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Executive Summary
Idaho can eliminate its property tax entirely, phased over about a decade, without creating a new tax and 
without raising a single existing rate. The mechanism is already running: through HB 292 (2023) and HB 521 
(2024), the state today buys down about $328 million, roughly 13 percent, of the state’s $2.5 billion property tax 
burden, funded by revenue the state already collects. This paper models scaling that same mechanism to 100 
percent.

The funding comes from two disciplined levers, not a tax swap: (1) holding state operating-spending growth to 
population plus inflation, and (2) dedicating the natural growth in the state’s existing sales and income revenue 
to a year-by-year buy-down. The buy-down grows every year and never reverses. Under disciplined 
assumptions, in which revenue grows at its validated decade rate and operating spending is held meaningfully 
below it, the current burden is fully replaced in roughly ten to fifteen years, depending on how wide that gap is 
held.

This is a fundamentally different, and more complete, approach than the relief-and-exemption path. As the 
companion whitepaper candidly acknowledges, a larger homestead exemption does not cut the total tax; it 
shifts $450 to $650 million of it onto Idaho’s small businesses, farmers, timber owners, and renters, and it keeps 
the property tax, and the bureaucracy around it, permanently in place. Elimination asks no Idahoan to carry 
another Idahoan’s bill.

1. Why Elimination, Not Relief
Relief measures reduce the symptom while preserving the disease. Three structural facts make that a losing 
game in North Idaho:

•  Assessments, not rates, drive the bill. Idaho sets no levy rate to cap. A district adopts a budget, and your 
share is your assessed value as a fraction of the district’s total. When a reassessment moves your value, your 
bill moves, even though you did nothing and voted on nothing.

•  A fixed exemption erodes fast. The companion whitepaper concedes that a $250,000 exemption set in 
2028 would be “meaningfully eroded” by continued 4 to 6 percent appreciation in Kootenai and Bonner 
counties by 2032–2033. Relief that melts in four years is not relief.

•  An exemption is a shift, not a cut. Because total levy budgets stay constant, exempting more residential 
value simply moves the burden onto commercial, agricultural, timber, and rental property, and a landlord’s 
property tax is built into the rent. The relief whitepaper states this plainly. Elimination is the only path that 
removes the burden instead of relocating it.

And beneath all of it is the principle: as long as the property tax exists, no Idahoan truly owns a home or a 
business. You can pay it off and still lose it to a tax you can never stop paying.



2. The Mechanism: No New Tax, No Rate Increase
The plan does not raise the sales tax, does not raise the income tax, and does not create a new levy. It funds full 
elimination from money the state already collects, using two levers:

•  Spending discipline. The Legislative Budget Book tells the story in its own numbers. Since FY2016, 
General Fund spending grew about 6.2 percent a year and the total state budget grew about 7.3 percent a 
year, doubling in a decade. Over the same decade Idaho’s population grew about 2.1 percent a year (U.S. 
Census) and inflation ran about 3.3 percent a year (federal CPI), a combined population-plus-inflation 
benchmark of about 5.4 percent, while General Fund revenue grew about 5.6 percent. Idaho has been 
spending faster than it grows and faster than its recurring revenue, by leaning on surpluses and one-time 
federal money. Over FY20 through FY26 that gap compounded to roughly $1.2 billion above population 
and inflation. Holding operating growth back to, and in the buy-down years below, that benchmark is 
what frees money for elimination, without one rate increase.

•  Natural revenue growth. Idaho’s General Fund revenue grew from $3.18 billion in FY2016 to $5.51 billion 
in FY2026, a compound rate of about 5.6 percent a year over the decade (Legislative Budget Book). One 
honest note: after the state’s historic income-tax cuts, revenue plateaued off its FY2022 peak, then beat 
forecast again in FY2026. The plan does not require a boom. It requires revenue to grow faster than 
disciplined spending, and it directs that difference to retiring the property tax rather than to expanding 
government.

Each year, the gap between growing state revenue and disciplined operating spending is dedicated to buying 
down the property tax. That buy-down compounds and never reverses. In a lean year it slows; it does not go 
backward.

3. The Ten-Year Model
The table below scales today’s $328 million buy-down to full elimination of the current $2.5 billion burden. 
Assumptions are transparent and adjustable: starting General Fund revenue $5.5 billion, revenue growth 5.5 
percent per year, operating-spending growth held to 3.0 percent per year, a disciplined target below recent 
trend. Population plus inflation alone ran about 5.4 percent over the last decade, which is why the sensitivity 
section below shows a longer timeline if spending is allowed to grow at that fuller rate. Dollars in millions.

Two design choices keep this conservative and honest. First, the model replaces today’s $2.5 billion levy and 
holds that target flat: during the phase-out the property-tax levy is frozen rather than allowed to keep climbing 3 
percent a year, so the buy-down retires a fixed amount instead of chasing a moving one. Second, any local need 
beyond that frozen base is funded not by growing the property tax, but by a limited, voter-approved local-option 
sales tax (see Section 6). Freeze it, then retire it.

Year GF Revenue Operating Spend (3%) State Buy-Down % Replaced Taxpayer Burden Left

0 $5,500 $5,172 $328 13% $2,174

1 $5,803 $5,327 $475 19% $2,027

2 $6,122 $5,487 $635 25% $1,867

3 $6,458 $5,652 $807 32% $1,695

4 $6,814 $5,821 $992 40% $1,510

5 $7,188 $5,996 $1,193 48% $1,309



Year GF Revenue Operating Spend (3%) State Buy-Down % Replaced Taxpayer Burden Left

6 $7,584 $6,176 $1,408 56% $1,094

7 $8,001 $6,361 $1,640 66% $862

8 $8,441 $6,552 $1,889 76% $613

9 $8,905 $6,748 $2,157 86% $345

10 $9,395 $6,951 $2,444 98% $58

Read it plainly: the state’s share of your property tax climbs from 13 percent today to about 98 percent by year 
ten, reaching 100 percent early in year eleven, while your remaining bill falls from $2.17 billion to near zero. No 
rate is raised and no service is cut, because the state is replacing a revenue stream, not eliminating a service.

4. Honest Sensitivity: The Pace Follows Growth
This is a planning model, not a promise of a precise date, and it is stated that way on purpose. The load-bearing 
assumption is not the revenue rate alone but the GAP between revenue growth and disciplined spending 
growth, because that difference is what funds the buy-down each year. The timeline to full elimination, by the 
size of that annual gap:

•  About 10 years if operating growth is held to 3 percent, well below the 5.4 percent population-plus-
inflation benchmark

•  About 13 years if operating growth is held to 4 percent

•  20 years or more if operating growth is allowed to run at population plus inflation (about 5.4 percent), 
because revenue grows only marginally faster

The honest tension is here, and it is why this is a spending-discipline plan, not a revenue-windfall plan. Idaho’s 
revenue growth (about 5.6 percent) runs only marginally ahead of population plus inflation (about 5.4 percent), 
so holding spending merely to that benchmark leaves almost no gap. The buy-down is funded by holding 
spending below it, real restraint on the size of government, plus dedicating the surpluses the state now spends 
one time or refunds. Reaching the shorter end of the range requires holding spending growth below revenue 
growth, closer to the discipline the state abandoned when it overspent by roughly $1.2 billion above population 
and inflation in six years. The essential point is still structural: the mechanism moves in one direction only. It 
advances faster in disciplined years and slower in loose ones, but the property tax already retired never comes 
back.

5. Local Control Is Preserved
Elimination changes where the money comes from, not who sets local budgets. Idaho is a Dillon’s Rule state; the 
Legislature has held authority over local government since statehood, so replacing the revenue stream transfers 
no new control to Boise. This is not theoretical: the state already funds about 13 percent of your property tax 
and about 79 percent of public schools today, and it has never taken over a single county commission, school 
board, or fire district.

The state replaces the current levy, and during the phase-out that levy is held flat rather than allowed to keep 
climbing every year. Local governments still fund their genuine growth, but through the voter-approved, capped 
local-option sales tax described in Section 6, not through an ever-rising property tax. Once the phase-out is 
complete, property tax is gone entirely and cannot return through the ballot.



6. The Local-Option Sales Tax, With Hard Limits
When a community needs to fund something new during or after the phase-out, the money comes from a voter-
approved local-option sales tax, not from reviving the property tax. This is not a Herndon invention. Thirty-eight 
states already let local governments levy a local-option sales tax; the handful that forbid it are precisely the 
states whose local governments lean hardest on property tax. Idaho itself already allows it, but only in “resort 
cities” under 10,000 people, such as Sun Valley, McCall, and Stanley, approved by a 60 percent vote. This plan 
extends that existing, proven, voter-controlled tool to the rest of Idaho, so no community is left with the 
property tax as its only option.

Local control is strengthened, not weakened. Local voters, not Boise, decide whether to adopt the tax, what it 
funds, and whether to keep it, and the revenue stays in the community. But an unlimited local sales tax would 
simply trade one runaway tax for another, so the authority must be tightly bounded. This plan sets those limits 
in statute:

•  A hard rate cap. A statutory ceiling on the local rate (for example, no more than 1 percent) so it can never 
balloon the way property assessments have. A modest, bounded supplement, not a blank check.

•  Supermajority voter approval. No local-option tax without a 60 percent vote of the affected community, 
matching Idaho’s existing resort-city standard. The people who pay it decide it.

•  Purpose-restricted. Revenue tied to specific, named uses stated on the ballot, not deposited into a 
general fund to be spent on anything.

•  Automatic sunset and renewal. Every local-option tax expires on a fixed schedule unless voters 
affirmatively renew it, so it can never become a permanent, unaccountable levy.

•  Transparency and audit. Collections and spending reported publicly, so voters see exactly what their tax 
bought before they are asked to renew it.

The principle is simple: end the one tax that can take your home, and fund genuine local wants with a capped, 
purpose-bound, voter-approved, sunsetting local option. Local needs stay locally funded and locally controlled, 
and the total tax burden stays disciplined.

7. Relief vs. Repeal, Side by Side
Both paths honor the same two red lines: no new tax and no loss of local control. They part ways on everything 
else.

Relief / Exemption Path Elimination Path (Herndon)

Goal Reduce and re-target; property tax 
stays forever

End the property tax entirely

New tax or rate hike None None

How relief is funded Bigger exemption shifts $450-650M 
onto business, ag, timber, and rentals; 
plus new state rebate spending ($62-
118M/yr)

Spending discipline + natural growth 
in existing state revenue; no shift onto 
anyone

Who pays the difference Commercial, agricultural, timber, and 
renters (via higher rent)

No one; funded by holding 
government growth to population + 
inflation

Schools Levies stay in place permanently (ring- Bought down like every other levy



Relief / Exemption Path Elimination Path (Herndon)

fenced)

Local control Preserved Preserved (funding is not control)

Means-tested Yes (income-tested circuit breaker) No; universal

Erosion risk Fixed exemption erodes by ~2032 
without an assessment cap

None; the tax reaches zero

End state A permanent, smaller property tax 
and a new rebate bureaucracy

No property tax

The relief path is the more cautious road, and the companion whitepaper makes the most honest case for it 
available. But it ends at a permanent, smaller property tax funded by shifting the burden onto Idaho businesses 
and renters. The elimination path ends at zero, funded by the government finally living within its means.

8. Bridge Measures During the Phase-Out
Elimination takes about a decade, and real families need help now. Several ideas in the companion whitepaper 
are well-suited as bridge relief during the phase-out, and they are worth adopting on that basis:

•  A North Idaho hardship deferral. A zero-interest deferral for long-tenure owners in fast-appreciating 
counties, repayable on sale, keeps retirees in their homes while the buy-down catches up.

•  A targeted circuit breaker. An income-tested rebate paid from state funds to county treasurers is, 
notably, the same funding mechanism as the elimination plan, state revenue to local governments, aimed at 
the most vulnerable during the transition rather than at everyone at once.

Treated as bridges to elimination rather than as the destination, these measures complement the plan instead 
of competing with it.

Conclusion
Property-tax elimination is neither a fringe idea nor a slogan. It is a national movement across many states, and 
Idaho is better positioned than almost any of them: we already run the mechanism, we already fund most 
school operations from the state, and we already have the fastest-growing economy in the country producing 
the revenue growth this plan relies on. What remains is the discipline to dedicate that growth to retiring the tax 
rather than expanding government.

The numbers hold. The mechanism is already working. The only question is whether Idaho finishes the job, so 
that when an Idahoan pays off a home or builds a business, it is finally, fully theirs.

Sources & Assumptions
Property tax total ($2.502B) and existing relief ($328M) — Idaho State Tax Commission, 2025 Property Tax Report. General Fund revenue 
history ($3.18B FY2016 to $5.51B FY2026, about 5.6 percent a year) — Idaho Legislative Budget Book, General Fund Revenue Estimates. 
The General Fund is about 40 percent of the appropriated all-funds budget (about 30 percent once continuously-appropriated funds are 
included), down from about 44 percent in 2016; most spending now flows through federal, dedicated, and continuous funds — Idaho 
Legislative Budget Book, 2025 Total Expenditures and Three-Year Summaries. FY2026 revenue-beat and AAA rating — Office of the 
Governor year-end release, July 17, 2026. $1.2B over-population-plus-inflation growth (FY20–FY26) and continuous-appropriation figures 
— Idaho Freedom Foundation / Fred Birnbaum. The ten-year projection is an illustrative planning model built on the stated, adjustable 
assumptions; the timeline scales with actual revenue growth, as shown in the sensitivity section. Comparison figures for the relief path 
are drawn from the companion Idaho–Florida Property Tax Reform Whitepaper (self-described as illustrative).


