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U.S. Supreme Court Has Ruled Ohio Billboard Tax is
Unconstitutional.
The U.S. Supreme Court was asked to review a case regarding the city of Cincinnati’s excise tax on
billboard signs on grounds of it being unconstitutional. The city requires an “advertising host,”
meaning the billboard company, to pay the greater of either 7% of gross receipts generated from a
billboard, or an annual minimum amount. A selective tax like this is subject to analysis and will only
continue to be enforced if the government defends the tax by demonstrating that it promotes a
compelling government interest and is customized to achieve that interest. The issue of this tax is
that it is imposed only on a small number of billboard companies, so it was thought of as violating
the rights to freedom of speech and a free press which is protected by the First Amendment to the
U.S. Constitution. Through definitions and exemptions with the City’s municipal code, the burden
falls mainly on only two billboard companies. These companies may not be singled out or targeted,
since they are speakers and publishers of speech engaging in an act protected by the First
Amendment. Even though the City has interest in raising money to support the local government,
there are other sources of revenue it can pursue. Consequently, the tax was ruled unconstitutional.
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