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I wrote 2,200 stories on the state budget and your tax money. Ten years of hammering away on my computer, but a lot of you are still confused. Well, let me give it one last shot.  In the decade I labored to explain the state's tax system and how the money was spent, public understanding slid from abysmal to pathetic.

Ten years ago, 19 percent of Oregonians correctly named the income tax as the largest source of revenue for state government and education as the largest spending category, according to the Oregon Progress Board. By 2004, that figure dropped to 15 percent.

The progress board didn't specifically blame me, but it came close, saying this happened "despite prolonged media coverage of the state government's budget crisis."

To be fair, writing about kickers, revenue streams and corporate cuts is not the stuff of J.K. Rowling or John Grisham. I mean, read any juicy budget mystery stories lately?

What I might have lacked in plotlines, I made up with volume. Since 1987, I've written 960 stories containing the word "budget" and 1,260 that mentioned "taxes." I cover transportation now, where the difference between a highway and a bicycle seems pretty clear.

But I don't feel right leaving you for the asphalt beat without offering up some final Budget Cliffs Notes. So, in the spirit of cheerful futility that colored my tenure as the taxes and budget reporter at The Oregonian, I offer you the Top 10 things I've learned on the job:

1 -- You Get What You Pay For, Mostly: Sure there's waste, bloated administration and deep-rooted inefficiency in government, just as there is in business. But politicians mislead voters when they claim taxes can be cut significantly while increasing popular programs such as schools, health care and cops.

2 -- You Get What You Want, Sort Of: Schools, public safety, health care, and programs for children and seniors account for about 95 percent of state spending. All other programs -- parks, economic development, environmental quality and transportation -- consume the rest. Politicians aren't saying much when they promise to "prioritize" spending.

3 -- The Incredible Shrinking Corporate Tax: Corporations pay a much smaller share of state income taxes than they did 30 years ago. In the 2003-04 fiscal year, the $318 million collected in corporate income taxes is slightly less than the revenue contributed by video poker players.

4 -- Fair Versus Stable: You can have fair taxes, or you can have stable revenues, but it's difficult to have both. That's because these goals work against each other. Oregon, with its heavy reliance on the income tax, has one of the most progressive tax systems in the country -- rates rise with income.

This means state revenues swing wildly with the ups and downs of the economy.

5 -- Low Taxes, High Spending: Oregon ranks near the bottom among states in tax burden -- thanks to the 1990s property tax revolt and the absence of a sales tax. Although taxes are low as a share of personal income, spending is high, thanks to user fees and federal grants.

6 -- Voters Rule: Ballot Measures 5 and 50 strictly limited property taxes during the 1990s. Love 'em or hate 'em, the activists behind these constitutional amendments, Don McIntire and Bill Sizemore -- and the initiative system they so skillfully employed -- have done more to change how government is paid for in Oregon than all the task forces, legislators and governors of the past 15 years.

7 -- Kick Me: As a byproduct of the unstable tax system, Oregon collects more money than expected during boom times and not enough when the economy tanks. Rather than tuck some surplus income away for a rainy day, we send it back to taxpayers every other Christmas. This strikes many outsiders as insane, but the "kicker" is enshrined in the state constitution and is as sacred to Oregonians as the lack of a sales tax.

8 -- Oh, and Forget About the Sales Tax: Just forget it. Deep thinkers say the ideal tax system would have a broad base with low rates. A consumption tax of some kind would allow Oregon to lower the rates of other taxes and reach tourists and crooks who pay little or no taxes. But statewide voters have said no nine times. They'll continue to, no matter how many times they're asked.

9 -- Givin' it Away: Oregon gives away more in tax breaks than it collects to pay for government. Many are federal exemptions that also apply to the state income tax, such as home mortgage interest. Efforts to reduce these "tax expenditures" have been fruitless because nearly every segment of society benefits in some way. Groups that complain the most about paying taxes -- seniors, farmers, big business -- enjoy some of the most generous tax benefits.

10 -- Nightmare on PERS Street: The controversy around the Public Employees Retirement System is only slightly more intractable than the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Retired workers strongly feel they've devoted their lives to public service. They've made decisions to stay on the job or retire based on pension promises that may be broken.

But many taxpayers resent the cost of those pensions eating into services they want.
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