Strange Times in New Boston –Episode #4 – Town and School Warrant Articles

Welcome to Strange Times in New Boston, and welcome to fourth episode of this podcast.  I am Glen Dickey and will be your host and guide as we explore these “Strange Times” we have found ourselves in.  This episode is going to cover the Town and School Warrant Articles.  If you have any comments or questions about the podcast, please send them to me at StrangeTimesInNewBoston@hushmail.com.   
The advent of Winter changes our behavior.  And in my case, I am feeling super non-risk adverse today.  I’m ready for crazy.  Normally I have the motorcycle to keep me in tune with reality but as it is now the middle of winter, I need to find something else.  I know I will do a podcast on the upcoming town election.  Now that’s crazy.  A lot of people have opinions but how many will actually put them online?  Just to make things more fun I think I will rush to publish it.  So, without further ado here goes.
Article 33
The most interesting thing that occurred in the Town Deliberative session was Article 33 that was added to the Warrant Article by petition the summary reads; “Shall the Town vote to support the New Hampshire Resolution to take action on carbon pollution.”  The detailed description of the article goes on to explain that the warrant article seeks to urge federal and state elected representatives; “to enact carbon-pricing legislation” and directly supports New Hampshire House Bill 735.  
Representative David Woodbury and Representative Kat McGhee spoke at the deliberative session in favor of the warrant article.   The representatives went on to explain that “carbon-pricing is not a tax”, “that carbon-pricing is revenue neutral”, and that everyone in the state would get a check.  Representative McGhee is apparently an expert on this subject and was identified as one by Representative Woodbury. Well that sounds good, you get a check, it’s not a tax, it’s revenue neutral (whatever that is).  It sounds good, in fact it sounds a little too good, and you know how the old saying goes; “if it sounds too good to be true, it probably is.”  While I am no expert on the subject of carbon pricing like Representative McGhee, I can read, and I do watch a lot of CSPAN (probably too much in fact).  In their comments our representatives make two specific points that I would like to refute; 
1) It’s not a tax.
2) It’s revenue neutral.
I would like to go on and make two assertions of my own about carbon pricing;
1) 	Carbon pricing is regressive taxation.  
2) 	It’s good for New Boston.
1) It’s Not A Tax
[bookmark: _GoBack]First off let’s get our facts straight.  You cannot dig into the literature about this subject without immediately encountering the fact that the people that think up fiscal schemes like carbon-pricing regard it as anything other than a tax.  When the policy wonks get together to have learned discussions on CSPAN and they talk about the subject they call it tax.  By all means though don’t take my word for it but would you take the word of a policy discussion group at the Stanford’s Hoover Institute?  Would you take their word for it?  What about Donald Marron the Director of Economic Policy Initiatives at the Urban Institute?  He seems to think that “carbon-tax, carbon fee, carbon price” (54:36) are all interchangeable.  By all means feel free to plow through the three hours of content in the link provided it is fascinating stuff but when you are done you are going to inescapably come to the conclusion that the elite’s individuals on these on the discussion groups regard it as a tax.  
Before we go further let’s talk about carbon-pricing from a 30,000 foot view;  “Carbon-pricing”, “Carbon-tax”, “Carbon fee”, “Climate income”, “Carbon fee and dividend” are all variations of a fiscal scheme to generate revenue that might then be used to combat global warming.  In the case of Carbon-pricing the way it works is that the state forces the producer or distributer of fuels, that will release greenhouse gases when consumed, to pay a fee based on the amount of greenhouse gases in the fuel.  The money from the fees is collected into a pool and periodically the pool of money is divided among some group of people.  The system is designed to produces economic drag on fuels, and the consumers of fuels, that emit C02 when consumed.   That’s the basic idea.  In the case of House Bill 735 that Warrant Article 33 supports, the situation is a little different, but I am going to dig into that a little later, so for now let’s just try and decide if carbon-pricing is really a tax.  Wikipedia defines tax as;
 “A tax (from the Latin taxo) is a compulsory financial charge or some other type of levy imposed upon a taxpayer (an individual or legal entity) by a governmental organization in order to fund various public expenditures.”
Which sounds exactly like carbon pricing.  The government want to force someone or some business to give them money under penalty of law is exactly what a tax is, and carbon pricing is a tax.  If our Representatives want to split semantic hairs and say that a fee is somehow different from a tax I would welcome the opportunity to hear how.  Call it a tax or fee it still meets the definition of a tax.  Even if you wanted to argue that it isn’t a tax on the citizens directly it still has a tax component on someone.  
Now if you are with me that carbon-pricing in its most basic form is a tax the question then becomes why would your elected representatives stand in front of a room full of you and claim that it wasn’t?  There is a very simple answer to this question.  The answer is that if you came out and asks the public to support a massive gas tax, let alone a massive new tax on all energy, the public will get out the pitchforks and torches and probably throw rocks at your house.  This is the topic that seems to occupy most of the discussion on the Hoover Institute policy group.  How do we sell a massive new tax on energy to the American people?  I don’t know why our elected representative would stand before us and say things that require such extreme semantic hair splitting.  Perhaps I am focusing on wrong part of the claim perhaps, perhaps I should be focusing on what the definition of what IS is.  People will do strange thing to further their political agenda, but I think it is best to leave it to the voter to divine whether our Representatives sincerely belief that carbon pricing is not a tax.
2) It’s revenue neutral
Now our representatives claim that House Bill 735 if implemented would be revenue neutral.  The common definition of revenue neutrality is that implementation of HB 735 would not require any new taxes to fund its operation.  There are a couple of problems with claims.  
First off, HB 735 would be revenue neutral to who exactly?  To the fuel distributor who has to sell his fuel for more?  To the consumer who now finds that the fuel they are accustomed to using now cost substantially more?   HB 735 might make more sense if there were a ready waiting alternative fuel market that the consumers might switch to but the truth is most of us are going to be filling up our tanks with a petroleum product and even we could afford an electric vehicle we might not be able to afford to fill our tanks with expensive New Hampshire electricity.  Beyond these concerns the fiscal note attached to HB 735 estimate it is going to cost 5% of any money raised as the cost of administrating the program, and that only 70% of the revenue collected would ever be returned to the citizens.  Even in the best case scenario with estimates coming exactly where predicted the state is only planning to return 70% of the money collected!  Is it revenue neutral if you tax my local gas provider $10, so they raise their price $10, I still have to get to work so I buy the expensive gas and you then give me $7 back later someday?  That sounds like it just cost $3 more in taxes at the.  Now the figures won’t obviously be ten dollars but the point is that even in the best case the idea that they are going to give all the money taken in but is just not true.  It says this right on fiscal note attached to the HB 735.  Again, we are back to splitting semantic hairs about what the definition of “revenue neutral” is.   Maybe our representatives should add in some other factors in favor of HB 735 like zero calories and zero grams of salt.  In the context whether HB 735 is actually revenue neutral they make about as much sense. 
In the second place, HB 735 would revenue neutral when exactly?  Forget for a moment that they have only ever planned to give back 70% of the money collected.  Carbon-pricing schemes are only ever revenue neutral at the start of the process.  One of the major goals of carbon-pricing is that the amount spent per ton goes up over time.  In the case of HB 735 the fee starts at $20 per ton of CO2 and increases 10 dollars a year.  The first year the program is slated to generate revenue of about 150 million dollars but by 2023 with the planned expansions the program will be generating 712 million.  While the program outlined in HB 735 might returning 70% of the revenue in the first year you should expect that number to fall as time goes forward.  If the experience of other states is any help the fine people of Switzerland have a carbon pricing returning a modest 67% of revenue and those in British Columbia only receive 40% return on their money.  Even if you concede that the program outlined in HB 735 is revenue neutral at the start there is little to no hope that it will stay that will ever stay that way.  A pool of 712 million dollars in 2023 will prove and a treat so delicious that it will be hard for even hardened fiscal conservatives to resist and we should expect the Left to have no power to resist the lure of “All the Good” they could do with such a vast store of loot.  Whatever it is at the start by the states own estimates it will increase by a factor of five in just four years.
I would like to switch gears now and make two points of my own;
1) Carbon pricing is regressive taxation.  
Carbon-pricing schemes are hardest on working class people and aren’t great for the middle class either.  It’s seems odd to have to point out to our representatives who are so clearly affiliated with the political Left that the policies they support will affect the working class worst of all.  The poor and working class will be inordinately affected by a change in the cost of energy because energy is a larger portion of their budget that it is for other classes.  Additionally, working class folks typically have longer commutes and less financial ability to transition up to a new electric vehicle or upgrade their home heating system.  Beyond just the immediate effects of requiring all of us to budget more for our energy, a tax on energy is going to increase the economic drag basically on all human activity and while that might be acceptable now while the economic watch is ticking away when what is going to happen when the ticking stops?  Every new tax we add to our business environment only serves to make doing business in our state less attractive and when businesses pack up and move away it is the poor and working class that are get hammered.   Now I might be a heartless Liberty Republican but if we are going to have a great big new tax maybe we shouldn’t fund it on the back of the poor and working class?  
2) It’s good for New Boston.
I think it’s a bad idea when the government decides to start picking economic winners and losers.  Think of Solyndra.  I don’t think it’s a good idea when my team does it, and I think it is even a worse idea when the other team does.  Social engineering is ugly and often produces unanticipated consequences.          Let’s make no mistake HB 735 is definitely going to pick winners and losers, but we have to get into the weeds to see how.  HB 735 collects money from everyone who buys fuel but distributes (70%) evenly to all adults.  Everybody is going to get the same check, which might be great if you are an urbanite without a car who takes public transportation to work, but if you are someone who commutes to work, say someone who lives in a rural community and commutes to a city (I am look at you Mass commuters) then don’t expect to get anything back like what you paid in.  HB 735 is unquestionably going to fall more heavily on the rural commuter portion of the demographic and that means a lot of us locals including yours truly.  This burden is the second of the two sticks that carbon-pricing seeks to wield not only does it punish consumptions it returns the rewards without regard to how much you spend.  You get hammered by the price at the pump and then you don’t get the dividend in proportion to what you spend.  Does that sound good to you?  It doesn’t sound that good to me.  In fact, now it sounds like just another way to soak me for something that I don’t want and can’t use.  
Why are we doing this?
It’s about this point that you should be asking yourself why you are pursuing this goal at all.  Do you know?  Exactly how much effect is this massive intrusion into the energy market going to have on the global temperature in one hundred years?  If you don’t the answer to that question and won’t question the rationale behind the HB 735 maybe you should wear brighter colors.  Moment of truth, as a person who believes in Empiricism with a capital E, I think that some anthropomorphic climate effect is extremely likely.  That being said, I don’t think this ball is in our court any longer.  We aren’t the emissions monster were once were and we are getting cleaner all the time.  The people that are going to dump the most emissions into the atmosphere in the next one hundred years are far and away the Chinese.  I don’t see any way around this as a geopolitical reality.  China is determined to resume its former role of a major geopolitical player with a zone of influence in Asia, and beyond as time and circumstance allow and that takes energy.   Hell, we are lucky when they tell us they are having a plague, they will not be deterred from building coal fired power plants by some whiny foreigners.  

As a final point HB 735 stalled on the New Hampshire House floor, you heard correctly, HB 735 has been tabled in the democratically controlled New Hampshire House.  It out of committee with an Ought to Pass with Amendment recommendation but was sent to the nether zone known as being “laid on the table”.  When a bill is laid on the table it is not dead but requires a vote to bring it back into consideration by the House.  Bills are typically laid on the table for a couple of reasons; 1) to kill them without actually be honest saying you are killing it, and 2) to preserve it when you are not strong enough to get it passed.  If I were a betting man, I would bet we will see an attempt to remove HB 735 from the table after the results of this election (whatever the result).  
History
I know something about history, and can’t we point to government interference in the free market as a force that helped in producing the very Big Oil which they now seek to destroy with carbon pricing?  Let me see if I understand; the state made bad choices in the 1930s and created a surge in oil based solutions and now they want a do over?  Really?  Why should the citizens trust you AGAIN?  Big government interventions in free markets create distortions that must inevitably be resolved.  The world gets cleaner when individuals choose and create real demand, not when states and governments support artificial demand.
The Town
Before I get into specifics, I want to repeat the best advice I have about local taxes, it is the same thing I said when I was an elected official, vote YOUR pocket book.  If you can afford a new service and are willing to pay for it maybe you should consider voting for it, if you can’t afford the service or don’t want it then don’t support it.  (And try not to hate your neighbors whatever their opinions.)   I originally got involved in town government on the finance committee and expect to find gold bars hidden somewhere and I didn’t find that at all.  To my jaded corporate eyes, the town really seemed to pretty well run.  And I still pretty much think that.  When I first joined the finance committee in 2010, I can assure you that my perception was that Brandi Mitroff “nickel and dimed” the various departments and when I left in 2019 that was still my impression.   I can still hear Brandy voice asking if the department really needed many more paper towels?  (Brandy Mitroff in particular, and people like her in general are true civic treasures.)  In this cycle, as in many cycles, most of the stuff on the town side warrant is boiler plate.  Vehicles get old, technology changes, stuff breaks, and time roll on. 
And then there is the new fire station.  After Article 33 the new fire station is next most contentious issue on the warrant, and I think that it is only a contentious issue because the school is hoovering up so much of our taxes.  I’ll get into the school in a minute but for now let’s stick with the fire station.  Here are the factors that play in my mind regarding the fire station;
When It’s You
1)  If you are ever in an emergency situation and NEED, and I mean NEED, someone to help you it will probably change the way you see the entire class of people who play these roles in our society.  Fire and Emergency are civic heroes and deserve to be accorded respect and honored.  The swift intervention of Fire and Emergency personnel regularly change the course of people’s lives, people would die at times were it not for their intervention.  The moment you are in the middle of that kind of situation you are going to understand the value of the people who deal with the serious problems.  When it’s your blood, when your house is on fire, when even worse happens and it’s a member of your family, and you or someone on your behalf makes that call that goes like this;
“911 what is your emergency?”
And then what you say is; “I NEED”.  You are going to mighty glad to see the people that arrive and help you through whatever horrible experience you are dealing with.  And at that moment the economic side of this argument is going fall apart.  There is more to your life than economics.  The desire for the security of knowing you are covered by capable, well equipped, well led, competent emergency response personnel is eminently reasonable.   
2)  We currently have a volunteer fire department.  From a financial point of view having a volunteer instead of a staffed fire department saves the tax payer an immense sum every year.  Keeping our fire department in the position to be able to be selective and attractive to volunteers maybe important to maintaining the vitality of that program.           
3)  Why is this issue so contentious?  Yeah, I know the new station is not cheap, but it’s not that much money either.   I think that the amount of turmoil caused by this issue is out of all proportion to the cost of the fire house, and I think I know why.  The tax dollars are being hoovered up by the school and that makes a lot of people unhappy and feel pushed around because they are being pushed around.  Unhappy people want to push back, and the new fire house is an issue that the unhappy tax payers can push back on and regain some control over their financial future.  That the supporters of the fire house don’t seem to connect the dots of why voters are mad, and because of that and make common cause with school financial reform is a missed opportunity.  The tax payers are mad and they have a reason to be, and the sooner the supporters of the fire house any other cause requiring finances figure that out the better.  Our community is diminished when long-time residents are forced to move due to tax considerations.       
4)  I hate taxes.  I really hate NEW taxes.  I don’t like forcing my fellow citizens to support my wonderful ideas and projects (and they are wonderful, and pure, and true) through force at all.  It’s a liberty hang-up that struggle with.  I have seen what happens when the tendency to agree to endless new demands gets out of control and its ugly.  While I don’t think there is enough community support to fund a new station privately, to my mind it would go a long way toto see a private campaign at least begin to raise money toward funding a new station.    
<phonograph record scratches/>
OH SHUT UP GLEN
It’s a good thing that I didn’t release this podcast a week ago because I would have to eat my words.  I have learned that there IS in fact a Go Fund Me page for building a new fire station in New Boston.  THIS is the kind of VOLUNTARY civic engagement that civically minded people should love to see.  Maybe we don’t come together as a community anymore to assist in putting up each other’s barns, but if you think of this as the 21st century virtual equivalent, it’s nice to see.    It’s all voluntary, and if popularly supported it can work.  I would encourage everyone to consider my comments and donate according to their desire and financial circumstances.
There is a link to the go fund me page in the notes for this Episode.
Article 31
Also on the Town Warrant is Article 31, “a new construction property tax exemption for commercial and industrial uses”, I don’t see much hope of giving the taxpayers any relief without some degree of commercialization and industrialization.  I would have preferred taxpayer relief come from reform of the educational system but the Educational Establishment being what it is, maybe that is a bridge too far.  Civilization and suburbia has pushed it’s shoulders into our rural land and to swim against some tides is beyond all power.  Protecting property values while relieving the tax stress on our population demographic is maybe the best we can hope for.  I am going to vote for Article 31.  
I think all of those things are important to consider but despite all of that this year my personal vote is going to be based on the first thing I said; vote your pocketbook.  In the last year I have gone through a major career change and was out of work for an extended period that I am still rebuilding from financially.  For me it’s just that simple this year.  I don’t vote for things I can’t afford, and as far as I am concerned if we just took a year off from taxes increases, that would suit me just fine.  I recognize that my personal situation is out of step with the good times many people are experiencing but I am voting from my pocketbook not theirs.  Just to be clear, with only a few exceptions I will not be supporting ANY warrant articles this year.
I think by this point I have infuriated all sides of this issue so it a good time to move on to talking about the school.   
The School
In researching this episode, I could not find the NBCS Warrant online.  In all seriousness, I am a first generation digital pioneer and I can’t find it.  That’s not cool.  I would hope that you would be able to type “new boston nh school warrant 2020” into a major search engine and get an immediate an unambiguous response.  I brought this concern to the attention of the school board, and chair Kary Jencks responded with placing a prominent link to the warrant article front and center on the NBCS web page.  Thanks Kary.
I think New Boston Central School is as good a public elementary school as I have ever seen.   I can’t offer any higher praise than to trust them with my own child.  The quality of the education our public school provides supports property values.  A good public school is literally worth money when it comes time to sell your house.  Apart from one highly publicized instance, I have known the teachers, staff, and administration at NBCS to be talented, caring professionals.  That being said, public schools operate under strictures that ensure that can essentially offer only one flavor of education, and that at a substantial price tag.  And if there is the villain in this story, it’s the system itself.  The price of educating a student is in SAU 19 is about 13,000 per year and isn’t likely to be reduced any time soon.  Because we are primarily a rural and residential community, and lack a substantial commercial base, the price of educating the average 2.1 child family cost far more than the house provides in property taxes.  How do we relive the pressure placed on our residents by such a system?  Economically it seems we have some choices;  
1)  We can commercialize and industrialize our community by offering tax rebates to businesses that relocate to New Boston.  This is a good idea, but it needs to be a long term play.  If we have a fire sale on future taxes, we might end with a community that looks little our dear community of today and doesn’t offer much in the way of benefit financially.
2)  We can change the way the fund education by using individual’s preference for different styles of education to spur development in the private educational market.  The 2018 Croydon decision and subsequent legislation by the New Hampshire House have left the door open to tuitioning children to private educational institutions.  We can still have a public school, a relationship with SAU 19, and offer parents and students the option to tuition to a private educational institution for less than full tuition.  That means that instead of educating a child for 13,000 dollars a year, we can offer parents and students the choice to engage in a different style of education that better suits their needs for less than what we spend at the public institution.  The additional funds would stay in the school and could be used to strengthen the public educational institution or be refunded to the tax payers.  It’s a simple idea, the school system gets a break, the parents and students get choice, and the tax payer wins.  Sounds like a no-brainer… so why aren’t we doing it?  A private market might not spring into existence instantly but the things that take the longest are the things that you never start.  What are we waiting for exactly?  Ahh, now we to come to it.  There is large group of financially interested parties vested in the educational system not changing.  They don’t want any change.  It doesn’t matter if you could provide a fool proof plan to offer free education for every child in five years.  Any change to the status quo qualifies you as being as bad as Hitler.  I while I would like to see New Boston institute a system similar to Croydon’s there are a lot of powerful interests determined to see that never happens.  
Again, and for the same reason I mentioned regarding the town warrant, I am not supporting new expenditures at the school until my personal finances improve with one exception and that is the Article 3.    
I supporting School Warrant Article 3 for the new windows, heating controls, AND relieving the burden on the taxpayer for a couple of reasons. 
1)  Financially there is no disadvantage to not doing this.  Sure, we have to float the cost of the project but we can reasonably expect the state to reimburse us, they have before.  If the state is handling out money, I see no reason not to get our piece of the pie.  This is OUR money were getting back, some funding this worthy project, and some being used to reduce the burden on the taxpayer.  And this year I am happy for the burden reduction I can get.
2) Protecting the building envelope is important, and we current do waste a lot of money on inefficient heating and cooling.  Additionally, the cost to maintain and repair the dated temperature controls that, if I recall correctly, are patched onto an even earlier system, have has simply passed the point of financial viability.  Upgrading the system piece meal would be even more expensive and chaotic and it is better just to fix it all at once.  
3) The kids will like it.  The existing system makes some classrooms too hot and others too cold.  If we are going to educate our children having a comfortable atmosphere to receive that education in probably matters.  
I believe strongly enough that there are real efficiencies to be had from connecting NBCS’s heating and cooling system to a modern internet of things temperature control system.  And considering that belief I will offer a one hundred dollar forfeit to some worthy local organization if we don’t see a decrease in the price-adjusted cost of heating and cooling after the project is complete.  If I was still on the school board, I would have supported this article.
The Selectman’s Race
If wonder if anyone else has noticed, that prominent local Democrats have David Litwinovich signs in their yards, isn’t he a Republican?  I don’t know about you, but I feel a real sense of cognitive dislocation when I see a Republican political sign next to a Bernie Sanders sign.  What gives?  I asked around and apparently the local Left is terrified of David’s fellow candidate Joyce Arivella and believes that her election would be a “blood soaked reign of terror”, or something to something to that effect.  The Left is at any rate so concerned that they would prefer to vote for her fellow Republican David Litwinowich.  I know both of the candidates a little and can say that I respect both of them.  Joyce is unquestionably passionate about holding down costs, and David really did regularly come to the School Board meetings and stay informed about what the board and the town was up to.  Neither candidate has requested an endorsement and I am not offering one but I do want to say that I don’t think Candidate Arivella is a monster to be feared, nor do I believe that Candidate Litwinovich’s view so closely align with the political Left that his status as a Republican should be questioned.  In my view our community is fortunate to have two strong candidates to choose from.    
Regrettably, I have to report a piece of errata in the last episode I said that Professor Jason Sorens went to Princeton, and it turns out that he in fact went to Yale.  Sorry about that Jason.   
Well that’s the end of this journey.  Thanks for letting me narrate our shared travels through these strange times.  Next episode I will discuss our 45th President Donald J. Trump, and after that it will be time to look back in on our favorite comrades in the state house and see how forging the new glorious socialist utopia is going.   
If you have comments or questions about the show send them to me at StrangeTimesInNewBoston@hushmail.com.  If you would like to support the show financially feel free to contribute at StrangeTimesInNewBoston.podbean.com
Live Free or Die.



