U.S. House Tax Panel Mulls Carbon Fee at 1st Climate Hearing in 12 Years
by Molly Christian
May 15, 2019 – During its 1st climate change hearing in over a decade, the U.S. House of Representatives Committee on Ways and Means considered the benefits and drawbacks of a potential federal fee on CO2 emissions.
But enacting a carbon tax will require more forceful lobbying by the business community to overcome resistance from some lawmakers, particularly in the GOP-majority U.S. Senate, one Democratic committee member said.
On May 15, the Democrat-run committee held its 1st hearing on climate change in 12 years.  It focused on the economic and health impacts of global warming.
Climate change is already contributing to more severe hurricanes, droughts and wildfires, said Katherine Marvel.  She is an associate research scientist at the National Aeronautics and Space Administration's Goddard Institute for Space Studies and Columbia University's Department of Applied Physics and Mathematics.
Marvel added that human activity is the primary factor in global warming.  The U.S. National Climate Assessment found that between 93% and 123% of the observed temperature increase between 1951 and 2010 was caused by humans.
"I have sometimes heard people say that the climate has changed before, as if that were evidence that humans could not be causing present-day climate change," Marvel said.  "This is like telling a detective hunting for a serial killer that people die of natural causes."
The hearing also touched on the health impacts of climate change.  Increased temperatures and carbon levels contribute to respiratory and cardiovascular diseases and more severe cases of asthma, said Ashish Jha, director of the Harvard Global Health Institute and a professor of medicine at Harvard Medical School.  "Climate change has gone from the theoretical to the real, from the future to the present, and the health effects of climate change are being felt across the nation," Jha said.
Carbon Tax
Lawmakers on the tax-writing committee also considered what steps they should take to deal with climate change.  "It's time for Congress to get on board," Committee Chairman Richard Neal, D-Mass., said.  "We can't rely solely on the business community to solve this problem for us.  The federal government has a significant role to play in creating new pathways to meaningful, long-term economic growth and advanced solutions to reduce carbon emissions."
Ted Halstead, chairman and CEO of the conservative pro-carbon tax Climate Leadership Council, promoted the group's plan to have the U.S. Congress create a carbon fee of $40 per ton that would increase over time.  The revenue would go back to taxpayers in the form of a quarterly dividend that Halstead said would make roughly 70% of American families economically better off than before.  In exchange for the carbon fee, the plan calls for eliminating most federal carbon regulations formed under former President Barack Obama, including the Clean Power Plan.
"Economists agree that the more you price something, the less of it you get," Halstead said.  "The tax code is actually the most cost-effective way to solve the climate problem."
The council's founding members include economists and former Federal Reserve chairs Ben Bernanke and Janet Yellen, former Energy Secretary Steven Chu and energy companies such as BP PLC, ConocoPhillips, Exelon Corp. and Exxon Mobil Corp.
But Republicans hit back at the idea of a carbon price.  "Because consumers want clean energy, the market is reacting well to that without government interference," said Committee Ranking Member Kevin Brady, R-Texas.  "Let's build on that momentum, but the way to do so is not to increase taxes and overly burdensome regulations."
One Democrat on the committee questioned whether some of the council's members sincerely support a carbon tax.  He noted that BP spent millions of dollars to defeat a Washington state ballot initiative to form a carbon fee.  U.S. Rep. Don Beyer, D-Va., said his legislative director has had 150 visits from lobbyists on tax extender measures, "but the urgency isn't there on climate change from the business community."
Halstead said the business community supports the council's proposal, because the plan would offer regulatory streamlining.  He assured Beyer that interest in the plan is sincere.  But the Virginia lawmaker urged corporate carbon tax supporters to lobby harder on the issue in order to unify a divided Congress.  "There is going to be a hesitancy on the part of our Ways and Means Committee and the general Congress to vote for something that's a fee, that could be characterized as a tax, that could put us at risk in the next election," Beyer said.  "Having the cover of the corporations will be really, really essential."
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