
27Volume 5, Issue 3

NICOLE SHI

Climate change is a serious, complicated, and global problem. According to a landmark risk 
assessment of both the probability and severity of the consequences of a hotter planet, 

leading economists estimated an 11 percent probability of global temperatures exceeding six 
degrees Celsius from preindustrial levels by 2100, which would lead to severe socio-economic 
and political consequences, and potentially even civilizational collapse.1 Considering the 
extreme severity of potential consequences, a consensus has emerged among climate scientists 
and economists that the scale of current climate change mitigation and adaptation policies are 
woefully insufficient.2 Bob Litterman, a risk manager at Goldman Sachs, echoed the emerging 
consensus when he noted that “choosing not to price climate risk appropriately is insane. Every 
generation that follows ours will suffer if we do not brake in time.”3 

Economists strongly favor market-driven solutions to climate change. A carbon tax 
and a cap-and-trade system are the two most common forms of pricing emissions that other 
countries and states have individually implemented. Carbon fee and dividend plans, where 
revenue is allocated back to households, is emerging as a popular alternative. It has been 
called “the most cost-effective lever to reduce carbon emissions” by nearly four thousand US 
economists, including Nobel Laureates, former chairs of the Council of Economic Advisors 
and of the Federal Reserve, and former Treasury secretaries.4 One proposed bill, the Energy 
Innovation and Carbon Dividend Act, has garnered bipartisan support with 82 co-sponsors and 
fueled hopes of passage through Congress. However, adopting any form of a national carbon 
price in the United States has been controversial, especially given continued partisan and intra-
party divides in Congress. This paper looks into reconciliation strategies for parties to help pass 
the carbon fee and dividend.

An Analysis of Proposed Carbon Fee and Dividend Plans
In 2008, both Switzerland and Canada implemented carbon fee and dividend systems, 

and the successes of these programs at lowering emissions has attracted international interest.5 
Several prominent climate organizations back robust carbon fee and dividend plans. The 
nonpartisan and grassroots Citizens’ Climate Lobby (CCL), for example, has advocated the plan 
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for over a decade.6 The Climate Leadership Council (CLC), an international policy institute 
founded in 2017, backs “a carbon dividends framework as the most cost-effective, equitable 
and politically-viable climate solution.”7 CLC put forth their own plan, called the Baker-Shultz 
Plan after its primary co-authors, James A. Baker, III and George P. Shultz, who both served as 
Secretary of State and Secretary of Treasury under several Republican administrations.8 

In Congress, several bills with carbon fee and dividend plans have been introduced, 
but to date none have been enacted. Of these bills, the Energy Innovation and Carbon Dividend 
Act (EICDA) has been the first to receive bipartisan support, a unique achievement amongst all 
climate bills in the last decade.9 The bill has four key mechanisms:10 

1. A Carbon Fee: A fee on fossil fuels, measured in metric tons of CO2 equivalent emitted, 
would increase energy costs, products, and services by about 1 percent (with annual 
incremental increases), incentivizing cleaner and more efficient energy sources.

2. Carbon Dividends: A portion of the carbon fee would be allocated back to people in 
equal shares, helping most low and middle-income households break even or get a 
boost. Dividends would continue to increase along with the carbon fee.

3. Border Carbon Adjustment: A fee on imports to hold other countries accountable and 
protect U.S. manufacturing competitiveness. Exports would receive a refund.

4. Regulatory Adjustment: During the first 10 years after the policy’s enactment, the au-
thority of the Environmental Protection Agency to regulate emissions would be paused 
and would only be reinstated if emission targets are not met.

The EICDA’s primary sponsor, Ted Deutch, Democratic Representative of Florida’s 
22nd Congressional District, first introduced the bill near the end of the 115th Congress. He 
reintroduced it to the 116th Congress, where it was referred to the House Energy and Commerce 
Committee (ECC) for debate, but did not receive any vote.11 Based on the success of past bills 
with the primary sponsor’s state (Florida), assigned committee (ECC), and primary subject 
(taxation), the EICDA had an estimated 3 percent chance of being enacted.12 With Congress 
politically polarized, facing a crowded legislative agenda (two thousands more bills were 
introduced than in any Congress in forty years) and preoccupied with the coronavirus pandemic, 
it is perhaps not surprising that the 116th Congress did not enact the EICDA in 2019 or 2020.

On the EICDA’s webpage, the bill is touted as “the bipartisan climate solution” with 
both parties “on board, cosponsoring this bill together.”13 Yet of 82 co-sponsors in the House 
of Representatives, 81 are Democrats and only one is Republican – Francis Rooney of Florida’s 
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19th Congressional District, one of seven original co-sponsors to the bill. This distribution is 
scarcely reflective of the 116th Congress House overall, which had a slight Democratic majority 
at the time of the bill’s introduction (233 Democrats vs. 200 Republicans).14 Thus, understanding 
the history of both parties’ decision making and perspectives on similar climate bills may help 
reconcile the clear partisan divide preventing its enactment into law.

Positions, Perspectives, and Power from Partisan Parties
 While there are many stakeholders who influence the enactment of a carbon fee and 
dividend plan, in this article I limit discussion to the two groups that play the largest role – 
representatives of the Democratic Party and Republican Party. 
 Political history over the last several decades suggests that America’s major political 
parties have generally had different preferences on policy vis-à-vis climate change. GOP 
Presidents from Ronald Reagan to George W. Bush supported cap-and-trade, a carbon price 
policy that sets an allowable limit of emissions to be traded. During this time, the Democratic 
Party deemed cap-and-trade as a “license to pollute.” Despite opposition from the Democratic 
Party, Presidents Reagan and George H.W. Bush still managed to pass cap-and-trade policies 
under the Clean Air Act through Congress in an overwhelming show of bipartisanship.15 In 
1997, despite knowledge of bipartisan opposition in Senate, the Clinton Administration signed 
the Kyoto Protocol requiring developed country parties to reduce emissions. In response to 
Clinton’s signal to implement the treaty without Senate ratification, the Senate unanimously 
passed (95-0) the Byrd-Hagel resolution, declining to ratify the Kyoto Protocol and any other 
international climate treaty without mandated emission commitments for developing countries 
and demonstration that it would not cause harm to the United States economy. 16

Before the Obama administration, the United States Congress had yet to see a carbon 
fee and dividend bill.17 During the Obama administration, divisions between the two parties 
deepened. Conservatives active on climate during the previous administration were alienated 
when center-left representatives began pairing climate action with other policy proposals.18 
Although passing other agendas within larger legislation is common practice, doing so 
centralized and narrowed the field of climate advocates to the Democratic Party, bringing about 
a reflexive opposition from the Republican Party and rendering cooperation impossible. By 
the time the Democratic Party attempted to pass a cap-and-trade policy within a larger climate 
change bill, the Republican Party flipped, deeming it a ‘cap-and-tax’ policy.19

 Identity-based polarization and education levels may explain the persistence of these 
perspectives throughout the Trump administration. According to a 2017 study, more educated 
individuals have more polarized beliefs about climate change, with highly-educated conservatives 
more likely to be skeptical and highly-educated liberals more likely to accept the scientific 
consensus on climate change.20 Such divisions among educated political partisans help explain 
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16 Brett Schaefer and Angela Antonelli, “Why the Kyoto Signing Signals Disregard For Congress,” The Heritage Foundation, Novem-
ber 23, 1998, https://www.heritage.org/environment/report/why-the-kyoto-signing-signals-disregard-congress.
17 Chris Arnold, “GOP Demonizes Once Favored Cap-And-Trade Policy,” NPR, June 3, 2014, https://www.npr.
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18 Alex Bozmoski, “S4CD Summer Fellowship Session #2” (Zoom Seminar, Students for Carbon Dividends Summer Fellowship, 
Virtual, July 24, 2020).
19 Chris Arnold, “GOP Demonizes Once Favored Cap-And-Trade Policy.”
20 Caitlin Drummond and Baruch Fischhoff, “Individuals with Greater Science Literacy and Education Have More Polarized 
Beliefs on Controversial Science Topics,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 114, no. 36 (September 5, 2017): 9587-592, 
accessed December 3, 2020, doi:10.1073/pnas.1704882114.
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why GOP representatives are more likely to engage in climate denial and are more hesitant to 
back the carbon fee and dividend plan. Given the Republican Party’s long-standing opposition 
to greater taxation in general, GOP representatives are also more likely to oppose carbon fees in 
favor of more voluntary natural solutions like planting trees to sequester carbon. Support from 
Representative Rooney is currently an outlier but may signal the potential openness of center-
right Republicans to back a carbon fee and dividend plan. 

The Democratic Party has divisions of its own on climate issues, with the center-left 
more inclined towards a carbon fee and dividend. The far-left acknowledges the existence of 
climate change and fiercely advocates for its mitigation, but favors more aggressive revenue-
raising solutions that would fund government investments in growing the clean energy sector.21 
In general, they support legislation in line with a Green New Deal, a resolution introduced by 
Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Ed Markey, calling for wealth-generating 
investments in communities, infrastructure, and technology. Despite a democratic majority in 
the new 117th Congress, divisions within the party reveal that uncertainties continue to lie 
ahead for a carbon fee and dividend plan, if reintroduced.

Recommendations for Reconciliation
Actions to reconcile partisan groups on the 

carbon fee and dividend plan should be targeted towards 
members of the 117th Congress, as they have the ability to 
enact it. Interventions made now can make it a priority as 
they assume office. Because the center-left is the captured 
demographic already behind the carbon fee and dividend 
plan, the group should direct interventions towards 
neighboring groups: the far-left and the center-right. 
These groups agree on the existence of climate change 
but disagree on the best strategies. Thus, interventions 

do not need to dwell on whether to pass any climate policy, and instead can focus on why the 
carbon fee and dividend is a climate policy that should be passed. Recommended interventions 
are primarily communication strategies that connect stakeholders to convince and address 
information needs of the target demographic.

The center-left must first establish communicator credibility and trust of target 
groups.22 First, communications should prioritize human-centric rhetoric that frames the plan 
as protecting people and the economy. This type of messaging will be more effective with the far-
left, as it aligns with the goals of the Green New Deal. Second, because the plan has such strong 
backing from economists, communications should also use economy-centric rhetoric appealing 
more to the center-right, which could emphasize how the policy is a market-based solution 
that would help maintain American competitiveness and create new jobs. To gain credibility, 
advocates must also be forthcoming about how the plan affects populations like coal workers, 
acknowledging that they will be harder hit, but reaffirming that there will be additional effort 
to aid transitions to other industries. The center-left must also employ two-way information 
sharing with its target groups by listening to their concerns of and building a relationship.23 They 

21 Bill Scher, “Why Is the Left Ignoring the Bipartisan Carbon Tax Bill?” RealClearPolitics, December 3, 2018, https://www.realclear-
politics.com/articles/2018/12/03/why_is_the_left_ignoring_the_bipartisan_carbon_tax_bill_138811.html.
22 Philip Campbell, “Understanding the Receivers and the Reception of Sciences Uncertain Messages,” Philosophical Transactions 
of the Royal Society A: Mathematical, Physical and Engineering Sciences 369, no. 1956 (December 13, 2011): 4891-4912, doi:10.1098/
rsta.2011.0068.
23 Gabrielle Wong-Parodi and Benjamin H. Strauss, “Team Science for Science Communication,” Proceedings of the National Acad-
emy of Sciences 111, no. Supplement 4 (September 16, 2014): 13658-3663, doi:10.1073/pnas.1320021111.
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should also continually communicate their findings and progress to all stakeholders.
The center-left should involve other stakeholders, as they may have separate points of 

entry and appeal. They should enlist the help of trusted conservatives to work within the center-
right. This could include expanding the role of Representative Francis Rooney, as his reasons 
for co-sponsoring the EICDA and position within the Republican Party may resonate more 
with other members of his party. Conservatives active on the climate and well connected to 
the political sphere, like Secretary James Baker, are among other voices to amplify to continue 
building a coalition of center-right representatives behind the carbon fee and dividend plan. 

In addition, the center-left must recognize the crucial role of volunteers. In fact, 63 
percent of new co-sponsors on bills has come from volunteer lobbying work.24 Some experts have 
found that it takes just one hundred people per constituency to convince their representative to 
work on climate. While galvanizing such support is not impossible, it will require a reallocation 
of resources towards right-wing climate organizations, as 99 percent of climate dollars currently 
go towards left-wing organizations.25

Presenting risk analysis will help to settle debates for those seeking evidence on the 
importance or urgency of passing the carbon fee and dividend plan. Risks should be presented 
as a combination of probability and severity using both qualitative and quantitative assessments. 
For the far-left, the risk to passing future climate policies if the bill fails should be communicated. 
For the center-right, the risk of climate inaction needs to be known. Both create an apocalyptic 
narrative that may encourage the target demographic to get on board.
 Misconceptions preventing representatives from signing onto the bill must be addressed 
and dispelled. These may be a result of cognitive overload, rumors, and/or misinterpretations.26 
Representatives may not read every bill in its entirety and, instead, will base decisions off of 
synopses or the opinions of trusted peers. Confusing the carbon fee and dividend with a carbon 
tax will arouse fears and bring on skepticism. Thus, the center-left should reframe the plan as a 
‘free market adjustment’ and draw a distinction that the carbon fee will only be imposed on fossil 
fuel companies and not people. Some also believe that enacting the carbon fee and dividend 
means the United States is shouldering the responsibility of other polluters. Counterarguments 
must stress that the plan encourages international action through the border carbon adjustment 
and, while the carbon fee and dividend plan is not new and numerous other countries have 
already enacted similar legislation, most countries still look to the United States for leadership.

Conclusion
The failure to pass the carbon fee and dividend plan through the United States 

Congress can be attributed to polarized partisan divisions between the Democratic Party and 
Republican Party. This article has articulated a series of communication strategies that may help 
reconcile partisan groups to the carbon fee and dividend plan. I identified far-left and center-
right congressional representatives as the most persuadable groups to target for reconciliation 
strategies. As the center-left is the only group firmly behind the carbon fee and dividend 
plan, recommended interventions are for them to reconcile the target groups by establishing 
communicator credibility, involving stakeholders, presenting risk analysis, and addressing 
misconceptions.
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