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Introduction

Carbon Talks has a proven track record in designing, hosting, and
facilitating expert invitational dialogues that accelerate the shift
to a low-carbon economy. Our dialogues are hosted in partnership
with large municipalities, utilities, businesses and non-profits and
we therefore have access to some of the country’s best minds on
environmental policy. In order to prepare for this submission to the
carbon tax review, Carbon Talks reached out to two dozen of our
thought leaders in business, government, academia and the nonprofit spheres. We asked them five simple questions about the BC
carbon tax:
•

What do you think are the strengths of the BC Carbon Tax?

•

What do you think are its shortcomings?

•

Do you recommend making any changes to it?

•

What is core to the carbon tax that can’t be compromised as the
BC government undertakes its review?

•

What changes have resulted from the implementation of the
Carbon Tax?

The response was surprising; within days we had a significant number
of responses (n=20) with 100% of the respondents in favour of
maintaining the carbon tax; this document does not present any
individual’s specific responses, but rather reflects a convergence of
viewpoints from all respondents on key points. The following is a
summary of that knowledge the thought leaders shared with us.
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Strengths of the BC carbon tax

While the carbon tax has been brought in to deal with the negative externalities of industries
that depend on fossil fuels, there are other important effects of the tax besides carbon
reduction. The carbon tax has numerous strengths that were highlighted by the respondents.
They include:
•
•

•

•

•
•
•
•
•

•

Enduring: The tax was designed to be a long-term initiative with revenues being “recycled”
and income tax benefits accruing to British Columbians to ensure its political feasibility.
Equitable application: A price on carbon can ideally affect all industries that are GHG
emitting, thereby avoiding sector favouritism and ensuring that the entire economy moves
towards a low-carbon future. While we heard that this is not entirely true in BC, a strength
of the carbon tax is that it has the potential to be applied across the board.
Leadership: The tax, a first in Canada, puts a price on carbon when federal and
international climate change initiatives are faltering; it was “a courageous political act.” It
raises BC’s global profile as a jurisdiction that is taking measured steps towards a greener
future through market-based policies. It also has symbolic value; we are all collectively
doing something about climate change and this reduces despondency about not being able
to make a difference individually.
Clarity and Predictability: The tax provides clear price signals for businesses and
consumers to help them move to carbon neutrality through internalizing their externalities.
Set schedule increases provide predictability for budgeting; industry knows what to expect
from current and future energy costs, allowing them to make informed choices about their
operations.
Reduced Regulatory Burden: The polluter pays philosophy is administratively efficient and
avoids regulatory burden for our private sector.
Revenue Neutral to Government: The tax is recycled into reducing income taxes, thereby
ensuring that other government programs remain unaffected. It was “wise economically,
fiscally and politically to offset the revenue take with cuts elsewhere.”
Green Economy: The tax increases BC’s competitiveness in the building of a green, lowcarbon economy and the potential to create new highly-skilled and well-paid jobs for
British Columbians. The tax de-couples carbon from growth.
Innovation: The carbon tax provides incentives for innovation; or rather it levels the playing
field for industries that have a net zero or positive effect on the environment and redirects
energy use from carbon-emitting sources to alternatives.
Municipal Action: GHG reduction policies that had perhaps been voted down in city
councils or failed upon implementation are being given a boost by the advancement of an
economic argument to carry them out. Municipalities were spurred to action on policies
that may have otherwise remained dormant for decades.
Household Action: The carbon tax helps prepare BC for a carbon-constrained world to
maintain our high quality of life while minimizing impact. Households, affected by price
signals, begin to change their behaviour and find alternative, more sustainable, ways of
living well.
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Shortcomings of the BC carbon tax

•
•
•
•

•

•

Not Funding Transit: Many respondents noted that currently the revenues from the carbon tax go into
reducing corporate and personal income tax, but revenues from tax increases could also (or instead)
provide funding for mass transit thereby further stimulating the economic development of the province.
Not Funding Green Alternatives: Similarly, some respondents pointed out that funnelling a portion of
tax revenues to the creation and promotion of green alternatives could ensure that such alternatives
become competitive with fossil fuels, particularly for transportation and heating.
Unequally Distributed: Many respondents pointed out that application of the tax should be expanded
as it misses about one-quarter of emissions, including non-combustion emissions.1 “Relief” introduced
earlier this year for certain sectors undermines the policy’s effectiveness.
Too Low: Many respondents asserted that $30/tonne is not high enough to cover the negative
externalities of carbon and really influence behaviour. However, others pointed out that BC is limited
in how high it can set the rate by the fact few other jurisdictions have set such a tax or comparable
emissions charge. In addition, there is some recent evidence that shows reduced gasoline consumption
in BC as a result of the carbon tax.2
Messaging: The public is usually averse to taxes; many respondents pointed out that the carbon tax
needs to be aggressively sold on the part of government with a more direct indication to taxpayers
that it shifts, but doesn’t increase, taxes. The public should also be aware that in the future additional
revenues from tax increases could provide for services such as transportation and green economic
development projects. Additionally, the negative media attention focused on the carbon neutrality
commitment from public institutions was not responded to in a convincing manner. British Columbians
have been hearing mixed messages with respect to BC’s climate change policy in general.
Regressive: A couple of respondents suggested that the tax is probably a larger portion of the budget of
low-income earners as it affects necessities (home heating, transportation, food).

1 The tax is currently not applied to the natural gas, aluminum and cement industries. One estimate is that since 2008 this would generate an
additional $1 billion in BC government revenue (accounting for a 25% reduction in industry output due to market share losses in cement, aluminum
and shale gas production).
2 See Sustainable Prosperity’s report: British Columbia’s Carbon Tax Shift: The First Four Years and Carbon Tax Salience and Gasoline Demand, a
working paper by Nic Rivers and Brandon Schaufele showing that the BC carbon tax has had a much larger downward effect on gasoline use than
expected.
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Recommended changes

•

•

•
•

•

•

•

Expand and broaden the application of the carbon tax to
all sectors, processes and fugitive emissions. Establish an
independent investment body to channel funds to green initiatives
and communities to help them with climate change mitigation
and adaptation (e.g., active transportation infrastructure, transit,
district heating, school, home, business retrofits, etc.).
Continue on a schedule of ongoing increases for another six
years at least, accelerating the speed of implementation OR
freeze the carbon tax until other jurisdictions implement their
own carbon pricing and then increase the rate significantly. If the
government opts to temporarily freeze the tax, it needs to be clear
in communicating a timeframe for when increases will take place.
Additional complementary policies could include sustaining BC’s
world-leading electricity regulation, and increasing electric cars
sales via regulation.
Engage the public and increase awareness about the tax shift
aspect of the policy; this could be done through broad-based
public conversations, bi-partisan initiatives, etc. If revenues are
to be used for GHG reduction programs in the future, relay the
importance of taxing carbon to promote other initiatives that will
have a positive effect on the economy and environment.
Improve transparency through an accessible reporting function
for the public to see how, where and from whom the tax is
collected, and for what; the tax would garner more support and
accountability.
Pour additional revenues from tax increases into an independent
investment agency to invest in innovative solutions and
technologies for reducing GHGs. Others suggested that a portion
of additional revenues should be applied to emissions reduction
activities such as transportation. One respondent pointed out
that increases in the carbon tax should fund regionally approved
transit initiatives to move regional centres (Greater Vancouver,
Victoria) collectively towards carbon reduction.
No exemptions for specific sectors such as the greenhouse or
shale gas industries. Reverse the exemption for the agricultural
sector and consider ways to aid the industry without rebating
them for carbon use; decouple their use of gas from relief so
that they continue to have an incentive to reduce fossil fuel
consumption. When the carbon tax reaches a significantly high
rate, introduce measures to address competitiveness concerns
such as investing in GHG solutions in sectors that are carbon
intensive.

Core of the
carbon tax that
cannot be
compromised
Respondents relayed their
hopes that the administration
of the carbon tax would remain
transparent, revenue neutral (at
the current rate) and fairly applied
to province-wide emissions. There
was some disagreement about
whether the tax should stay at
the same rate for a year or two
in order to allow other policies
and jurisdictions to catch up, then
increase significantly or increase
incrementally over the coming
decade. However, it appeared
that regardless of the rate, most
respondents would like to see it
increase until it reaches a level
consistent with estimates of
damages from carbon emissions.
All respondents agreed that
pricing carbon and increasing the
price until carbon-based energy is
displaced by green energy is the
goal. The core of the ideal carbon
tax is that it is comprehensive and
fair – fair to all industries without
exception and fair to the public
including low-income earners,
and this message needs to be
emphasized.
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What changes have resulted from the
implementation of the carbon tax?
•

•
•

•

•

•
•
•

Green Economy: New green businesses in clean
technology and renewable energy are being created; there is both the perception and the reality
that BC has become an important place to invest.
The government is a strong proponent of those
sectors and has the marquee policy that shows it
is serious about climate change. Additionally, BC
can use lower income and corporate tax rates to
attract green businesses to the province to invest.
Jobs: Job growth has resulted from the creation
of businesses, particularly in the clean tech and
renewable energy sectors.
Economic Growth: The BC economy has continued to expand and has shown that it is possible
to decouple economic growth from fuel use. The
province is inoculating itself against the shocks
that can occur with oil prices and in turn becoming a resilient, stronger economy.
Awareness: The tax has increased awareness
around climate change issues and introduced the
notion that carbon and other “bads” should be
taxed.
Decreased Emissions and Fuel Use: People are
beginning to shift energy use to reduce carbon.
Gasoline consumption has decreased as a result
of the carbon tax; behavioural change appears to
be taking place. This in effect lowers costs for BC
residents who are finding more carbon efficient
ways to move around.
Reputation: BC has become well-known internationally as a jurisdiction taking the lead on climate
change policy.
Building Efficiency: Public institutions such as
universities are retrofitting existing building stock
and ensuring the energy efficiency of new builds.
Municipal Policies: Municipalities are developing
local policies to reduce GHG emissions with building requirements and transportation as key areas
of focus.
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Concluding remarks

Carbon Talks authored this report based on
consultation with twenty thought-leaders from
business, academia, government, and the nonprofit sector. While respondents didn’t necessarily
agree on all the details, they were unanimous in
their support of the carbon tax and appealed to
the provincial government for continued action on
climate change.
What was also clear is that the carbon tax must
continue to be fair, equitable, predictable, and
clear both in terms of its application to all polluting
industries, and how the revenue will shift tax
burdens away from business, individuals, and rural
and northern homeowners. If and when the tax
does increase, additional revenue could be directed
toward incentives for investment in sustainable
technology and infrastructure, most notably
transportation, while maintaining those previously
implemented tax shifts.
Many of our respondents were also clear that the
BC Government needs to stand behind its climate
leadership and continue to develop globally
recognized policies to transition to a low-carbon
economy. The BC carbon tax is such a policy, and
should be promoted, championed, and expanded to
ensure that this reputation continues to grow.
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