'Toxics tax' would be 21st-century solution to state's woes
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We just raised sales taxes for all Hoosiers by 20 percent. Additionally, Hoosier citizens are being  forced to pay other tax increases so our large corporations can have big-time tax relief. All the major increases will fall on the pocketbooks of people, while institutions escape the tax bullet. 

We are told that this is the only way we can bail the state out of its financial mess and still have the ability to attract "jobs." We keep hearing about how the state is busy attracting high-tech jobs, but for most, that has been a specious claim. High-tech jobs are leaving the state far faster than they are being created. Just recently, the Evansville Courier & Press had a lead headline that read "Toxic hot spot." It referred to the news that Warrick, Gibson and Spencer counties were three of the top five counties in Indiana in the release of toxic chemicals into the environment. That same data show that Indiana puts more than 2.5 times more cancer- causing chemicals into the air we breathe than does California, which has an economy larger than most countries.' 

That data also show that Indiana emits more cancer-causing chemicals than 19 of the states combined and more than the combined cancer-causing emissions of New York, New Jersey and Connecticut. 

A study in 1998 by the an Evansville, business-oriented Partnership for Healthcare Information found that a 9-year-old child in Evansville is a whopping five times more likely to have asthma than a 9-year-old in Fort Wayne, Ind. It does not take rocket science to understand why. There are no coal-fired power plants anywhere near Fort Wayne. Here, we live in the single- largest concentration of coal-fired power plants in the world.

The two industries of metals and electricity are the major culprits in the huge levels of toxic emissions we are forced to breathe here. Power plants, Alcoa and AK Steel account for the vast majority of this region's toxic releases. For years, "voluntary" measures to reduce these emissions have mostly failed, although there are success stories such as General Electric, which has reduced its cancer-causing emissions from 10 tons per day to less than one ton per day. Too many of our industrial neighbors have chosen to voluntarily keep their emissions very high. The connection between our brain drain and our huge emissions of deadly chemicals is easy to make. Educated people do not want to raise their families where their children are forced to breathe foul. Denial of this fact will solve nothing.

It is also important to note that the vast majority of Hoosier businesses do not pollute in any significant way. 

Economic development and a cleaner environment go hand in hand. Good employers simply do not wish to locate in an area that is so willing to foul its own nest. Where that happens, it is the bad actors who want to take advantage of weak or nonexistent toxics regulation. That is apparent from the proliferation of proposals for coal-fired power plants for this region. 

There is a possible solution to this dilemma. A "toxics tax" would serve to rapidly reduce our toxic emissions while allowing the Legislature to not raise other taxes. 

Reductions would occur because such a tax would be "voluntary." A company could choose to eliminate its poisonous emissions, thereby avoiding the tax. Businesses that do not pollute essentially would be unaffected by the tax but would reap the benefits of reduced inventory taxes that could result from a new source of revenue. 

Indiana is in a fiscal crisis. A new revenue source having the added benefit of enhancing our health at least deserves a thorough debate. As it is, our business-dominated Legislature wants to believe that a tax on pollution will detour economic development. The opposite is true. If we show the world we are serious about cleaning up our problem, changing the direction of years of abuse, we will become attractive to the kind of high-tech jobs we so desperately seek. 

A toxics tax is a 21st-century solution to Indiana's fiscal problem. If 142 million pounds of toxic pollution were taxed at a rate of, say, $10 per pound, it would yield $1.42 billion for the state. That figure would rapidly be reduced in most industries because it would provide a big incentive for industries to cut their pollution. The exception is probably the utility industry, because it is so tied to a continuing investment in 19th-century technology - coal. However, since our utilities are guaranteed a profit, the cost of compliance would be passed along to ratepayers, and since Indiana exports nearly half of the energy it produces, people from other states would help pay the tax. That is how it should be. 

Some detractors say, "But this has never been done." So what? Are Hoosiers so devoid of original thinking that we cannot seek to solve our problems unless someone else does it first? Now is a time of opportunity for Hoosiers. We can jump-start the 21st century, or we can remain stuck in the past with our children expected to pay the bill with their health.
