Concord New Hampshire Monitor: It’s Time for a Tax on Carbon
Aug. 29, 2015 - There are thousands of potential sinkholes in New Hampshire, like the one that closed Interstate 93 in Concord earlier this month.  More than 1/3 of the 4,600 miles of roads maintained by the state are officially in “poor” shape.  Nearly 1/2 the state’s bridges are on the “red list” and functionally obsolete or worse.  Meanwhile, oil is trading under $40 a barrel and average gasoline prices are at their lowest level since 2004.  In 2012, gas prices peaked at $4.67 per gallon.  They’re now half that.  So, for the sake of the state and nation’s infrastructure, fuel taxes should be increased.
Not even the most draconian gas tax increase, however, would raise enough money to erase the nation’s estimated $3 trillion-plus infrastructure deficit.  But the billions in state and local gas tax increases raised would start to reverse the damage.  What would get the job done – and do more than anything else to slow climate change that, unchecked, will make the flight of refugees from Africa and the Middle East into Europe feel like a small-town parade – is a tax on carbon emissions from all sources.  In exchange for imposing the tax, all taxpayer subsidies for energy production, tax breaks for solar panels, wind farms and ethanol producers, as well as oil and gas drillers and nuclear power plants, should be eliminated.
For centuries, energy producers and users have been able to avoid paying for externalities – the ill health and early deaths from burning coal, the pollution of water sources, the depredation of landscapes, the cost of environmental cleanup, and the potentially disastrous effects of greenhouse gas emissions.  A tax on carbon would go a long way to remedying that.
The dramatic downturn in the price of oil, a condition that’s not expected to end quickly, has upsides and downsides.  Higher energy usage typically results from low energy prices, so motorists can be expected to drive more and homeowners to turn up the thermostat in winter.  Low oil prices slow the sale of energy efficient vehicles and, by making the payback time much longer, make it harder to justify an investment in alternatives like solar power or heat pumps.
But low oil prices have their benefits.  The average U.S. household burns 1,200 gallons of gasoline a year.  The $2 drop in price from gasoline’s peak means households have $2,400 to save or spend on other things.  Environmentally dangerous, or patently harmful, efforts to produce oil by drilling in the Arctic or heating Canadian tar sands are not economically viable, when oil is $35 or $40 a barrel.  Let’s hope it stays that way.
Cheap oil also means less money for nations that don’t always wish America well.  It means, in some cases, less money for despots and dictators who use it to placate the populace or impose their will on their neighbors.  On the downside, it means more hardship and instability in nations like Nigeria, Venezuela and Ecuador.
Technology, the hydraulic fracturing of shale formations, made natural gas cheap, so cheap that coal is no longer the fuel of economic choice.  New drilling and exploring technology, and the emergence of the United States as a major oil producer, contributed to the plunge in oil prices.  Simultaneously, however, technological advances have made solar and wind power cheaper and more efficient, and energy storage abilities better.  It is such advancements that will make the burning of fossil fuels unnecessary and slow climate change.
They are the advancements that will accelerate if governments tax carbon.
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