the drawbacks that voters see {raiigh, although no single tax is mentioned by more than 32%.

Prop. 13's passage are that it has not reduced the o

size of local government and that most of the funding and
control of the public schools has shifted from the log¢al

communities to the state.

plurality of the state’s voters (40%) thinks the level of st
and local taxes in California is much too high.

By a 53% to 40% margin voters are opposed to chang
the current two-thirds vote requirement to a simple maj

ity vote for passage of local bonds. However, by a 57% t

35% margin voters are willing to lower the two-thirg
requirement to a 60% threshold.

Similar to voter sentiments prior to Prop. 13’s passag ' Eles tax

rall

Table 2

State or local tax felt to be too high
(volunteered responses)

1998 1991 1986 1980 1977
32% 52% 26% 29% 17%
t%tate income tax 30 26 31 42 20
Gasoline tax 30 12 15 26 10
irEgroperty tax 22 22 28 23 60
o] obacco tax 11 3 6 8 1
Alcohol tax 9 3 6 8 10
P Bther 15 15 3 13 13
S None/no answer 26 12 35 22 11

(Columns add to more than 100% due to multiple mentions.)
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Mixed views of tax and spending changes sin
Prop. 13

Voters are about evenly divided in respect to the tax

government spending changes which have occurred in (

fornia since the passage of Prop. 13, with 40% satisfied

38% dissatisfied. This, however, marks an improvemer

outlook compared to 1991 when 59% were dissatisfied
just 32% were satisfied.

ceHomeowners are most supportive of Prop. 13, whil
renters are divided

aridajorities of all homeowners regardless of when they pu

andte today. On the other hand, renters are evenly dividg
tin
and

Table 6

If Prop. 13 were up for a vote today, would vote
(among homeowners and renters)

Table 3 For Against  Undecided
Satisfaction with tax and government spending changes Homeowners 61% 26 3
that have occurred in California since passage of Prop. 13 Bought in 1978 or earlier  68% 25 7
Satisfied Dissatisfied ~ No opinion Bought after 1978 58% 27 15
1998 40% 38 22 Renters 38% 38 24
1991 32% 59 9
1980 48% 47 5

Pre-1978 homeowners are more satisfied

Homeowners who bought their homes in 1978 or earlier
more satisfied than others with the tax and spending cha
over the past twenty years. This group splits 53% satis

and 34% dissatisfied. Those who bought after 1978
marginally dissatisfied, while renters are much more dis
isfied than satisfied.

Prop. 13's tax assessment inequity remains troublin

Voters still have trouble with one aspect of Prop. 13 —t

situation where similar houses on the same street are tg

differently depending on when the home was purchased.
afdrevious years when residents were asked about this, al
hatvo out of three voters disapproved of this provision of Prg
fiey3: Now, the disapproval level has declined to 55%.

are
at-

Table 7
Opinion of method of property tax assessment
whereby similar houses on the same street would be taxed
differently depending upon when the house was sold

Table 4
Satisfaction with tax and government spending changes Disapprove  Approve  No opinion
that have occurred in California since passage of Prop. 13 1998 55% 35 10
(among homeowners and renters) 1991 63% 29 8
Satisfied  Dissatisfied No opinion 1980 68% 28 4
Homeowners 44% 40 16 _
Bought 1978 or earlier 53% 34 13 Post-1978 homeowners and renters disapprove
Bought after 1978 39% 44 17 current tax assessment method
Renters 26% 40 34

Prop. 13 would win again
If Prop. 13 were up for a vote today by a 53% to 30% ma

voters would again support the measure. Since 1978 W
this question was asked no more than one-third of the pU
has ever indicated that they would vote against Prop.13.

Homeowners who purchased their home after Prop. 13w
into effect disapprove (55%—37%) of the provision resultir
in two similar homes being taxed differently. Renters al
disapprove of this 63%to 27%. However, homeownersw
giRought their homes prior to 1978 are evenly split on th
héspue.
blie

Table 8

Opinion of method of property tax assessment
whereby similar houses on the same street would be taxed

Table 5 . :
differently depending on when the house was sold
If Prop. 13 were up for a vote today, how would you vote? (among homeowners and renters)

For Against  Undecided NoO
1998 53% 30 17 Disapprove Approve opinion
1991 50% 34 16 Homeowners 50% 40 10
1980 63% 33 4 Bought in 1978 or earlier 40% 43 17
1978 (actual vote) 65% 35 - Bought after 1978 55% 37 8
Renters 63% 27 10

Catihased their home would support Prop. 13 if it were up for
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Public schools have worsened since Prop. 13 passedNegative aspects of Prop. 13

Insofar as what has happened to the public schools

Prop. 13’s passage almost half of voters (49%) believe fthather things that have happened since the passage of H
things have worsened, while just 17% think they hgva3. By a 56% to 16% ratio voters agree that Prop. 13 did
nhgeally reduce the overall size of the local government in thei
htadea.

improved. Another 17% say they have not seen any ch

Ofthose who feel the state’s public schools have deterior
over the past twenty years, about half (23%) say they bel
Prop. 13 contributed a great deal or some to this decling

The public is more divided in their appraisals of the qua
of services provided by local governments since the pas
of Prop. 13. Thirty percent of voters feel that local servi

have gotten worse, 31% think they have remained the same

: : a 47% to 25% margin the public also believes that state
while 27% say they have improved. Most of the 30% whag y ° 0 g b
) 4 . nd local taxes have increased since Prop. 13's passage tp the
perceive a worsening of local government services (219
o Yointwhere they have now completely offset the property tax
feel that a great deal or some of this is due to Prop. 13.
reductions of Prop. 13.
Table 9 e Sl
What has happened since passage of Prop. 13 to: . aole )
Loee] Reaction to three negative statements
Public government regarding effects of Prop. 13
schools services No
% % Agree Disagree opinion
Gotten worse 49 30 Prop. 13 did not really reduce the
Remained same 17 31 overall size of local government in
Improved 17 27 my area. 56% 16 28
No opinion 17 12 .
One of the bad things about Prop.
Positive aspects of Prop. 13 13 is that most of Fhe funding and
control of the public schools has
The way voters view the effects of Prop. 13 comes intehifted from the local community
sharper focus when examining how they react to a serigstofthe state. 49% 24 27
statements describing some of the comments which rage
b de about it ince Prop 13 passed, other state
een made about IS passage. and local taxes have increased to
Two positive aspects in which large majorities are in agfedhe point where they now completely
ment include these: as a result of the passage of Prop. @ffpet the property tax reductions of .
“elected officials have had to look for more ways to cut fh&P- 13 47% 25 28
cost of government rather than simply raising taxes” and “it. . ,
put a brake on the continual increase in property taxe3Plit roll taxation
whenever property values went up.” Sixty-three percentangt about the time of Prop. 13's passage, a 54% to 34%
61%, respectively, agree with these statements. majority supported a recommendation that business gnd
commercial property be taxed at a higher rate than private
_ Table 10 residences. Despite this, the idea was never enacted. [The
Reaction to two positive statements proportions favoring that provision increased in subsequént
regarding effects of Prop. 13 : P ;
measures inthe years following its passage. Now, the malgln
— approving such a step has dropped, with 46% approving and

Agree Disagree opinion

One of the good things about the
passage of Prop. 13 is that elected
officials have had to look for more
ways to cut the cost of government
rather than simply raising taxes. 63% 23 14
One of the good things about the

passage of Prop. 13 is that it put a

brake on the continual increase in

property taxes whenever property

" been the shifting of control and funding of the public schod

saggree that this is one of the bad things about Prop. 13 (4
Cet®H 24%).

inSézeable pluralities of the public register disappointment

SWhother perceived negative consequence of Prop. 13

ityrom the local community to the state. Twice as many peo

39% disapproving of the idea split roll taxation.

Table 12

Tax business and commercial property
at a higher rate than private residences?

1998 1981 1980 1978
% % % %
Approve 46 66 68 54
Disapprove 39 29 26 38
Don’t know 15 5 6 8

values went up 61% 18 21
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Preferred size of various levels of government

Whenitcomesto the level of services provided by the feder

government, 40% of California voters prefer that it beco
smaller and provide fewer services, while 18% suppo
bigger federal government providing more services. Alm
four in ten (39%) think the size and amount of servi
provided by the federal government should remain as
now.

As far as the state government is concerned, the publig
little more divided, but more still favor a smaller governme
with fewer services (34%) than a bigger government pro

However, when asked their opinion of lowering the vote
requirement to a 60% majority, voters approve by a 57%to
% margin.

D

m

't a Table 15

0StOpinion of changing vote requirement for passage of local
LeS bonds from two-thirds super majority to a 60% majority

tis 1998 1993
Change to 60% vote requirement 57% 61%

iKaep 2/3 vote requirement 35 31

eniNo opinion 7 8

id-

ing more services (24%).

At the local government level, about half (52%) want
change in the size and level of services now provi
However, among those who want change there is a
greater sentiment for a bigger local government provid
more services (27%) than a smaller one with fewer sery|
(17%).

(1ea'he findings in this report come from a statewide cross-sectio
I
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tt[s'urvey of 931 registered voters conducted April 20-28, 1998

%Iephone. For some questions the overall sample was divid

Nfhto two approximately equal sized sub-samples of about 46

C@dters each. According to statistical theory, 95% of the tim
results from the overall sample have a sampling error#¥.4
percentage points, while findings from each sub-sample have
sampling error of+4.6 percentage points.

Table 13
Preferred size of levels of government
Federal State Local
gov't gov't gov't
% % %
Smaller/fewer services 40 34 17
Remain the same 39 39 52
Bigger/more services 18 24 27
No opinion 4 3 3

Level of bond passage vote

Over the years many have advocated the idea of lowe
Prop. 13's two-thirds vote requirement for passage of Ig
general obligation bonds for such needs as schools,
police, and water. Two alternative lower levels have b
suggested — a 60% majority or a simple majority, i
anything greater than 50%.

In the current study and in a previous survey taken du
1993 a five to four majority of voters indicates their disg
proval of lowering the current two-thirds vote requiremen
a simple majority.

About The Field Institute

The Field Institute is a non-partisan, not-for-profit re
search organization devoted to the study of public opinionfon
a variety of social, economic and political issues in Califgr-
nia. The Field Polland The Field Institute have been operat-
ing since 1947 and have conducted more than 250 state
surveys whose results have provided for a rich data bas
opinions, attitudes and behavior of the state’s residents.

The Institute’s revenue comes from primarily theg

Ni¥purces:
cal

firejeld Poll Media Sponsors

LEN A number of leading California media properties (new

€.papers and television stations) contribute to the operation
The Field Institute as sponsorsldfe Field Poll Each media

in@roperty pays an annual fee commensurate with its circu

LIO_'uon or audience size.

©cademic Consortium

The Institute’s Academic Consortium serves institutio
of higher learning on an annual contract basis. Data files
codebooks of surveys undertaken by The Institute are g
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Table 14
Opinion of changing vote requirement for vided to member institutions and are widely used for instryc-
passage of local bonds from two-thirds tion and research. Members of the Academic Consortilim
super majority to a 50% simple majority include the University of California system and the Califof-
1998 1993 nia State University system.
Keep 2/3 vot.e require.mc.ant 53% 54% Officers
ﬁhange,to simple majority go :’2 Officers of The Field Institute are Mervin Field, Mar
0 opinion DiCamillo and Dr. E. Deborah Jay.
The Field Institute « 550 Kearny Street, Suite 900 « San Francisco, California 94108 « (415) 781-4921 « FAX (415) 434-3541
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