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1. Introduction
Colorado is a special place to call home. Between our incredible 
landscape, diverse communities, a growing economy, and a distinctive 
Western spirit, it’s a place where we can all carve out the way of life that 
we want for our family and our community. 

Whether you’re a fifth-generation Coloradan or a new resident, a rancher 
on the Eastern Plains or a resort worker living the dream in a mountain 
town, a retiree on the Western Slope or a recent graduate working at a 
startup, you are here because you—and because the generations before 
you—wanted a better life. 

This pursuit of a better life, a Colorado way of life, is core to who we are 
as a state.

Coloradans care deeply about how we address the issues that shape our 
well-being: providing a healthy start and a good education for our kids, 
college and job training programs to prepare our workforce, keeping 
Colorado a healthy place to live and work, protecting our parks and open 
spaces, building a modern transportation system, and ensuring basic 
protections so every worker and every family can earn a good life. 

Strong public investments in all of these vital areas help build thriving 
communities and allow families to succeed. We also know those 
community benefits are not free.

Taxes are what we pay for those community benefits and for services 
that benefit everyone. These benefits and services are essential to our 
health and well-being. Tax policies are laws and rules that determine the 
amount of taxes owed and how we share the responsibility of paying for 
things like transportation and education.

Due to unique constitutional provisions adopted decades ago, Colorado 
is the only state in the country where voters, rather than lawmakers, are 
responsible for approving changes to our tax code through the ballot 
initiative process. This means you are the decision maker on how much we 
should devote to funding critical public services everyone in the state uses.

That means when Coloradans see something that doesn’t work in our tax 
code, we have the responsibility to change it.

This guide is designed with that in mind. After reading it, you’ll be 
able to make better decisions about the tax policies that shape how we 
live, how we invest in our communities, and how we work to ensure 
economic prosperity is enjoyed all across Colorado. 

2. How to Use This Guide 
This guide outlines the key principles of a good tax system as a way for 
you, as a decisionmaker, to assess policy proposals, consider ballot  
initiatives, and even evaluate candidates for elected office. 

While Colorado’s elected officials are severely limited in what they 
can do to change and shape our tax system, they play a critical role in 
shaping the debate and proposing ideas for better public investments. 
But remember, it is ultimately voters like you, not legislators and other 
elected officials, who shape our state’s tax policy. 

This means it’s not only important to know how elected officials think 
and act about the policies that matter to you, it is also vital for you to 
inform and empower yourself to make good choices when you vote on 
ballot measures that determine taxes and public investments in things 
like transportation and education that help communities across the  
state thrive.  

We invite you to read this guide with these questions in mind: 

•  What makes an effective tax code? Does it generate enough 
money to pay for the community benefits we all care about, and 
does it do so in a fair and equitable way?

•  What helps families succeed? What practices have worked or can 
work to build an economy that benefits us all? 

•  What investments help communities thrive? How can Coloradans 
make their voices heard to build an economic system that works for 
everyone? 

Below you’ll see the principles of what makes a good tax system, based 
on what we know and what’s been proven to work. You’ll also see the 
key priorities Colorado can and should consider in order to support our 
diverse communities, protect our ways of life, and help ensure our state 
remains the special place we all want it to be. You’ll also find questions to 
ask yourself about every candidate and ballot measure you’ll be voting on. 

For more information on resources to find out more about candidates 
and ballot initiatives, please see the section titled “Voter Resources” at 
the end of this guide.
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3.  What Makes a Tax System 
Effective 

Every state uses taxes to pay for public investments. In Colorado, voters 
are responsible for designing our tax system and determining what 
funding is available for the public programs and services we all care 
about. Many of the barriers that prevent us from creating and building 
what we want in our communities are there because of the rules of our 
tax code. Below are generally accepted principles 
on what makes for a fair and successful tax code 
and details on where Colorado falls short.

An effective tax system generates enough  
money to pay for what we need.

The primary purpose of a tax system is to raise revenue in order to  
fund services that benefit the people who live in the state or in local 
jurisdictions. The taxes you pay fund public investments like schools, 
libraries, roads, and hospitals—the building blocks of thriving communities. 
One of the biggest barriers to widespread prosperity is inadequate 
revenue to pay for these priorities.

Colorado falls short of an adequate revenue system. That is why,  
despite a growing economy, investments in transportation, K-12 and 
higher education, and health care have been minimal, or in some cases, 
non-existent.

An effective tax system treats people fairly. 
Individuals and businesses with comparable incomes should be taxed 
comparably, residents should be taxed relative to their ability to pay, and 
the share of taxes paid by various income groups should be tied to their 
share of the state’s wealth and income.

In Colorado, our tax code cannot be described as fair:

An upside down tax system:  
lowest income pays the highest share

$30,600 $140,300 $1,779,900

$2,662

$8,979

$81,875

Household Income

Share of Income Paid in State 
and Local Taxes in CO

8.7%

6.4%

4.6%

Our unfair tax system is a barrier to widespread economic prosperity  
in Colorado.

An effective tax system limits special treatment for 
certain tax payers.  
Tax policy can be used to influence taxpayer behavior through incentives 
or penalties. But tax breaks to specific groups should only be used if they 
increase the system’s fairness. Tax incentives that do not alter behavior 
in ways that benefit the community, or serve merely to reduce tax 
liability, undermine confidence in our tax system. 

This is one area where Colorado is not unique. Like most states, we have 
many tax policies that are not proven to result in improved behavior. 
Instead, they merely reduce taxes on the highest income Coloradans. 
Tax credits, exemptions, and deductions targeted at creating preferential 
treatment for certain taxpayers, especially those at the top, undermine 
the ability of public investment to support more widespread prosperity.

Colorado ranks
45th in on total 
state taxes per 
$1,000 of income 
in FY 2015-16

45th
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4.  What Makes Our Communities 
Thrive

We’ve highlighted the following four public investment priorities—not to 
prescribe everything that we should do, but to provide a guide to making 
decisions to protect our way of life and promote prosperity in every 
corner of Colorado.

1. Make our tax code more fair and adequate 
Why It’s Important
We’re all in this together. A well-designed tax code ensures, no matter 
which community you choose to call home, we all have access to 
the kinds of public investments we depend on to protect our unique 
Colorado way of life.  

How We Got Here
A critical thing to remember is that Colorado’s tax code was not built by 
accident. Rather, it happened because of the choices people in power, 
including voters, made over the course of the last three decades. 

1992
TABOR passed 

(Taxpayer’s Bill of Rights)
over 25 years ago

All of this results in a tangled web of policies that leaves Colorado at  
the mercy of formulas, limits the public investments we can make in key 
areas, and hinders our ability to adapt and evolve with changes in  
the economy. 

How We Move Forward
Here are four questions you should ask when evaluating ballot measures 
and candidates and whether they will bring about, or support, changes to 
our tax code:

›  Do they support a full analysis of who pays taxes, who avoids taxes, 
and how our tax expenditures affect public investments?

›  Do they support reducing loopholes in our tax code that help the 
highest income residents avoid taxes? 

›  Do they support tax increases for more direct public investments 
in schools, transportation, higher education, and other vital 
priorities?

›  Do they support changing tax policies in the state Constitution 
so Colorado can adapt and evolve with changing economic 
conditions?

2. Invest more in our kids and our schools.  
Why It’s Important
Access to quality education benefits students, parents, our communities, 
and the economy as a whole. It’s one of the most effective ways to invest 
in our future. When we invest more in our schools (particularly in 
low-income and rural communities) for smaller class sizes, more 
instruction time, availability of after-school programs, better classroom 
technology, and more opportunities for each student to receive the support 
they need to succeed, we are investing in our future economic success. 

For every dollar invested in early 
childhood education, taxpayers 
and individuals see a return of 
more than $16.

$16
ROI

$1
INVESTED



Colorado Fiscal Institute

8

The Colorado Way: How Your Vote Can Create Widespread Economic Prosperity

9

Investments in K-12 education alone won’t get us there. Our colleges 
and universities need to be better partners in preparing Coloradans to 
compete in today’s global economy.

As public investments in higher education have decreased,  
debt from higher education expenses has increased.

How We Got Here
It hasn’t always been this way. In 1980, Colorado spent nearly $500 more 
per student than the national average. In 1985, the local share of school 
funding was 54 percent and the state share was 46 percent. Since then, 
school funding has fallen behind.

39th48th

K-12 Spending Per
$1,000 Personal Income

K-12 Spending
Per Pupil

59%

Per Capita Debt of 
Colorado Graduates from 2000 to 2014

47%

State Support for Higher 
Education from 2000 to 2014

After several years of cuts to state support for colleges and universities, 
higher education funding also lags behind where it should be.

How We Move Forward
Here are three questions you should ask when evaluating ballot measures 
and candidates and whether they will strengthen investments in education:

›  Do they support increasing available revenue for K-12 schools and 
our public colleges and universities?

›  Do they support allocating dollars in ways that make sure all kids 
succeed regardless of race, economic background, or geography?

›  Do they support revamping the property tax structure, so 
homeowners and businesses don’t experience inequitable tax cuts 
and huge fluctuations in the taxes that fund education and other 
services?

Ranked
47th

in state
support

Ranked
37th

in average
student debt
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3.  Invest More in Infrastructure and 
Transportation. 

Why It’s important
Public investments in transportation and infrastructure are vital to 
economic growth, job opportunities, and for mobility of families and 
businesses. Investments in infrastructure have both short-term and 
long-term benefits that are shared by individuals and businesses alike. 

For example, well-maintained roads and airports ensure that manufacturers 
can more easily obtain raw materials and parts, so they can deliver 
finished products to consumers. Renovated roads and bridges, proper 
highway maintenance, and accessible public transit allow workers to get 
to and from their homes and jobs.

How We Got Here
Colorado’s investment in transportation has lagged behind our population 
for years. 

Since 1991…

POPULATION REGISTERED
VEHICLES

VEHICLE
MILES

TRAVELED

ANNUAL
CONGESTION

TIME IN
MAJOR URBAN

AREAS

CDOT
BUDGET

TOTAL LANE
MILES

$

64% 53% 82% 283% 31% 15%

The state legislature has attempted to fill some gaps in transportation 
funding but too often those investment come at the expense of other 
vital priorities like education and health care. Undermining support for 
other community investments is not a viable long-term solution and 
ultimately taking money away from critical public services undermines 
the goal of widespread economic prosperity.

How We Move Forward
Here are two questions you should ask when evaluating ballot measures 
and candidates and whether they will improve investments in  
transportation and infrastructure: 

›  Do they support dedicated new sources of revenue to fund 
payments on transportation bonds, which would guarantee 
continuous commitments to transportation infrastructure improve-
ments without jeopardizing school funding and other critical state 
priorities during economic downturns?

›  Do they oppose taking funding away from schools, health care, and 
higher education to pay for roads?
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4.  Invest More in Well-Being: Health, 
Housing, and Human Services. 

Why It’s Important
Economic growth and prosperity are directly tied to a variety of issues 
that help or hinder the abilities of families and individuals to achieve the 
Colorado way of life. 

For example, housing is sometimes left out of public investment  
discussions, but investing in the development and rehabilitation of 
affordable housing is vital to Colorado communities.  

50%

30%
As of 2016, roughly half of Colorado 
renters were paying more than 30% 
of their income on housing.$

Likewise, when you think of widespread economic prosperity you 
might not think of programs like unemployment insurance, family leave, 
retirement savings programs, Medicaid and Medicare, workers  
compensation benefits, or even anti-discrimination protections as relating 
to economic prosperity. Yet all of those programs and protections provide 
a stabilizing influence with the ups and downs of our economy. 

How We Got Here
Over the past 25 years, we have made decisions that have prioritized 
short-term tax cuts over investments in long-term prosperity.

For example, if the 1999 state income tax rates were still in place, 
Colorado would have $683 million more to invest in the very priorities 
that help our communities thrive. Instead, the tax cuts in 1999 and 2000 
helped exacerbate the effects of the ensuing recessions. 

Colorado experienced the biggest increase in the unemployment 
rate in the country between 2001 and 2003, and state revenue 
dropped by 16 percent, which triggered funding cuts that spared 
no part of the state.

How We Move Forward
Here are three questions you should ask when evaluating ballot measures 
and candidates and whether they will improve investments in our 
well-being: 

›  Do they support increasing revenue to make housing more 
affordable?

›  Do they support increasing funding available for a comprehensive 
paid family leave program, low-cost retirement savings options, 
and other basic worker protections? 

›  Do they support increasing available funding for health services?
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5.  CONCLUSION: What We Can  
Do to Enhance the Colorado Way 
of Life

What makes Colorado so special is our capability to support and sustain 
different ways of life in our state. We’ve done it from the beginning, and 
the wide array of thriving communities across our diverse geography 
proves it. But our tax system hinders our ability to keep supporting those 
ways of life.  

The solution is not to throw more money at every problem. Rather, we 
must rethink what makes sense for taxes and investments going forward, 
and how we can shape and sustain that path. 

The Colorado way of life is for all of us – not just the wealthy few. It’s up 
to us, together, to be sure that every family in Colorado can earn a good 
life, every child has the chance for a bright future, that communities all 
across our beautiful state thrive for us and the next generation.

The principles and priorities outlined in this guide are aimed at 
equipping you, and the elected officials who represent you, with the 
quality information we all need to make good decisions about taxes and 
public investments. 

The role of good government isn’t to tell people how to live, but rather 
to help and support the communities we want to live in. And we have 
to ask ourselves: does our current tax code do that? Does it support a 
government that works for all people and creates more opportunities to 
earn a good life? 

Colorado holds a unique position as the only state that restricts its own 
tax code by forbidding lawmakers from raising taxes. We’ve succeeded 
in many ways despite those limitations, and we’ve been hampered in far 
too many others. Despite these challenges, we have an opportunity to 
learn from where we’ve been and move forward in new ways to expand 
prosperity across every part of the state. 

We invite you to use this guide and consider these priorities as you 
undertake your role as a decisionmaker and make your voice heard about 
what the future of Colorado should look like. 

APPENDIX: Voter Resources
Count Me In!  
http://countmeincolorado.com

The League of Women Voters 
http://www.vote411.org/

U.S. Election Assistance Commission 
https://www.eac.gov/voters/resourcesforvoters/

Colorado Secretary of State 
http://www.justvotecolorado.org/

Rock the Vote 
https://www.rockthevote.org/voting-information/colorado/

Blue Book 
https://leg.colorado.gov/content/initiatives/initiatives- 
blue-book-overview/ballot-information-booklet-blue-book
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