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Proponents of basic income (BI) can be divided into two camps: those who think the best strategy is to push for a full basic income, and those who think that the best strategy is to start smaller, and work toward a full basic income by degrees. These are, I hope, not hostile camps. Some of us are in both camps, and it is possible to pursue both strategies simultaneously. So my aim is not to argue decisively for one over the other. But I will try to lay out the obstacles for both strategies, and make a case for taking seriously one of several possible minimal strategies, a campaign for a carbon dividend.

Maximal

The maximal strategy aims to introduce or phase in a “full” basic income at the highest sustainable level, or at least at a level to cover basic needs for subsistence and a decent life.
 Arguments for a full basic income appeal to real freedom, the right to say no to employment, maximizing the minimum of primary goods, the elimination of poverty, or republican freedom from domination.  But policies do not come into being because of arguments alone. There must be a political constituency, and for a full basic income, this could include the poor, the precariat, the unemployed, employers seeking a more flexible labor market, the middle class seeking greater equality, feminists seeking recognition of home care work, and workers who would have a permanent strike fund, or capital for starting cooperative enterprises.

However, any full basic income proposal encounters serious obstacles:

1. Gross cost ($1-2 trillion)
2. The need for major tax increases and tax restructuring

3. The social welfare bureaucracy, some of which might face unemployment as unconditional cash transfers would eliminate the need for some monitoring, and some of which would articulate principled support for conditionalities.

4. Path dependency: BI is a new paradigm that would meet resistance from the systems already in place

5. The exploitation objection: it will be difficult to overcome at least the appearance of people getting “something for nothing” for a BI at a level adequate for basic needs.

6. A BI benefits everyone, but no particular interest group, and so is harder to create organized support, compared, for example to infrastructure spending.

Minimal strategies can avoid most of these obstacles, although, as we shall see, they encounter obstacles of their own.

Minimal

All the arguments for a full BI should favor a partial BI as a step toward a full BI: a step toward reducing poverty and inequality, toward real freedom, and so on. There are several steps that would amount to a partial BI, either a universal BI at less than full amount, or a partial or full BI that is less than universal.  An example of the latter would be an expansion of the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC). I shall focus on one example of the former, a carbon dividend, funded from a carbon tax, or carbon cap and auction of permits. 

The constituency for a carbon dividend includes all the other constituencies for a BI, but in addition environmentalists in the movement to stop global warming, including all those who see pricing carbon as an essential policy to that end. The problem of global warming is urgent. And it will be very difficult to slow global warming and avoid catastrophic tipping points without raising the price of carbon so that the market will favor the transition to renewable energy. 
Carbon Cap vs. Carbon Fee

Much the same results of fee and dividend could be achieved with a carbon cap instead of a carbon fee. The advantage of a cap, as James Boyce has noted, is that the quantity is definite, and since the primary objective is to reduce the quantity of carbon emissions, that is a good reason to favor a cap over a fee.
 A carbon fee, on the other hand, sends a clearer message to the market about the price, and consequently could accelerate the development of renewable energy alternatives. A carbon fee also would require little or no additional administration.
 Some argue for a cap in order to harmonize with existing cap and trade schemes in Europe. But a fee could harmonize with existing carbon taxes elsewhere, and a border tariff on the carbon content of imports is an inducement to other countries to impose their own carbon fees. Some oppose carbon caps because of the way that real world cap and trade schemes have given away permits, allowed dubious offsets
, or set the cap too low in deference to business interests. A carbon fee could also be gamed, giving exemptions for certain industry sectors, or setting the fee too low, missing the environmental target. A worthwhile question is whether a carbon fee is more resistant to weakening than a carbon cap. I suspect that the policy choice is less important than the strength and awareness of the social movements supporting the policy.
Either policy will generate a large amount of revenue. This could be used to reduce the federal deficit, to invest in renewable energy, or to reduce or shift taxes.  But for carbon pricing to become politically feasible, it is necessary to address the resulting regressivity: that lower income households will be burdened by rising energy prices, and already pay a larger percentage of their household incomes in energy costs. A carbon dividend is one way to render the carbon tax progressive, because, for a majority of households, the dividends from carbon pricing will exceed the increased costs of energy. Moreover, transferring this wealth as dividends is transparent (compared to government spending or tax benefits).  It’s universality may reduce the amount that could be targeted to the poorest households, but the same universality will allow the tax to rise steadily to levels that might otherwise not be politically possible.

Size of a Carbon Dividend

Would the amount of a carbon dividend be significant enough to advance the cause of a BI? Yes, and for several decades. 

A proposal by the Citizens’ Climate Lobby would begin with a fee of  $15 per ton of CO2-equivalent emissions assessed at the mine, well, or port of entry, and would ratchet up the fee by $10 per year or more, as the Department of Energy judges necessary to meet the program goals, most importantly reducing US emissions to 10 percent of 1990 levels by 2050.
 The fee would be “revenue neutral”, meaning that all of the revenue collected, with the exception of a small amount to administer the program, would be returned to citizens as equal per capita dividends.
 The majority of households will experience net financial gains from a carbon fee and dividend. And, unlike tax relief, which is unequally disbursed and non-transparent, people will know what they are getting when they receive a check or bank deposit every month. If CCL’s plan had been instituted in 2015, the annual dividend for a family of four would rise to $3456 in 2025, and $4752 in 2035.
 This is on a par with Alaska’s Permanent Fund Dividend. 

I arrived at somewhat higher figures for a proposal similar to that of CCL, using a carbon tax and dividend calculator at the Carbon Tax Center.
 I calculated what the individual and household annual dividends would be for selected years from 2016 (the hypothetical initial year) to 2039 (the last year available in the calculator). Households are assumed to contain an average of 2.6 people. And, everyone gets a full per capita dividend, unlike the CCL proposal in which children under 18 get half dividends. So the figures for households should be roughly comparable.
	
	Individual
	Household
	Carbon Emissions, % below 2005 Levels

	2016
	$180
	$467
	11.2

	2017
	353
	917
	13.6

	2025
	1,557
	4,047
	29.7

	2030
	2,200
	5,721
	37.3

	2035
	2797
	7,273
	43.5

	2039
	$3,289
	$8,551
	47.5


Although not a full basic income by any means, a carbon dividend promises to be a significant addition to individual and household incomes, surpassing the average amount of the Permanent Fund Dividend in less than a decade.
 By 2039, it is estimated the proposed carbon fee would reduce CO2 emissions 48% from 2005 levels, substantially more than the reductions projected for the EPA’s Clean Power Plan, which only targets emissions in the power sector. By 2030 this plan projects only 7 percent reductions below 2005 overall, compared to 37 percent from a carbon fee.

Obstacles
The obstacles to a 100 percent carbon dividend include:

Labor: Many unions will favor green investments over universal dividends. For those employed in such projects, the wages can be expected to greatly exceed the per capita dividend. Moreover, a transition to a green economy will displace many workers in traditional carbon based industries, such as coal mining, and the support of these workers for carbon pricing may depend on adequate support for their transition to alternative employment.
Urgency of green investment: for independent reasons, there may be a good case for green investment in order to speed the transition to a carbon-free economy. 

Consistent with the Kyoto Treaty and the more recent Paris accord, it will be necessary to support transition in developing countries toward a carbon free economy, and there will be political pressure to use proceeds of carbon pricing for this purpose.

All politics is local, or so it is said to be in the US. What this often means is that support for policies is won a congressional district at a time, by offering specific benefits to the district, which the representative can claim as having delivered. This is one reason why majority support for policies in national opinion polls does not translate into majority support in the Congress. Spending projects are more visible than a universal dividend. The Waxman-Markey bill is an example of this kind of legislation, with many insider deals and giveaways to electricity utilities to win support for the bill. Can we realistically hope for an unusual politics of transformation?

Path dependency: would the introduction of a BI in the form of a resource dividend box in the BI movement, making it difficult to reframe a resource dividend as a basic income that should be expanded by income taxation?  Is it unrealistic to think that a country could be convinced to support a carbon dividend, and then persuaded to rethink what it means in a way that permits expansion of the BI? This would involve thinking of other things besides the atmosphere as a shared commons: electro-magnetic spectrum, seignorage, technology, even jobs as assets. 
Some of these obstacles can be addressed by setting aside some of the revenue from carbon pricing for other purposes, but the net positive financial effects of a carbon dividend for a majority may be threatened when the percentage of such set-asides exceeds 25 percent.
According to Boyce and Riddle, if 75 percent of the revenue from the CLEAR Act’s cap and dividend proposal, starting at $25/ton of carbon is returned to residents as a per capita dividend of $297, 70 percent of the population would receive a net benefit. The net benefit for the lowest decile would be $186. The net benefit falls gradually through upper deciles, the seventh receiving a net benefit of $20, and the top three deciles receiving net losses of $19, $78, and $211 respectively.
 However, a more pessimistic assessment of the CLEAR Act is  “that if only 75% of the revenues are returned, then one-half of households will be net gainers, and one-half losers. Conversely, if all revenues are returned, 2/3 of households will be net gainers.”


I conclude that advocates should push for a 100% dividend, but be prepared to compromise, and anticipate the compromise in arguments, in order not to alienate allies. 

Conclusions
Global warming confronts us with an urgent imperative to reduce carbon emissions. There is wide agreement that pricing carbon is an essential means to this end. Social justice and political expediency both dictate that carbon pricing not impose a regressive tax on the poor and middle class. A simple, universal and transparent way to avoid regressivity is to combine a carbon fee (or cap) with a dividend. In this way we can take the moral high ground on both social justice and climate change. But we can succeed only if we go forward with full awareness of the obstacles in our path.
As Naomi Klein commented, we need to choose “the right early policy battles—game-changing ones that don’t merely aim to change laws but change patterns of thought. That means that a fight for a minimal carbon tax might do a lot less good than, for instance, forming a grand coalition to demand a guaranteed minimum income. That’s not only because a minimum income, as discussed [94], makes it possible for workers to say no to dirty energy jobs but also because the very process of arguing for a universal social safety net opens up a space for a full-throated debate about values—about what we owe to one another based on our shared humanity, and what it is that we collectively value more than economic growth and corporate profits.”

As this quote suggests, even proponents of the maximal strategy should be working closely with the climate change movement. Hence I close with a challenge for the maximal strategy: 
1. with respect to phasing out carbon emissions quickly, are we more likely to succeed by fighting for a carbon tax (not in fact so minimal, as I have shown), or by trying to form “a grand coalition” for a BIG?  This is a question that concerns an alliance with environmentalists.
2. A BIG will make it possible for workers to say no to dirty energy jobs, but saying no will not be easy or likely for workers whose dirty job salaries are several multiples of a BIG.  How do we win the jobs debate? This question pertains to an alliance with labor.
3. Any proposal that is premised on ending growth requires a challenge to capitalism as such, not just to neoliberal capitalism. Is this politically winnable in the time we have to stop global warming?  This question pertains to an alliance with progressive business interests.
4. Can we better advance a BIG by appeal to values we already share, or by challenging values that are widely shared? 
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