Thomas A. Benoit Sr

PA 395 Green Taxes

Paper 1 September 21, 2004

Thomas A. Benoit Sr

PA 395 Green Taxes

Paper 1 September 21, 2004


SOLID WASTE TAX 
Background

Prior to ACT 78 (enacted in 1987), Vermont’s Solid Waste Management law, almost every Vermont town had its own unlined landfill.  These landfills were more often than not on the least favorable ground for use.  These included wetlands, flood plains and along watercourses.  As a result the amount of environmental degradation was immense.  

Act 78 called for each municipality (either individually or cooperatively) to develop a waste management plan, direct waste to appropriate facilities and generate a revenue to make these self sustaining (Solid Waste tax).  Act 78 requires that municipalities address the solid waste problem using a management hierarchy placing waste reduction at the highest level followed by the reuse of materials and then recycling.  Disposal is placed at the lowest level.1  The solid waste tax is meant as an incentive to achieve this hierarchy.


In European countries it is also accepted that Solid Waste Management is a public service or good.  In fact, local jurisdictions also have a statutory responsibility to collect residential waste.10  The way Europe and Vermont finance many of these solid waste management programs is through various solid waste taxes.

Solid waste taxes consist of several different forms.   First, in Vermont there is a state solid waste tax ($6 per ton) that is charged when waste is tipped at the landfill.  Some Vermont Municipalities and cooperatives also charge a per capita or a per ton waste tax on top of the state tax.  “Most Europeans pay for waste management services in their taxes, sometimes supplemented by utility payments. In the Netherlands, for example, residents get quarterly bills for water, wastewater, and solid waste collection; while water is metered, solid waste is a flat fee.10 All of these taxes are meant to further the goals of proper waste management.  

In fact, I would say that these taxes have come a long way towards addressing these goals of proper waste management.  For instance, “There are currently five municipal solid waste landfills operating in Vermont (two lined and three unlined).  All towns are in the process of generating new updated solid waste management plans and in 1999 the total tons diverted increased to more than 190,000 tons, or about a 35% diversion rate 1 .  While this is a substantial increase over previous years, it is estimated that the amount of municipal solid waste diverted would have to increase from the 193,000 tons in 1999 to over 300,000 tons in 2005  (to reach the 50% diversion rate). 1

Although many advances have been made in proper solid waste management, the original goal of the solid waste tax is not done.  If we continue at current rates of fill (3.4 pounds per person per day), the two permitted lined landfills will reach capacity in about seven years - or sooner if all of Vermont’s waste (including municipal solid waste, construction/demolition debris, wood waste, biosolids and other wastes) were disposed of instate.”1   This decreased disposal capacity and the State of Vermont New Solid Waste Implementation Plan (SWIP) goal of 50% waste diversion is trying to promote more environmentally conscious practices.   In Europe, many countries are finding that privatization is the preferred method for solid waste management.10  This is due to the increasing costs and the taxes not covering all the “real cost” of solid waste disposal.  One potential area for addressing these tax shortfalls and waste reduction is a Pay as You Throw (PAYT) system.

Pay as you Throw (PAYT)

This idea of paying for what you throw out or “pay as you throw” (PAYT) is not a new concept.  The idea of the polluter paying to pollute is being implemented in almost every shape or form worldwide.  In fact, Environmental Taxes can provide the economic incentives to reduce pollution and resource use 4.  Studies have shown that waste disposal is reduced when households and businesses pay for these services based on the weight or volume of waste.1   

The Fair Tax coalition states “taxing solid waste based on its weight or volume and ensuring that tax payers can reduce their tax payment through conservation has good potential to reduce our solid waste stream, conserve resources and reduce the cost of human and environmental health problems.”3   

Before PAYT was implemented in Williamsburg, Iowa, 20 tons per day of residential waste were being landfilled. Now that figure is only 7 tons per day 2.  “After enacting a pay per bag program in 1992, Falmouth, Maine (population 8,500) reduced the solid waste disposed per year by 900 tons. This saved the town about $50,000 in landfill tipping fees. The total tons of garbage recycled by residents also jumped by almost 50%. Gainesville, Florida, a city of 9,600, also experienced similar results. In 1994, residents were able to choose three cart sizes ranging from 35 to 96 gallons at different monthly rates. One year later, the total tons disposed by the city decreased by 4,000 tons while the portion that was recycled increased by 25%”.8
PAYT has become a nationwide trend, which according to EPA has expanded rapidly —from 1,800 communities in 1980 to more than 6,000 today, with more and more communities adopting PAYT every year 6.
In fact, PAYT is one of the tools being promoted in the new State Solid Waste Plan.     While the previous State Solid Waste Plan required all municipal and district solid waste plans to include provisions for user fees. Many haulers and operators of transfer stations and landfills now use this unit-based pricing.  These “pay-as-you-throw” or “pay-per-bag” programs can provide an effective economic incentive to reduce waste generation, recycle, and otherwise divert waste from landfills and incinerators.   “These variable-rate programs are very flexible and have been implemented by communities in many forms. The most common types are can programs, bag programs, tag and sticker programs5”.  

Although PAYT programs work on the principle that individuals and business reduce waste based on how much they have to pay (based on the amount of waste they generated), we see that PAYT does have its shortfalls.

Shortfalls

Doug Mckenize-Mohr states in his book, “reducing waste generation requires fundamental changes in society, businesses and institutions.”7 He goes on to say that many of these entities respond rapidly to economic incentives, especially businesses whose bottom line is based on how much they save (profit), but there are other areas that need to be addressed7.   

Although PAYT systems are more effective than other recycling collection programs in boosting diversion rates 2,  the implementation of user fees can also raise concerns about increased illegal dumping and burning.1 “Experience in many countries has shown that charging the full costs of disposal may create incentives for littering and open dumping, especially if the enforcement of regulatory standards (i.e. no dumping) is weak and entities can avoid paying the user charge by disposing of the waste themselves”.9 

In addition, to illegal disposal and burning, we have to address other barriers to the benefits of PAYT.  These may include a lack of a commitment, inconvenient services, cultural norms and the lack of incentives (or disincentives based on the amount of the tax) 7.  The state of Vermont is looking at this goal to maximize unit-based pricing for public and private solid waste collection. In fact, unit-based pricing will be advanced through technical assistance, the work of a special Waste Prevention Advisory Committee (to provide outreach and technical assistance with Solid Waste Implementation Plans) and the review and approval of local and district solid waste implementation plans. 

Conclusion

Solid Waste Taxes in solid waste management have strong and measurable effects on waste disposal behavior and waste disposal.  Towns implementing solid waste tax programs can expect to see reductions of more than 15 percent in tons disposed, with increases in recycling, yard-waste diversion, and measurable impacts on the highest rung on the waste-management hierarchy: source reduction5.  “Ultimately, Pay As You Throw (PAYT) programs can help reduce the burden on the disposal system and lead to more efficient resource use, reduced environmental burden, and lower long-run solid waste system management costs”5.  PAYT must be implemented as part of a whole Solid Waste management and Education Program.  These programs must address public outreach, technical assistance and proper implementation.
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