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Is a carbon tax the best way to address climate
change?
What alternative can conservatives offer?
When conservatives talk
about change these days,
we’re not just referring to the
new administration. Several
of our country’s most
prominent Republicans have
been urging a new approach
to climate change: a carbon
tax.
The idea of a carbon tax is to
make the emission of carbon
more costly, thereby deterring
activities that consume fossil
fuels. Under a carbon-tax
scheme, every product and
service associated with carbon
emissions would be made
more costly, with the
proceeds of the taxes going to
the federal government.
Carbon-tax advocates
estimate that they could raise

$220 billion a year
with this “tax on
everything.”
But this proposal
engenders many
questions, among
them:
What will the federal
government do with
the $220 billion?
Should the federal
government levy a
regressive
consumption tax?
Will a new “tax on
everything” chill
economic growth?
Is a carbon tax the optimal
way to mitigate emissions?
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Is a carbon tax the price of progress?
Or could it become a $220-billion combination albatross and boondoggle?
By now just about everybody’s heard of the “all-of-the-above” approach to our country’s energy
portfolio, combining fossil fuels, nuclear, and renewables like hydroelectric, wind, solar,
biodiesel, and geothermal. The problem, for those of us who hold that climate change must be
urgently and aggressively addressed, is that fossil fuels are still less expensive than carbon-free
alternatives, though, without question that gap is closing. [See Appendix 1]
Proponents of a carbon tax argue that it’s a potent means of leveling the playing field for- zeroemissions energy, raising the cost of fossil fuel consumption and making the use of green
energy sources, as well as the development of conservation measures, more financially
compelling.
The price of progress via a carbon tax would be steep indeed: at a projected $220 billion per
year, it would be the largest tax increase in U.S. history, nearly twice that imposed by
Obamacare. 1
If, somehow, Congress does pass the Mother of All Taxes,
it begs the question:
What will happen to all that money?
In the image on the first page, you see some of the leading
supporters of Carbon Taxes have set aside an hour and 15
minutes of their day to look for a “bipartisan” way to
spend all that money.
It’s all too easy to imagine federal bureaucrats rubbing
their hands together in glee thinking about all the ways
they might spend $220 billion a year.
That may be why carbon-tax proponents have offered the presumably more reassuring idea that
the proceeds of the tax will be returned to Americans in the form of a dividend or rebate.
So, everything you buy will cost more; but every few months, the government will send you a
check.
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But, ultimately, Congress gets to decide (or change its mind) as to how carbon tax revenues will
be spent. That might be a rebate to you, or a tax break to a favored industry, or to fund some
other new government program.
We have too many costly boondoggles already, but that’s not the only adverse consequence of a
carbon tax:
What will happen to all that money?
If a carbon tax were to be imposed, be prepared for Congress to have the latitude to determine
whether or not the proceeds will be returned to you, and in what form, with all the complexities
that entails: Just one example – Should the driver of a gas-guzzler, for example, receive a larger
rebate, having paid more in carbon taxes, or should the driver of an electric car receive a larger
rebate for having been more carbon-conscious?
And what kind of data will be added to what the government already collects about us in order
to make these determinations?
Alternatively, Congress could go in an entirely different direction, using the monies to pay for
tax breaks for favored entities, either related to emissions mitigation or something entirely
different, or to fund other government programs, with no assurance they’ll be relevant to
energy or emissions.
What about the fact that a carbon tax would be regressive, burdening most heavily those who
can least afford it? Can the poor afford it?
The federal poverty threshold is $24,339 a year in income for a family of four. 2
A broadly applied carbon tax on everything would hit the lowest-income fifth of U.S.
households 3.25 times harder than the richest one fifth. 3
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This was one of the major concerns raised by the world’s most aggressive environmentalist
group, the Sierra Club, when it shocked people by opposing the carbon tax in the state of
Washington last fall. 4
Are we really comfortable with passing the largest tax hike in history – and doing it with a plan
that would hit the poor 3.25 times harder than the wealthy?
At a time when all too many American families have been hit hard by years of recession, raising
the cost of living for those who are already struggling would be distinctly harsh—and sure to be
met with strong political opposition, not only from those with limited incomes, because:
Can any American afford this tax?
Since 2013, the Federal Reserve Board has surveyed Americans regarding their financial and
economic status. The news is grim: 47 percent of Americans say they would have to borrow
money or sell something if they were hit with an unexpected expense of just $400, roughly the
cost of a new refrigerator. 5
At the suggested rate of $40 per ton of carbon on 5.5 billion tons of carbon emissions per year, a
carbon tax “on everything” would cost Americans $220 billion annually. 6 Divided among 115
million households 7, that equals $1,913 per household, at a time when nearly half of us say we
can’t afford a fraction of that amount.
A carbon tax would be a very costly albatross around the necks of consumers, who would be
further deprived of resources to purchase goods and services—and their reduced economic
activity would in turn hurt growth and hiring right when we need to put millions of Americans
back to work.
The “green economy” is creating new jobs, but almost assuredly not enough to compensate for
what would be lost. Which leads to our final question:
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Is a carbon tax the optimal way to address our fossil-fuel consumption?
ConservAmerica does not support a massive new carbon tax as our nation’s first approach to
climate change, for the reasons we’ve just discussed. From both the economic and political
standpoints, such a tax would be exceedingly difficult to put into law, to administer, and to
sustain.
Instead, we support an alternative, tax-reducing, positive incentive to incent reductions in
fossil-fuel
emissions and
increase use of
zero emissions
energy sources
and conservation
measures: a Zero
Regrets Energy
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about that in our
next issue brief.
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APPENDIX 1
The Changing Costs of Power
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