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CARBON EMISSION RESTRICTIONS 

Introduction 

With climate change as a whole in the forefront of the minds of many in recent 

years, carbon emissions restrictions have slowly become popular policy proposals to 

counteract environmental damage while protecting the economy. Carbon dioxide 

emissions result in a buildup of greenhouse gases in Earth’s atmosphere, which is the 

primary cause of climate change. Climate change has and continues to lead to sea level rise, 

a warming trend, and a change in weather patterns. The carbon tax and cap and trade are 

the two most popular carbon emissions restriction methods, proposed to counteract the 

harmful effects of carbon emissions.  

Cap and trade is a government mandated and free market regulated carbon 

emissions restriction. A government sets emissions limits, and business have liberty to 

choose how to use their allowances to pollute. Then, depending on the market and their 

business, they can sell or purchase allowances. Over time, the allowances or pollution 

credits available to the market are set to decline, thereby reducing carbon emissions over 

time.  

Experts disagree on whether cap and trade would harm the economy. There is a lack 

of consensus about carbon emissions restrictions because there is a high potential for loss 

of consumer welfare. Some experts argue the costs of climate change do not warrant the 

implementation of these restrictions. A variety of different recommendations have been 

produced. Other expert opinions on carbon restriction suggest they will likely decrease 

uncertainty and increase investment in energy markets. Another point of controversy is the 

timing of emissions restrictions. Some economists believe restrictions are currently ill-

advised given the United States’ recent recession, while others believe they are required to 

build a framework for economic growth. The true economic cost of carbon emissions 

restrictions are hard to predict and depend on the specific of policy.  

A carbon tax is a fee imposed on carbon-based fuels. It provides a monetary 

incentive for the use of non-carbon energy sources and is increasingly favored over cap and 

trade, especially by industry. Carbon tax is gaining popularity among Americans, with a 

recent poll reporting that a majority of Americans favor the policy (Yale). This policy has 



been criticized as a regressive tax; a Stanford study concluded the results of a hypothetical 

carbon tax would disproportionately affect lower income households. According to the 

World Resources Institute, the carbon tax is neither inherently progressive nor regressive, 

meaning there is a potential for a carbon tax that does not have any obsentsible effect on 

the tax burden on society. In “Putting a Price on Carbon: Ensuring Equity,” researchers 

conclude that using a small portion of carbon tax revenues to target low income and coal 

communities would make the tax more fair.  

History of the Issue 

In 1968, economist John Dales first suggested the idea of emissions trading. In the 

1980s, President Ronald Reagan implemented a cap and trade system for leaded gasoline. 

In 1990, during the administration of President George H. W. Bush, a cap and trade 

program was enacted through the Clean Air Act of 1990. It was passed by both the House 

and Senate with large majorities to combat acid rain, urban air pollution [smog], and toxic 

air emissions. It encouraged the use of market-based solutions, such as emission banking 

and trading. In 1992, the Tennessee Valley Authority set up the first emissions trading deal 

with Wisconsin Power and Light using the framework established by the Clean Air Act and 

regulated by the Environmental Protection Agency. TVA, a power generator, purchased the 

right to emit 10,000 tons of sulfur dioxide, largely responsible for acid rain, for an 

undisclosed price estimated to be between $2.5 and $3 million.  

In 1993, President Bill Clinton proposed a tax on all energy forms in his first budget 

proposal to raise revenue and make improve the environment. This BTU Tax (“British 

Thermal Units”) failed politically on account of its potential to eliminate 500,000 jobs and 

cost $30 billion annually. A number of Congressional Democrats blamed their losing 

reelection bids on their votes for the controversial BTU tax proposal. Mr. Clinton backed 

away from the BTU tax, looking into ad valorem, volume, and carbon taxes as alternatives. 

An ad valorem tax is levied based on value. In discussing carbon emissions restrictions, Mr. 

Clinton espoused his support for cap-and-trade, suggesting that his failed BTU tax was a 

carbon tax. 

Senators John McCain and Lieberman introduced a cap and trade program through 

the Climate Stewardship Act in 2003. It failed and was reintroduced in 2005 and 2007. In 

2010, President Barack Obama backed away from the policy of cap and trade. Two large 



cap and trade programs are currently implemented by the European Union and the state of 

California.  

Recent Developments 

The Climate Leadership Council is a coalition of businesses and environmental 

leaders essentially supporting a revenue-neutral carbon tax. CLC Corporate founding 

members include ExxonMobil, Unilever, Pepsico, and Santanger; NGO and individual 

founding members include The Nature Conservancy, Michael Bloomberg, Stephen 

Hawking, and Ratan Tata. “The Conservative Case for Carbon Dividends” is a CLC 

publication co-authored by senior members of the Bush, Reagan, and Nixon 

administrations. The carbon tax has growing support as a bipartisan solution to industry 

and policy experts. In 2011, an IGM study reported that 90% of surveyed economists 

support carbon pricing.  

China's recent emergence as a global climate leader has led to the world’s largest 

cap and trade program. This program’s implementation has faced challenges, as China is a 

command-based economy, and cap and trade is fundamentally a market-based policy.   

California’s aforementioned cap and trade program was recently extended through 

2030, gaining some level of bipartisan support. There have been increasingly bipartisan 

movements supporting carbon tax programs, such as the Citizens’ Climate Lobby.   

Opinions and Perspectives 

Democratic Point of View 

In the 1980s, Democrats were skeptical of cap and trade, calling it a “license to 

pollute.” The 2008 Democratic Party platform discussed implementation of a cap and trade 

program.  

The 2012 platform supported market and regulatory climate solutions. President 

Obama proposed a failed carbon tax. The 2016 Democratic Party platform supported the 

carbon tax. Bernie Sanders agreed with this, but Democratic presidential candidate Hillary 

Clinton did not, citing gridlock and climate change denial in Congress.  

Republican Point of View 

Republicans supported market-based environmental solutions more strongly in the 

early 2000s. George Bush strongly supported a bipartisan program for a cap and trade 

program for sulfur dioxide, a cause of acid rain. The 2012 Republican Party platform 



opposed cap and trade programs, a contrast from the 2008 platform, which had a section 

on “addressing climate change responsibly.” In 2014, 41 GOP senators wrote a letter to 

President Obama, asking him to withdraw his “cap-and-trade” rule. Recently, cap and trade 

has been branded as a “cap and tax.” In 2010, Marco Rubio said: "If cap and trade were 

imposed on America it would devastate economic growth, it would get rid of jobs, it would 

be permanently debilitating."  

In 2016, the Missouri Republican Party platform supported “efforts to prevent” cap 

and trade at any level. This platform is representative of the part as a whole. The 2016 

Republican Party platform opposed carbon tax. The increasing politicization of the climate 

debate may be the cause of the change in party platform on carbon emissions restrictions. 

Whit Ayers, a strategist for Marco Rubio, says climate change as a whole is a “litmus test 

issue” in the Republican party, “caught up in the broader polarization of American politics.” 

However, according to Secretary of State Rex Tillerson [appointed by President Trump], “a 

revenue-neutral carbon tax is the best option.”  

Conclusion 

To counteract the harmful effects of global warming and carbon emissions, two 

major carbon emissions restriction policy proposals have been the subject of debate: cap 

and trade and the carbon tax. Cap and trade is a market-based approach in which 

companies may purchase and sell “allowances to pollute.” Cap and trade programs 

currently exist in the European Union, California, and China. The carbon tax is an 

increasingly-popular policy proposal among industry leaders and policy experts, a coalition 

of whom created the Climate Leadership Council to support the policy. Over time, the 

Republican Party has largely moved from championing market-based approaches to carbon 

emission policies to attacking both cap and trade and the carbon tax as unilaterally 

damaging to the economy. Conversely, the Democratic Party have gained support for 

carbon emissions restrictions over other climate policies. Nonetheless, there is a 

disconnect in both parties between various members who disagree with the official party 

platform on carbon emissions restrictions.  

Questions to Consider 

 Is there a disconnect between official party platforms and business? 



 Have the increased politicization and polarization in Congress prevented these 

policies? 

 Does a carbon tax disproportionately affect low-income households? 

 Do current and past examples of these emissions restrictions serve as arguments for 

or against these restrictions? 

 What should be the role of the federal government in regulating carbon emissions?  
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ALTERNATIVE ENERGY 

Introduction 

The majority of people believe that alternative energy is something that society is 

nearing. On the other hand, many others don’t want changes in energy consumption or 

don’t believe that it should change. Alternative energy, also known as renewable energy, 

does not deplete natural resources when used because the resources regenerate. The 

predominant types of alternative energy include: biomass, hydroelectric, wind, solar, 

nuclear, and geothermal. Nuclear energy is not categorized as a  renewable energy source 

because it commonly comes from Uranium, a nonrenewable resource. However, it is still 

considered alternative because nuclear energy doesn’t pollute the environment. As more 

people recognize  climate change, the change of global climate patterns recently due to 

excessive carbon dioxide levels from fossil fuels and pollution, as a global threat to which 

fossil fuels largely contribute,  there has been more discussion on whether or not the U.S. 

government should do more to facilitate the transition to alternative energy or whether it 

would be better off left in the hands of private enterprise, for pursuing alternative energy 

directly may have negative economic effects. The U.S. continues to heavily rely on fossil 

fuels, which currently make up 81% of the energy consumed. However, in recent years, the 

renewable energy sector has grown rapidly. 

As previously stated, climate change is something more Americans are 

acknowledging the existence of. According to Gallup, a polling website, in 2017, 45% of 

Americans worry “a great deal” about climate change, and 68% believe that it is caused by 

human activities. The combustion of fossil fuels are the human activities referred to. The 

Earth warms due to a greater concentration of atmospheric carbon dioxide levels and other 

greenhouse gases, gases that absorb and trap heat like water vapor and CO2, which fossil 

fuels generally release significantly more of than other forms of emitters. CO2 resembles a 

blanket that traps heat in the Earth’s atmosphere because it’s a greenhouse gas, the 

problem is that there’s an increased presence of CO2, so more heat is trapped in the 

atmosphere, which has negative environmental effects. In 2015, fossil fuels combusted for 

transportation, industrial processes, and electricity made up 74% of the carbon dioxide 

emitted in the United States. These nonrenewable energy sources aren’t only damaging the 



environment with more acidic water, coral bleaching, and melting ice caps,, but they’re 

harming public health as well. Black Lung Disease, an illness caused by increased exposure 

to minerals such as coal, killed several thousand coal miners in the nineties and continues 

to plague many of them to this day. Additionally, a Harvard University study from 1997 to 

2005 found that residents of the United States spend approximately $74.6 billion annually 

on public health effects from coal, including lung, cardiovascular, and kidney diseases.  

Some environmental activists would cite climate change as reason for the 

government to ban fossil fuels, so there would be no choice except for using renewable 

energy. Aside from that possibly being unconstitutional, alternative energy technology may 

not be developed enough to meet the energy demand. Alternative energy such as solar and 

wind power come from sources that are inconsistent. In order to work efficiently, solar 

power requires a constant supply of sunlight, and wind flow required to produce energy in 

turbines is uncontrollable. Other alternative energies like hydro, biomass, and nuclear do 

have controllable sources, though. If the United States converted to using 100% alternative 

energy, it is estimated that 3.9 million long-term jobs would be lost in the fossil fuel 

industries, which is why so many are against a transition to alternative energy. Although, it 

is projected that a lot of labor would be needed to supply all of the United States with 

renewable energy, which would create more jobs than lost. The International Renewable 

Energy Agency estimates that the alternative energy sector will have created 

approximately 16 million jobs by 2030. It is unlikely that the fossil fuel energy sector will 

disappear before the resources run out, though, which, based on the current rates of 

production, would be within approximately fifty years for oil and natural gas, and a 

hundred and ten years for coal. To reiterate, even though not everyone agrees that the 

future will be of renewable energy, there is still a question of how it will be pursued, and 

how it can benefit both the economy and environment.     

History 

Throughout the last century, the United States has worked toward a more 

sustainable future. During the the nineteenth century, discoveries of oil, coal, and natural 

gas led to those resources being established as the main sources of energy used in the 

United States. Those resources were central to a lot of technological innovations like more 

sustainable electricity, steamships, trains, lamps, and automobiles. An oil boom at Texas in 



1901 instigated the modern oil industry. Texas produced 863,000 barrels of oil in 1900, 

and then in 1901 produced 63 million. More companies then sold oil due to its increased 

abundance. In 1920, the Federal Water Power Act, renamed the Federal Power Act in 1935 

to include all types of power, was signed by President Woodrow Wilson. The law led to the 

creation of more hydroelectric projects, and the Federal Power Commission, which would 

be replaced by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission in 1977.  

The Federal Water Power Act was followed by several other laws in the twentieth 

century regulating natural gas and other fossil fuels and incentivizing renewable energies. 

The seventies were full of energy laws and environmental awareness such as President 

Richard Nixon adding the Environmental Protection Agency—a federal agency devoted to 

protecting public health from environmental effects by putting in place regulations and 

laws as well as balancing a safe, healthy environment with economic growth—to the 

presidential cabinet, and President Gerald Ford signing the Energy Policy and Conservation 

Act in response to the oil crisis of 1973. The crisis was caused by the United States 

supporting Israel by supplying them with arms in the Yom Kippur War against Egypt and 

Syria, the Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC) placed an embargo 

on oil with the United States, leading to a much lower supply that didn’t meet demand, 

leading to steep price increases. When the embargo was lifted in 1974, prices still remained 

high, so President Ford signed the act mentioned previously, and President Jimmy Carter 

created the Department of Energy in 1977. The oil crisis is significant because many in the 

United States realized they couldn’t be so dependent on foreign countries for oil, so the 

government not only tried to stimulate domestic oil supply, but alternative energy as well. 

The National Energy Act of 1978 under President Carter included price controls on gas, 

facilitated transportation of oil, tax incentives to encourage conservation and investments 

in alternative energy, taxes to discourage the production of fuel-inefficient vehicles, grants 

to encourage businesses to comply with conservation and energy standards, and 

decreasing dependence on oil and petroleum by providing more alternatives.The law didn’t 

reduce overall energy demand, but did create a higher demand for more fuel efficient cars. 

The 2000s mainly consisted of many laws that were meant to increase energy 

production, specifically alternative, by giving loans and grants to research teams and 

different businesses to learn how to use the various bioenergies. Legislation also mandated 



more green energy for government buildings and incentivized environment-friendly 

products with tax credits. For example, products with the Energy Star label have credits up 

to 30% of the original cost. President George W. Bush passed the Energy Policy Act of 2005. 

The goal of this bill was to reinforce strong energy infrastructure and more competition in 

energy by providing loans for domestic energy businesses with good credit histories and 

giving $2.3 billion in incentives for high efficiency vehicles and other appliances. President 

Bush signed another energy bill in 2007, the Energy Security and Independence Act. It 

enforced new efficiency standards, required cars and light trucks to run on at least 35 miles 

per gallon by 2020. Additionally, the legislation made that in order for a business to get a 

loan, it must reduce the amount of nonrenewable energy it uses, assisted purchases for 

energy-efficient and hybrid trains and started a decent renewable energy workforce and 

funding for research.  

In order to recover from the Great Recession, President Barack Obama signed the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act in 2009. Part of the bill focused on energy 

business; it allowed the government to give loans to businesses with risky credit histories, 

as well as increased assistance to nuclear reactors. The act also employed technology to 

catch and store CO2, and provided more grants for electric cars and other energy-related 

projects. The EPA passed the Clean Power Plan in 2015 under President Obama’s 

Administration. The plan aims to reduce CO2 emissions by 32% in 2030, gives tax credits to 

businesses who cut emissions by more than necessary, and could possibly result in 30% 

renewable energy by 2030 by providing more incentives to invest into renewable energy. 

Recent Developments 

Donald Trump’s presidency could mean fewer incentives for renewable energy 

businesses and less money given in grants for research. During his campaign, he was intent 

on further expanding the nonrenewable energy sectors, such as coal, to provide more jobs. 

President Trump repealed a temporary ban on coal mining imposed by Obama, pulled out 

of the Paris Climate Agreement, an agreement in the United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change that aims to mitigate the effects of climate change by 

preventing the global temperature from rising two degrees Celsius this century. 

Additionally, President Trump proposed to cut the Environmental Protection Agency’s 



budget by 31% in the 2018 budget—all things that he believes would support economic 

growth and create more jobs.  

At a discussion in June 2017 about the Department of Energy’s budget for 2018, 

Secretary Rick Perry said he was there to defend President Trump’s suggested budget, 

which included a 93% cut for Advanced Research Projects Agency-Energy (ARPA-E), a 

group that does a lot of energy research under the DOE, a nearly 70% cut to renewable 

energy funding, and a 17% cut on the Office of Science. Senator Angus King (I-ME) called 

the budget a “non-science” budget due to its reduction of funding toward science-based 

programs and research. Senator John Barrasso (R-WY) said that he would like to see more 

clean coal technology, and suggested that regulations were preventing from being 

competitive in the market. On the topic of coal, while talking with Senator Steve Daines (R-

MT), Secretary Perry said that the reason Montana was the 49th state in wages was due to 

the regulations on coal. Senator Al Franken (D-MN) seemed more focused on government’s 

role in alternative energy between funding research and incentivizing private enterprises’ 

participation. He said climate change and pollution was the reason why government was 

necessary.  

Opinions and Perspectives 

Democratic Point of View 

The Democratic Party’s views on alternative energy are fueled on protection of the 

environment and belief in climate change. They generally support cutting subsidies for 

nonrenewable companies and allocating them to alternative energy businesses in order to 

expand that sector. They usually favor CO2 regulations because they believe it’s central to 

slowing down climate change. They also believe that alternative energy could lead to 

energy independence and put the United States ahead globally. Along with Republicans, 

Democrats also want to give more incentives for using and investing in green energy. 

They’re generally against pipelines or support restrictions because they imply an 

expansion in the fossil fuel sector, and often negatively affect the surrounding environment. 

President Obama said, on renewable energy, “But to truly transform our economy, protect 

our security, and save our planet from the ravages of climate change, we need to ultimately 

make clean, renewable energy the profitable kind of energy.”  

Republican Point of View 



The vast majority of those who do not acknowledge climate change, or who don’t 

see it as as a big threat, are in the Republican Party, resulting in their more market-led 

approach to alternative energy because they generally don’t see it as necessary as the 

Democrats do. Republicans are usually against  mandatory carbon restrictions because 

they can hinder economic growth. Republicans tend to not favor one form of energy over 

the other and believe that the market will be of alternative energy when it makes its way 

there, if they support it. They believe it’s better to get there by letting private enterprises 

create new technologies without restrictions on non- renewables. They’d like to increase 

domestic supply of coal, oil, and natural gas because they help the economy. The 

Republican Party also supports pipelines because they can be an opportunity to a lot of jobs 

and economic growth in the energy sector.  ".... So let's drill for oil, drill for gas, bring down 

prices, increase supply, create jobs here and use the money to invest in basic scientific 

research, so we can get off of fossil fuels at the end of the day,” Speaker of the House Paul 

Ryan of Wisconsin said. 

Conclusion 

Due to increased pollution and climate change, and more economic growth in 

general, the alternative energy sector has been growing. The alternative energy sector is 

beneficial to the environment, provides many jobs and has the potential to create more. 

Fossil fuels may not be good for the environment, but they have created tens of millions of 

jobs in the United States throughout history and are a very reliable source of energy. Some 

believe the United States should ban fossil fuels because using them depletes 

nonrenewable resources that will likely disappear within the next 110 years. However, the 

Constitution may not give the federal government the necessary powers to do so, and it 

would displace a lot of jobs held currently in the fossil fuel industry. If such a ban did 

happen, though unlikely, the U.S. may be in a tough spot because the technology necessary 

to provide that much energy is not yet reliable for collecting renewable energy. Since the 

Industrial Revolution, energy has been needed to match the technological innovations of 

the United States. It has historically come down to what’s cheapest and most abundant, and 

due to that, the government has passed many laws to try and introduce and incentivize 

renewable energy within the energy market. Obama did a lot for the alternative energy 

sector by mandating carbon restrictions, which means less energy available. President 



Trump supports alternative energy, but not the government regulations on fossil fuel 

industries as they have hindered job growth and prevented the use of existing resources. 

The Democrats almost unanimously believe in the existence of climate change, so they tend 

to support restrictions in CO2 and pipelines and incentives to move toward renewable 

energy. They consider climate change a big threat, and see fossil fuel as a large source of it. 

Republicans generally do not see climate change as a reality; they often point to insufficient 

data and suggest temperature increases occur naturally. They’re more focused on 

economic growth and believe that while alternative energy is a noble idea, it doesn’t need 

to be mandated because the market will pursue it when necessary. Overall, the debate 

revolves around finding a medium in what can provide economic growth and support the 

environment the most, depending on what is being prioritized.  

Questions to Consider 

 How do we choose between supporting the environment and supporting the 

economy? 

 Does climate change mean government should intervene to make renewable energy 

business more common?  

 What are the pros and cons of both the Democratic and Republican Parties’ view on 

alternative energy? 

 Do we become more energy independent via less regulations on natural gas, oil, etc., 

or by investing into something new like alternative energy? 

 Does the government have a responsibility to facilitate the market into renewables 

because fossil fuels pollute the environment? Does the constitution allow it? 

Sources for Additional Research 

 https://energy.gov/science-innovation/clean-energy 

 https://www.epa.gov/energy 

 https://www.nasa.gov/centers/ames/greenspace/clean-energy.html 

 http://e360.yale.edu/features/can_we_reduce_co2_emissions_and_grow_global_eco

nomy 

 http://energy4me.org/all-about-energy/what-is-energy/energy-sources/ 

 http://www.renewable-energysources.com/ 

https://energy.gov/science-innovation/clean-energy
https://www.epa.gov/energy
https://www.nasa.gov/centers/ames/greenspace/clean-energy.html
http://e360.yale.edu/features/can_we_reduce_co2_emissions_and_grow_global_economy
http://e360.yale.edu/features/can_we_reduce_co2_emissions_and_grow_global_economy
http://energy4me.org/all-about-energy/what-is-energy/energy-sources/
http://www.renewable-energysources.com/


 https://townhall.com/columnists/youngvoicesadvocates/2017/07/11/the-false-

promises-of-renewable-energy-n2353382 

 https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/paris-climate-agreement-

insufficient-by-ajay-mathur-and-adair-turner-2016-05 
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