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here are many methods of war tax resistance.
Each involves a different level of personal risk
and accomplishes a different set of goals. 

This pamphlet explores ways to reduce your U.S. federal
income tax — perhaps to zero — by keeping income low
and using legitimate tax-reducing measures. It shows you
how to find your “tax line” — the level below which you
will have no federal income tax at all. It also describes
some benefits and challenges of low-income tax re-
sistance, and shows how you can reduce or eliminate oth-
er tax payments in similar ways.

This is the 5th in a series of Practical War Tax Resistance
pamphlets produced by the National War Tax Resistance
Coordinating Committee (NWTRCC). You can find a listing
of related NWTRCC publications at the end of this
pamphlet along with a resource list for further reading on
living simply.

Why Live on a Low Income?

“Frugality, my Dear, Frugality, Economy, Parcimony must
be our Refuge. I hope the Ladies are every day diminishing
their ornaments, and the Gentlemen too. Let us Eat Po-
tatoes and drink Water. Let us wear Canvass, and undressed
Sheepskins, rather than submit to the unrighteous, and ig-
nominious Domination that is prepared for Us.” — Letter
from John Adams to Abigail Adams, 20 September
1774.

By taking a stand that requires personal change and per-
haps personal sacrifice, you demonstrate the depth of
your commitment to a more just world. Anyone can com-
plain about the government and ask it to change, but it
means much more to change your own life and put your
money where your mouth is.
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You can help build parallel economic systems based on
cooperation and sustainable choices rather than on con-
sumerism, resource depletion, and exploitation. By par-
ticipating in such alternatives, you live the revolution in
values that is necessary for peace with justice. Each ec-
onomic choice you make can be a witness to your values.

Simple Living as a Path toward Equality and Solidarity

People who reduce their incomes to live in voluntary sim-
plicity have a different experience from those who are in-
voluntarily impoverished.

In our society millions face the economic hardships of un-
deremployment, the anguish of homelessness, and the
vulnerability of inadequate access to health care. Global-
ly the situation is even more dire. The International La-
bour Organization reported that of the 2.8 billion people
who were employed around the world in 2003, almost
half lived on less than two dollars a day, while 550 million
lived on less than one dollar a day.

War tax resisters who share some of the risks and pre-
carious circumstances with everyone who lives on a low
income may not only develop techniques to further sus-
tainable living, but may also become more convinced
and convincing advocates for economic justice. When
personal experience informs our advocacy, alliances can
emerge beyond barriers of class and circumstance.

By standing with those who lack the privileges of wealth
and power, we stand against the inequality that violent
systems require and perpetuate.

Living on Less Due to Forced Collections

Some war tax resisters must live on reduced incomes be-
cause the IRS levies their wages or seizes their bank ac-
counts or property.

If you carry over a tax “debt” from earlier tax resistance,
the IRS may continue to try to collect these back taxes
from you even if your current income is below a taxable
threshold. However if you can demonstrate sufficient
hardship, the IRS may delay or suspend collection, and
there is typically a small amount of yearly income and
personal possessions that the IRS will not seize.

You may find the IRS booklet Understanding the Collection
Process (Publication #594) useful if you face collection.
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Some discover
that by living
simply they
live more
satisfying and
meaningful
lives, and
would choose to
live this way
even if it didn’t
help them to
resist taxes.

Some resisters find that resisting the whole package of
consumerism, overconsumption and taxation appeals to
them more than other tax resistance strategies. Some dis-
cover that by living simply they live more satisfying and
meaningful lives, and would choose to live this way even
if it didn’t help them to resist taxes. Some prefer this
method of tax resistance because it can be accomplished
within the law, demonstrating their desire to be law-
abiding citizens without at the same time having to vi-
olate their consciences.

“I think of this both as removing myself from any form of re-
sponsibility for what the current US administration is doing,
as well as a type of protest. I don’t have a practical view of
this way of life having any significant effect on the federal
government, because the vast majority of Americans will
never be steered away from their highly-consumptive life-
styles. But from a personal morality perspective, I gain a
sense of ‘centeredness’ in knowing that this is another way in
which my lifestyle and my values work together in harmony.
There are plenty of ways in which I’m a total hypocrite, but
this isn’t one of them.” — Fred Ecks

The Seeds of War

By taking in less income you reduce your taxes and
thereby minimize your contribution to military spending.
You may also help reduce the pressures and inequalities
that lead to war, and may become more aware of the re-
lationship between the average standard of living in the
United States and the use of American military might to
protect “our way of life” and “national interests.”

If we look carefully at each product we purchase through
the phases of its production and distribution, might we
find links to war? Who made the product, and under what
conditions did they labor? What materials were used,
and how were they obtained? John Woolman’s counsel to
his fellow Quakers from over 200 years ago remains rel-
evant today:

“May we look upon our treasures and the furniture of our
houses and the garments in which we array ourselves and
try whether the seeds of war have any nourishment in these
our possessions or not.”

Simple living choices can be part of a lifestyle of non-
violent resistance. The more you examine your economic
behavior, the more you learn of your entanglement with
the military-industrial complex and of your power to un-
tangle yourself.
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NWTRCC’s Practical Series Pamphlet #3: How to Resist Col-
lection, or Make the Most of Collection when it Occurs is another
helpful guide.

Pursuing Service, Advocacy, and Leisure

By living simply and needing less income you can have
more free time to pursue other interests. You can devote
some of this time to political activism or volunteer work,
and can develop new skills and talents that can help crit-
ical community services and energize movements.

If you have a particular professional skill, you can reduce
your income by offering your services at reduced rates to
people who would ordinarily not be able to afford the
kind of services you know how to provide. In this way you
can create links with those who live involuntarily on low
incomes, and you can be a model who challenges your
professional colleagues.

If you work less for money and more for the joy of the la-
bor, your work may become more meaningful and satis-
fying. Investing your efforts in your community can
strengthen relationships between neighbors and build
trust. This network of trust is a priceless currency in times
of need.

You do not need to sacrifice cultural events to live on a
reduced income. Many of the organizations that provide
such activities welcome volunteer help, such as ushering
at the theater, helping with publicity, taking tickets be-
fore the show, cleaning up after the event, and so forth.
Tasks like these may earn you free admission to mu-
seums, theaters, and other community events.

Ecological Concerns

If you decrease your consumption of goods and services,
this may also reduce your “ecological footprint.” This re-
duces your contribution to the justifications for war, con-
serves resources, and helps to preserve the rich bio-
diversity of a healthy planet.

Choosing alternative forms of transportation — such as
walking, biking, riding the bus, or car-pooling — saves
money, reduces pollution, and provides opportunity for
physical exercise and community interaction. In addition,
if you reduce or eliminate your use of motor vehicles and
if you buy locally produced food and products, you re-
duce your reliance on fossil fuels and thereby reduce the
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Juanita
Nelson
Deerfield,
Massachusetts

When my partner Wally Nelson and I became tax refusers in
1948, it included not filing, not answering notices to supply in-
formation, and making sure we had something to refuse. 

Living on a reduced income is related to war tax refusal only as a
progression of awareness: that our entire economic life is tied into
violence. It seemed logical that the less we participated, the less
we’d be giving to that system.

We decided to leave city life in 1970 and went first to New Mexico,
then in 1974 we moved to land at Woolman Hill, a Quaker con-
ference center in Western Massachusetts. We have lifetime use of a
couple acres of land under a Memorandum of Understanding. Be-
cause we didn’t have to pay for land, and we built our house from
largely salvaged materials, we had no housing payments. 

The house is heated with wood, there are two gas lights, and this
may be the only home in Franklin County with a permit to have

Continued



an outhouse. I use a telephone at Traprock Peace Center, just
through the woods. On three fourths of an acre we were able to
grow enough organic produce to supply at least 70 percent of our
own food and to bring in about $5,000 a year for income.

Wally died at age 93 in 2002. I continue in our house in much
the same way, although I don’t drive and no longer have to grapple
with the expenses of aged vehicles. Friends give me rides when need-
ed and have been supportive in so many other ways. Volunteers
help with the gardening and some of the heavier chores.

Our community of support, the core being Pioneer Valley War Tax
Resisters, was most helpful as Wally needed more help in his last
years. They built railings, chopped wood, provided rides to meet-
ings and demonstrations and doctor’s appointments, cooked, and
were always there as needed. The last weeks of Wally’s life were
spent with friends who graciously squeezed us into their home to
make Wally more comfortable. 

We never had health insurance and did not want to take social se-
curity. Hospitalizations have been covered by programs for the
poor. I talked directly with private practitioners, letting them know
that I would pay something but not the standard fee. Mostly they
don’t charge; sometimes we agree on something up to 20 percent of
the fee. We were able to arrange hospice for Wally when he needed
it and had also enrolled in MassHealth for low priced prescriptions.

This way of life has been challenging, and sometimes a lot of fun.
Part of the challenge is being led into deeper exploration. From this
perspective I definitely recommend settling in an area with kindred
spirits of all ages to make it easier to help each other along the
way.

 

amount of federal gasoline excise tax that the govern-
ment collects from you.

This Method of Tax Resistance Is Not for Everyone

Some war tax resisters find that the simple living / low in-
come method is not what they’re looking for. Labor and
anti-war organizer A.J. Muste wrote: “Voluntarily keeping
one’s income down does not commend itself to me as a
form of tax protest. I do not see how one can in effect rec-
ognize that a government may determine one’s standard
of living or think that permitting the government to do so
constitutes a significant protest against war taxation.”

Also, because this method of war tax resistance can be
accomplished legally, some people feel that it is not an
adequate expression of protest. Other people, for what-
ever reason, require too much income and so are unable
or unwilling to practice war tax resistance in this way.

At What Level is Income
Taxable?

If you are considering resisting taxes by maintaining an
income below the tax line, your first question is probably
going to be: “Where is this tax line?”

The answer depends on many factors, such as your age,
how many dependents you have, and what you do with
your money. The factor you have the most control over is
what you do with your money. If you make the right choic-
es, you can double or triple the amount of income that
you can keep below the tax line. If you ignore those
choices entirely, your tax line is the sum of your exemp-
tions and your standard deduction.

In 2006, if you were a single, non-blind person, under 65
with no dependents, your standard deduction was $5,150
and your personal exemption was $3,300. This means
that you could have earned up to $8,450 without having
to pay any federal income tax — no question about it.

However, you could earn two or three times as much and
not owe U.S. federal income tax if you learn a bit about
the tax laws and about significant credits and deductions,
such as those given for tax-advantaged retirement sav-
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ings accounts and health savings accounts. For example,
the hypothetical person from the previous paragraph
(single, non-blind, under 65, with no children) could earn
$21,700 and by putting $4,000 of that into an IRA and
$2,700 into a health savings account would still be below
the income tax line.

The personal exemption and standard deduction
amounts change each year, and Congress is always chang-
ing the tax code to add, remove, or alter the available
credits and deductions. For this reason, a pamphlet like
this one risks becoming out-of-date quickly if it is too
specific. For help in finding your own personal “tax line”
for the current tax year:

• check http://www.nwtrcc.org/ for updates
• contact the NWTRCC office,
• consult a tax professional,
• contact the IRS directly (1-800-829-1040), or
• do research on the http://www.irs.gov/ site.

“I didn’t realize just how high that threshold really is, and
was pleasantly surprised when I did my taxes for last year
and discovered that I was able to pay a total of zero income
tax, both federal & state, for the whole year. It wasn’t some-
thing I did intentionally at first, but as events unfolded lead-
ing to war, it has become a stated goal of mine.

“I didn’t have to lower my income. I’ve lived frugally for
years, and it wasn’t much of an adjustment to simply stop
the paychecks. My expenses haven’t changed much from
when I made corporate wages to now. In fact, my monthly
budget has remained the same for over 6 years now. Some
things increase in price, and others decrease. I’m comfort-
able.” — Fred Ecks

Many People Live under the Tax Line

You may be surprised to learn that about a third of those
people who file tax returns in the United States already
live under the income tax line. In 2004, 42.5 million Amer-
icans filed tax returns showing that they owed no federal
income tax all year — either they paid none at all to be-
gin with, or they got back a refund for every cent they
paid.

The percentage of tax returns that show zero federal in-
come tax liability has jumped in recent years (data from
the Tax Foundation):
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Year Number of Zero-Tax Filers as a
Zero-Tax Filers Percent of All Filers

1980 20,000,000 21.3%
1985 18,800,000 18.5%
1990 23,900,000 21.0%
1995 29,000,000 24.5%
2000 32,600,000 25.2%
2004 42,500,000 32.6%

The Tax Foundation adds, “In addition to these non-
payers, roughly 15 million individuals and families
earned some income [in 2004] but not enough to be re-
quired to file a tax return. When these non-filers are add-
ed to the non-payers, they add up to 57.5 million in-
come-earning people who will be paying no income
taxes.”

So becoming a low-income income tax resister does not
mean living in a cave, renouncing the world, and living off
grubs and berries. On the contrary, it just means joining
the more than one in three Americans who do not pay
federal income tax.

If I Don't Owe Income Tax, Must I File a Return?

Even if you do not owe any income tax, the government
usually requires you to file a return. However, if your
gross income is below a certain threshold (which de-
pends on your filing status and which changes every
year), you do not have to file. The 1040 Form instructions,
published by the IRS each year, include a table that
shows these thresholds.

Some war tax resisters completely withdraw their coop-
eration with the federal tax system, and refuse to file a
federal tax return. This strategy can slow down the collec-
tion process by not providing information to the IRS.
However, willful failure to file an income tax return is it-
self a federal criminal misdemeanor, and the fines for
failing to file are typically more severe than those for fil-
ing but failing to pay. You may want to consult a war tax
resistance counselor and consider carefully the phil-
osophical and practical ramifications of this decision. For
an in-depth exploration of this issue, see NWTRCC’s Prac-
tical Series Pamphlet #2: To File or Not to File an Income Tax Re-
turn.

There are some advantages to filing a return, so even if



you are not required to file you might decide it is worth
the trouble. By filing you can claim a refund if you are le-
gally entitled to one, or you can claim certain deductions
or credits. Some low-income families may be able to get
a tax “refund” through the Earned Income Tax Credit
even if they did not pay any income taxes.

Keeping detailed records of tax-deductible expenses
and contributions, reading sometimes complex IRS in-
structions, and carefully applying for deductions and
credits can be a laborious process and one that some war
tax resisters view as antithetical to their philosophy of
non-cooperation. For other resisters the overriding prior-
ity is to stop giving money to the government, even if
this means enduring more bookkeeping and red tape.

Charitable Contributions as a Way of Getting       
Below the Tax Line

Is it possible to earn as much money as you would like
and then donate enough to charity that you no longer
owe income tax? In general, the answer is no.

For one thing, your deduction for charitable giving is typ-
ically limited to 50% of your adjusted gross income (for
some charities, the number is lower — 20% or 30%; Con-
gress has been known to lift these limits, for instance to
encourage charitable giving after Hurricane Katrina in
2005). IRS Publication 526, Charitable Contributions, has
more details.

Also, the deduction for charitable giving is one of the
itemized deductions, which means that in order to use it you
lose your standard deduction. For this reason you may
have to donate several thousand dollars to charity before
you begin to lower your tax at all.

And because your itemized deductions are subtracted af-
ter your adjusted gross income is calculated, you cannot
lower your adjusted gross income by donating money to
charity. For this reason, additional charitable deductions
will not help you qualify for any tax credits that require
you to have a lower adjusted gross income (like the Re-
tirement Savings Tax Credit).

Using Credits and Deductions to Get Below the Tax Line

There are many deductions and credits available to tax
filers. Deductions reduce the size of your taxable income,
and therefore how much your income is taxed. Credits di-
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Barb Kass and Mike Miles
Luck, Wisconsin

We started refusing war taxes in 1978 when it became clear to
us that not everything Caesar asks for is Caesar’s. We asked our
employers (who were beginning to have doubts about the direc-
tion our lives were taking, anyway) to stop withholding or to pay
us less than a taxable income. When they did neither, we quit,
sold almost everything we owned, and moved into our car.

The next several years were spent doing volunteer service or living
in communities who were experimenting in nonviolent resistance
to nuclear war specifically and militarism in general. We dis-
covered that in community, we could live on less income and have
more time to devote to our concerns. It was clear that income pro-
duction was a barrier to conscience, and the farther we could spin
ourselves free from the mainstream economy, the more we could
live with integrity.



rectly reduce how much you are taxed. In most cases,
these credits can reduce your tax no further than to zero,
but certain refundable credits can reduce your tax below
zero so that the government pays you money.

Because there are many deductions and credits, and be-
cause new ones are added frequently, old ones dis-
continued, and existing ones altered by changes in the
tax law, this pamphlet only discusses a few. It may be
worth your while to learn which of the many deductions
and credits you can use.

Doing the Math — 

An Example of how one tax resister could have used the de-
ductions and credits available in 2006 to eliminate his income tax
bill.

By September 2006, Joe Taxmenot had earned $32,500 at his
job, of which he had saved $4,875 in 401k contributions and
$2,000 in his Health Savings Account. Also deducted from his
paychecks were $300 for tax-free “commuter checks”,
$2,475 in social insurance taxes, and $3,850 in federal income
tax. Joe wanted to resist the federal income tax by getting be-
low the tax line and getting the entire $3,850 back as a re-
fund.  Here’s how he did it:

He quit his job and started a home business doing freelance
manuscript editing. He went through all of the paperwork and
fees involved to get a legitimate business license, and ad-
vertised in magazines for authors and scriptwriters. He spent
$2,000 to get his new business off the ground. He got his first
of several freelance jobs in November, and his first check, for
$150, arrived just before the end of the year.

He sold off some dot-com stock he bought several years ago.
This brought in another $1,250 in income but he had bought
the stock for $5,000 so he lost $3,750. He can take $3,000 of
those capital losses as a deduction this year and save the re-
mainder for next year’s taxes.

  $32,500 Employment income
-$4,875 401k deduction
-$2,000 Health Savings Account contribution

-$300 Commuter checks
-$2,000 Business expense
+$150 Business income

-$3,000 Capital loss
$20,475 TOTAL INCOME
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Most recently, we have been part of a rural community that ex-
periments with nonviolence and sustainable living as a way of life.
The 57 acre farm we live on was bought with donations and is
owned by a land trust. All the buildings have been built from
scratch and incorporate low technology alternative construction.
No one who lives on the farm owns any of the equity put into the
houses or out-buildings. If a person leaves, their residence is avail-
able to whomever comes along to join the experiment. Some money
comes into the community from a newsletter. That money goes
into a common fund to build and maintain the facilities the board
deems necessary to run the farm. Property taxes are paid with
money earned from producing maple syrup. Community mem-
bers also have personal income that is used to live on. Everyone on
the farm earns less than a taxable income.

We have 3 children at home who we support. Barb receives $600 a
year from her employer for health care. Mike pays a small premium
for accident insurance because of his use of dangerous tools. Oth-
erwise, we use preventive care such as eating well and staying fit
through work and activities. Our biggest expense is transportation,
since we live 10 miles out of a small town that is 85 miles from the
nearest big city. We do everything we can to keep our 28-mile/gallon
van alive, and plant 100 trees every spring to vacuum up greenhouse
gases we produce. Our activism drags us all over the Midwest, so, un-
fortunately, there is no way we can get by without a vehicle.

We have been overwhelmingly blessed by friends who participate in
the farm as extended community. Everyone seems to gain from
the effort put into our shared concerns. There are obviously chal-
lenges to overcome, living and working with others in such close
proximity. Overall, though, it is fair to say we have more fun than
should legally be allowed. As of this writing, we harbor no regrets
for the choices we have made.

Kass & Miles, Continued 



Joe has been lowering his expenses, but he is still strapped for
cash and he needs to put $3,000 into an IRA to get below the
tax line. The IRS will let him take credit for putting money
into an IRA before he actually makes the deposit, as long as
he puts the money in before the April 15th tax deadline. So
he declares the contribution on his tax return in February,
but waits until he gets his tax refund before he actually makes
his deposit.

He also takes $2,500 worth of classes from the local uni-
versity’s extension course series to help with his business and
editing skills.

$20,475 Total Income
-$3,000 IRA contribution
-$2,500 Tuition & fees deduction

$14,975 ADJUSTED GROSS INCOME (AGI)

Joe can only take one exemption and the standard deduction
because he does not have any dependents and, when he cal-
culated his itemized deductions, they did not amount to
much.

  $14,975 Adjusted Gross Income
-$5,150 Standard deduction
-$3,300 Personal exemption
$6,525 TAXABLE INCOME

Joe looks in the tax table for the tax on $6,525: $653. He
then fills out the Retirement Savings Tax Credit form. This
form says that because his AGI is below $15,000, he can take
50% of the first $2,000 that he put into retirement accounts
(such as his 401k and IRA) as a tax credit: a $1,000 credit in
his case. This is not a refundable credit, so it only eliminates
the tax rather than converting it into an additional refund. But
Joe is satisfied and claims victory. 

  $653 Tax on the $6,525 taxable income
-$653 Retirement Savings Tax Credit

 $0 Tax  Owed

Joe files his return and in a few weeks gets a $3,850 refund
check (he puts $3,000 of that into his IRA as he planned).
Over the year, he put $7,875 away for retirement, put $2,000
away to pay his medical bills (or for retirement, if he stays
healthy), spent $2,500 on university classes, and another
$2,000 to start his home business. After subtracting the social
insurance tax that was deducted from his wages, that left him
$17,050 to spend however he wants.
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$32,500 Employment income
+$1,250 Sale of the dot-com stock

+$150 Home business earnings
-$7,875 Retirement savings
-$2,000 Health savings
-$2,500 Tuition & fees
-$2,000 Business expenses
-$2,475 Social insurance tax

$17,050 Free-and-clear

Joe figures he can live on that much pretty easily. He can even
save up a little for a couple of years from now when he runs
out of that rotten dot com stock and has to squeeze things a
little tighter. He figures he will probably be pretty good at liv-
ing on the cheap by then.

His cousin Jane earns $19,500 a year, but, by the time she has
paid her taxes — including over $1,000 in federal income tax
— she has less free-and-clear take-home income than Joe
does. She can’t believe Joe earns $13,000 more than she
does, takes home more than she does, and saves more for re-
tirement and health care, but doesn’t have to pay any federal
income tax. She decides to go through the numbers herself
and see if she could do it too.
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Earned Income Tax Credit

The Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC, sometimes called
the “Earned Income Credit” or EIC) is meant to help
working citizens who earn low incomes, particularly those
who have children. The amount of the credit varies based
on your filing status, your earned income, and the num-
ber of children that you have. 

You can claim this credit even if you do not owe any in-
come tax for the year, which is to say that the EITC is a
“refundable credit.” It is possible for a low-income family
to get more back from the government in EITC than it
paid in combined income tax and social insurance tax.

The IRS website has an “EITC Assistant” at http://
tinyurl.com/qzq6t that you can use to help determine
whether you are eligible for this credit.
__________________________________________________

Millions of people who are eligible for the EITC fail to apply
for it. This is in part because some low-income families do
not file tax returns at all, and also because applying for the
EITC (and filing a tax return in general) is complicated and
confusing.

The IRS sponsors free clinics at which volunteers help people
with low incomes prepare their tax forms. You can volunteer
at one of these clinics even if you do not have any training in
tax preparation. The IRS will train you for free. This is a good
way to get some free training in tax law that can help you as a
low-income tax resister. And, by helping people with low in-
comes apply for the EITC, you help take money from the gov-
ernment and give it to poor families.
__________________________________________________

Reducing Other Contributions
to Military Spending

The government gets our money not only from the feder-
al income tax on individuals, but also through social in-
surance taxes, the income tax on corporations, excise tax-
es, and tariffs.  You can also reduce your contributions to
these funding sources in the course of adopting a low in-
come lifestyle.
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Nancy and Gary
T. Guthrie
Nevada, Iowa

In the 1996 version of this brochure,
our son was 8 years old. He is now
18 and will be graduating from
high school in 2007. Although we
can no longer claim him for Earned
Income Credit, the college tax credit
will come into play as a strategy for
keeping our income below the federal
taxable level for the next few years.
His college will be funded by a combination of merit-based scholarships,
work, and savings. Eric is fortunate that his grandparents gave us a size-
able gift when he was young that has now grown into savings he can use
for his education.

We just finished our tenth season of operating Growing Harmony Farm
CSA (community supported agriculture). Being self-employed provides
flexibility in our total income. We can expand markets or contract them as
we need to increase or decrease our income. Nancy works half-time at Iowa
State University so our health benefits are covered. Of course growing veg-
etables lowers our food expense considerably. We also contribute the maxi-
mum amount into an IRA account and can contribute extra into Nancy's
retirement benefits to lower our income if necessary. Living on Gary's par-
ents farm, we do not pay rent or need to buy a home as the family has set
up a trust for the farm property. We have the security of living here as long
as we are able.

We enjoy the challenge of living joyfully maladjusted and relating to mem-
bers of our CSA community. We come from a Christian-based community
perspective after living and working in El Salvador for three years in the
late 80s and early 90s. Our CSA community allows us to supply good
food to folks who need it and live in the US culture even as we question how
to live here with integrity.



Karl Hess
Berkeley County, West Virginia

About 10 years ago… constant harassment by the Internal Rev-
enue Service caused me to snap my twig and just stop paying tax-
es altogether. I won’t go into the tedious details, but I will note that
I announced my decision to the IRS by sending along a copy of the
Declaration of Independence. By return mail, my tax collector in-
formed me that a lien would be placed against all my property—
that they would take every cent, literally 100 percent, of every pen-
ny I might earn and that they could discern.

I asked, then, how they would handle it if I decided to just barter
for a living. They had a ready answer: “If you get some turnips for
your work, we’ll take the turnips.” Fortunately for me, either the
IRS is surfeited with vegetables, or turnips are a good deal more
difficult to track down than cold cash.

And so I survive. The other day I welded up a fish-smoking rack
for a family in Washington, D.C. It will earn me a year’s supply
of smoked fish. At about the same time, I helped a friend dig a
foundation. He’ll help me lay the concrete blocks for a workshop.
Part of my pay for a lecture at a New England college was the use
of the school’s welding shop, to make some metal sculptures. Three
such sculptures have paid my attorney’s fees in maintaining the
tax resistance which is the reason barter has become such an in-
tegral part of my life.

Cash is not altogether gone from my existence. First of all, the tax-
paying lady with whom I live generates a bit. Second, there are
jobs I can do for hard cash, getting the money before the tax col-
lector. Of course, although I don’t pay my taxes, I dutifully file tax
returns, publicly discuss my tax resistance, and always overstate,
rather than ever try to hide, or falsify, income. Otherwise it
wouldn’t be tax resistance, but simple fraud.

Social Insurance Taxes

Although social insurance taxes (also known as “FICA”,
the “payroll tax,” or the “self-employment tax”) are os-
tensibly collected to pay for programs like Social Security
and Medicare, any surplus that the government collects
but does not use to pay for these programs, it “borrows”
to pay for other items in its budget, including the mil-
itary. For this reason, some tax resisters who do not dis-
approve of programs like Social Security and Medicare
still try to resist these taxes. 

Social insurance tax is hard to avoid if you earn your in-
come in the above-ground economy. Your employer is re-
quired to withhold money from your paycheck starting
with the very first dollar you earn, and you cannot qualify
for a refund no matter how little you make.

If you are self-employed, be aware that social insurance
tax is assessed on incomes much lower than the mini-
mum threshold for the income tax. In addition, if you are
self-employed, you are required to pay the tax by certain
deadlines, four times a year.

The federal penalties, both civil and criminal, for refusing
to pay social insurance tax are the same as those for re-
fusing to pay income taxes. The IRS does not distinguish
between these two kinds of tax when applying penalties.

There are a few exceptions to the general rule that every-
one must pay social insurance tax. For instance, the Am-
ish and a few other religious groups are exempt, and
some ministers can avoid social insurance tax on their
salaries.

Corporate Income Tax

You can reduce your contribution to corporate income
taxes by reducing your consumption of corporate-
provided goods and services, thereby reducing your con-
tribution to the profits of corporations.

Excise Taxes

The federal government taxes the sale of things like al-
coholic beverages, gasoline, airline tickets, ammunition,
vaccines, local telephone service, tobacco, cars and car
parts, fishing and archery equipment, and coal.  The few-
er such products you consume, the less excise tax you
pay. There are other ways to avoid these taxes, too. For
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instance, you can avoid the excise tax on alcohol by pro-
ducing your own. (It is legal to produce your own beer or
wine).
__________________________________________________

Gandhi’s independence campaign in India boycotted goods
that the British colonial occupation monopolized and taxed.
Gandhi encouraged Indians to produce their own salt and
cloth, both to withdraw financial support from the British
monopolies and to encourage the development of domestic
industry.

Another set of rebellious British colonials used a similar tactic
during the American Revolution — by making homespun
cloth in patriotic “spinning bees” and by boycotting British
monopoly tea.

What about today’s anti-imperialists? What commercial trans-
actions does the government tax that it would have a harder
time taxing if they were the fruits of household industry rath-
er than the marketplace?

One candidate is homebrewed beer. The federal excise tax
on beer is about a nickle per bottle. Homebrewers can resist
this tax, learn a craft, and drink good beer — all legally! Im-
agine “brewing bees” or “drinking bees” at which tax re-
sisters belt out songs of liberty!

One homebrewer wrote: “I like the symbolism of brewing
tax-free beer. Gandhi’s campaign had a value beyond its
bottom-line pounds-and-pence figure. Spinning cloth was a
way of consciously participating on a daily basis in the re-
sistance, and wearing homespun cloth was a way of broad-
casting your commitment to those around you. Besides,
brewing beer is fun and when you’re done you’ve got beer!”
__________________________________________________

Tariffs

Tariffs are taxes on goods imported into the country that
are applied when the goods arrive. Different goods are
taxed at different rates. You can avoid contributing to
these tariffs by purchasing fewer foreign-made products.
However, when you purchase from domestic producers,
you contribute to their profits and therefore to the in-
come taxes they owe and pay. This is an example of
where lowering consumption in general is the best pol-
icy.
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Judy Conrad
Burnsville, North Carolina

August 2006, at 62 years old, I retired on So-
cial Security after 17 years of conscientious tax
refusal—most of those years living below a tax-
able income. I reached my retirement goal—
reducing income to match my social security
check of $640 a month. I do not have medical
coverage—then or now. I have been able to ac-
cess some health services through the local
Health Department. I will be eligible for Med-
icaid and Medicare at 65 years old. At the end of life I will choose death rath-
er than expensive, inaccessible medical treatment.

My tax refusal decision was reached in 1989 after a Witness for Peace trip to
Nicaragua and Guatemala. I simply could no longer pay for bullets, bombs
and torture to kill innocent people. This decision was relatively easy, except
for my fears. I was divorced and my only child was an independent adult.
My parents and siblings do not support this decision.

My initial 1989 refusal to pay a $5,000 tax bill resulted in a collection pro-
cess in 1990. The IRS collected $48.00 from a bank account. Since then I
am “uncollectible”—no bank accounts, investments or property. In 2000 the
IRS’s 10-year statute of limitations for collection expired. I am free of the
$15,000 ($5,000 plus penalties and interest) tax liability and harassment.

I “file” each year by writing a letter (no IRS forms) stating income, Social
Security number, and speaking my “truth to power.”

My grandmother’s Quaker roots and our Fools of Conscience (North Car-
olina) support group help sustain my witness.

This 17-year journey has blessed me in many ways:

• Transforming, humbling compassion for the billions of earth’s poor;

• An immutable framework for resistance to this country’s destructive
consumerism, greed, violence, based on fear;

• A deep knowing that keeping the dream alive, like the flutter of a but-
terfly wing, has eternal, unknowable, consequences for all life.



Other Taxes

If you have less income and you spend less money, you
will also reduce your state and local tax liability. 

Living on Less: 
Some Practical Matters

“I was able to reduce my 2004 tax payments by 40% com-
pared to my 2003 payments by following simple strategies
available to everyone. I contributed $500 a month to a 403b
plan—like a 401k only for public sector employees. I started
an IRA, being careful to choose a company that did not in-
vest in defense stocks. Moreover, I bought a book on the tax
code and looked for every legal deduction and loophole I could
find.…

“The effectiveness of this strategy is multiplied if one ad-
vertises the fact that you have legally and deliberately tried
to reduce your tax obligations as a way of reducing your sup-
port for oppressive government policies. Tell your tax pre-
parer, your family, and your colleagues about your strategy.
Encourage them to try it... 

“The beauty of tax-reduction strategies is that they are mo-
ral on all levels. By saving for retirement with tax-free dol-
lars, you have benefited not only yourself but younger peo-
ple who would otherwise sacrifice to care for you. Wisely
invested, this money can create economic growth and in-
creased prosperity. Charitable donations can be used to
strengthen organizations that act as a counterweight to the
state and make your community more pleasant and livable.
Most importantly, you are not spending your wealth to blow
the arms off of Iraqi children.” — Jessica Ramer

Family Life and Responsibilities

Resisting war taxes can require difficult choices. Within
the context of partnership and family, these choices also
impact others who may not feel the same level of com-
mitment, or who did not themselves choose the risks.
When war tax resistance means reducing income or in-
voluntary financial hardship due to seizures, levies and
liens, this can magnify the ordinary tensions, conflicts,
and difficulties of family life.

You can reduce your need for money with cooperative
childcare, homeschooling, handed-down clothing, used
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Susan Van Haitsma
Austin, Texas

I began resisting income tax payment in 1985 while I was an employee in a
small business. I earned above the taxable level and filed each year until 1990,
when the IRS began its levy process. I left the job and became self-employed
doing housecleaning, which has provided my main source of income since that
time. I earn approximately $8,000 per year, working part-time.

From 1987 - 1998, I lived as resident caretaker of the Friends Meeting House
in Austin, Texas. Lodging was legally offered as nontaxable compensation for
the labor I did as caretaker of the property. Since 1998, I have lived in a house
that my partner owns, and our arrangement is similar to the Friends care-
taker position: I do the upkeep on the property as my contribution to the
household.

I don't have health insurance.
Because of my income level, I
qualify for a city-funded med-
ical assistance program, which
provides routine health care
and hospitalization. I have re-
ceived excellent care through
this program.

I haven't owned or driven a car
since 1990, partly as a way to
reduce expenses and partly as
a response to US warmaking
in the Middle East. I use the
bus for most local and long-
distance travel.

Working part-time for cash income allows time for volunteer projects. Since
1998, I have been active with a local counter-recruitment group, Nonmilitary
Options for Youth. Challenging military recruitment dovetails with resisting
war taxes. As a conscientious objector, it's a natural connection. I redirect
some of my social security self-employment taxes into the Nonmilitary Options
effort and other social justice projects that make me feel more socially secure.



furniture, homemade toys, gardening, and neighborhood
support systems. Reducing your income may also allow
you reduce the hours you work away from home, which
gives you the advantages (financial and otherwise) of
stay-at-home parenting.

It may not always be easy, but the clearest and most en-
during teacher for your children will be the example you
give of living conscientiously.

“The example of integrity of lifestyle that I sought was a
more valuable legacy to my daughter than financial secur-
ity.” — Clare Hanrahan

Home Business and Self-Employment

Self-employment has many advantages for war tax re-
sisters. Self-employed people qualify for additional tax
deductions and credits, including deductions for le-
gitimate business expenses, and have more control over
what they choose to withhold for or report to the IRS.
Self-employment allows you to closely regulate your in-
come and withholding — including social insurance tax
withholding, which is difficult to resist if you are not self-
employed.

Home-based enterprises include anything from web de-
sign to tutoring to candle making to on-line auctioning
and everything in between. By working from home, you
save resources you would otherwise devote to com-
muting, purchasing meals, a workplace wardrobe, and
child care — resources you can use to enrich other areas
of your life.

For more information on war tax resistance and self-
employment, see NWTRCC’s Practical Series Pamphlet #4:
Self Employment: An Effective Path for War Tax Refusal.

The Underground Economy

The “underground economy” consists of those trans-
actions that are never reported to the government. Mil-
lions of Americans bring in a significant portion of their
earnings from this underground economy, which repre-
sents something like ten percent of the gross domestic
product. The IRS believes that the government loses
some $200 billion each year because of its inability to
discover and enforce a tax on these transactions.

Earning money in the underground economy is an ef-
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fective way to avoid the whole spectrum of taxes: income
tax, social insurance tax, excise taxes, and sales tax.

From time to time, policy makers float proposals to elim-
inate the federal income tax and replace it with a na-
tional sales tax or value-added tax. Should such a radical
tax plan ever come to pass, the underground economy
will become much more crucial to tax resisters.

Getting out of Debt

Perhaps, like many Americans, you owe a lot of money.
Credit card debt, mortgage debt, student loans, and oth-
er forms of debt are a common obstacle to living on a re-
duced income. You may find that you have to work hard
to get out of debt before you can begin to reduce your in-
come to get below the tax line.

If so, there’s nothing for it but to get started as soon as
possible. As the proverb says: A journey of a thousand miles
begins with a single step. If you work now to lower your ex-
penses so that you are able to dedicate more of your in-
come to paying off your debts, the skills you learn in re-
ducing and sticking to a budget will be skills that serve
you well when you are living under the tax line on a lower
income.

Ideas for Meeting Basic
Needs on a Low Income

Education

If you are paying or saving for higher education costs for
yourself or for a member of your immediate family, you
may be able to take advantage of a number of tax de-
ductions and credits that allow you to earn more than
you otherwise would and still remain below the tax line
(see IRS Publication 970, Tax Benefits for Education).

Of course there are many opportunities for education
that are available outside of the university. Every time
you learn a new skill by “doing it yourself” you become
more well-rounded and less reliant on commercial trans-
actions to get you through life. Education can also be bar-
tered. For instance, you might trade Spanish lessons for
English lessons so that two people get language tutoring
free-of-charge.
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Housing

Cooperative housing arrangements — such as collectives,
intentional communities, and community land trusts —
can honor alternative lifestyles and encourage people to
cooperate in decision-making, share resources, and re-
late responsibly to land and housing.

You can meet short-term shelter needs inexpensively by
house-sitting and offering plant and pet care. You might
also secure cooperative housing while providing a val-
uable social service by offering companion care for the
elderly or disabled.

Banking

If you keep your money in a bank you might consider al-
ternative banking institutions or credit unions. Though
such savings remain vulnerable to levy or seizure, as they
would be in a bank, the funds can be more useful to the
community while they remain on deposit.

Credit unions are also exempt from the federal corporate
income tax on the profits they make, whereas banks are
subject to income tax.

Health Care and Medical Emergencies

By attending to preventive health care and a healthy life-
style in general, the odds improve that you will lower
your health expenses. But when you play the odds,
sometimes you win and sometimes you don’t.  Fortunate-
ly, there are ways to pay for health insurance and health
care that don’t require you to earn additional taxed in-
come.

Health Savings Accounts

The Health Savings Accounts (HSA) program started in
2004. It allows you to earn a certain amount of money
income-tax-free each year if you put that money into an
HSA.

You can withdraw from your HSA to pay for health ex-
penses, including your health insurance deductible, with-
out being taxed on the money you withdraw. You do not
have to spend it all during the year in which you de-
posited it (as is the case for the somewhat similar tax ad-
vantaged “flexible spending” accounts).
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David King
Wyoming

I worked on the technological problems of self-sufficient living for many
years, concentrating on the use of solar energy as the primary source of
household power, and I found that a motor home — or a trailer house —
makes a splendid dwelling if it has been designed and constructed to be
energy-efficient (very well insulated) and frugal in its use of heat, water,
and electricity. The operating expenses of such a home can easily be re-
duced to a few hundred dollars per year (assuming it stays parked in one
place).

But the lifestyle I have developed consists of more than just an unusual
dwelling; it is a comprehensive set of practices that have led me to sub-
stantial economic success while reducing the extent to which I am vic-
timized by the government and other huge social/economic institutions.
Through the practice of this lifestyle, I have lowered my living expenses to
not much more than what I spend in the supermarket, and an income of
about $250 per month can support me very comfortably indeed.

Quite a long time ago I encountered something called Micawber's Equa-
tion. (Micawber is a character in one of Charles Dickens' books.) It looks
like this: 

Income 20 pounds a year: expenditure 19 pounds, 19 shillings and
sixpence = HAPPINESS.
Income 20 pounds: expenditure 20 pounds and sixpence = MISERY

The more I thought about this, the more it seemed to make really good
sense to me. I derived, as a variant of Micawber’s equation, something I
call “Micawber’s Ratio.” It is simply the ratio of your income to your liv-
ing expenses. If that ratio is greater than one, you live in happiness. If
that ratio is equal to one, you are just barely managing to make ends
meet. If your Micawber’s Ratio is less than one, you are (or eventually
will be) living in misery. I believe this is a much more sensible assessment
of a person's economic condition than is the commonly-used measurement
based solely on income. My own Micawber’s Ratio is over 3. But my an-
nual income is only about $11,000. Am I living in poverty? Some people
think so. (My income is so “low” that I am exempt from the income tax.)
But my standard of living is higher than that of many of those same peo-
ple. It is my lifestyle that enables this.

True prosperity is measured by the satisfaction of a person’s material de-
sires, not by the number of dollars in his pocket.



When you reach retirement age, you can withdraw money
from your HSA without having to spend the money on
health expenses — just as though it were a traditional
IRA or a 401k — although any non-health-related with-
drawals will be treated as taxable income in the year you
make the withdrawal.

You can only have an HSA if you have a high-deductible
health insurance plan. What “high-deductible” means is
subject to change, so you should check the current law
when you try to find a qualifying plan.

Deducting Health Expenses

Health expenses can, under some circumstances, be
used as tax deductions that make it easier to earn
enough money to meet your health care needs while re-
maining under the tax line.

If you are self-employed, you can deduct the cost of your
health insurance policy. If your employer gives you
health insurance as a benefit, you are not taxed on the
value of this benefit.

Some employers offer a Health Reimbursement Arrange-
ment (HRA) in which the employer pays into an account
from which you as an employee can be reimbursed for
medical expenses — these reimbursements are also un-
taxed.

Some employers offer Flexible Spending Accounts, also
known as “cafeteria” plans. Your account is funded by de-
ductions from your paycheck, and you can withdraw mon-
ey from your account to pay for medical expenses. The
money in the account is not subject to income tax either
when you earn and deposit it or when you withdraw and
spend it. However, you must spend all of the money you
have put into the account during the year in which you de-
posited it (plus a few months grace period) or you lose the
money.

You can itemize health expenses to the extent that they
exceed 7.5% of your adjusted gross income. However, if
you itemize you forfeit your standard deduction. For this
reason, you have to have enough itemized deductions to
make up for your standard deduction before you get any
benefit from itemizing. If you have extraordinary health
costs in some years, or if you will be itemizing for some
other reason, this may be worthwhile, so you may want to
get in the habit of keeping receipts for your health ex-
penses.
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Gary Cavilier
Las Vegas, Nevada

During the first ten years at the Las Vegas Catholic Worker, we received a $10 a week stipend
and a room and board (use of donated food). We could also use the Catholic Worker vehicle.
Then we were living in voluntary poverty with the homeless.

When Julia Occhiogrosso and I decided to do foster care in 1996 and could not get licensed at
the Catholic Worker house because so many people come in and out each day, we found an
empty lot seven miles north and a contractor and many of our volunteers in the construction
industry said they would help us build a home. It was like an old fashioned barn raising,
many volunteers donat-
ed their help, and the
house was built for
$30,000 plus the lot
which cost $22,000.

We started foster care
as soon as the home was
finished, and ended up
adopting the first two
kids we received, two
boys who are now 12
and 13 years old. We
no longer live in vol-
untary poverty, in fact
our home is in the sub-
urbs. The Catholic
Worker pays the costs of
our home and utilities
(about $675 per
month) as well as a sti-
pend. I also have 2
part-time jobs doing
bookkeeping for two
peace groups. Still with
the Catholic Worker income and part-time income, our earned income is below what the mini-
mum wage would be for 2 full-time workers. We also receive a low-income adoption subsidy of
$708 per month ($354 per child) until the boys are 18, and we receive about $4,000 per
year from the Earned Income Credit and Additional Child Tax Credit.

When people join our community, they receive room and board and the same stipend as us,
but there is a difference in that we are commuting from the suburbs, they are living in a poor
neighborhood. So far community members have been very supportive of our family experi-
ment.

We currently have more than enough money to meet our needs and some wants. We have had
enough to attend amusement parks and buy skateboards and some of those cool (and ex-
pensive) clothes teenagers seek, while still not making enough to pay income taxes.



Long-Term and Old Age Security

As a low income war tax resister, you need to consider how
to support yourself in your later years. You may qualify for
Social Security, or you may not have contributed the re-
quired minimum, or you may choose not to draw from that
fund on principle. Whatever the case, you will need to pre-
pare for the inevitable uncertainties and insecurities of the
aged. (See, also, NWTRCC’s Practical Series Pamphlet #7:
Healthy, “Wealthy,” and Wise: Aging and War Tax Resistance.)

Tax-Advantaged Retirement Accounts

Tax-advantaged retirement accounts allow you to save
money for retirement while avoiding or delaying some
taxes. There are several varieties of these accounts. In
combination with the retirement savings tax credit, they
are powerful tools for the low-income tax resister who
wants to stay below the income tax line while still making
a comfortable income and while saving for retirement.

Some tax-advantaged retirement accounts are “tax-
deferred,” which means that you are not taxed on the
money when you put it in the account, but only when you
withdraw it during your retirement. Other accounts work
the other way around — you are taxed on the money
now, but not when you withdraw it (and any interest or in-
vestment gain it has earned) at retirement time.

In either case, you are taxed on the money in these ac-
counts at the same rate as you are on any other income
— it is not taxed at a special rate. If you are still below
the tax line after you take money out of a tax-deferred re-
tirement account at retirement, you will not be asked to
pay taxes on it then even if you also were not supposed
to pay taxes when you deposited the money. Similarly,
with the other variety of account, if you were below the
tax line when you deposited the money, and therefore
you were not asked to pay taxes on the money then, you
will still not be required to pay any taxes on the money
when you withdraw it at retirement even if you are above
the tax line then.

If you put money into a tax-deferred retirement account,
you are merely postponing the time at which you will
have to decide how to avoid paying taxes on that
amount. In order to stay tax-free when you retire, you will
have to either remain under the tax line or resist in some
other way (but see the section on Traditional-to-Roth
transfers on page 22 for another option).
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Ruth Clark
Asheville, North Carolina

Some 40 years ago, circumstances
and co-workers in Argentina became
God's instrument to help me move
from the "who I was" to the "who I
might become." I accepted their sug-
gestion that I return to the United
States and try to do in the country of
my birth what we had been trying to
do in the country of their birth. Their
call to ministry lives within me every
day.

Returning to this country, I filed my
income tax return and, for the first
time, refused to pay the portion budgeted for war. I wrote the IRS a letter ex-
plaining why I could not pay for the war machine.

I became a United Farm Worker volunteer in California and later a Habitat
for Humanity International volunteer in Georgia. Volunteer stipends of $5,
$10, $25 per week permitted me to work as hard as I had ever worked in a
salaried position, without ever needing to pay income tax.…

With retirement came changes. My refusal to pay for the war machine and
my growing concern for Third World women's struggle to feed, clothe, ed-
ucate and provide adequate medical care for themselves and their children
led me to liquidate my IRA in order to provide small loans for some of those
women....

If I had my life to live over, I'd do some things differently, but I am not sorry
that I made the funds available to mothers and children now. I am sorry the
IRS robbed my California credit union account in September 2004 and my
bank account here in February 2005 – draining both to zero – but I have
no regrets for refusing to pay for the war machine. Each time I remember, I
am glad that the IRA fund will never be taken to build a killing army. In-
stead, that money will build a people's cooperative interdependence and mu-
tual respect – a better world for all. Still, the IRS wanted me to acquiesce
and pay without fussing what I had refused to pay. I no longer had a bank
account, so in August 2005, the IRS reduced my Social Security income.

As long as I live in this physical body, I have to live with me, so I continue to
resist. Some inconveniences, some disappointments are nothing compared to
the loss of life, health and potential that are direct results of war.



What are these IRAs, Roth IRAs, 401ks, 403bs, SEPs,
and SIMPLEs? 

A traditional IRA is a tax-deferred retirement account.
You can deposit up to a few thousand dollars each year.
However much you deposit is deducted from your in-
come for the year and so you are not taxed on it that year
(except for social insurance tax). Later, when you reach
retirement age and withdraw money from your IRA, you
will be taxed then on your contributions (and whatever
interest or investment income they have earned) at what-
ever tax rate the government is charging then.

A Roth IRA is not tax-deferred. You can deposit up to a
few thousand dollars each year. Unlike the traditional
IRA, the money you deposit into a Roth IRA counts as
part of your yearly income and you are taxed on it like
any other income. However, when you withdraw money
from your IRA at retirement time you do not have to pay
taxes then on your contributions or on any interest or in-
vestment income they have earned.

A 401k is like a traditional IRA, but it is run by your em-
ployer. You fund it by withholding money from your pay-
check, and you can typically put in more money each
year than you can with an IRA. Some employers “match” a
portion of your contributions with their own contribu-
tions. There is also a “Roth” 401k, which is like a regular
401k but is not tax-deferred.

A 403b is like a 401k for employees of certain schools,
universities and non-profit entities (there is also a “Roth”
403b). SEPs and SIMPLEs are varieties of tax-advantaged
retirement account that self-employed people and small
businesses can establish.

The Retirement Savings Tax Credit 

If you have a low income, you can get a tax credit as large
as $1,000 if you contribute money to a tax-advantaged re-
tirement account. This means that if you would have
been taxed $1,000 based on your taxable income, you
will instead be taxed nothing. You can qualify for both
the credit and the deduction if you contribute to a tax-
deferred account.

You apply for this credit by filling out Form 8880. For
more information, see http://tinyurl.com/k7d98.

“I filed my taxes yesterday. Total federal income tax: $0.00.
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Fred Ecks
South San Francisco,
California

I've lived simply for many
years, largely out of ecological concerns. In following the steps laid out
in Your Money or Your Life, I eventually found myself with sig-
nificant savings. This led me to decide to leave paid employment and
live below taxable levels starting at the end of 2001, as the Bush ad-
ministration’s policies took hold.

My basic needs are very low. My partner and I live together on a house-
boat, so our monthly housing expense is just the slip fee (currently $255/
month for the two of us). I have a high-deductible health plan ($95/
month) and health savings account. I contribute the maximum to my
IRA each year, giving an additional tax credit. I have no debt, so my
base monthly expenses run about $500/month total, including food.

I volunteer for a shift at an independent movie theatre every few weeks,
in exchange for passes. I see lots of movies, all free. I've ushered at ma-
jor plays, seeing them for free. I take classes at the community college,
which offers excellent instruction for very little money. I walk or ride my
bicycle most places, so transportation expenses are minimal.

I love spending time on the water, so I splurged on a sailboat a few
months ago. I work on the boat myself, learning how everything is
done. I take friends out for bay cruises all the time.

I find this to be a way of life in balance, where my actions, my financial
life, and my values are all in alignment. I minimize my environmental
impact, I don’t contribute to the war machine, and I don’t wake up to
an alarm clock, either.



Total state income tax: $0.00. This makes four years in a
row without paying a dime in income tax. Ever since the ‘re-
tirement savings contribution credit’ went into effect as a
bone thrown to the poor as part of the tax cut for the rich in
2001, I’ve lived below taxable levels. I strive to maintain this
as a form of protest against the actions of the federal govern-
ment in recent years.” — Fred Ecks

Advantages of a Traditional-to-Roth Rollover 

In general, you are not supposed to take money out of a
tax-advantaged retirement account until you reach re-
tirement age (you are taxed and penalized if you do).
There are some exceptions.

One thing you may do is to transfer money from a tradi-
tional IRA to a Roth IRA. If you do this, you are taxed on
the amount you transfer as if it were income you earned
during the year you make the transfer.

This can be advantageous to the low-income tax resister.
If you have a year in which you earn very little money and
so are in very little danger of being taxed, you can gener-
ate extra “income” by doing such a transfer (just enough
so that you won’t have to pay taxes on it either). That
way, when retirement time comes, you won’t be in dan-
ger of being taxed on the money then either.

“In 2004, I earned about $18,000. I ran the numbers and
determined that I could have earned as much as $25,000
and still be under the federal income tax line. So I trans-
ferred $6,500 from my traditional IRA to a Roth IRA. That
$6,500 is considered part of my income for 2004 (I left some
wiggle room: $18,000 + $6,500 = $24,500).

“This sort of transfer is legal, and there’s no penalty (as
there would be if I just withdrew the money from the tradi-
tional IRA rather than transferring it to a Roth IRA) — but
I do have to pay the tax on that $6,500 now instead of later.
However, I pay that tax at my current rate of taxation,
which, because my total income is so low, is 0%. So that
$6,500 went from being money that was due to be taxed
eventually to being money that was never taxed and never
will be. 

“This sort of transfer is sensible not only for those of us with
a little space in our 0% zone, but for anyone who thinks that
they’ll be in a higher income tax bracket when they retire
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than they are today. Of course, this is just guesswork, but in
a case like mine where today’s rate is 0%, it’s a no-risk no-
brainer.” — David Gross

Can the IRS Seize Your Retirement Account? 

The IRS may try to seize money from your retirement ac-
count. If you take withdrawals from the account, it may try
to seize this money as you withdraw it. The IRS is re-
luctant to seize money from tax-advantaged retirement
accounts before you withdraw from them, and generally
will not unless you are what they call a “flagrant” tax
evader — however, conscientious war tax resisters can be
considered “flagrant” by their standards.

If they seize money from a tax-advantaged retirement ac-
count before you withdraw it, legally this is considered a
withdrawal. It will not be subject to an early-withdrawal
penalty, but in the case of tax-deferred accounts the
withdrawal will be considered part of your income during
the year it is seized. This may mean that you will owe ad-
ditional tax that year or that the extra income will push
you above the tax line.

Uncertainties Concerning Future Tax Law 

When Congress set up these tax-advantaged retirement
account programs, it made an implicit bargain that the
tax law of the future, when today’s workers retire, will be
similar to current tax law. Of course, the people running
Congress at that future date are probably not going to be
the same people who made this bargain, and they will
have their own agendas.

Some radical tax-reform proposals might make a hash of
the plans of retirees. For example, if the federal income
tax were replaced by a national sales tax, those people
who paid their taxes up-front and put their retirement
savings into a Roth IRA would have to pay taxes all over
again when they withdraw and spend their money.

So, as with so much else, when we try to organize our
lives (and our retirement savings) using the law as a
guide, we put ourselves at the mercy of lawmakers. Caveat
emptor.
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Government Social Insurance Programs —       
Some Considerations

If you qualify for Social Security benefits, when you ap-
proach retirement age you must decide whether or not to
apply for them. Some war tax resisters choose to remain
outside of the Social Security system both at the contrib-
uting and receiving ends. Other resisters choose to par-
ticipate in the Social Security program and are interested
in knowing how eligibility is determined. People with low
incomes — who may also have little or no savings, pen-
sion, or health insurance, and who may have contributed
little to Social Security over the years — need to know
their options to help them plan for the years when they
may no longer be able to work.

NWTRCC’s Practical Series Pamphlet #7: Healthy, “Wealthy,”
and Wise: Aging and War Tax Resistance has a lot of in-
formation on Social Security, Medicare, and other options
for older war tax resisters.

The Best Things in Life Are Free

You know that some of the best things in life are free, but
you may not know that many of the things people pay
cold hard cash for can also be obtained free-of-charge.

“Capitalism, with its ‘free market economy,’ its ‘jobs’ and its
‘wages,’ is only one part of how we actually create and main-
tain livelihoods in our families and communities. When we
peel away the misleading idea of one giant ‘Economic Sys-
tem,’ we can begin to see the workings of many different
kinds of economies that are alive and well, supporting us be-
low the surface. These are not the economies of the stock-
brokers and the ‘expert’ economists. These are our econ-
omies, people’s economies, the economies that we build with
our everyday lives and relationships.…

“…[W]e as creative and skilled people have already created
different kinds of economic relationships in the very belly of
the capitalist system. We have our own forms of wealth and
value that are not defined by money. Instead of prioritizing
competition and profit-making, these economies place human
needs and relationships at the center. They are the already-
planted seeds of a new economy, an economy of cooperation,
equality, diversity, and self-determination: a ‘solidarity econ-
omy’.” — Ethan Miller

24

Some war tax
resisters choose
to remain
outside of the
Social Security
system both at
the
contributing
and receiving
ends. 

David Gross
San Francisco,
California

When the invasion of Iraq began in March, 2003, I quit my job,
reduced my income below the tax line, and started working for my
values instead of against them.

I learned about tax deductions and credits and kept a close eye on
my spending. I found the parts of my budget that I could trim to
greatest advantage, and found ways to bring in income without
handing any to Uncle Sam.

I learned some tax law from the IRS, which trains volunteers to
help people with their taxes. I’ve helped low-income families get re-
funds from the IRS, which gives me a good “Robin Hood” feeling,
and I’ve helped other low-income war tax resisters who file tax re-
turns to do so more effectively.

I bring in around $28,000 per year, mostly from technical writing
contract work. My health insurance is a tax-free expense because
I’m self-employed, and because I contribute to an HSA, my de-
ductible is also tax-free. I contribute to tax-advantaged retirement
plans as well. This leaves me about $15,000 each year to spend on
rent, food, and other expenses. I don’t pay social insurance taxes,

Continued



Barter

Bartering can connect people in a network of mutual sup-
port that promotes community and honors individual
skills. Although the IRS considers barter and trade to be
taxable transactions, in most cases the agency never
learns about the transactions at all.
__________________________________________________

Over the course of a year between 2005 and 2006, Kyle Mac-
Donald traded one red paperclip for a pen in the shape of a
fish, which he traded for a ceramic doorknob in the shape of
a face, which he traded for a camping stove, which he traded
for an electric generator, which he traded for a neon Budwis-
er sign and a full keg of beer, which he traded for a snow-
mobile, which he traded for a some-expenses-paid trip to
Yahk, British Columbia, which he traded for a 1995 Ford
moving van, which he traded for a recording contract, which
he traded for a year’s rent in an apartment in Phoenix, which
he traded for an afternoon with the rock star Alice Cooper,
which he traded for “a motorized KISS snowglobe with multi-
colored lights and above all else a variable speed dial,” which
he traded for a role in the movie Donna on Demand, which he
traded for a house in Kipling, Saskatchewan.
__________________________________________________

Freecycling, Freeganism, and Freeware

Freecyclers use email lists or Internet classified ad
boards to publish lists of the goods that they would like
either to give away or to find. Freecyclers will tell you
that they can find anything from building materials to fur-
niture to textbooks to perfume to computer parts to baby
products to bicycles to guitars and more — all complete-
ly free of charge.

“Freegans” (a play on the word “vegan”) are people who
prefer to live on things that they can get free-of-charge
by living off of society’s cast-offs.  One freegan, Adam
Weissman, told a reporter: “I am able to take long vaca-
tions from work, I have all kinds of consumer goods, and I
eat a really healthy diet of really wonderful food: white
asparagus and cactus fruit, three different kinds of mush-
rooms and four different kinds of pre-cut salad. And I’m
just thinking of what is in my refrigerator right now.… We
found flat-screen TVs, working boom-boxes and stereos. I
have put together most of my wardrobe. Last year’s de-
signer clothing in perfect shape is discarded because it’s
no longer fashionable, so I wear a lot of designer labels.”
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so the IRS will probably try to seize money from me eventually.

I share an apartment with my girlfriend, who is not a tax resister or a
simple-living true-believer. We split expenses 50/50, but I have to be
careful that I don’t subsidize my tax-free lifestyle with her taxed sal-
ary—that would feel like cheating. But it wouldn’t be fair for my fru-
gal choices to dictate what sort of life she lives, so we each compromise.
On the whole we tend toward a simple-living lifestyle, the advantages
of which she appreciates for their own sake.

San Francisco can be an expensive place to live, but I thrive here. So
much that’s so interesting is in walking distance, public transit is plen-
tiful, and programs like City Car Share cover the gaps, so we don’t
own a car. I exchange English tutoring for Spanish tutoring, and
when we need something around the house we keep an eye on craigslist
or freecycle for something we can save from the landfill rather than buy
from a store.

I also brew my own beer—a useful skill and a rewarding hobby that I
like to justify by noting that it avoids the federal excise tax on alcoholic
beverages while also being the last word in bottle recycling.

Dave Gross, Continued 



Some of the best computer software is free, and the free
open-source software sector is one of the biggest and
most successful gift economies ever. It rivals the engines
of Capitalism and the power of the State in its ability to
marshal labor and ingenuity toward productive goals. By
switching from commercial software to free open-source
software, you help this economy grow, and you help
shrink the tax-generating economy of commercial soft-
ware.

“About 50 teachers, engineers, executives and other pro-
fessionals in the Bay Area have made a vow to not buy any-
thing new in 2006 — except food, health and safety items
and underwear…

“Compacters can get as much as they want from thrift shops,
Craigslist, freecycle.org, eBay and flea markets, as long as
the items are secondhand. And when they're in doubt, they
turn to their fellow Compacters for guidance… One especial-
ly appealing aspect of the Compact is its social component,
members say. Fellow Compacters offer advice, moral support,
help locating needed items and partners for thrift-store
runs.” — Carolyn Jones, San Francisco Chronicle, Feb-
ruary 13, 2006

Gleaning

The U.S. Department of Agriculture defines gleaning as
“the collection of crops from farmers’ fields that have al-
ready been mechanically harvested or on fields where it
is not economically profitable to harvest.” In some parts
of the world, such gleaning is an informal and expected
part of agriculture; in others, it is considered unusual and
is best handled by asking explicit permission from the
farm owner.

Urban gleaning relies on the many edible plants that are
planted mostly for ornamental purposes — plum trees
growing along sidewalks, olive trees in road medians,
rosemary bushes planted in front of businesses, edible
weeds like dandelions, and the like. Knowing what to
look for and when to look can yield a bounty in your own
neighborhood.
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__________________________________________________

Alastair Bland, an anthropology student at U.C. Santa Bar-
bara, spent ten weeks “living off the land” in a town near
campus in 2003. He ate figs, apples, pomegranates, passion
fruit, guavas, persimmons, blackberries, citrus fruits and ar-
ugula from front yards and urban landscaping, and gathered
fish, octopus, scallops, lobster and seaweed from the ocean.
“I really was eating the best stuff on Earth, and I was thriving
on it,” he says.
__________________________________________________

Slugging

Slugging, also known as casual carpooling, is an informal
variety of public transit. The slugs, those who want a ride,
wait at a well-known spot from which it is convenient for
drivers to pull-over and pick up passengers. Drivers who
need additional passengers (for instance, to meet the re-
quirements for a carpool lane or for reduced tolls) pick
them up. Because of the mutual benefit, no money is ex-
changed. 

Frugal Eating

Food is a big part of most people’s budgets. It also is
fairly easy to squeeze for budget savings.

The best way to stretch your food budget is to eat out
less. It is much less expensive to prepare food at home.
The U.S. Department of Agriculture has put a lot of time
into preparing and taste-testing frugal and healthy me-
nus. You can find these thrifty food plans and even a rec-
ipe book at http://www.usda.gov/cnpp/foodplans.html (if
you need this in braille, large print, audiotape, etc. you
should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600).

Cooperative community gardens allow people to share
skills in growing and preserving food. Raising produce lo-
cally and responsibly promotes sustainable agriculture
while contributing to health and fitness, both in the ex-
ercise involved in tending a garden, and in the high qual-
ity of the food produced.

According to a decade-long study by University of Ar-
izona anthropologist Timothy Jones, some 40-50% of the
edible food produced in the United States is never eat-
en. This figure includes everything from food left to rot in
the fields where it grows, to food spoiled in transport, to
the last couple of inches of soured milk in the carton in
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your fridge. There is clearly a lot of room for efficiency
and frugality to stretch your food dollar while reducing
waste.

Conclusion

Living on a low income can be an effective way to resist
the federal income tax, and it has many other benefits: it
lowers your environmental footprint, reduces other taxes,
orients your life away from consumerism, and encourages
solidarity with the involuntarily poor.

Certainly the least we can do, as people who oppose the
war machine and who recognize that taxes are its fuel, is
to join the millions of Americans who already live under
the income tax line.

Explore the war tax resistance literature, discuss this with
others, and choose the path of resistance and the level of
risk best suited to your circumstances.

Juanita Nelson, reflecting on her life of voluntary simplic-
ity, said:

“...I was in pursuit of a life that holds up to the light prac-
tically every breath that one breathes in terms of non-
violence, in terms of how the practice matches the preach-
ment.”

In the day-to-day practice of simple living, we may come
to celebrate for spiritual reasons the lifestyles we first
might have embarked upon for political ones.
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Don
Schrader
Albuquerque, 
New Mexico

I have paid no federal income tax for war for 28 years and I pledge never to pay
the rest of my life. I lived well all of 2005 on $3,885—less than one-half the feder-
al income taxable level for me as a 61-year old. For 2005, my two major expenses
of the $3,885 I lived on were $2,520 rent ($210 a month including utilities) and
$1032.85 for food.

Nothing in life is more important than refusing to pay federal income tax for war
— no matter who is president. The best way to refuse to pay federal income tax for
war, with no fines and no threats from the IRS, is to live simply—below the feder-
al income taxable level. I have no right to more than I need while others in this
world have less than they need.

As long as you spend like crazy for crap no one needs, you will insist on having
an income larger than the taxable level. Your buying addiction keeps you paying
year after year, from every paycheck, for U.S. atrocities all over the world. March-
ing for peace while paying for war is like praying for health while hogging out on
junk food! I have NO right to pay tax to do to other people what I do not want
them to do to me.

I refused to be a soldier in 1969 during the Vietnam War. For me as a con-
scientious objector to all wars, to pay federal income tax to train other Americans,
largely the poor and people of color, to become professional hired killers to murder
on command with no conscience would be more evil than being a soldier myself!

I am glad I have no refrigerator, no TV, no VCR, no gun, no computer, no phone,
no credit cards, no charge accounts, no business suit, no jet travel, no microwave,
no lawn mower, no air conditioner. I wash my clothes by hand at home and hang
them up to dry. 



Simple Living Resource List

Organizations

The Simple Living Network
P.O. Box 233
Trout Lake, WA 98650
(800)318-5725 — (509)395-2323
http://www.simpleliving.net/
resources, tools, and examples for conscious, simple, healthy and res-
torative living

The Center for a New American Dream
6930 Carroll Avenue, suite 900
Takoma Park, MD 20912
(877)68-DREAM
newdream@newdream.org
http://www.newdream.org/
helps Americans consume responsibly to protect the environment,
enhance quality of life, and promote social justice

Co-op America
1612 K Street NW, Suite 600
Washington DC 20006
(800)584-7336
http://www.coopamerica.org/
includes information on cooperative living, barter and LETSystems

Fellowship for Intentional Community
RR 1 Box 156-W
Rutledge MO 63563-9720
(660)883-5545
http://fic.ic.org/
resources for intentional communities, cohousing groups, ecovillages,
and people seeking a home in community

School of Living
215 Julian Woods Lane
Julian, PA 16844
(814)353-0130
Office@schoolofliving.org
http://www.schoolofliving.org/
self-empowering ways of living that aim to establish decentralized,
ecologically-sound, self-governed and humane communities

Simple Living America
P.O. Box 9955
Glendale, CA 91226
(877)UNSTUFF
http://www.simplelivingamerica.org/
fosters balance and fulfillment in a complex world
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I have owned no car since 1979. I love to walk! I have ridden in no car since
April 7, 2001. Cars cause wars for oil, global climate change, poisoned air, high-
ways smother fertile soil. Occasionally I use a bus or train.

I have lived in my pleasant 12’ x 14’ apartment home for 18+ years. I need not
one inch more!

I am glad I consume no booze, no cigarettes, no restaurant meals, no junk food,
no meat, no dairy, no cooked food, no illegal drugs, no prescription drugs. I am
glad I have no doctor, no dentist, no medical insurance (since 1990), and I do
not want any. I prevent and heal disease naturally.

I stopped eating cooked food December 12, 1998. Cooking food destroys up to
85% of all its nutrients. Cooked food is slow poison! To avoid killing raw plant
foods’ enzymes (the life energy), never heat over 118˚F.

Every morning at home I do many push-ups, pull-ups, crunches and other ex-
ercises. I average 45 minutes a day jumping on my small trampoline. I like to go
to bed    9-10 p.m. and get up 6-7 a.m. Nothing substitutes for enough sleep. I
write down every penny I spend every day.

I enjoy living as naked as the law and weather allows. But when it is cold, I wear
and appreciate warm clothes. I buy them used at thrift stores and flea market
and I sew them into works of art.

I enjoy growing food in my garden. I also gather highly nutritious edible wild
greens elsewhere. I sunbathe most days. 

Most of the money I live on is what my parents left me. I spend it carefully to
make it last. I have paid into Social Security every year since 1971. I aim to
start receiving Social Security when I turn 62 (about $344 a month), if I am
alive. I have been a paid art model at the University of New Mexico since 1988.

I treasure passionate sex and romance with certain men, but I will not for any
man on earth, surrender or compromise my war tax refusal, my living simply,
my eating only raw plant foods, my having no car, my walking and vigorous
daily exercise, my naked body freedom.

I aim for the best nutrition for the least money. The most perfect foods for us to
eat are organic raw plant foods—fruit, edible wild greens, vegetables, soaked
grain, seeds and nuts, and healing herbs.

I am deeply indebted to a multitude of persons living and dead for their wisdom,
love, and inspiration. 

Write me at 1810 Silver S.E., Apt. B, Albuquerque, NM 87106.

Don Schrader, Continued 



The New Road Map Foundation
P.O. Box 15320
Seattle, WA 98115
http://www.newroadmap.org/
dedicated to  sustainable future for our world

Alternatives for Simple Living
109 Gaul Dr.
P.O. Box 340
Sergeant Bluff, Iowa 51054
(800)821-6153
Alternatives@SimpleLiving.org
http://www.simpleliving.org/
a non-profit organization that equips people of faith to challenge con-
sumerism, live justly and celebrate responsibly

Books

War Tax Resistance — A Guide to Withholding Your Support from
the Military
Available from War Resisters League, 339 Lafayette
Street, New York, NY 10012. $15 plus shipping ($2 book
rate or $4 first class).

Unjobbing by Michael Fogler
War tax resister Michael Fogler shows you how to bring
your life into alignment with your values and to break
away from imprisoning, unfulfilling jobs.

Your Money or Your Life by Joe Dominguez and Vicki Robin
Offers a clear, step by step process to align financial be-
havior with personal values.

Radical Simplicity by Jim Merkel
Not so radical as the title implies, Merkel provides a per-
spective of a way of life which integrates housing, food,
community, work, and finances with values.

Voluntary Simplicity by Duane Elgin
Winner of the 2006 Goi Peace Award, Elgin wrote this
book over 25 years ago, a groundbreaking work for a
movement toward simple, sustainable living.

The Simple Living Guide by Janet Luhrs
How to live a simpler, deliberate life, and savor it.

Choosing Simplicity by Linda Breen Pierce
This book dives into the lives of people who simplified,
telling their individual stories.
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The Complete Tightwad Gazette by Amy Dacyczyn
Money-saving tips for everything in life, from groceries to
gifts and travel.

Websites

Center for a New American Dream:
http://www.newdream.org/ — helps Americans consume
responsibly to protect the environment, enhance quality
of life, and promote social justice 

The Simple Living Network: http://www.simpleliving.net/
— resources, tools, contacts and examples for conscious,
simple, healthy and restorative living 

Simple Living magazine: http://www.simpleliving.com/ —
people, products, and ideas that allow you to live more
simply 

Better Times: http://www.bettertimesinfo.org/ — access to
sustainable, simple, and frugal living

The Picket Line: http://sniggle.net/Experiment/ — living
within my means without paying federal income tax —
honestly, peacefully, and legally 

The I.R.S.: http://www.irs.gov/ — helps America’s tax-
payers understand and pay their taxes 

Tax Credit Resources: http://www.taxcreditresources.org/
— detailed information about federal and some state tax
credits, particularly those that can be claimed by persons
with low-to-moderate income 

Your Money or Your Life: http://www.simpleliving.net/
ymoyl/ — resources for changing the way you earn, spend
and save money — and helping others do the same 

Voluntary Simplicity & Simple Living Resource Guide:
http://www.gallagherpress.com/pierce/index.htm — a
wide spectrum of resources related to voluntary simplic-
ity 
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