
Sometimes, I wonder how they pay 
their taxes in different countries. 

In Russia, two big, burly guys prob-
ably knock on your door and say, 
"Give us all the money you haven't 
hidden yet." Then they pocket some of 
it and give the rest to some apparat-
chik, who pockets some of it and then 
passes it along to some other official, 
who takes a cut. On and on it goes 
until, finally, at the end of a long road, 
some of it goes to the government. 
The Russian government takes that 
money and uses it to pay for things 
like snowplows and secret prisons.

Of course, that is not 
true. The Russian pro-
cess of collecting taxes 
is probably very simi-
lar to our own. With 
similar results. Well, 
their penalties for not 
paying may be stiffer: 
As far as I know, the 
IRS doesn't employ a firing squad. Yet.

If there's one thing almost everyone 
can agree on, it's they don't like the 
way the government spends their 
hard-earned tax dollars. Or even their 
inherited tax dollars. The other thing 
almost universally agreed on is 
nobody likes all the hoops they have 
to jump through just to file their taxes. 
Whenever someone says, "The gov-
ernment never created a single job," I 
counter with, "They created H&R 
Block." Not to mention the thousands 
and thousands of accounting firms 
across the country that work for large 
corporations, and entire departments 
within those corporations that do 
nothing but work on "tax compliance." 

Some people say this puts our 
country at a competitive disadvantage 
with other countries. Those people 
have clearly never been to France, 
Germany or the 60 other countries 
that make our complex tax system 

look like a game of "Go Fish" com-
pared to their versions, which are 
more like 3-D chess. Their total corpo-
rate taxes may end up being lower 
than ours, but that doesn't mean 
they're simpler to calculate. 

Why can't we make the ordeal of 
paying taxes simpler? Most of us 
don't mind paying for necessities like 
roads, schools, police, firefighters, 
EMTs and the military -- what we 
mind is making it so difficult. Just let 
us write a check and stop making us 
fill out forms. We have created a sys-
tem that reminds me of getting a letter 

with a 50-cent stamp 
on it that tells me I 
owe someone 13 
cents. 

We're not alone; it 
seems all govern-
ments love paper-
work. "Fill out this 
form in triplicate" is 

the motto of governments all over the 
world.

If the government spent $10 to col-
lect $9, the officials in charge would 
stop it as soon as they realized it (one 
would hope). The trouble is, THEY 
aren't spending the $10. You are. It is 
costing you, the taxpayer, time and 
money to file your taxes -- not the 
government. 

Here's the strangest thing of all: The 
government knows how much tax I 
should be paying before I fill out the 
forms. I know because for the past 
few weeks, I've been getting tax docu-
ments in the mail. If I make a mistake 
-- accidentally or on purpose -- they'll 
know. After all, they get the same doc-
uments I get. So why not just send me 
a bill every year? If it looks OK, I'll 
send them a check. If not, I'll call the 
accountant.

Contact Jim Mullen at mullen.jim@
gmail.com.

There's been no shortage of breath-
less reaction to Trump-Russia special 
prosecutor Robert Mueller's indict-
ment of 13 Russians and three Russian 
organizations for their efforts to influ-
ence the 2016 presidential election. 
"An attack that -- but for the loss of life 
-- is as bad as Pearl Harbor," tweeted 
veteran journalist Jonathan Alter.

That's one way to look at it. Another 
is that, combining the 37-page indict-
ment with testimony from social 
media executives before congressional 
intelligence committees, the Russian 
operation, while warranting serious 
U.S. punishment, emerges as a small, 
poorly funded under-
taking with a level of 
effectiveness that is 
impossible to measure 
but could be near zero.

The Russian project 
has been discussed 
almost exclusively in 
terms of Donald 
Trump, but it did not start that way. 
According to the indictment, it began 
in May 2014, months before Trump 
began campaigning, with "the pur-
pose of interfering with the U.S. politi-
cal and electoral processes, including 
the presidential election of 2016."

The group's work was done 
through social media -- Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter. Most of it consist-
ed of buying ads or posting messages 
and keeping track of their spread 
through the social media world.

When attention turned to the 2016 
race, the Russians at first focused on 
denigrating Hillary Clinton, and also 
Ted Cruz and Marco Rubio, and sup-
porting Bernie Sanders and Trump.

The intensified focus on Trump 
came, not surprisingly, as Trump 
emerged as the likely Republican 
nominee to challenge Clinton. "From 

at least April 2016 through November 
2016," the indictment says, "defen-
dants and their co-conspirators, while 
concealing their Russian identities and 
organization affiliation through false 
personas, began to produce, purchase 
and post advertisements on U.S. social 
media and other online sites expressly 
advocating for the election of 
then-candidate Trump or expressly 
opposing Clinton."

Facebook officials gave more details 
to the Senate and House intelligence 
committees a few months ago. First, 
Facebook said the Russian operation 
bought about 3,000 ads, spending 

about $100,000 on 
Facebook and 
Instagram combined. 
That is compared to 
about $81 million the 
Clinton and Trump 
campaigns spent on 
Facebook and 
Instagram combined.

Looking at key states, the total 
spent on ads targeting the super-im-
portant state of Pennsylvania was just 
$300, according to Senate Intelligence 
Committee chairman Richard Burr. 
Ad spending in another key state, 
Michigan, was $823. In Wisconsin, it 
was $1,979.

That is not the stuff of rigging elec-
tions.

All Americans should be grateful 
that Mueller has gone after the 
Russian interference project. Russia 
needs to be prevented from doing it 
again, and also not allowed to get bet-
ter at it.

But as far as the new indictment is 
concerned, there is good reason to 
stay calm. It's not Pearl Harbor, in any 
way, shape or form.

Byron York is chief political correspon-
dent for The Washington Examiner. 

Mind reader a 
clever conman
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Is it possible to read someone’s 
mind?

That’s the question I’m pondering 
after watching a captivating show 
called “The Illusionists” Sunday 
night at the Tennessee Performing 
Arts Center in Nashville.

In a show filled with highlights, 
the most logic-defying part was a 
routine by mentalist Colin Cloud, 
who gained fame recently from a 
performance on “America’s Got 
Talent.” Cloud showed he could go 
around the TPAC audience 
announced at over 1,600 and tell 
people he’d never met before their 
name, birthday, and other fascinating 
facts.

If nothing else, Cloud would be a 
handy guy to have around the house 
so he could remind me of things like 
my wedding anniversary. 

After asking one man to stand, he 
told him his name was Sam Greene 
and even made sure to emphasize 
Greene was spelled with an “e” on 
the end. For another contestant, he 
correctly guessed her mother’s maid-
en name, suggesting to me he will 
soon have a credit card in her name.

He told a little girl her first pet was 
a donkey and then proceeded to 
guess the donkey’s name. He tossed 
a book to a woman in the audience 
and told her to look at any word, on 
any page, and think of it in her 
mind. He then correctly determined 
the word was “presents.”

But the most amazing part of the 
show was when Cloud called a 
woman on stage and asked her to 
think of any celebrity in the world. 
He then pulled out a large manila 
envelope and held it before the 
crowd.

“Tell me the name of the celebrity,” 
said Cloud.

“Will Smith,” replied the woman.
Cloud then reached inside the 

envelope and pulled out a large, 
color picture of Will Smith as the 
crowd gasped in amazement.

We spent a few minutes Monday 
talking about Cloud’s mesmerizing 
routine here at the office, mainly 
because I was so eager to share my 
disbelief. One view expressed by a 
co-worker was there was no magic 
involved at all, that Cloud had 10 or 
12 people planted in the audience 
who travel with him everywhere 
and it was all a well-rehearsed act. 
How else could he pull Will Smith 
from an envelope when the woman 
could have said Tom Cruise or 
Jennifer Aniston?

Another theory is Cloud was able 
to collect information about the audi-
ence beforehand based on ticket sales 
and know who was going to be sit-
ting in that seat before the show ever 
started. That’s plausible, but I don’t 
ever remember revealing the name 
of my first pet when buying a ticket 
to a magic show.

The way I look at it, “The 
Illusionists” is an entertaining way to 
reinforce how life is riddled with so 
much deception, whether it’s a slick 
salesman, a slick politician, or a slick 
magician.

I paid $39 a ticket because I want-
ed a clever show that would leave 
me wondering how the performers 
work their tricks on hundreds of 
spectators. Too bad all cons aren't so 
well announced.

Standard editor James Clark can be 
reached at 473-2191.
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Fiat Chrysler and BMW 
just announced plans to 
jointly develop self-driving 
cars. The move puts the 
automakers in competition 
with Google, Apple, and 
other car manufacturers 
also working on driverless 
vehicles. The question is 
when, not if, this is going to 
be commonplace.

Self-driving cars might 
seem to render public trans-
portation obsolete. But the 
opposite is true. 
Autonomous buses 
have already made 
their way onto 
streets. And because 
Bus Rapid Transit 
tends to have dedi-
cated lanes, the tran-
sition to driverless 
vehicles should be 
easier for public than 
private transport.

The truth is public buses, 
subways, trolleys, and 
trains will complement 
driverless automobiles by 
serving as our transporta-
tion network's high-capaci-
ty trunk lines.

Over the past two 
decades, public transporta-
tion ridership has grown by 
34 percent. Last year, 
Americans took 10.4 billion 
trips on public transit, or 35 
million every weekday. 

Those who use public 
transit don't miss driving. 
Typically citing convenience 
and cost,  six in 10 riders 
prefer public transit to other 
modes of transport.  

Consider a survey taken 
last year of commuters in 
Austin, Boston, Chicago, 
Los Angeles, San Francisco, 
Seattle, and Washington, 

D.C. Researchers surveyed 
4,500 people about their use 
of public transit, car-shares, 
bike-shares, and rideshares. 
They then identified a sub-
set that regularly uses sev-
eral of these modes of trans-
portation. Nearly six in 10 
of these "super-sharers" 
reported that more often 
than not, they travel on a 
bus or a train. 

These variations of ways 
to get around -- public tran-

sit among them -- 
are allowing more 
households to go 
car-free, or at least 
car-lite.

In that seven-city 
survey of commut-
ers, researchers 
found Uber and 
Lyft are the most 

popular way to get 
around between 10 

p.m. and 4 a.m., when 
buses and subways typical-
ly close.  

A future with less driving 
creates healthier, wealthier, 
more sustainable communi-
ties. Taking public transit is 
10 times safer than traveling 
by car. Those who rely on 
shared transportation are 
generally more physically 
active than their car-only 
counterparts. For most 
Americans, a car is the sec-
ond-largest purchase they'll 
make. Skipping ownership 
bypasses that expense. 

Technology may soon 
take our places behind the 
wheel -- and increase our 
reliance on public transpor-
tation in the process.   

Richard A. White is a senior 
advisor with the American 
Public Transportation Assoc.
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Public transportation
the wave of the future

Q: Do you think the framers of 
the u.S. Constitution intended   
citizens to own assault rifles when 
writing the Second Amendment?

 YES 44%
 NO  56%
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