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What is food to one man may be fierce poison to others.

Although the above quote was not intended as a critique of modern “free-market” capitalist economies, if we adhere to reader-response literary theory we can apply it in such a manner. For our purposes we can interpret the above quote very directly – what is food (read money) to one man may be (read is) fierce poison (read fierce poison) to others. The sad truth is that the development and expansion of capitalist and exploitative modes of living on this earth come at a cost not only in terms of quality of life but also in terms of the end of life itself. By constantly exploiting the natural world and focusing on an extractive relationship with the earth we are in the final analysis exploiting ourselves. 

Now some may argue that the people at the top of this pyramid scheme – otherwise known as a capitalist economy – do not pay the costs. Although it is true that they do not pay the same costs in the same timeframe as people literally living with this pollution in their backyard, they are still paying the same total cost because they must still breathe the same air and drink the same water and feel the same stress. A good analogy would be the difference between dying on the streets of an illness and dying in a private hospital suite of the same illness. No one would argue that one engenders the same pain but at the same time no one could argue that one paid a higher total price in the end – since both are dead. The reality is that we must focus on what damage human activity is causing not simply to the planet, the planet will be here long after we are gone, but to ourselves. Although my characterization here may be stark it is not inaccurate. The Montreal Protocols and the Kyoto Accord both exist because people have come to realize that we are all paying with our very lives for the wealth being accumulated in the hands of the very few. 

The focus here is on the taxes on emitters of air contaminants. That is what structures have been developed to make sure that entities that release pollution into the air we breathe are being monitored and then taxed on the release of these contaminants. It is curious that these polluters are being asked to pay for poisoning the general public. When and by what duly elected body were these rates determined? If we accept that activities that produce substances that are detrimental to the health and well being of the population are a necessity (this basic question could be the subject of several volumes) then how do we determine what costs should be born by the polluters? Should they pay for all the health effects linked to their release of these substances? If we take Milne’s idea of taxes being to internalize the externalities of an activity then this would seem to be at least economically fair (after all, what is a good going rate to pay someone for dying of cancer at 35?).
 However, even by these limited economic criteria the taxes the State of Vermont imposes on polluters are woefully inadequate. In reality Vermont’s taxes on polluters are simply revenue generators – in fact not only do most of these taxes not internalize externalities (healthcare costs, etc.) they are were never envisioned to do more than cover the cost of knowing how much pollution these activities were producing. In fact, the majority of the revenue collected is used to pay for the monitoring of the polluters. The remainder of the revenues are not on the permitting but on the actual release of pollutants.

For our purposes here we will deal with air contaminants in the same manner that the State of Vermont does – by their toxicity. Although for the most part the contaminants being released are the ones one would expect from industrial processes – carbon monoxide, nitrogen oxide and particulate matter – others are less “benign”. But even if we accept the necessity of such prosaic substances as carbon monoxide as a necessity of our industrial existence we can reasonably expect that there are some real costs associated with the release of these substances. For instance people who release less that 5 tons of these substances don’t pay a penny. This is probably because of much larger number of entities that release these minimal(?) amounts makes taxing these entities administratively complex but it seems that releasing 10,000 lbs of something into the atmosphere should cost you something. It is probably unfeasible to collect on a per pound basis but given advances in technology and concomitant decreases in price of these technologies it may be possible one day to make simple metering devices mandatory on all businesses and homes. I think that such “per pound” metering would make the entire system much more equitable. 

In terms of currently available administrative and technological capabilities a doubling of all fees would be most appropriate. Although this may seem ambitious it would only raise costs from $0.016/lb to $0.032/lb of these contaminants. The State could then implement a cap and trade system within Vermont. This incredibly affective system which helped virtually eliminate harmful CFCs has the potential to at least greatly reduce these emissions. The “surplus” (given the externalities of these activities this could not actually be considered a true surplus) could be put into two trusts. The first would pay out grants to entities that reduced their pollution by increasing their efficiency. The surcharge of $840 on emissions of greater than 10 tons could be doubled as well and a surcharge of $250 could be implemented on facilities that release between 5 and 10 tons. The Hazardous Contaminant Surcharge on fuel burned could also be doubled for all categories. The fact is that currently burning a ton of coal only costs $.043!!!! Burning a gallon of #2 fuel oil only costs $0.0002/gallon!! If we tax gasoline that is a much more direct commodity to citizens at an astronomically higher rate why would be not fuel oil costs. I am not suggesting $0.25/ gallon only $0.0004/gallon. What these would translate into in terms of higher consumer costs must be weighed against the better quality of life and cleaner environment – two commodities that right now are not considered at all in the tax system.

Most people would readily agree to tax substances, which range from short-term irritants to those known or suspected to cause cancer. It is my opinion that such substances should be phased out completely not taxed. Again what price can we put on increased mortality rates due to exposure to these substances? Those who believe that these substances are a necessary evil speak from a position of privilege in that they do not interact with these substances. I submit that if they were forced to work and live with these chemicals in their everyday environment they would quickly and quite advantageously change their tune. Again the cap and trade system used to eliminate CFCs is very instructional in this case. And for those who believe it would be ruinous to business they should be aware that after companies were forced to stop using CFCs they developed better and more benign alternatives that were more profitable in the end. 
 The Department of Environmental Conservation divides these substances into four categories. The first is short-term irritants and the fourth being substances “known or suspect to cause cancer (high potency)”.
 One wonders why anyone is allowed to release substances that cause cancer and are highly potent at all. Here too I propose a cap and trade system with the goal of the eventual elimination of category 3 and 4 emissions at the very least. If anyone believes that these are alarmist views they can ruminate on this: even with the incredible advances in health and medical sciences the death rates of the elderly due to cancer have been rising since 1960’s.
 Some may argue that this is just because of our increased lifespan but other causes of death have been steadily declining. Causes that individuals have more control over such as heart disease. 
  This, at least partially, points to an environmental problem. Even outside the elderly population environmental maladies have been steadily increasing. For example, the incidence of asthma has gone up and it cannot be accounted for by changes in gene pool or changes in diagnostic techniques. It is therefore becoming apparent that environmental causes are the likely culprit.
 Given this scenario increases by factors of ten on these substances no longer seems outrageous. In fact it seems downright naïve, as it would still allow facilities that release a pound of category four substances to pay only $84.00! $84 to cause cancer. Put in that perspective is seems a miserably low tax. 

In conclusion I think that it is our duty to protect future generations from the destruction we are visiting upon ourselves. How can we justify having the latest gadget when it will mean increased incidence of cancer, asthma and other maladies for our very children and grandchildren. Would anyone allow a business to inject their child with a poisonous substance without consequences? No. And yet everyday we allow facilities spewing out deadly chemicals to continue their activities unabated as their executives dream about summer homes and yachts paid for by the deteriorating health of their very customers. What is more evil a company that spews contamination in the atmosphere or the complacency of a citizenry that allows it to happen and then pays the company for the privilege of buying its product? These tax increases will not on their own stop this economic cannibalism but they are a start. Companies that have profit margins in the millions can afford to pay these higher taxes. And if they can’t is that bad? Luckily for us the industrial sector of this state is very small and the number of possibly displaced workers is also small. So even if we run these companies out of business there will not be a huge economic impact. In fact, the second trust I propose from the increased revenues from these tax increases would be put in a trust for displaced workers and worker retraining. In the final analysis, we need to think about what is more important than life itself – I doubt anyone can come up with an answer to that. 
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