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1. There is Too Much Carbon Dioxide in our Atmosphere
a. Science guys say we need to reduce CO2 emissions by 80% worldwide, more than 90% here, in order to reduce probability of catastrophe, ie end of life as we know it.

b. Some Economists: we discount the future all the time---why is this any different?  These bad things happen way off in the future, like a century from now.

c. Other Economists:  the right discount rate when dealing with people that we can't make deals with is nearly zero.

d. Ethics guys: why should we sacrifice so that our (richer than us) descendants are better off?  

e. Other Ethics guys:  their well-being should be valued just as much as our own, even though they aren't born to talk to yet.  Not being born yet should not bear on their ethical importance.

2. Individual action

a. reduce your own CO2 footprint

b. complex: 

i. everything you do has a CO2 footprint

ii. you don't want to reduce to zero:  that is going too far

iii. so, how do you decide how much of each good to consume, ie, goods that come in plastic bags vs paper bags, goods that are made of metals vs plastics? 

iv. complexity in the individual decision hinges on the fact that things we consume are made of multiple inputs, each with an associated CO2 footprint.

c. agitate for social change, but of what form?

i. changes in individual beliefs and norms, like the anti-littering campaigns of the 1970s.

ii. changes in government policy.

3. Government policy

a. governments do lots of stuff, like tax and subsidize things, and regulate activity.

b. taxation is pretty simple:  government collects money as things are bought and sold, or as activities are undertaken.

i. when labour is bought and sold, government collects income taxes.

ii. when cigarettes are produced, the manufacturer pays a tax to the provincial government; when trees are cut down, the firm pays a tax to the province of BC.
iii. when you tax an activity, you discourage doing it, and less of it gets done.

iv. some activities are subsidized:  their is (currently) a subsidy for investing in oil and gas exploration.

v. when activities are subsidized, you encourage doing it, and more it gets done.

vi. So, taxes and subsidies can change behaviour.

c. Sometimes, we change behaviour by imposing rules.

i. it is illegal to smoke within 5 meters of a public building.

ii. adults must accompany children at the swimming pool.
iii. these rules change behaviour, but typically in a zero-one yes-no kind of way.

4. Carbon taxes

a. tax the emission of CO2, 

i. by firms that emit CO2 when they produce goods.

ii. by people that emit CO2 when they burn fossil fuels.

b. taxing emission will reduce emission

5. Common misconceptions

a. taxing emissions won't reduce emissions enough

i. nobody says we want to use carbon taxes exclusively.  you use it together with other kinds of social change

ii. if the current tax rate doesn't reduce emissions enough, raise the tax

b. taxing emissions will kill the economy

i. since you raise revenue from taxing emissions, you can decrease taxes on other things.

ii. So, now it comes down to the following problem:  government needs revenue to provide public goods, so should it get it by taxing (and discouraging) things we like (such as work) or things we don't like (such as CO2 and other pollution).

iii. main point, if you impose carbon taxes, you can decrease income and other taxes.

iv. probably a wash, or a slight long-run help, for economic growth

c. taxing emissions will hurt the poor

i. poor people use CO2 intensive goods, like heating, and so they'd have to pay a lot of carbon tax.

ii. it is very easy to write poor people cheques: we do it all the time, through the GST credit, the Canada Child Tax Benefit, etc.  So write them Carbon Tax Offset cheques, what's the big deal?

d. carbon tax revenue should be spent on carbon-related items.
i. imagine you get $5 from one friend and put it in your left back pocket and $5 from another friend and put it in your right back pocket.  These are gifts.  Now, imagine you go to the store to buy a bag of chips:  which $5 bill should you use?

ii. Obviously, it doesn't matter.  

iii. In the same way, the source of government revenue is not important in determining how to spend government revenue.  If improving transit is important, then it is important whether or not we have a carbon tax, and we should spend money on it regardless of whether or not we have a carbon tax.

e. taxing emissions legitimates emissions.  
i. If we set a price for emitting CO2, people will feel that it is 'okay' to emit as long as they pay the price.  
ii. Wouldn't it be better to make emissions illegal, and by extension, immoral?  
iii. This is hard to implement, hard to coordinate internationally, and unnecessary.  If we really don't like CO2 emissions, then we should really tax them a lot.  
iv. Thus, those who argue that carbon taxes legitimate carbon emissions could instead argue that what we need is a higher rate of carbon tax.
f. people will just try to avoid or evade carbon taxes

i. Of course, people try to avoid taxes, and the higher the tax rates the more they try to avoid.  
ii. That doesn't make it right, but it does mean that carbon taxes might not be fully effective and would have to be accompanied by some form of monitoring and punishments for cheaters.
g. rich people won't change their behaviour---they'll still pollute like the dogs they are.
i. Is it really fair to make low-income people do all the work here?  We can take the sting out of the unfairness in just the same way we can take the sting out of the increase in the cost-of-living:  by writing people cheques. 
ii. Think of this as rich people paying poor people to do the adjustment for them.
h. 'cap and trade' (selling coupons to polluters) is better than taxes since businesses, rather than consumers, pay.  
i. this difference is mostly illusory: businesses sell their stuff to people, and if their costs go up, the prices they charge go up.  
ii. Since the atmosphere doesn't care where greenhouse gases come from, we should probably put a price on all emissions, whether they come from businesses or from people.  
iii. we need carbon taxes for people and firms, or we could use a cap and trade (or carbon taxes) for businesses and a carbon tax for people.
i. Canada is small.  British Columbia is even smaller.  Can we possibly have an effect on global greenhouse gas levels?  
i. Sadly, we cannot.  
ii. However, there is potential for Canadians to lead by example.  We have not been doing this up to now---in fact, we have been doing the opposite (think tar sands).  
iii. If we get moving, and show that it can be done, it is easier for others to get moving.  Schwartzeneggar, Obama and McCain are watching.
