
Policy Basics is a series of brief background reports on issues related to budgets, taxes, and government assistance programs. 

Center on Budget and Policy Priorities | cbpp.org 

 

Taxpayer Bill of Rights (TABOR) 

TABOR constitutional amendments severely limit states’ revenues and their ability to 

make prudent budget choices. Colorado, the only state to adopt the restrictive 

measure, has suffered a worsened business climate under TABOR and has failed to 

meet its education and public health commitments to its residents. 

 

A Taxpayer Bill of Rights or TABOR is a constitutional measure that limits the annual growth in state (and 

sometimes local) revenues or spending to the sum of the annual inflation rate and the annual percentage 

change in the state’s population. (For example, if the general inflation rate is 2 percent and the state’s 

population grows by 1 percent, state revenue available for expenditures can increase by 3 percent.  The 

balance must be refunded to taxpayers.)  Overriding these limits requires voters’ approval or some other 

high bar, such as a supermajority vote of the legislature. 

 

Colorado enacted the nation’s only TABOR in 1992 but suspended it for five years in 2005 in response to a 

sharp decline in public services. Though powerful special interests have promoted TABOR proposals in at 

least 30 states since 2004, no other states have adopted it. 

 

TABOR’s “Population-Plus-Inflation” Formula 

TABOR’s population-plus-inflation formula is not backed by any credible economics or fiscal policy research, 

and it constrains states’ abilities to make prudent budget choices. 

 

The formula does not keep pace with the normal growth in the cost of 

maintaining services, let alone the need to make new investments or 

improvements.  Inevitably, TABOR forces large, annual cuts to services 

that families and businesses rely on and that support state economic 

prosperity, as Colorado’s experience shows. 

 

Here’s why: 

 
• Population.  The segments of the population requiring the most state services, such as senior citizens 

and children, often expand more rapidly than the population overall.  For example, Florida — where 
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voters defeated a TABOR measure in 2012 — projects that its total population will grow by 24 percent 

between 2010 to 2030 but that its 65-and-older population will grow more than three times as 

fast, by 77 percent. 

• Inflation.  The inflation measure that TABOR proposals use — the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 

“Consumer Price Index-All Urban Consumers” (CPI-U) — does not accurately measure the cost of 

providing state services.  It gauges changes in the cost of goods and services that individual 

consumers buy, like housing, transportation, and food, rather than the services that state 

governments pay for, like education and health care.  The cost of providing public services grows 

much faster than the general rate of inflation for consumer goods, in part because labor-intensive 

public services are less likely to reap the efficiency and productivity gains achieved by other sectors of 

the economy.  For example, teachers can only teach so many students, and nurses can only care for 

so many patients. 

 

Economic growth already limits how much a state can spend each year. But under a TABOR, a state can 

maintain health and other services for the elderly (or expand them to meet growing need) only by cutting 

other areas of the budget, such as education.  

 

TABOR’s Impact on Colorado 

Colorado’s public services have suffered under TABOR. Due to 

TABOR’s forced deep spending cuts, Colorado’s national rankings on a 

number of critical public services plummeted in the years after it 

adopted TABOR. For example: 

 

• Colorado fell from 35th to 49th in the nation in K-12 spending as 

a percentage of personal income between 1992 and 2001. 

• Colorado’s college and university funding as a share of personal income declined from 35th in the 

nation to 48th by 2008. 

• Colorado fell to the bottom of national rankings in providing children with full vaccinations. It even 

suspended its vaccination program between 2001 and 2002 because it could not afford to buy 

vaccines. 

• The share of low-income children in the state without health insurance doubled between 1992 and 

2005, while falling in the rest of the nation. 

 

Furthermore, Colorado’s business climate and economy deteriorated under TABOR. The measure 

contributed to a credit downgrade in 2002 and alarmed business leaders by undermining the state’s ability 

to invest in its basic infrastructure and workforce. 

 

Tom Clark, Executive Vice President of the Denver Metro Chamber of Commerce, stated, “For businesses to 

be successful, you need roads and you need higher education, both of which have gotten worse under 
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TABOR and will continue to get worse.”  Similarly, Gail Klapper, director of the Colorado Forum (an 

organization of 60 of the state’s leading CEOs), said, “The business community has said this is not good for 

business, and this is not good for Colorado.” 

 

In 2005, Colorado voters approved a measure to suspend TABOR’s formula for five years to allow the state 

to rebuild its public services.  Unfortunately, the suspension did not last long enough for the state to recover 

fully from the period that TABOR was in effect, and the Great Recession further undermined that effort. 

 

TABOR continues to cause ongoing fiscal headaches for Colorado even as the economy improves. For 

example, the combination of TABOR and the 1982 Gallagher Amendment, which aimed to distribute taxes 

equally between residential and commercial property, will cost the state $340 million in lost property tax 

revenue in 2019 alone. Partly as a result, Colorado ranked 48th in school funding as a share of personal 

income in 2015, the most recent year available.  

 

TABOR also narrows the state’s budget choices in responding to cuts to federal aid to states, such as those 

proposed by the Trump Administration. Unlike other states that can more easily raise revenue to protect 

people and communities from the harm these cuts would cause, TABOR makes it extremely difficult for the 

state to raise the additional funds needed without triggering a taxpayer refund.   

 

 
 

  

http://www.cbpp.org/research/state-budget-and-tax/the-trump-budgets-massive-cuts-to-state-and-local-services-and
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TABOR Proposals in Other States 

Nearly every year, proponents have led campaigns in one or more 

states to enact TABORs. Since 2004, they have promoted TABORs in 

at least 30 states. 

 

In five states — Florida, Maine, Nebraska, Oregon, and Washington — 

these proposals reached the ballot but were rejected by voters. Colorado thus remains the only state with a 

TABOR. 
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