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By MICHAEL E. KRAFT
Tribune News Service (TNS)

Not long ago, a gallon of gasoline cost 
over $3.80. It has now fallen to less than 
$2.00 in many areas. Few saw such a 
decline coming, but it creates an intrigu-
ing opportunity to take action on climate 
change as well as address transportation 
needs that depend heavily on gas taxes.

Despite the plummeting price of oil 
and gasoline, most elected offi cials are 
loath to raise the gas tax and invite public 
displeasure. Yet many also recognize the 
need to supplement falling revenues from 
current gas taxes and to reduce risks from 
climate change.

The current federal gas tax of 18.4 
cents a gallon was set in 1993. Congress 
failed to index it to infl ation, so revenue 
was destined to decline even as transpor-
tation maintenance needs grew. States gas 
taxes also are fairly low, averaging about 
31 cents a gallon.

Revenues from gas taxes fell as people 
drove less and used more fuel-effi cient 
vehicles. The high cost of gasoline 
encouraged these desirable trends, but 
that also meant less money for transpor-
tation infrastructure repairs.

Vehicle fuel effi ciency is slated to 
increase more over the next decade, which 
is great news. Yet the change will further 
erode transportation revenue.

California’s experience suggests what 
might be done. The state leads the nation 
in taking climate change seriously and in 
promoting alternatives to fossil fuels.

Burning those fuels in our cars, trucks, 
and planes is responsible for 28 percent of 
the country’s greenhouse gas releases. Just 

recently, Governor Brown proposed 
striking new goals: cutting in half the 
state’s use of fossil fuels in vehicles and in 
15 years generating half of the state’s elec-
tricity from renewable sources.

The component of California’s policy 
that other states should consider is its 
cap-and-trade program that puts a price 
on use of carbon-based fuels. The state 
just extended it to transportation fuels. In 
effect, beginning on January 1 of this 
year, California raised its gas tax by an 
estimated 10 cents a gallon.

A carbon or greenhouse gas tax like 
this can be designed for different purpos-
es. Government could add the tax to all 
fossil fuels, as California has done, 
thereby raising their price to refl ect at 
least some of the social costs of using 
them, such as impacts on climate change, 
the environment and public health that 
gas prices do not now include.

Over time, the higher price should 

discourage use of fossil fuels, promote a 
search for alternatives and stimulate 
energy effi ciency while also improving air 
quality and public health. Such a market-
based policy might even appeal to 
political conservatives who prefer market 
solutions to government regulation.

Because the higher cost for energy can 
be a serious burden on many citizens, 
other taxes could be lowered by the same 
amount. That is, there need be no net 
increase in taxes, only a shift of taxes to 
carbon releases.

The Citizens Climate Lobby has 
proposed such a revenue-neutral carbon 
tax, which it calls a carbon fee and 
dividend system in which all the fees 
collected are returned to households as a 
dividend to help pay for the increased cost 
of fossil fuels.

One recent study found that the plan 
could reduce carbon emissions sharply, 
create millions of jobs, and greatly 
improve air quality and public health.

Variations on such a policy might hold 
even more appeal for some policymakers 
and the public. These include dedication 
of some portion of the fees to highways, 
mass transit, research on energy technolo-
gies or other policy goals.

Low gasoline prices will not last. If  
we’re smart, we’ll take advantage of 
current prices to build public support for 
increasing the gas tax and pegging it to 
infl ation. Even better, states could enact 
revenue-neutral carbon taxes on all fossil 
fuels to help combat climate change. 
California shows that it can be done.

Michael E. Kraft is professor emeritus of political science 
and public and environmental affairs at the University of Wis-
consin at Green Bay. 
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Should more states follow California and raise       
gas taxes to curb global warming?

Huge tax hike clobbers California           
consumers; forces businesses to flee

California’s tax hike battles climate             
change without hurting consumers

No

Yes

By MARK J. PERRY
Tribune News Service (TNS)

The most preposterous thing about a 
carbon tax, which California is in the 
process of implementing under the guise 
of a cap-and-trade program and which 
some other states are now considering, is 
the pretense that it will curb carbon 
emissions.

This notion – the idea that states can 
save the planet from getting too hot – is 
great soap opera, but it is just a way to 
bring more revenue to state governments 
regardless of its stated intent.

Whether it’s called cap-and-trade or a 
carbon tax, California is now stuck with 
a fee on the carbon content of fuels. It’s 
the fi rst of its kind in the United States, 
but environmental groups are urging 
other states to do the same.

The California Air Resources Board, 
whose goal is to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions to 1990 levels by 2020, claims 
the tax is a cost for oil refi neries. But 
that’s disingenuous.

Oil companies will simply pass the 
carbon tax along to California consum-
ers in the form of higher prices. Experts 
estimate that the tax – which took effect 
at the start of this year – has the poten-
tial to increase gasoline prices by as 
much as 75 cents per gallon.

Guess who would pay the bill for the 
carbon tax? A carbon tax would dispro-
portionately impact those who are most 
vulnerable in our economy – low-and-
middle class families and small busi-
nesses. It would be foolish to think 
otherwise.

Make no mistake, the tax on transpor-
tation fuels will push gas and diesel 
prices upward and burden drivers, 
businesses, and schools, effectively 

erasing the economic benefi ts that 
Californians currently enjoy at the pump.

Think about its impact: To save 
money, some drivers may fi ll up at 
service stations in neighboring states that 
don’t have a carbon tax.

And companies might be tempted to 
relocate elsewhere in the country to save 
on energy costs. Other companies might 
have no choice but to shut down, 
resulting in a loss of jobs. States without 
a carbon tax would gain economically at 
the expense of those with one.

In Vermont, a coalition of environ-
mental groups has proposed a state tax 
of between $50 and $150 per ton of 
carbon emissions to be levied on busi-
nesses that distribute gasoline, heating 
oil, natural gas, propane and diesel. The 
groups claim the tax would produce $35 
million in revenue by 2017 and as much 
as $700 million by 2030. Of the new 
revenues, 10 percent would automatically 
go to renewable energy companies.

State government is a great milieu for 
“pass the buck” politics, but carbon 

taxation is merely a way to reduce a 
staggering debt and reward political 
allies.

What someone like California Gov. 
Jerry Brown might not be able to achieve 
through tighter controls on spending, he 
can certainly gain by using public 
concern about climate change to ratchet 
up taxes. And you can be sure it won’t 
stop at the gas pump.

The next target for carbon taxes could 
be electricity utilities and their custom-
ers. Environmentalists say it’s no big 
deal. But fossil fuels account for about 
60 percent of the nation’s electricity 
supplies.

The irony is that the largest U.S. 
environmental groups oppose nuclear 
power, arguably the most important 
energy source in the battle against global 
warming.

The U.S. fl eet of 100 nuclear plants 
accounts for nearly two-thirds of the 
nation’s zero-carbon energy. But environ-
mentalists don’t recognize nuclear 
power’s environmental value or its 
critically important role in maintaining a 
diverse mix of energy sources for reliable 
electricity.

To my mind, the path forward begins 
with environmentalists recognizing the 
importance of keeping existing nuclear 
plants in operation and realizing that 
nuclear power can collaborate well with 
other forms of emission-free energy like 
solar and wind. If something better 
comes along, fi ne.

But carbon taxes should be the last 
resort – they won’t help the environment 
much, they’ll expand the size of govern-
ment, and they’ll damage the economy.

Mark J. Perry is a professor of economics at the Univer-
sity of Michigan-Flint and resident scholar at the American 
Enterprise Institute. 

Months before Caitlin Johnson graduat-
ed from high school, she opened Ohio 

State University’s early-decision letter and 
felt the doors open wide.

For as long as she could remember, she’d 
wanted to go to OSU’s veterinary school. 
She was on her way.

But on the drive home with her parents af-
ter visiting the campus, she heard the doors 
slam shut.

“It was a sobering visit,” she 
said. “It was so expensive. We 
knew there was no way I could 
do it without ending up with a 
mountain of debt before I 
even started vet school.”

About the same time, she 
got an unsolicited letter from 
Lorain County Community 
College in Northeast Ohio, 
where she lived. Her academic 
and extracurricular records qualifi ed her for 
a two-year full scholarship to the college.

“I put the letter in the trash,” she said. “No 
way was I going to a community college. I 
was afraid it would hurt my chances of get-
ting into vet school.”

Fortunately, maternal wisdom – abetted 
by a healthy dose of nosiness – intervened. 
“Moms being moms, my mom found the let-
ter in the trash,” Johnson said. “She said: 
‘You’re going. They’re giving you more than 
the cost of an education.’”

Reluctantly, Johnson enrolled in 2007.
In May, she will graduate from Ohio State’s 

veterinary school, and she already has a job 
with a rural practice.

“All my credits transferred,” she said. “And 
the classes were so challenging. A lot of the 
instructors were retired from larger universi-
ties.” She laughed. “Around the time I was 
taking organic chemistry, I knew LCCC was 
as tough as Ohio State.”

Earlier this month, President Barack 
Obama announced a plan that would pro-
vide tuition-free classes at community col-
leges for students who attend at least half  
time, maintain a minimum GPA of 2.5 and 
make steady progress toward a degree.

Predictably, Republicans and conservative 
commentators have lambasted this idea, of-
ten to the point of ridicule.

From last week’s Wall Street Journal edito-
rial: “Community colleges ... attempt to nar-
row the skills gap for high-school graduates 
who don’t attend four-year colleges. The 
schools vary widely in quality, and in prac-
tice they often provide remedial training in 
basic math and reading skills to kids who 
were promoted through failing K-12 
schools.”

As for that 2.5 GPA? “You have to work 
hard not to get that grade.”

There is so much wrong with this attitude, 
starting with the description of people who 
attend community colleges and why.

Ken Phillippe, who oversees research at 
the American Association of Community 
Colleges in Washington, D.C., said there are 
many narratives about college students that 
are as false as they are enduring. Only 15 per-
cent of students at four-year colleges, for ex-
ample, are full-time and living on campus, he 
said.

The average age nationally for a commu-
nity college student is 29; the median age is 
23. About 8 percent of them already have 
four-year degrees and enroll for additional 
training. As for this notion that community 
college students are mostly remedially chal-
lenged kids tumbling straight from failed 
tenures in high school?

“That’s a frequent misperception,” Phil-
lippe said. “They’ve never visited a commu-
nity college. They haven’t met any of the stu-
dents.”

Nationally, the remedial rate for commu-
nity college students is high, about 60 per-
cent. At some urban community colleges, 
such as Cuyahoga Community College in 
Cleveland, the percentage climbs to 90, but 
spokesman John Horton is quick to caution 
against assumptions.

“If you haven’t been to school in decades, 
it’s a shock,” he said. “You should see how 
hard they work once they get here.”

Phillippe agrees. “It often takes only one 
class to get them ready. And keep in mind, a 
third of them are the fi rst in their families to 
go to college.”

At Tri-C, 65 percent of the nearly 60,000 
students enrolled attend part time. “Life gets 
messy,” Horton said. “A lot of these students 
are furthering their education while juggling 
all of their other responsibilities with jobs 
and families.”

Or, to put it another way, they aren’t Wall 
Street Journal editorial board members. A 
quick review of their online bios reveals an 
abundance of degrees from Yale, Harvard, 
Dartmouth, Northwestern, Georgetown, the 
University of Chicago and Oxford Universi-
ty.

I have no grievance with these revered in-
stitutions. Two of our children are Ivy League 
graduates. My beef is with those whose leave 
them with a sense of privilege that blinds 
them to how most Americans struggle and 
fuels a sense of superiority at the very thought 
of them.

When I asked Caitlin Johnson what kind 
of students she met at community college, 
she laughed again.

“The better question is, ‘Who didn’t I 
meet?’ There were people straight out of high 
school and those who were returning for sec-
ond careers. There were a lot of people older 
and smarter than I am.”

I asked this bright young woman whether 
maybe “wiser” is the better word.

“Maybe,” she said. “All I know is that long 
before I realized it, they were getting me 
ready to be a vet for everyone.”

Connie Schultz columnist for Parade magazine. Her email is: 
con.schultz@yahoo.com

The truth about 
community college

Connie
SchultzOil companies will     

simply pass the carbon     
tax along to California 
consumers in the form 
of higher prices.

One study found that the 
plan could reduce carbon 
emissions sharply, create 
millions of jobs, and 
greatly improve air quality 
and public health.

By BART CHILTON
Tribune News Service (TNS)

The responses to President 
Barack Obama’s call for 

tax reform, which he outlined 
as part of  his State of  the 
Union address, might indi-
cate that the probabilities for 
progress on a tax overhaul 
with the Republican Con-
gress and Democrat White 
House are near zero – zippity 
zilch.

Republicans, such as the 
infl uential chairman of  the 
Senate tax-writing panel, Or-
rin Hatch of  Utah, suggest 
president Obama’s proposal 
to increase taxes on the more 
fortunate among us to pay 
for a middle class tax cut are 
politically motivated and “It 
will be hard to work with him 
no matter what.” Likewise, 
many Democrats cry that Re-

publicans’ only interest is 
protecting the very wealthy, 
including large multinational 
corporations. What a mess.

For sure, serious and sig-
nifi cant challenges exist, and 
divining a decent compro-
mise on tax reform is as elu-
sive as most thought back in 
1986 . the last time the tax 
code received a major make-
over. Nevertheless, the reality 
is that both sides deftly cloak 
some shared values.

Tax reform is defi nitely do-
able.

There’s an overwhelming 
consensus that the 70,000 
pages of  our current tax code 
are not only oppressive, but 
outdated. While many Re-
publicans have focused on 
the need for corporate tax re-
form and capital gains reduc-
tions, Hatch prefers compre-
hensive reform to make the 

system work. Many Demo-
crats agree. Furthermore, 
even as a conservative’s con-
servative (a 100 percent rat-
ing by the American Conser-
vative Union just a few years 
ago), Hatch has a distin-
guished and highly com-
mendable leadership record 
of  working with colleagues 
on both sides of  the aisle and 
Capitol. 

The late Sen. Ted Kennedy, 
D-Mass., acknowledged as 
one of  the most liberal sena-
tors (an ACU rating of  zero 
percent, at times) was among 
those who not only respected 
and considered him a friend, 
but also collaborated legisla-
tively with Hatch on numer-
ous occasions. Together, they 
were wildly successful in 
passing what were, initially, 
exceptionally controversial 
bills, including Immigration 

Reform, the Ryan White 
HIV/AIDS Care Act, and a 
landmark children’s health 
insurance law.

Hatch, working with con-
servative and moderate Dem-
ocrats, as well as moderate 
and progressive Republicans, 
could rescue tax reform from 
death’s dark door. He has the 
skills, stature and institution-
al history to get the job 
done.

Pundits and policymakers 
alike observed tax reform 
was “impossible” in 1986, 
but an ultimate Washington 
Post headline read the “Im-
possible that Became the In-
evitable.” It can be so once 
more.

Bart Chilton served at the U.S. Commodity 
Futures Trading Commission for seven years 
as part of his 30 years in government. He is 
now a senior policy advisor at the global law 
firm DLA Piper LLP. Readers may send him 
email at  bartchiltonbartchilton.com.

Is tax reform somehow still doable?


