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MY GREEN TAX RECOMMENDATIONS

INTRODUCTION

According to the EPA, “Americans produced more than 229 million tons of Municipal Solid Waste (MSW), or approximately 4.4 pounds of waste per person per day, up from 2.7 pounds per person per day in 1960”1, yet the amount of green taxes generated from waste generation is negligible in comparison.  According to projected 2004 green tax numbers, the total waste tax dollars generated in 2004 is less than 1% of the State of Vermont’s total operating budget or approximately $5,880,000.  This inequity has very realistic and long lasting consequences.

In fact, according to the Vermont Solid Waster Management plan, we currently have five municipal solid waste landfills operating in Vermont (two lined and three unlined) 2.  If we continue at the current rates of fill, 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.”2  

Based on this alarming amount of waste generation and the decreasing capacity for landfill disposal, there are very few options left for the proper management of Municipal Solid Waste (MSW).  One of the more positive options and perhaps most optimistic, is the implementation of several comprehensive and far-reaching waste management strategies coupled with green tax fees.

In the following paper, I will attempt to show how I think that Vermont can both manage and reduce the solid waste problem through a combination of effective programs and adequate green taxes.  The areas of Vermont waste generation and green taxes that I will address are as follows; Vermont’s Solid Waste Tax and management, Vermont’s Deposit/Refund program for beverage containers and Vermont’s Petroleum Clean-up Fee.

GREEN TAXES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Vermont’s Solid Waste Tax and management

Current:
Operators of solid waste facilities and waste transfer facilities in Vermont pay a tax of $6.00 per ton of waste. The tax also is assessed when waste is shipped to an out-of-state facility without first being delivered to a transfer facility in Vermont. Certain landfill operators that receive 1,000 tons of waste per year or less may, if they choose, pay a tax of $2.80 per cubic yard instead of $6.00 per ton. 3
Recommended:
I recommend increasing the solid waste tax from $6 per ton to $12 per ton ($3,243,041 to $5,188,866 assuming a 20% reduction in waste due to the increase).  This tax increase should also be followed with a statewide mandatory recycling and enforcement program, mandatory Pay As You Throw (PAYT) programs and increased funding for market development of the resulting increase in recycled materials.  


Mandatory recycling and enforcement is an important component if the Solid waste tax increase is to be effective.  There must be a level playing field for all those involved.  Recycling should take place at all levels (residential, business and institution).  If entities are not recycling, there should be an enforcement element to prevent any free riders.  In fact, the PAYT system coupled with management options, such as clear bags, bag checks, etc, would also help achieve this goal.  In fact, PAYT has proven successful, both environmentally and financially, in cities of all sizes.  For example San Jose’s PAYT program has reduced waste and resulted in a 100 percent increase in the volume of recyclables and yard trimmings collected.4 

 Finally, if the solid waste tax is to have its goal of decreasing waste disposal, there must be markets for the resulting recycled material.  This is where the state should place more money into developing markets and demand.  Once these markets are established, the solid waste tax and the market demand will make waste reduction a very appealing option.

Vermont’s Deposit/Refund program for beverage containers

Current:
Vermont requires a five-cent deposit to be placed on the sale of glass, metal, paper, or plastic containers of beer, malt beverages, mineral waters, mixed wine drinks, soda water, and carbonated soft drinks. (Containers that are biodegradable do not require a deposit.) Liquor containers that are greater than 50 milliliters in volume are required to have a deposit of fifteen cents. The deposit is paid by the consumer and refunded to the consumer by a retailer or redemption center when the empty containers are returned. Distributors and manufacturers compensate retailers and redemption centers for redeeming and handling the containers. All beverage containers must be labeled with the deposit amount.3
Recommended:
I recommend keeping the bottle deposit at 5 cents and adding all beverage containers to the bottle bill.  I believe this green tax will only increase in effectiveness with the resulting mandatory statewide recycling.  In fact, we see that the incentive (or disincentive through enforcement fines) will drive the amount of materials recycled.  The Container Recycling Institute states that there are many, “ environmental benefits of bottle bills including litter reduction, and energy and resource conservation.  In recent years they have also emphasized the waste diversion and job creation benefits of bottle bills.  They further argue that bottle bills shift the costs of litter cleanup, recycling and waste disposal from government and taxpayers to producers and consumers of beverage containers, involving the industry that creates a wasteful product in the disposal or recycling of that product.”5   

Vermont’s Petroleum Clean-up Fee

Current:
A fee of one cent per gallon is assessed on all motor vehicle fuels sold in the state for the purpose of providing cleanup funds for leaking petroleum storage tanks.  Petroleum cleanup fees and tank assessment fees are deposited into the Petroleum Cleanup Fund.  The fund program originally provided money to clean up and restore contaminated soil and groundwater caused by petroleum releases from underground fuel storage tanks.  Currently, the program pays for a portion of cleanup costs from leaking tanks, provides for cleanup of abandoned tank sites, and gives interest-free loans to small gasoline outlets and small municipalities to upgrade their tanks. 3 

Recommended:
I recommend increasing the fee from one cent per gallon to two cents per gallon ($2,385,227 to $4,774,454).  This tax increase will also be followed by increase compliance and inspection visits for tank owners.  In fact,   “In May 2001, the General Accounting Office (GAO) released a report on the Leaking Underground Storage Tanks (LUST) program and clearly stated that the program is in need of improvements, like more training, better enforcement and regular inspections.”6
The GAO report released in 2001 goes onto to say that more than 200,000 regulated tanks were not being operated or maintained properly. 6   This clearly shows a need for increased funding to support these inspection and compliance programs.  Without regular inspection of tanks, the 143,000 confirmed leaks nationwide (per year) will likely increase. 6
CONCLUSION
I feel that green taxes are an important part of an overall waste management program.  These programs need to have realistic fees that help to deter people from generating more waste or not implementing proper programs.  In addition, these programs and green tax fees have to have an inspection and compliance element.  Without inspection and compliance, there is more of an incentive to become a free rider.  In conclusion, green taxes must be part of an overall waste management strategy.
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