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ABOUT

Deliberative
Polling
A rigorous social science method of public
consultation that has been implemented in 30
countries, over 100 projects at varying
jurisdiction levels, and on a variety of topics.

WHAT IS DELIBERATIVE
POLLING?
Pioneered by James Fishkin at
Stanford University’s Center for
Deliberative Democracy,
Deliberative Polling® is an
attempt to use public opinion
research in a new and constructive
way. The polling process reveals
the conclusions the public would
reach if people had the opportunity
to become more informed and
more engaged by the issues.
Usually with random sampling that
is representative of national
demographics, Deliberative Polls
are used to understand what the
public will would look like if the
people were given the platform
and information necessary to
engage with others.

THE PROPOSALS
This briefing material is created to
lay out proposals to that cover
issues at the forefront of political

WELCOME!
It is our pleasure to welcome you
to this deliberative discussion
inspired by Deliberative Polling.
During these two days, you will
join your fellow students in
discussing policy proposals for
issues facing the United States
today, and in hearing experts
discuss those issues in response
to your questions and concerns.
This deliberative discussion is
inspired by Deliberative Polling,
a rigorous social science method
of public consultation that has
been implemented in 30
countries, over 100 projects at
varying

jurisdiction levels, and on a
variety of topics. To help prepare
you to discuss the issues, we have
produced this briefing material. It
contains background analysis and
competing arguments for and
against different policy
proposals: a Civilian Climate
Corps, universal basic income, a
tax on the wealthy, electoral
reform, and a regional minimum
wage. Each issue briefing brings
together different points of view.

discussions in the United States
that may be particularly interesting
to young people. Why is it
important to discuss these topics?
Although young people are often
very interested in political issues,
many express not feeling like they
have a real opportunity for
expression and to learn more. This
is a perfect opportunity for you to
share your opinions, hear the
opinions of others and ask any
questions that can be helpful in
understanding the issues you are
exposed to. You don't have to
agree with your peers! The idea is
to have a respectful exchange of
ideas.
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Plenary Experts & Moderators
Alexander Keyssar is the Matthew W. Stirling Jr. Professor of History
and Social Policy at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard
University. He is the author of “Why Do We Still Have the Electoral
College?” which traces the origins of the Electoral College and the
historical efforts to reform it.

Cynthia Richie Terrell is the founder and Executive Director of
RepresentWomen and a founder of FairVote. She is an advocate for
electoral reforms to advance women’s representation and leadership in
the United States, including ranked-choice voting.

David Kopel is the Research Director of the Independence Institute; an
adjunct scholar at the Cato Institute; and adjunct Professor of Advanced
Constitutional Law at Denver University’s Sturm College of Law. He
has authored scholarly articles on the constitutionality of a national
popular vote.

Eileen Reavey is the National Grassroots Director of National Popular
Vote Inc, a non-profit dedicated to the promotion of the National
Popular Vote Interstate Compact.
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Norman Williams is the Ken & Claudia Peterson Professor of Law at
Willamette University College of Law and the Director of the
Willamette Center for Constitutional Government. In addition to
teaching Constitutional and election law, he has authored numerous
scholarly articles on the constitutionality of Electoral College reform.

Lawrence Lessig is a law professor at Harvard University and an
activist. Lessig's career began with a focus on constitutional and
comparative constitutional law. Beginning in the mid-1990s, his focus
shifted to the internet and intellectual property. Since 2007, his focus
has been on institutional corruption, and the fight to establish a
representative democracy in America.

Violet Saena is the Executive Director of Climate Resilient Communities.
Saena has served as an international climate change expert for over 10
years and has worked with various groups in a wide range of Less
Developed Countries (LDCs) to protect their communities from the
impacts of climate change.

Kif Scheuer is Climate Action Corps Director at California Volunteers,
Office of the Governor where he leads development and growth of the
California Climate Action Corps the country’s first state-level climate
service corps designed to foster meaningful opportunities for all
Californians to act on climate. He was previously the Climate Change
Director at the Local Government Commission. Scheuer was also the
Sustainable Communities Program Director at Strategic Energy
Innovations, where he headed the firm’s work on Climate Corps Bay Area.
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Anat Admati is a Professor of Finance and Economics at Stanford
University Graduate School of Business, a director of the Corporations
and Society Initiative, and a senior fellow at Stanford Institute for
Economic Policy Research. She is the co-author of the award-winning
book The Bankers’ New Clothes: What’s Wrong with Banking and What
to Do About It. In 2014, she was named by Time Magazine as one of the
100 most influential people in the world and by Foreign Policy
Magazine as among 100 global thinkers.

Lanhee Chen is a Fellow in American Public Policy Studies at the
Hoover Institution and Director of Domestic Policy Studies and
Lecturer in the Public Policy Program at Stanford University. Chen has
worked in politics, government, academia, and the private sector. He
has advised numerous major campaigns, including four presidential
efforts.

Mia Charity is the Chief Development Officer at the Close Up
Foundation, a nonprofit, nonpartisan civic education organization in
Washington, D.C. Close Up offers programming to educate and
encourage young people to participate in their civic affairs and
government.

Stephen Nuñez is the Lead Researcher on Guaranteed Income (GI) at the
Jain Family Institute where he leads research into guaranteed income
policy, testing its practical application and design. Previously, Nuñez was
Research Manager at ImpactMatters and a Research Associate in MDRC’s
Low-Wage Workers and Communities policy area. He has over a decade
of experience in research and program evaluation, with special expertise in
housing, workforce, and community development.
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Day 1

Click here for videos on
what will be covered today!
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Day 2

Click here for videos on
what will be covered today!

Climate
National service programs have long been an initiative
on behalf of the US Government to stimulate the
economy and address major societal issues. For
example, this method was implemented by President
Roosevelt as a part of his New Deal Program. The
programs built public works, such as roads, bridges,
hospitals and schools, and created 10 million jobs.34 By
bringing diverse groups of people together toward a
common goal, national service helps to foster civic
goals and increase civic responsibility and a sense of
3536
national spirit while adding jobs to the economy.
In January of 2021, President Biden announced his intent to create a Civilian Climate Corps (CCC)
that will "mobilize the next generation of conservation and resilience workers and maximize the
creation of accessible training opportunities and good jobs” in order to “conserve and restore public
lands and waters, bolster community resilience, increase reforestation, increase carbon sequestration
in the agricultural sector, protect biodiversity, improve access to recreation, and address the changing
climate.” 37
Even more recently, on April 1, 2021, Senators Coons, Heinrich, Luján, Neguse, and Spanberger
introduced a bill that would formalize this order.38The legislation would establish a Civilian Climate
Corps with the goals of putting Americans to work in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and
helping communities address climate change issues. The same week, the White House announced
support for $10 billion to establish a Civilian Climate Corps as part of President Biden’s American
Jobs Plan. As Sen. Coors stated:
“Eighty-eight years ago, President Roosevelt tapped into the power of national service to
address the unemployment crisis caused by the Great Depression and restore our environment
when he created the Civilian Conservation Corps… Now, as our country faces the COVID-19
pandemic and the threats posed by climate change, we have another opportunity to address both
challenges simultaneously. The Civilian Climate Corps Act will provide opportunities for people
across the country to help the most vulnerable communities prepare for the impacts of climate
change.”
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Civilian Climate Corps Funding
At the appropriate scale, the Civilian Climate Corps could become a cornerstone of economic
recovery by connecting its participants to training and employment; by building a force to tackle the
climate emergency; and by cultivating a more resilient nation, community by community.While the
program is still in development, questions have arisen around how many participants the CCC should
support. One possible path forward is to expand the organization to 3 million members, compensated
at a living wage.
Youth populations recognize the urgency of the climate crisis.39 For example, the International Youth
Climate Movement (IYCM) is a growing campaign that is building “education, creating awareness,
and taking action on climate change.”40Sparked by Greta Thunberg who began skipping school to
protest the atrocities of climate change, the movement has mobilized 14 million activists in 7,500
cities. 41
Given a rising sense of polarization in the US over the last decade, national service could also fulfill
the function of strengthening social bonds and healing divides.42As a recent report from the Brookings
Institution argues, public service can help to “rebuild civic and social connections by bringing
participants from different backgrounds, income levels, races, ethnicities, and areas of the country
together in shared experiences to solve public challenges.”43 Moreover, public service programs could
be crucial to mitigating post-pandemic unemployment among youth populations, and could
significantly decrease the economic hardships they face in the future.
Some people argue that national service is a cost-effective method to address pressing issues in the
United States. A Center for Benefit-Cost Studies in Education report found that in the U.S. youth
national service programs cost $1.7 billion total annually and returned a value of $6.5 billion, which
created a social benefit of 3.95 times more than the cost.44 Policy Study Associates found that schools
that had support from the existing national service program City Year AmeriCorps were two- to three
times more likely to see improvements in English and math proficiency among students.45
AmeriCorps members helped 25,000 unemployed coal miners in Eastern Kentucky find jobs in other
industries and contributed to a 26% decrease in violent crime in Detroit by forming neighborhood
47 46
watches and escorting kids to school. If the number of participants grows, and the resulting benefits
would accordingly increase.
Public service is an opportunity for those who can work to do so and further the public good. As Joe
Heck, Chairman of the National Commission on Military, National, and Public Service, stated, in "a
country of more than 329 million people, the extraordinary potential for service is largely untapped.”48
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Opponents of expanding national service programs point out that the scale of expansion being
proposed would be prohibitively expensive, especially at a moment of record-high federal budget
deficits. They also point out the current stipend levels for national service programs are unacceptably
low, requiring young people to live in poverty. The living stipend for an Americorps VISTA
volunteer in 2020 was less than $15,000, which is not enough in many parts of the country to cover
basic living expenses. But even assuming this stipend, expanding to 1,000,000 positions as some
have suggested would require a minimum annual budget of $15 million dollars, which would not
include the cost to administer the program.
While national service is cost-effective, this does not necessarily make it the most financially optimal
investment in terms of returns. Other government programs have higher returns than youth programs.
For example, NASA has an estimated ROI of $7 to $14 of new revenue for every $1 spent by the
government on the program. Thus, there may be more cost-effective ways to invest in solving climate
change. 49
Additionally, some argue that national service doesn't need to be expanded because the volunteer
system is already booming. 28% of millennials already do volunteer work, for a total of 1.5 billion
community service hours annually.50 Limitless voluntary programs and volunteer opportunities—
federally funded and otherwise not—exist throughout the country. Since AmeriCorps was founded in
1993, over 800,000 participants have completed more than one billion service hours.51Applications
already outpace funding and capacity, meaning that forcing more people to participate would be
difficult.52 As recent as 2016, there were 15 qualified would-be volunteers for every available
AmeriCorps spot.53 The infrastructure cost to scale the organizational capacity and absorb these newly
formed volunteer positions would be extremely costly.
At a time when government spending has reached an all-time high with the 2020 $2.3 trillion
coronavirus relief bill and recently President Joe Biden’s 2021 $1.9 trillion COVID-19 relief
package, many are worried that increasing spending even further could lead to severe economic
consequences.54 Deficit spending, or providing more services than taxes pay for, increases public debt,
which in turn threatens to trigger higher inflation, interest rates, and capital flight.55Over time, the cost
of servicing this huge increase in debt will become a larger portion of the budget, which ultimately
results in taxpayers getting less than they pay for. So while the reported social benefit of youth
service programs may be almost 4 times the cost, this could erode given rising inflation. The $10
billion bill proposed by Biden would expand AmeriCorps membership from 75,000 to 250,000 over
the next three years, as well as increase the living stipend for members. 56 Increasing membership in
the CCC to 3 million members would require a significant increase in public spending for national
service.
These benefits and drawbacks must be taken into account as we determine whether service in the
CCC will be voluntary or compulsory.
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Questions to Consider
In considering the proposal of increasing membership of the CCC, it is possible to consider the
objections and moral obligations people may raise as a result of their beliefs regarding climate
change. How would you feel about being mandated to serve for a year? Would you participate in the
CCC or a different organization you found independently? Should we instead gradually increase
membership? Is taxpayer money better invested in other ways? Are there better ways to address
climate change with public funds?

Keywords
Living wage: The minimum income necessary to support workers and their basic needs in a given
location
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Vulnerable Communities &
the Civilian Climate Corps
Scholarship and research studies have shown that the effects of climate change are concentrated
among specific populations. The 2018 Fourth National Climate Assessment found that:
Impacts within and across regions will not be distributed equally. People who are already
vulnerable, including lower-income and other marginalized communities, have a lower capacity
to prepare for and cope with extreme weather and climate-related events and are expected to
experience greater impacts. 57
Likewise, the World Economic Forum asserts that “communities of colour are disproportionately
burdened with health hazards” related to environmental pollutants.58 Finally, the NAACP notes that
“race is the number one indicator for the placement of toxic facilities” in the US.59 Given the evidence
that climate change will not impact everyone to the same extent, it is worth examining the role the
most vulnerable communities should play in the CCC.
Some people argue that communities disproportionately impacted by climate change have important
insights into how to combat climate change around the world. Therefore, they argue, these
communities ought to be represented to a greater degree in the CCC and similar organizations. This
already happens in groups like Intersectional Environmentalist, Indigenous Climate Action, and the
NAACP Environmental and Climate Justice Program. 61, 62, 63Each of these initiatives considers the
relation between climate impacts and factors like race, class, and region.
Moreover, supporters argue that the benefits and impacts of the projects executed by the CCC need to
be centered where the risk is greatest; ensuring that the most vulnerable communities play a larger
role in the CCC is a vital step to ensuring that the projects reach this goal. Communities that have
historically been impacted by climate change have important insights on climate action largely
because they have already experienced the detrimental effects of climate change. Therefore, they
should take up a disproportionate role in programs like the CCC. Indeed, in order for the CCC’s
projects to be sustained in the long term, it is critical that the communities have the capacity to carry
on with them beyond the scope of the CCC, thus ensuring that they are the ones setting the agenda
would increase the likelihood that the projects are in line with local needs, realistic, and achievable,
and would build capacity in frontline communities.
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Supporters also contend that it is fair for members of impacted communities to be disproportionately
represented in climate action organizations like CCC because they are disproportionately impacted by
climate change. Given the disproportionate impact of the climate crisis on certain communities,
members of those communities should assume leadership roles at the forefront of climate action,
including in the CCC. While low-income communities, communities of color, and Indigenous
communities disproportionately experience the effects of climate change, those same communities
have historically been under-represented in decision-making around climate action. As such,
weighting the input of stakeholders from impacted communities offers a way to redress the structural
inequalities of the previous under-representation. This would also contribute to diverse leadership in
the climate field by grounding the work in frontline communities and encouraging those most
affected to join because they could help their own communities.
On the other hand, some argue that it is fundamentally unfair for members of impacted communities
to be disproportionately represented in climate action organizations because that violates the idea of
equal and civil rights. The impacts of climate change are not restricted to a single community or set
of communities. As such, the scope of the CCC should be calibrated to the far-reaching, widespread
effects of climate change rather than focused on a specific set of communities. Leadership in climate
action should be restricted to figures who will weigh the needs of all communities equally, without
privileging any one given community over another. Moreover, some argue that the process of
designating certain communities “disproportionately impacted” can be very subjective, and thus
should not be incorporated into policy-making and climate action.
Foregrounding disproportionately impacted communities may result in unevenly distributed climate
action, or result in certain communities’ needs being addressed while others’ are inadequately met.
The CCC is not the only step and not the final step in the climate fight; CCC is both a political lever
and a climate program. We want to build a legacy and momentum nationally, some argue, and having
a program skew strongly towards impacted communities may leave other communities less engaged
in the climate fight and thus less supportive of long-term climate action, which ironically might
actually undermine the achievement of long-term benefits for impacted communities while having
near-term benefits for those same communities.
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Questions to Consider
How do you feel about the over-representation of some people in leadership? How should being more
vulnerable to climate change affect how you are represented in climate action, like the CCC? How
might this kind of approach reduce national support for climate action? What are some alternatives
for ensuring that the impact of the CCC reaches the most vulnerable communities and areas?

Keywords

Vulnerable communities: Communities most affected by the environmental effects of climate change,
such as people of color who are more likely to live near sites with higher rates of pollution, and
Indigenous populations whose land may be under threat due to fossil industry practices. A metric
would be created by the government where communities receive a score to determine the amount of
impact a community faces.
SHAPING OUR FUTURE | 27

Endnotes
https://livingnewdeal.org/what-was-the-new-deal/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/reports/2016/03/01/132039/utilizing-nationalservice-as-a-21st-century-workforce-strategy-for-opportunityyouth/#:~:text=National%20service%20also%20has%20helped,civic%20responsibility%20and%20c
ommunity%20spirit.&text=National%20service%20can%20be%20a,reconnect%20with%20school%
20and%20work.
36 https://corpsnetwork.org/blogs/moving-forward-initiative-the-african-american-experience-in-thecivilian-conservation-corps/
37 https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/27/executive-order-ontackling-the-climate-crisis-at-home-and-abroad/
38 https://www.coons.senate.gov/news/press-releases/new-legislation-for-civilian-climate-corpsintroduced-88-years-after-new-deal-era-ccc
39 https://doi.org/10.1111/cdep.12342
40 https://youthclimatemovement.wordpress.com/the-international-youth-climate-movement/
41 https://nonprofitquarterly.org/gen-z-climate-activists-reimagine-leadership-as-decentralized-anddemocratic/
42 https://www.hoover.org/research/has-american-public-polarized
43 https://www.brookings.edu/research/national-service-can-connect-americas-young-people-toopportunity-and-community-and-promote-work-of-real-social-value/
44
https://voicesforservice.org/research-and-reports/economic-value-national-service/
45
Paraphrased from: https://www.procon.org/headlines/mandatory-national-service-top-3-pros-andcons/
46
Paraphrased from: https://time.com/4824366/year-national-service-americorps-peace-corps/
47
Paraphrased from: https://www.michigan.gov/leo/0,5863,7-336-94421_95498_8074_8075-364227-,00.html
48
https://www.npr.org/2019/01/23/687715869/should-young-americans-be-required-to-do-publicservice-federal-panel-says-maybe
49
https://www.21stcentech.com/money-spent-nasa-not-waste/
50
Ibid
51
https://www.procon.org/headlines/mandatory-national-service-top-3-pros-and-cons/
52
https://www.nbcnews.com/id/wbna30322060
53
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/national-service-for-young-people-should-be-encouraged-but-not-required/2016/09/18/40c5a220-7c4b-11e6-ac8e-cf8e0dd91dc7_story.html
54
https://tradingeconomics.com/united-states/government-spending
55
https://www.newsweek.com/why-progressives-need-worry-about-high-public-debt-opinion-1575171
56
https://thehill.com/blogs/congress-blog/politics/544611-national-service-is-a-bipartisan-priority
34
35

SHAPING OUR FUTURE | 28

https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/chapter/front-matter-about/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/what-is-environmental-racism-pollution-covid-systemic/
59
https://naacp.org/issues/environmental-justice/
60
https://www.intersectionalenvironmentalist.com/
61
https://www.indigenousclimateaction.com/
62
https://naacp.org/environmental-climate-justice-about/
57
58

SHAPING OUR FUTURE | 29

Economic Inequality
Income inequality is rapidly rising in the United States, witnessing an increase of 20% between 1980
and 2016. One of the most notable trends is that the wealth gap between upper- and lower-income
63
families is widening, while the share of income held by middle-income families is falling.

Some argue that inequality in and of itself is not worrisome as long as free markets are working well
because individuals have the opportunity to work and thus improve their economic standing
regardless of the wealth gap. This line of argument claims that the amount earned by the top 1% of
the population “has no bearing on whether the bottom 20% can move up,” which means that
inequality is not a barrier to upward mobility. 64
On the other hand, although it is not a universal conclusion that income and wealth inequality should
be a source of concern, there is substantial evidence that demonstrates the adverse effects of
inequality on society as a whole. Rising income and wealth inequality has been linked with political
instability, lowered economic growth, increased health and social problems, and an overall lower
level of happiness and life satisfaction among the population.65 Some argue that people with less
wealth and lower incomes may experience less economic opportunity and mobility as inequality
rises. Others warn that the disadvantaged may also experience a negative effect on their political
influence, as inequality gives the wealthy a disproportionate share of power in the political sphere. In
this way, while there is a debate on how much inequality is tolerable within society, many agree that
the current trend could have far-reaching consequences. If we understand inequality to be an issue in
the United States, it is necessary to consider potential policy solutions to this problem.
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Regional Minimum Wage
66

The current federal minimum wage is $7.95 per hour, a rate that has not increased since 2009. Many
economists and labor groups agree that Congress should raise the federal minimum wage, but there is
less consensus about what the new wage should be. The minimum wage policy aims to prevent the
exploitation of workers and pull people out of poverty by requiring a base rate compensation of labor.
With the federal minimum wage extremely low and remaining stagnant, many Americans living off
of minimum wage have been unable to keep up with the increased cost of living. Additionally, many
point to the unchanging minimum wage as another force contributing to economic inequality. This
remains a massive issue in the U.S.; as of October 2020, the Fed reported that the top 1% of income
earners hold 30.4% of household wealth in the U.S. while only 1.9% of all wealth is held by the
bottom 50% of the U.S. income earners. 67
There are many proposals to adjust the minimum wage to ensure all full-time workers can earn a
livable wage. Many labor groups and unions advocate for a $15.00/hour minimum wage, which the
Congressional Budget Office estimates would affect 27 million workers and lift 1 million out of
poverty. The annual income poverty line for families of two in 2021 was $17,420; however, a person
working 40 hours, 52 weeks in a year would earn $15,080 if they earned the federal minimum wage.
Many advocates for an increase in federal minimum wage see it as an opportunity to draw a large
portion of the American population above this poverty line. On the other hand, many are concerned
that such a policy would place too much pressure on employers who are already struggling to pay
their employees after the COVID-19 pandemic, especially in states like Kentucky or Alabama where
the state minimum wage is at the current federal level. Opponents of a $15.00 minimum wage note
that the cost of living varies widely across the U.S., and that such a significant increase would
disproportionately impact employers in states or communities where costs are lower. Additionally,
economists estimate a $15.00 minimum wage would lead to between 500,000 to 1.5 million lost jobs
as employers reduce their number of workers in response to this higher wage. Proponents of the
$15.00 wage note that the increase would be gradual over five years to give companies time to adjust,
and that variation in the cost of living across the U.S. has narrowed.
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An alternative proposal is the implementation of a regional minimum wage. A regional minimum
wage would be based on the cost of living and current wage in a given area, and would automatically
increase over time with inflation. The United States is “made up of hundreds of micro-economies,”
68
and the purchasing power of the dollar varies greatly depending on where you are located. For
example, the average home value in West Virginia is $107,064, while in California it is $579,332.69
Under this proposal, the minimum wage would be higher in states like California that have a high
cost of living. Many argue that this will more effectively draw Americans out of poverty. First, it will
not put so much strain on employers and allow them to retain their current amount of employees.
Second, the employees will still be compensated enough to succeed in their community’s economy.
The goal of this proposal is to raise the minimum wage enough so that the number of full-time
workers pulled out of poverty is optimized while not raising it too high to cause “automation, a
reduction in low-wage worker hours, or off-shoring.”
Additionally, with the minimum wage being tied to inflation in a given area and automatically
increasing overtime, minimum wage adjustments will no longer have to wait for congressional
approval. This remains a massive draw to the proposal as stagnation in this policy area has led to a
continuous decrease in the value of minimum wage over the past twelve years with the devaluation of
the dollar. Congress will no longer have to play catch up with inflation, as minimum wage will be
adjusted automatically.
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Another argument in support of the regional minimum wage is that it could act as an equalizing lever
in the purchasing power in different areas. Jim Kessler and Ryan Zamarripa from Third Way, a
policy think-tank, propose a five-tier regional minimum wage. Table 2 illustrates the projected
purchasing power after the implementation of such an approach. They argue that a regional approach
would more effectively equalize purchasing power across the U.S.
The Economic Policy Institute compared this regional minimum wage proposal to the Raise The
Wage Act of 2019, which would increase the federal minimum wage to $15.00/hour by 2024. They
found that with a regional minimum wage, 15.6 million fewer workers would get a raise.
Additionally, 5.6 million fewer women of color would get a raise, and “among black workers, the
average raise in annual income for a year-round worker under the regional proposal is $1,700 less.”
These findings show that despite the purchasing power becoming more equal, the uneven distribution
of wealth among other demographics may not be improved in this proposal. Additionally, rural areas
would see smaller increases in the minimum wage than urban areas, which could deepen the
urban/rural divide. Opponents also point out that regional variation in wages has actually narrowed
over the last 50 years, making one standard federal minimum wage more appropriate and more
effective at raising the incomes of low-wage workers.
Support of a regional minimum wage comes down to citizens’ priorities in the face of economic
equality in the short run, and their perceptions of possible long-run outcomes. Some believe that with
improving purchasing power equality in the short run, economic equality and more even wealth
distribution will occur in the long run. However, others believe that with more equal and higher
incomes now, the purchasing power will likely equalize in the long run.
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Questions to Consider

How can minimum wage be federally regulated to ensure a larger percent of full-time workers are
earning a livable wage? Should the focus of minimum wage policy be on equalizing the nominal or
real value of an earned wage?

Keywords
Nominal wage: the numerical value of money received as a wage without taking into account
inflation or the purchasing power of the wage.
Real wage: the value of a wage taking inflation into account. In other words, wage as a measure of its
purchasing power.
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Universal Basic Income
UBI would be a federally mandated program consisting of an individual, universal, and recurring
monthly payment of $1,000 to all adult US citizens regardless of income or need. Supporters argue
that UBI has “potentially profound ramifications for inequality,” as it provides an important safety
net against poverty, and, more importantly, allows people to make long-term investments in
themselves; the certainty of receiving a UBI might allow people to invest in their education, start
their own businesses, build wealth for retirement, or just keep out of debt from medical bills and
other expenses.70 Not only would a UBI help people stay out of poverty, but it could also grow the
economy by boosting consumer spending.
Opponents complain that UBI would be expensive, though perhaps it could replace other welfare
programs. Some of the debate about UBI centers on whether it would be a supplement to current
welfare programs or a replacement. Critics of current programs argue it is more efficient to just give
people cash to spend as they need it, rather than allocate some government welfare dollars to food,
others to health care, some to education, etc. If a UBI does replace existing welfare programs, it could
result in reduced federal assistance to the very neediest, who may currently receive more than $1,000
per month in government support through various programs. Moreover, the sheer cost of the current
welfare system in addition to UBI might be unsustainable, meaning that it is a “one or the other” kind
of situation.
Opponents also argue that a UBI provides an incentive not to work because people will be paid
whether they work or not, which will mean that many able-bodied adults might simply choose not to
work or to work much less. Some argue that it is unfair for those who work to fund the inactivity of
those who choose to not work. Moreover, the implementation of UBI could harm the economy,
leading to stagnation or inflation. Some are concerned that some people might not spend the money
wisely; instead of investing in education, they might engage in recreational activities or buy illicit
drugs. In this way, UBI might not be capable of addressing inequality as well as those who support it
claim.
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UBI has been implemented in different countries across the world. A UBI program was run
nationally throughout Iran in 2010. The specifics of the Iran UBI are relatively similar to this
proposal, except that all working-age adults were given 29% of the measured median income as
71
opposed to a flat $1,000 USD. Supporters claim the benefits are evident, reducing inequality and
showing no signs of workers leaving the job market—the economy was, arguably, improved, as the
cash grants were used by those receiving them to support and expand their smaller businesses. 72
Another UBI program was run within the late 1970s in rural Manitoba, Canada, which offered
working-aged adults $16,000 CAD per year in response to a financial crisis. The UBI allowed more
workers to commit themselves to more secure, full-time work, but doubt is expressed regarding
whether or not this program could be practically carried out on a national scale.73 More recently, a
UBI program has been implemented in the Canadian city of Hamilton, Ontario, which offered
$17,000 CAD to a sample of 1,000 financially vulnerable adults. In the US, the city of Stockton in
California also conducted a similar program. Both programs have reported increased financial
support for recipients, while not reporting any lack of participation in the workforce, which suggests
that the UBI is successful in rural and urban environments alike. 74
Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic has illuminated how cash transfers of this kind can be
tremendously effective in alleviating poverty. Although not a UBI, the recent American Rescue Plan
provides the majority of children in low-income families access to minimum incomes and expands
child tax credits. Most working and middle-class families will get a child tax credit of up to $3,600
for each child under the age of 6 and of $3,000 for each child between 6 and 17, some of which will
come as a check from the government.75 This plan is expected to reduce the overall poverty rate from
76
13.7% to 8.7% this year, in addition to reducing child poverty by half.
However, universal basic income has not always produced the desired effects. A basic income
experiment was also implemented in Finland in the years 2017 and 2018, granting a fraction of
unemployed people regular payments of €560 EUR.77This program was considered subpar, showing
no changes in employment, questionable impact on subjective happiness, and recipients showed
preferences towards previously existing welfare programs.78 Supporters of the UBI claim, however,
that these issues are more about execution and implementation than the proposal itself, and the
failures of this specific program have not stopped other countries--such as India--from considering
similar programs. Similar observations have occurred in several national experiments held in
Mongolia within the last decade. While inequality and poverty have been diminished, the national
deficit has been inflated—again, supporters cite the cause primarily as poor planning.79
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Questions to Consider
Should the government ensure that all citizens receive a basic income regardless of their employment
status? Why or why not? Some say that such a program may be interpreted as a demand for freedom,
while others say it is a step towards fiscal stagnation. What are your thoughts on this proposal? What
are the reasons to support this proposal? What are the reasons to oppose this proposal? Should UBI
be implemented at the expense of all other welfare programs?

Keywords

National Deficit: also known as national debt; it means the amount of money owed by the
government to its creditors. Governments usually borrow money when their expenditure is greater
than the amount they have taken in from its citizens' taxes.
Welfare Programs: related to the idea of a “safety net,” whereby the government provides people who
are struggling to make ends meet, usually due to illness or difficulties in finding employment, with a
sum of money that is usually intended to help them meet basic needs.
Fiscal Stagnation: a condition of flat or slow growth in the economy which is usually related to high
numbers of unemployment, inflation (where the cost of goods increase) or economic policy that
prevents economic development.
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Taxes on the Wealthy
The US has a progressive tax rate. Earned income is taxed at a different rate depending on a person’s
income, with the aim that those with lower incomes pay less than those who earn more. The current
rates are 10%, 12%, 22%, 24%, 32%, 35% and 37%.

Historically, the wealthiest Americans have been expected to pay a substantial amount of their
80
income in tax. In the 1950s and 1960s, the wealthiest paid a top income tax rate of 91%. At present,
the top income tax rate is 37% and the income tax rate for the wealthiest 1% of earners stands at
81
24.7%. Notably, investment income is taxed at a lower rate than the taxes most Americans pay on
earned income (salary and wages) and higher earners do not pay 37% of all their income as tax, but
instead, 37% is a top marginal tax rate.
A top marginal tax rate means that any
amount of income above the specified tax
bracket, that will be taxed at the
corresponding rate. For example, a family of
4 with an income of $100,000, will not have
all of its income taxed at 24%, but will
instead pay a total of 6% in taxes due to the
different levels of taxation certain amounts of
income will face. This is highlighted in the
chart on the right.
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Some characterize this as unfair, and assert that the wealthiest find different ways of avoiding paying
82
their dues, such as setting up a multi-generational trust. With the expansion of technology, the likely
replacement of some of the workforce by machinery, and rising inequality, many view the taxation of
the wealthiest people in the country as a necessary step to ensure the government can fund public
programs. In fact, some of the wealthiest people in the country have expressed a desire to pay more
taxes. Billionaire Warren Buffet has said, referring to the US tax system, “the wealthy are definitely
83
undertaxed relative to the general population.” And, to address growing inequality, Bill Gates stated
that “we've updated our tax system before to keep up with changing times, and we need to do it
again, starting with raising taxes on people like [him]." 84
In comparison to other developed countries, taxation in the US is relatively low. Whereas in
European countries taxation exceeds 40% of gross domestic product (GDP), in 2018 for the US it
85
represented 24 percent of GDP.
In recent years, proposals for taxing the highest earners in the country have been widely discussed.
This proposal is to implement a 2% annual tax on any wealth over $50 million and 3% for wealth
over $1 billion. The tax base would consist of a household’s financial and non-financial assets such
as stocks and land (at market prices) minus a household’s debts. The wealth tax would be an
additional tax to the current tax systems such as federal, state, and local corporate income taxes,
individual income taxes on interest income, capital gains, and dividends, and estate and gift taxes.
Supporters of this proposal argue that taxation on the highest earners is a necessary step to ensure the
government has enough capital to invest in public services such as education, infrastructure, and child
care. Additionally, supporters view the wealth tax as a way to reign in the growing wealth gap in the
US, especially because the income of top 5% earners’ has long increased faster than that of others.
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In the face of the COVID-19 pandemic, the wealth tax has also been put forward by supporters as a
necessary step to mitigate the economic downfall suffered by many families.86 Specifically, Black,
Latino, Indigenous, and many immigrant people have felt the effects of the economic downturn more
than white people. Moreover, the wealthiest members of American society saw their wealth increase
87
while millions of citizens across the country suffered from the recession.
A 40% exit tax on wealthy Americans would be implemented in order to deter those who seek to
renounce their citizenship to avoid a wealth tax. If implemented, it is estimated that about 100,000
Americans would be subject to a wealth tax in 2023.
Opponents argue that this would be difficult to implement because of the likelihood of tax evasion
schemes, the difficulty of valuing assets, and a potential reduction in US economic output. They also
point to potential market distortions since it is likely that savings would be discouraged and
consumption encouraged. 88
Estimates vary over how much revenue a wealth tax could raise. For example, Kyle Pomerleau of the
American Enterprise Institute reviewed 13 publicly available revenue estimates of wealth taxes that
89
varied from $366 billion to $5.3 trillion over 10 years. This variation is likely due to uncertainties on
how to value privately held assets that do not have a straightforward market price such as stocks or
bonds. This uncertainty leads some to claim that it would, therefore, be better to reform the current
tax system rather than create a new tax structure.
Several countries in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD),
including Austria, Denmark, Germany, Finland, Iceland, Luxemburg, Ireland, and Sweden, chose to
repeal their wealth tax during the last 30 years because of limited revenue collection, and high
administration and compliance cost, tax avoidance, and evasion. The experience of enacting and then
repealing wealth taxes shows that they were not effective tools. Notably, France repealed their wealth
90
tax in 2018 and replaced it with a tax on real estate. Six OECD member countries (Norway, Spain,
Switzerland, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Italy) still administer an annual net wealth tax, and net
wealth taxes made up 3.79 percent of total tax revenues in Switzerland in 2019.
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Questions to Consider
In contemplating the contentions for and against more progressive tax structures, it is possible to
consider the role of taxes within a state. Does there exist a moral obligation to uphold the collective?
What are your thoughts on this proposal? What are the arguments in support of this proposal? What
are the arguments against this proposal?

Keywords
Gross Domestic Product (GDP): refers to the total value of all services and goods produced in a
country, usually in the span of a year.
Bonds: a document that represents a loan between an investor and a borrower.
Dividends: a distribution of profits by a corporation to its shareholders. When a corporation earns a
profit or surplus, it is able to pay a proportion of the profit as a dividend to shareholders.
Capital gains: the profits from the sale of an asset, such as shares of stock, a piece of land, or a
business.
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