Car Tags

By Robert Ginnaven


I’ll never forget it.  Over twenty years ago when I was certain I knew all the answers, I had dropped by my father’s advertising agency downtown on Capital and Spring and was staring out of his ninth floor window over the state capital and what would one day be I-630.  I had absolutely no business going through the papers on his desk when I came across a television commercial he’d written; A new one.  Before I could stop myself it was too late.  


At eighteen I had worked on Clinton’s first campaign for Governor as a precinct captain in my neighborhood. (Clinton wowed me while speaking at our high school) (I’m not sure I’ve gotten over it yet).  The youngest governor in the United States was seeking re-election to a second term.  It was 1980 and Dad’s outfit was handling an affable opponent who was old enough to know that he didn’t know all of the answers and who was running against an incumbent who, at least in the public’s eye at the time, probably thought he did.  There on the desk was a television commercial attacking the man after my own heart, the man who shared my optimism that together, we could all make this world a better place.  I know.  I was young.  But just to get you into the right frame of mind, I hurriedly read the spot before shuffling the papers just in time for Dad to pop in from his meeting to catch me with my hand in the proverbial cookie jar.  Wiping the chocolate from my lips, I was incredulous.  “How could you write this kind of stuff against my man, the future President of the United States?”  (Yeah, we knew even back then).  “Even if it’s true,” I exclaimed as only a young adult can, “You can’t do this.  It’s not fair!”  Well let’s just say I got my first real lesson in politics, and fairness.  Anguished over knowing something I shouldn’t know and realizing I couldn’t betray Dad or the confidence of his client, I tried to reason with him that he should pick another subject to beat up on the governor with.  Surely his client wouldn’t want to take advantage of such a hot button issue and exploit it to his own end just to get elected!  I mean, for god-sakes, not CAR TAGS!


But I digress.  I was going through the mail last month and opened up a letter from our friendly Arkansas State Government Department of Finance and Administration, and out fell a snazzy little flier from the Revenue Division offering me “Streamlined Auto Renewal at selected Wal-Mart Tire Lube Express locations” and assuring me that, “There is no additional charge for using this service.”  In the top right-hand corner of the colorful black and blue flier is the “WAL-MART, ALWAYS LOW PRICES.  ALWAYS” logo, and on the back is a list of participating cities from Arkadelphia to West Memphis, alerting you in the bottom right-hand corner that, “For directions to the store go to walmart.com or call the store” at the number conveniently printed next to each listed city.


That part of me that has always resisted being convinced of the well-learned lesson that life is not fair cried out.  So I shot off an email to the Revenue Division requesting a copy of any information explaining why Wal-Mart is getting into the car tag renewal business.  I had to know if Wal-Mart was being charged enough to have its advertisement included in mail to all of us car owners out there, and to be sure that the money Wal-Mart was paying for this advertisement was being better spent than the money we’ve been paying to, say, keep principals at home and out of the classroom.  The response I received to my request included a copy of an “Agreement” between Wal-Mart and the State of Arkansas entered into on October 23, 2003.  It turns out, according to the “Agreement”, that Wal-Mart doesn’t pay anything at all.  In fact, Wal-Mart gets to keep one dollar from every car tag that is renewed in its stores.  So I’m thinking, if as the flier says, “There is no additional charge for using this service”, and one dollar on each transaction is going to Wal-Mart, doesn’t that mean that’s one dollar less on each transaction that’s not going to our government treasury?  So I sent off another email requesting an accounting to at least find out how much the State of Arkansas has paid Wal-Mart over the past year to encourage folks to drop in their stores to renew their tags, knowing the State would not be able to tell me how many purchases each such customer spent on other items while renewing their tags.  


While I await my requested accounting I reflect upon my Dad’s first lesson on politics, and fairness.  Surely our governor would not take advantage of such a hot button issue and exploit it to his own ends!  I mean, for god-sakes, not CAR TAGS!           
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