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A UTOPIA of Transportation and Green Taxes
In 2002, the state of Vermont spent $329,811,000 on maintaining, building and administrating state highways, local roads and streets.
 Of this $90,855,000 came from the state motor fuels tax.  Therefore 28% of the cost of maintaining and building the automobile infrastructure comes from the state motor fuels tax. If motor vehicle and carrier taxes and fees are included in the contribution to road funding, the percentage jumps up to 61%. Comparatively, Vermont spent $15,455,000 on mass transit in 2002. Of this, $16,000 came from the motor fuels tax. Therefore 0.1% of the cost of maintaining, building, and administering the mass transit system comes from the motor fuels tax. In fact, not including an additional $39,000 from highway user tax revenue, all of the remaining $15,400,000 spent on mass transit comes from the federal government. These numbers make it clear where Vermont’s current funding priorities stand.  As is, there is money and the political ability to build new roads, but not mass transportation systems. If Vermont were to earmark money for more public transportation it could make a big difference in the way Vermonters travel, and in the quality of our environment. 


The system of implementing and taxing energy is a virtual maze of administration. There are taxes on gasoline, taxes on diesel, taxes on electricity, and taxes on oil. Each is taxed at a different rate, and may be overseen by different offices. This is why Andrew Jope has suggested and compiled information leading to the conclusion that a comprehensive carbon tax would serve to simplify the maze of energy taxes. It would also be taxing energy based on its carbon content which may lead consumers to follow market forces and buy the energy type that costs less because it has less carbon content.  A “carbon tax of $100 per ton including a commensurate tax on hydro and nuclear
energy would produce $364.5 million in 2004.”
 According to Jope, if a carbon tax were implemented and funding was continued for all current programs funded from energy taxes, there would be a surplus of $245.6 million dollars. The question now is ‘how do we spend it?’ Keeping with green tax principles, I believe that this money should be spent in a way that promotes ecological soundness and attempts to reverse or prevent destruction of the environment caused by carbon emissions in the first place. This is where mass transportation fits in beautifully.


The case for a train:

According to the Vermont Department of Natural Resources, “the average Vermont driver puts 17,000 miles a year on his/her car. This equals 935 pounds of carbon monoxide, 13,600 pounds of carbon dioxide, 114 pounds of hydrocarbons, and 68 pounds of nitrogen oxides emitted every year. That’s nearly 7.5 tons of air pollution each year, from just one vehicle!”
 Mass transportation systems reduce the number of cars on the road by offering time and often cost saving alternatives for commuters, shoppers, and tourists. Extra money levied from a carbon tax should be used to reduce the number of cars on the road and as a result, the amount of pollution released into the air. Vermont is in a unique situation where a reduction of cars on the road can have a great impact in the reduction of overall pollution emitted by the state. Automobiles produce 65% of the states emissions.
 Vermonters are on the move, and increasingly so. (See chart
)  An effective rail system will allow Vermonters to maintain a mobile lifestyle with out infringing heavily on their time or pocketbook.
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With additional revenue from the Carbon tax Vermont can finance its own High Speed Rail (HSR) system. In order to build a HSR system, a region must be declared an official HSR corridor by the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA). Luckily Vermont already has this designation as part of a plan for a Boston to Montreal HSR (BMHSR) system, within the Northern New England Corridor. The Vermont corridor consists of 133 miles that roughly follow I-89. Most train tracks in Vermont are owned by the state.
 Thus, the infrastructure is already in place. Even so, to implement a HSR system will take an initial capital investment of anywhere between $133 million for an Accelrail system and $2.7 billion for a Magnetic Levitation train.
 The findings from phase I of the BMHSR study conclude that an Accelrail system that can travel in the 90-110 mph category would be most effective for the Northern New England States, given the location of their tracks and potential ridership.
 That said, Vermont would need to have a capital investment of $266 million dollars to fund a corridor that would follow I-89 from the Canada border to the New Hampshire border.
 The capital investment would fund the trains, improvements to the existing track to eliminate sharp curves, heavy traffic areas, and problems with the grade.


The initial investment for this project will come from the extra revenue created from the carbon tax. Over a two year cycle, capital improvements will be made with a budget of $150 million dollars per year. The additional money will be used in part to double funding to existing public transportation programs in Vermont, thus matching and slightly exceeding the current federal funds. With acceptance of additional funding, current mass transit programs will agree to create a system appropriate for linking their communities with the HSR system. Total annual spending on mass transit for the initial two years will be $330 million dollars. After capital improvements have been made, the system will continue to fund itself through passenger fares and reduced levels from the Carbon tax. Also, after this initial 2 year period funding will be doubled again for mass transportation to a total of $60 million to assure that individuals living within a 10 mile radius of a HSR station have access to the station and also for individuals who need transportation within their districts.


As more people take advantage of HSR and other mass transit projects, carbon tax revenue will decrease due to less people using their automobiles as a primary source of transportation. This decrease in the revenue from the carbon tax as programs are implemented can be built into the excessive revenue it creates. If the great amount of revenue from carbon taxes is put into programs that require a steady annual budget, then when there is a fluctuation in tax revenue, the program will also have to fluctuate. The beauty of HSR harnessing the revenue from carbon taxes is in the fact that it requires a one time large capital investment, and after this, the prospects are high for the system paying for itself.
 When the system pays for itself through rider ship, that means less people are driving their cars and paying for gasoline; the carbon tax revenue decreases. The Carbon Tax and HSR/mass transit were meant to be coupled with each other. Consumers may be initially hit harder with the increased fuel prices, but in the end everyone will benefit from an efficient and accessible public transportation system. For every commuter who decides to take the HSR from Burlington to Montpelier every day there will be a decrease in emissions by tons. 


The BMHSR Phase I study concluded that a lower passenger fare increases rider ship and also increases total revenue. They suggested a passenger fare of $0.20 per mile. The distance from Burlington to Montpelier is 39 miles. The roundtrip fare for this ride on the HSR would be $15.60 each way. Comparatively, driving this route in a vehicle with average gas mileage (20 mpg) would cost $8 in gasoline (at $2/gallon), $3.30 in car insurance, and around $1 in vehicle maintenance (assuming oil changes, new tires & fluids, and minimal repairs) which totals $12.30 per roundtrip. In this scenario driving is more economical, but this situation has the potential to change. A system of purchasing multiple trips at once, much like current bus system, could be used to lower the fare to be comparable to automobile travel. Also, if the results of the BMHSR Study hold true, the fare could be lowered to encourage greater rider ship.


Clearly there is room for improvement in the Vermont Transportation system. A shift to Carbon taxation from the myriad of energy taxes opens up a great potential for Vermont to harness to ensure a cleaner, healthier, happier, and more mobile Vermont.
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