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Introduction
In the last few decades, our world?s climate has been warming at an alarmingly fast rate. This 

rise in temperature is a result of ever-increasing levels of carbon emissions and other 
greenhouse gases due to industrialization, deforestation, and large scale agriculture[1]. Carbon 
emissions have reached record levels worldwide causing many scientists and 
environmentalists to urge countries to take ?rapid and far-reaching? measures and, hopefully, 
reverse the effects of climate change. If action is not taken immediately, in regards to limiting 
carbon emissions, adopting sustainable lifestyles, and limiting global warming to 1.5 
centigrade above pre-industrial levels, the possibility of food insecurity, extreme weather, 
failure of our ecosystems, and other negative implications to our earth will become a reality. 

 Carbon emissions have reached an all-time high and are said to be the main cause of global 
temperatures rising[2]. This is due to CO2 and other greenhouse gases trapping heat inside our 
atmosphere causing temperatures to rise and, in turn, our climate and environment to 
drastically change[3]. An article by Nina Chestney, regarding information obtained by the 
International Energy Agency (IEA), states that carbon emissions reached 32.5 gigatons in 
2017[2]. China is said to have made up around 9.1 gigatons of the emissions recorded and the 
United States has dropped down to 4.8 gigatons[2]. In 2018, the United States? carbon emissions 
rose by 3.4 percent, which is the largest increase in the last eight years and is also a reversal of 
a three-year decline in CO2[4]. These high levels are due to an increase in transportation, the 
industrial sector, and electricity/energy. Despite the increase in carbon emissions, levels are 
still lower than those in 2005, according to an article by the New York Times[4]. This year, 2019, 
is said to set another record in terms of greenhouse gas emissions[5]. The Met Office, a weather 
forecasting service for the United Kingdom, predicts that the average rise of carbon emissions 
this year will be 2.75 parts per million (ppm) and an average level of 411 ppm [5]. This will be one 
of the highest levels recorded and levels will continue to rise until greenhouse gases are 
significantly lowered.

 In order to combat rising carbon emissions and global temperatures, many countries have 
come together to set and reach goals that will hopefully reverse the effects of climate change 
and lower emissions. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, Paris Agreement, Kyoto 
Protocol, and other global organizations and treaties have been working towards building 
world unity in reducing carbon, fossil fuel, and other greenhouse gas emissions and, in turn, 
decreasing global temperatures. A recent report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) stated that keeping global warming below 1.5 centigrade above pre-industrial 
levels would limit its effects, but immediate action must be taken to reach this goal[1]. 
Maintaining current global temperatures, of around 1.0690 centigrade above pre-industrial 
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levels, and keeping warming at, or below, 1.5 centigrade above pre-industrial levels and 
avoiding reaching 2 centigrade is the most desirable outcome in combating climate 
change and limiting emissions[6]. However, if we continue as we are right now, we will 
reach and surpass 1.5 centigrade above pre-industrial levels in about fifteen years[6]. The 
IPCC is also advocating for carbon emissions to decrease by about 45% by 2030 and 
reach ?net-zero? around 2050[1]. However, as the level of carbon emissions continue to 
rise and each year sets a new record in regards to heat, greenhouse gas emissions, and 
fossil fuels, these goals seem increasingly out of reach. 

 While the global community is taking steps towards reducing carbon emissions and 
other greenhouse gases, there are still many challenges that are preventing these goals 
from being achieved. These challenges include a low demand of commodities, such as 
coal, leading to low prices and, in turn, a switch to high demand on that product. While 
prices are lowered, emissions rise[7]. Furthermore, policymakers in the United States are 
currently focusing on shifting the electricity sector towards solar and wind power, rather 
than regulating and enforcing limitations on heavy industry, which is one of the largest 
contributors of carbon emissions[4]. Another challenge to reducing greenhouse gases and 
fossil fuels that has been evident in the United States is the sudden demand for 
electricity. Due to this, renewable energy was unable to meet the demands so natural 
gas was used instead to keep up with this energy rise[4]. Lastly, oil and gas producing 
countries are continuing to promote and finance the use of fossil fuels rather than 
turning to renewable and sustainable energy[7]. As carbon emissions continue to rise and 
the environment continues to sustain the negative effects from global warming we must 
ask what should the role of the U.S. federal government be in regulating carbon 
emissions? 

 As the effects of climate change are becoming increasingly visible and the use of 
greenhouse gases and fossil fuels are still increasing in the United States and around the 
world, there are three approaches that could be taken to deal with the issue. First, the 
use of a carbon tax, or a fee businesses must pay when burning fossil fuels, may lead to 
the reduction of carbon emissions and an adopting of green solutions. Next, the use of 
cap and trade allows governments to place limits on the amount of emissions a company 
can produce allowing for a progression towards environmentally friendly processes. 
Lastly, no government regulation can give companies and communities the authority to 
determine how and when they will reduce CO2. Each of these approaches provides 
benefits to limiting carbon emissions and, in turn, reversing the effects of global 
warming. However, they each also have drawbacks that could potentially continue the 
rise of greenhouse gases and fossil fuels. Now, we must weigh and compare the benefits 
and drawbacks of each to determine how the U.S. federal government should go about 
regulating carbon emissions and following the rest of the world in maintaining the global 
temperature at 1.5 centigrade above pre-industrial levels. 
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APPROACH 1

CARBON TAX

There are a few potential 
drawbacks, including that 
economic growth may be 
adversely affected. 
Businesses claim that more 
taxes stunt growth by 
discouraging investment, 
and some corporations may 
even leave the country and 
relocate to areas without 
this tax. This solution could 
also get fairly expensive for 
the government, because 
measuring carbon emissions 
is not free[5].
 

 A carbon tax is a mandatory expense enforced on the 
burning of carbon fuels including coal, oil and gas. The 
goal of this tax is to reduce the use of fossil fuels thereby 
protecting the environment [1]. This measure can be 
implemented in a variety of ways. One such way is 
charging a tax based on how much carbon a company 
emits[2], and another is charging at the point where a 
specific carbon fuel enters the U.S. or is extracted. Fuel 
suppliers are free to then pass that charge along to their 
customers. Additionally, a tax on goods from countries 
without similar regulations would be necessary. This 
incentivizes businesses to reduce carbon emissions as an 
attempt to limit the amount of greenhouse gases in the 
air which is causing global climate change[3]. Higher taxes 
would be placed on fuels that emit more emissions such 
as coal. Conversely, demand for low emissions solutions 
like natural gas and non-emissions energy solutions like 
solar, wind, and hydroelectric would increase. Critics of a 
carbon tax may not realize that as it stands right now, tax 
added to oil and gas in the U.S. is already effectively a 
carbon tax, although these have not been raised since 
1993 at the federal level. A carbon tax on emissions 
would allow for the lowering of certain taxes, namely 
income tax. Funds generated by a carbon tax could also 
be directly given to the poorest families in the country in 
order to offset the higher cost of fossil fuels and other 
good produced by companies with high carbon 
emissions. Additional money could be invested in 
renewable energy, infrastructure, and transportation. 
This measure has even been supported by at least six 
large European Oil and Gas companies, including BP, 
because even these large corporations that rely on 
carbon emission realize that action must be taken. 
Similarly, in the U.S., companies like Exxon Mobil have 
supported a carbon tax if it meant other taxes would be 
reduced [4].
 

Drawbacks
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 Some sort of action is 
necessary if there is to be a 
change to the carbon 
output that is currently 
adversely affecting the 
environment. Targeting the 
problem at the source 
forces businesses to be 
accountable for their role in 
this issue. A federal blanket 
tax holds every business to 
the same standard and 
makes it impossible for 
companies to simply 
relocate to a different 
county or state to avoid  
paying the tax. This will 
drive down the business 
sector?s reliance on fossil 
fuels, benefiting the 
environment. Potential 
price increases and a 
stifling of industry are 
possible. However, in areas 
like British Columbia where 
a carbon tax has been 
implemented the results 
have been overwhelmingly 
positive.  
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 Carbon taxes have been implemented in other parts of 
the world and been shown to work. British Columbia has 
had a carbon tax since in place since 2008. Currently, the 
tax is $35 per metric ton of carbon dioxide equivalent 
emissions. It increases by $5 every year until it 2021 when it 
will be capped at $50. According to the government of 
British Columbia, the funds generated by the tax have been 
used to ?provide carbon tax relief and protect affordability, 
maintain industry competitiveness, [and] encourage new 
green initiatives?.  The tax can largely be called a success so 
far. Contrary to the arguments of those opposed to a 
carbon tax, as of 2015, British Columbia?s GDP had actually 
increased by 17% and carbon emission had declined by 
4.7%[6]. Additionally, within the first 4 years, compared to the 
rest of Canada, the consumption of fossil fuels had 
decreased over 18% more (see graph above). Greenhouse 
gas emissions were reduced by 8.9% more than the rest of 
the country in that time as well. Models suggest that a $45 
carbon tax will lead to 
carbon dioxide output 
being reduced by 7 million 
metric tons by 2035 (see 
graph t o r ight ) compared 
to rising by a half million 
metric tons with no tax in 
British Columbia[7].
  

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/climate-change/planning-and-action/carbon-tax
https://grist.org/climate-energy/the-positive-economic-impact-of-a-carbon-tax-in-uh-hang-on-10-charts/


APPROACH 2

CAP AND TRADE

Cap and trade is referred to as ?one of the most spectacular success stories in the history 
of the green movement.? Through this approach, the government puts regulations into 
place, but companies are still left with the freedom of deciding how they?ll meet those 
regulations.[1] The government implements cap and trade by setting a goal or cap of how 
much emissions can be emitted. This limit is typically lower than current levels, is intended 
to be sustainable, and could apply to a specific region or to the country as a whole.[2] The cap 
becomes stricter as well as time goes on, and this sort of forces companies to continue 
innovating and developing ways to reduce emissions.[3] Each company starts the year with a 
given number of tons of allowed emissions. They then decide individually how to carry out 
operations to fall within those regulations. Larger companies might release more emissions 
than their given allotment allows. To offset this and prevent having to suffer any penalties, 
those companies can purchase allowances from other companies who might not use all of 
their given allotment. Conversely, other companies might be further advanced 
technologically and already have green solutions in place. They can sell their excess 
allotments and turn a profit. 

If companies fail to follow these regulations, there are penalties that the government also 
sets. For example, in regards to the current program in California, those involved could 
undergo civil or criminal penalties. Ways that companies can violate these regulations is by 
trying to corner the market, commit or attempt fraud, or submit false or inaccurate 
reports.[4] Some penalties could include a fine or a loss of allotments.
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 Implementing a cap and trade 
system into the US would be very 
beneficial as a whole. One of the main 
benefits to having a cap and trade 
system in place is that it is the 
cheapest method for curbing carbon 
emissions[10]. It is the cheapest because 
of the freedom that cap and trade 
provides. Each company has the liberty 
to pursue whatever manners they 
choose to reduce their emissions; thus, 
they have the ability to choose the 
most innovative and cost saving 
methods that they desire. Because of 
the freedom provided by a cap and 
trade system, there would also be large 
improvements in clean energy 
occurring as the industry would receive 
more investment as well as more 
research [10]. Another benefit to cap and 
trade is that it is an easy program to 

adjust in fluctuation with the economy[11]. 
For example, when there is an economic 
boom it is easy to change the number of 
allowances a company receives to make 
sure that progress is still achieved. 
Furthermore, cap and trade has been 
historically proven to be an effective 
program in regards to cutting down 
emissions[10]. Implementing a cap and 
trade system into the United States 
would be relatively easy to do as there is 
a history of other cap and trade 
programs in the United States. For 
example, one was implemented to 
reduce sulfur dioxide emissions and 
lower levels of acid rain.
 

 The idea of cap and trade, then called ?emissions trading,? first appeared in 1968 by 
economist John Dales as a way to set certain allowances to limit pollution. During the 
Reagan administration in the 1980s, factories produced so much sulfur dioxide that it 
began to form clouds in the atmosphere and fall back to Earth as acid rain.[5] After George 
H.W. Bush was elected president and resolved to solve the environmental crisis he 
approved a 10 million ton cap on emissions. This new focus on cap and trade brought the 
subject of global warming to the front page of the newspapers. By 1995, acid rain 
emissions fall by 3 million tons. Next, in 1997 the United Nations Framework Convention 
on Climate Change (UNFCC) proposed the Kyoto Protocol, a cap-and-trade agreement by 
industrialized nations to reduce their emissions of greenhouse gases, including CO2, by at 
least 5% below 1990 levels by 2012. When the Kyoto Protocol goes into effect in 2005, the 
United States chooses not to participate, but individual U.S. cities were free to take part. 
When Barack Obama was campaigning for the presidency in 2008 he brought climate 
change to the forefront and expressed the importance it would have in national energy 
policy. By 2010, Obama backed away from the idea of cap and trade and determined that 
we would have to find another way to deal with climate change.[6] 
 

History

Benefits



The goal of the cap and trade system is to create a ?trade? mechanism but many of these 
credits are auctioned off to big companies, defeating the purpose completely. This would 
result in harmful pollutants still being emitted in large quantities.Since every business 
has access to emission credits, even the government has access to the credits. The 
government can decide to remove these credits from the system which means it could 
potentially affect industry development negatively. Environmental agencies could also 
buy these credits and hold onto them indefinitely resulting in the prices of these credits 
being artificially high also adversely affecting industry development.

Communities and workers dependent economically on fossil fuels for their livelihoods 
would face a crisis. Cap and trade is designed to increase the price of 85 percent of the 
energy used in the US. For cap and trade to work, the price of conventional energy 
resources has to increase to force consumers to move to use more expensive forms of 
energy.[12] A mere 15% decrease in CO2 emissions would cost the lowest income 
households approximately 3.3% of the income, but only 1.7% of the income of higher 
income households.[13] But the long-term plan is to decrease greenhouse gas emissions 
by 83% which would come at a really big economic sacrifice. Energy costs are major 
expenditure for industries in the US. The US has the highest natural gas prices in the 
world.[14] The high natural gas price has contributed to the loss of more than 3,000,000 
manufacturing jobs since 2000. With cap and trade increasing the prices even more, 
companies would be forced to move overseas for cheaper alternatives.

Europe?s Emission Trading Scheme (ETS) began in 2005. The first phase from 2005 to 
2007 failed miserably as it did not reduce carbon emissions but instead resulted in a 
1.9% increase in emissions.[15] German Chancellor Angela Merkel stated that she would 
not allow the EU climate regulations to go forward that would ?take decisions that would 
endanger jobs or investments in Germany.[16]

Emission credits are always cheaper than converting to friendlier resources, so 
companies won?t have any real incentives. Also, it is relatively easy for businesses to 
cheat the system as most companies don?t have any kind of monitoring devices installed. 
So, there is no effective way to force companies to reduce pollution as of now. 
 

Drawbacks and Complications

7 |  Del i berat i on Nat i on 20 19

http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/91xx/doc9134/04-24-Cap_Trade_Testimony.pdf.
http://www.cbo.gov/ftpdocs/80xx/doc8027/04-25-Cap_Trade.pdf.
http://www.ieca-us.com/documents/IECAHouseTestimony-NaturalGas_12.06.07.pdf.
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/08/787&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&guiLanguage=en
http://www.google.com/hostednews/afp/article/ALeqM5g4WO_672V3miIHKWLT32C99ui-2g.


 There are several cap and trade 
programs active in the United States, 
one of which is The Regional 
Greenhouse Gas Initiative. The 
Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative is 
an active cap and trade system within 
the United States. The RGGI is the first 
mandatory market-based program in 
the US aimed at reducing Carbon 
Dioxide emissions. The Regional 
Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) is a 
program set up with the goal to 
reduce carbon emissions from the 
power sector in New England and 
Mid-Atlantic area of the United States. 
The RGGI is comprised of the states 
Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, 
Maryland, Massachusetts, New 
Hampshire, New York, Rhode Island, 
and Vermont [7]. Within RGGI, each 
state establishes their own program 
for allowances for carbon emissions 
as well as participation in inter-state 
allowance auctions. An allowance is 
equivalent to the permission to emit 
one short ton of carbon dioxide. 
Auctions for emission allowances 
occur every quarter of the year. The 
auction system is set up so that 
carbon emissions always have a price. 
The proceeds from the auction go 
towards investment in renewable 
energy as well as other things such as 
energy efficiency. Furthermore, 
companies within the RGGI can trade 
allowances on a secondary market- 
selling their excess or buying more if 
they need it. However, most 
companies purchase allowances 

through the auctions. In 2011, the cap 
was set at 188 million allowances and 
typically decreases by 2.5% in 
allowances every year. In 2017 the 
allowance cap was 84,344, 203[8].

Another example of a current cap and 
trade system in place is the cap and 
trade system implemented by the 
European Union. This cap and trade 
system is the world?s first and largest 
major carbon market, being set up in 
2005 and accounting for more than 
three quarters of all carbon trading in 
the world [9]. The cap and trade system 
implemented by the EU is functional in 
31 countries. Although there are only 
28 countries within the EU the cap and 
trade system was also extended to 
Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway. 
Over 11,000 heavy energy using 
installations and airlines that do 
business in these countries have their 
emissions limited by the EU cap and 
trade system [9]. These heavy 
energy-using installations include 
things such as industrial plants and 
power stations. The EU cap and trade 
system is not limited to carbon 
dioxide; it also encapsulates nitrous 
oxide and perfluorocarbons. These are 
other greenhouse gasses that are bad 
for the environment. The cap and 
trade system in place in the EU covers 
roughly 45% of greenhouse gas 
emissions from the European Union. It 
is estimated that by 2020 emissions 
from gasses covered by the system 
will be 21% lower than in 2005[9].
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Current Examples



  So why is the United States? decision to avoid taking a major stance in the emissions of CO2 
and what are the benefits of government drawback related to the regulation of CO2 
Emissions? For starters, the main issue that regulating CO2 emissions has on all governments 
is the belief that it will stunt a country?s technological and economic growth. An example of 
this can be found in the Kyoto Protocol. Researchers analyzed the effects of the Kyoto Protocol 
on the signatories? greenhouse gas. Their findings displayed that the Kyoto Protocol was 
successful in terms of decreasing greenhouse gas emissions, but has also had economic 
impacts, slowing down per capita GDP growth [1]. Economies who provide a large amount of 
CO2 emissions will also be dramatically affected with not only a decrease in economic 
advancement but a major loss of income.
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APPROACH 3 

UNREGULATED 
EM I SSI ONS

 At the moment, the United States Federal Government is refraining from being overly 
involved in limiting CO2 emissions. In fact, the only prevention method that the United States 
currently enforces that is directed towards CO2 emissions is the Clean Air Act, which was 
passed in 1963 with major amendments being added to the original act in 1970 and 1990. The 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has been in charge of enforcing the act which has set 
specified standards for auto emissions, encouraged states to develop plans to achieve these 
standards--requiring those state plans should be approved by the EPA--and urges states to 
solve air pollution problems based on the latest science and technology information.

  Aside from the Clean Air Act, the United States was involved in both supporting the Kyoto 
Protocol as well as participating in the Paris Agreement. Both targeted the outburst of CO2 
emissions with nations around the world, however, the United States withdrew from the Kyoto 
Protocol in March 2001, and recently President Donald Trump has withdrawn from the Paris 
Agreement during his presidency.



  It is possible, however, that not enough 
time has passed to fully evaluate the 
effects of climate change deals on 
economies in the long run. In other 
words, growth impacts from such 
agreements may be only transitory, 
whereas climate benefits are likely to be 
longer lasting.

  Aside from looking into how 
government drawback could benefit the 
economy, it could also benefit private 
enterprises that operate outside of the 
government. Evidence suggests that 
private enterprises frequently exploit any 
potential weakness in local environment 
policies or property rights[2]. This simply 
means that private companies who follow 
strict rules and regulations concerning 
the environment are often admired for 
supporting these rules. Several studies 
have found evidence suggesting that 
financial capital markets ?reward? firms 
with superior environmental 
performance. With no government 
regulation, private companies may 
assume conducting business while 
remaining environmentally friendly 
would be overall beneficial.

  One rather brutal truth is that carbon 
emissions cannot be undone. Once the 
carbon monoxide gas is released from 
burning fossil fuels, it will remain in the 
atmosphere for thousands of years. Even 
if we stop carbon emissions today, which 
is practically impossible, the effects 
stimulated from the emissions will not 
stop increasing for another forty years. In 
the future would humanity advance fast 
enough to overcome carbon emissions, 
or would carbon emissions increase to 
the point where it threatens the survival 
of humanity?

 

Even though it may seem like many other 

countries can perform environmentally friendly 

acts without the pressure of government 

regulations, there is no guarantee that that can 

be possible for America as well. The major 

downfall of having no government intervention 

is the reality that not everyone cares about the 

environment and what the human impact on it 

may be. So far, the American government has 

done nothing to change the amount of CO2 

emissions and because of that CO2 levels were 

continuously on the rise. If a country were to 

succeed at lowering CO2 emissions without the 

help of governments, it would be solely because 

of the motivations and actions of very specific 

individuals. No government regulations means 

freedom in choice for businesses, but it also 

means we have to trust in the choices of those 

businesses ? even if they make ones that release 

more CO2. Additionally, no government 

intervention may boost economy, but in almost 

all the instances in which economies had 

continuous growth, CO2 levels never lowered. 

We may not be able to stop detrimental things 

from happening in the future even if we stop 

now, but we can stop even worse things from 

happening. For that to happen though, we 

cannot keep raising our CO2 emissions. 

Drawbacks
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 Looking towards the future, carbon emissions will continue to 
cause very real issues in our world, especially if nothing is done to 
try to reduce them. There are several different ways the U.S. 
government specifically can combat this serious problem. In 
carbon taxation, companies are required to pay either for the 
amount of carbon they use or for the amount of carbon fuel that 
enters the environment in the U.S. specifically. In cap and trade, 
each company is given an allotment of how many emissions they 
can emit. Some companies might emit more carbon than their 
allotment allows, in which case the company can purchase more 
allotments. Conversely, companies that don?t use all of their 
allotments can sell their extras to other companies. Finally, the 
government could choose not to regulate emissions at all, in 
which case companies sand industries try to develop their own 
solutions on their own time. 

With any type of problem, the focus is on the solution. 
However,because of how complex this problem is, it?s likely that 
problem?s resolution will be difficult to reach. It?s possible too that 
there is more than one right answer. Maybe cap and trade alone, 
for example isn?t enough to get the level of emissions into 
healthier values. It?s a possibility that the best approach to this 
problem is a mixture of carbon taxing, cap and trading, and no 
government regulation in certain areas. To see what possibilit ies 
are available, however, the conversation of what to do must 
begin.  
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