Weicker Goes On TV to Press For Income Tax
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In an unusual prime-time televised speech from the Governor's mansion, Gov. Lowell P. Weicker Jr. conceded tonight that his budget plans had failed to win over the legislature and appealed to residents to end Connecticut's drawn-out fiscal crisis by pressuring their representatives to accept an income tax.

He appeared to be digging in his heels in his battle with the legislature and gave no hint that he was ready to drop his insistence on a plan that most of the lawmakers have never even come close to accepting.

He urged state residents and lawmakers to accept the "bitter pill" of his budget plan, even though the non-income-tax alternatives offered by the legislature might seem more appealing on the surface.

"The choice is between what works and what feels good," he said. 

'A Fair Compromise'

He also offered what he called "a fair compromise" to automatically end the income tax in December 1993 and threatened to impose deep but unspecified spending cuts if lawmakers insisted on passing over his objections a "dishonest" budget.

"What you insist upon will happen," he told residents in a sometimes angry and emotional 15-minute address. "Families and friends of Connecticut, you're not out of the loop on this budget business."

But the speech appeared to fall flat among lawmakers, who administration officials said earlier in the day were one of the main targets of the address.

Leaders in the legislature, including even some of those sympathetic to Mr. Weicker's views on the tax system, dismissed the speech as contributing nothing new or providing no help to resolve the crisis that has gripped the state government since July 1 without a budget. Others said the Governor's harsh criticism of the legislature, which he called "the gang that couldn't count straight," would damage whatever good will he still has among lawmakers.

"The Governor has taken his one last shot at trying to convince somebody," said the House minority leader, Representative Edward C. Krawiecki Jr., Republican of Bristol, an income-tax opponent. "The public will certainly reject this latest proposal as well." Too Little, Too Late

The Speaker of the House, Richard J. Balducci, a Democrat who supports the income tax, said the so-called sunset provision for ending the tax at the end of 1993 was "nothing new" and said the proposals were really too little, too late. "I don't really see it going anywhere," he said. "I wish I were wrong."

In many ways it was a crucial speech for Mr. Weicker, given at a moment that hangs heavy with possible long-term implications for both the state and his six-month-old administration.

Just 24 hours earlier, Senate Democrats killed what many lawmakers believe was the last possible budget compromise that would include an income tax. And as the lawmakers continued their meetings at the Capitol today, there was a palpable sense of despair in many voices and renewed resignation that the only way out may be to simply thwart Mr. Weicker and override his most recent budget veto. 

Revenue Overhaul

Mr. Weicker has vetoed two non-income-tax budgets over the last six weeks, most recently on July 1, when he killed the legislature's budget as his first official act of the new fiscal year. He proposed earlier this year a sweeping revenue overhaul that would lower most of the state's existing taxes as a way to stimulate the economy, then make up the difference with a 6 percent flat income tax, later amended to a 6.75 percent progressive-rate tax.

Connecticut is one of only 10 states with no tax on wages, though it does tax income earned from dividends, interest and capital gains.

An override vote, which would require a two-thirds majority in both the House and the Senate, would avoid the income tax and resolve the state's huge revenue shortfall instead through a huge expansion of the existing revenue system. The 8 percent sales tax in particular, already the highest statewide rate in the nation, would be applied to millions of new transactions, from car repairs to dry-cleaning services and taxi rides. An 'Unemployment Act'

The plan includes about $1 billion in new taxes. Mr. Weicker has called it an "unemployment act" that would cripple the state's already weak economy.

Lawmakers say that overriding Mr. Weicker's July 1 budget veto would also resolve in the bitterest possible way the tensions that have simmered for months between the Democratic-controlled legislature and Mr. Weicker's independent third-party executive branch and would kill perhaps for years the hopes, especially among many Democrats, to overhaul a tax structure that they say is unfair to the poor. Next year is an election year for almost every member of the 187-member General Assembly.

"I don't think anybody at this point has any new twists," said the Senate President pro tem, John B. Larson, an anti-income-tax Democrat from East Hartford. He said he would push to override the veto as early as Thursday.

The House Speaker, Mr. Balducci, said he believed that many lawmakers would be "upset" by the critical tone directed at the legislature. He said that the sunset provision ending the income tax was considered months ago and dismissed, but that, in fairness to the Governor, he would bring it forth again on Wednesday at the party caucuses.
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