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I traveled last summer with my family to the Sheep Rock Unit in the John Day National Monument. We hiked up the Flood of Fire trail which terminates in a cliff from which you can view forty million years of history. It was so quiet we could hear ourselves breathe and it was a perfect moment to contemplate the story of our planet; where we have been and where we are going. Many feel that we as humans are standing at a precipice and that unless drastic action is taken, life as we know it will be irrevocably changed.
In light of the recent election, the current vehicle for reducing emissions — the Clean Power Plan — is almost certain to be dismantled. This is because the CPP personified what conservatives hate: a regulation-heavy bureaucratic solution forced down their throats. What if there were a way to reduce carbon emissions without onerous regulations, while simultaneously growing the economy and putting extra money in the pockets of a majority of Americans? There is a simple and elegant solution that can do just that. It is called carbon fee and dividend.
Carbon fee and dividend levies a steadily rising fee on the amount of carbon dioxide that a fuel emits when it is burned. The fee is assessed as far "upstream" as possible at the oil or gas well, coal mine or port of entry. The fee would be passed on to American consumers in the form of higher energy costs. However, families are shielded from the burden of the fee because the revenue would be divided equally among all American households in the form of monthly payments. The policy would also utilize border adjustments on imported and exported goods, thereby maintaining a level playing field for American businesses.
A 2013 study from non-partisan Regional Economic Models, Inc. found that if a carbon fee and dividend was implemented it would pump an additional $1.375 trillion into the GDP over the next 20 years and create 2.8 million jobs, many in the retail, healthcare and service industries. This is because the dividend would provide a majority of Americans more money than needed to pay the higher energy costs. Fossil fuels would be phased out gradually because renewable sources of energy would become more cost effective and knowing about the increase in the fee would encourage consumers to pay more attention to energy use when making purchases. The market would be the driving force behind a reduction in fossil fuels rather than the government. I think the most exciting finding of the report is that carbon dioxide emissions would be reduced by 52 percent below 1990 levels over those 20 years.
As I was standing on that cliff next to my two young children, I thought about the massive changes that the Earth has seen over the last 40 million years and how our placing of enormous amounts of carbon emissions into the atmosphere is accelerating changes that used to take thousands of years. I realized that I have a moral obligation to protect their future. We were given this beautiful blue planet but have not given it the respect that it deserves, instead taking its abundant resources and turning them into profit.
On the long drive home to Oregon City we passed by homes which used to be on the edge of the Prineville Resevoir, but were now hundreds of feet from the shore. We passed through forests stricken by drought and compromised by insects. I was saddened knowing it's unlikely new trees will take their place in our changing climate. But worst of all we passed through miles of grass, sagebrush, juniper, and Ponderosa pine that were black and burned due to a recent wildfire caused by a spark from a passing car. All these symptoms of climate change have become commonplace as the temperature increases over time. I still remain hopeful knowing that more people from all around the world are committing to action. As an American, I feel the duty to stand up against special interests and support our U.S. representatives and senators as we build the political will for this solution that will benefit us all.
Heather Saul
Oregon City
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