Frequently Asked Questions About the Clear Act

Senators Maria Cantwell (D-WA) and Susan Collins (R-ME) have introduced a 39-page climate bill called the CLEAR Act. Their plan simplifies and improves the complex cap-and-trade legislation passed by the House of Representatives.

* What does CLEAR stand for?  Carbon Limits and Energy for America’s Renewal

* What are the bill’s goals? To reduce U.S. greenhouse gas emissions 20% below 2005 levels by 2020, 42% by 2030 and 83% by 2050.

* How does it work? A cap is placed on all carbon-based fuels as they enter the economy. The cap declines steadily until the climate is stabilized.

Carbon permits are issued up to each year’s cap. Fuel companies purchase these permits at competitive auctions. The government then returns 75% of the permit revenue to all legal U.S. residents and dedicates the remaining 25% to investments in greenhouse gas reduction, green jobs, clean energy, transition assistance and more. This ‘cap, return and invest’ system spurs the transition to clean energy while protecting the pocketbooks of American families.

* How does it differ from cap-and-trade? 1) The cap-and-trade-bill allows U.S. polluters to continue polluting by buying ‘offsets’ that allegedly reduce pollution elsewhere; the CLEAR Act allows no such offsets. 2) The cap-and-trade bill gives much of the value of carbon permits to private corporations while raising prices to consumers; the CLEAR Act uses the full value of carbon permits to reimburse consumers and invest in a clean energy future.

* How will the CLEAR Act affect me? Three out of four Americans will get back more than they pay in higher prices. How you fare depends on what you do. The more carbon-based energy you use, the more you’ll pay in higher prices. Since everyone gets the same amount back, you’ll gain if you conserve and lose if you guzzle.

* How big will my dividends be? At $25 a ton for carbon permits, your dividends will total about $360 a year; a family of four will get $1,440. As carbon prices rise, so—automatically—will dividends.

* How will dividends be paid? Through automatic monthly transfers to the bank accounts or debit cards of everyone with a valid Social Security number.

* How does the CLEAR Act affect businesses? The only companies directly affected are those that produce or import fossil fuels. Over 99% of U.S. firms will face not a single new regulation, monitoring or reporting requirement.

* What about companies that face foreign competition? The bill imposes ‘border equalization fees’ on carbon-intensive imports from countries without comparable carbon prices.

* How does the CLEAR Act affect agriculture and forestry? Farmers and foresters who add carbon to the soil, plant new trees or reduce carbon in other ways can receive some of the public investments.
* At what rate does the cap descend? The cap begins in 2012 at the level of emissions in 2011. It is held at that level until 2014, then lowered by .25% in 2015. Thereafter, the rate at which the cap descends rises by .25% a year.

* Can the cap be lowered faster if the climate crisis worsens? Yes. The CLEAR Act includes a ‘fast track’ process under which the President can propose a change in the cap and Congress must vote on the proposal within 30 days.

* Does the CLEAR Act allow carbon trading? Yes, but only among fuel companies that are required to own permits. Wall Street traders are specifically excluded, and no offset trading is allowed.

* Is there a penalty for fuel companies that don’t buy enough permits? Yes, they have to pay five times the going permit price.

* How does the bill prevent a rapid rise in carbon prices? The CLEAR Act includes a ceiling price and a floor price for carbon permits. Initially, the floor is $7 a ton and the ceiling is $21 a ton. Thereafter, the floor rises by 6.5% a year plus inflation, while the ceiling rises by 5.5% a year plus inflation.

* How does the bill support carbon capture and sequestration (CCS)? It gives companies that verifiably capture and sequester carbon extra permits they can sell, thereby offsetting the higher price they pay for carbon. CCS projects can also receive money from the 25% public investment fund.

* How can I learn more about the CLEAR Act? Go to: http://www.supportclearact.org.

* What can I do right now to help? Contact your U.S. Senators and urge them to co-sponsor this important legislation.
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