
This research was commissioned as part of wider research being undertaken by Green Alliance for our 

TransformTax project into potential ways in which the tax system could be transformed to help address 

environmental issues.  

The objective of the project was to understand the public’s spontaneous and considered views of:  

• The idea of transforming the tax system to encourage more sustainable and environmentally 

friendly behaviours.  

• Specific ideas for ways the tax system could be changed – whether this be the implementation 

of new taxes, or the changing of current taxes. 

• Underlying principles that should be used to make decisions around changing the tax system. 

Fieldwork was conducted in between 26 and 28 March 2021 with a nationally representative sample of 

2,076 UK adults. 

18 participants took part in three, two hour sessions over three consecutive weeks in May 2021. Over 

the course of the jury process, participants discussed the context of the UK tax system, climate change 

and environmental degradation and were introduced to ideas for greening the tax system and informed 

on the context and different views. They completed pre-tasks and were provided with written 

information as well as video explainers by experts from the Institute for Government and the 

TransformTax advisory board, as well as Green Alliance. 

Jury sample 

The jury was selected to represent a range of attitudes on climate and the environment, as well as 

attitudes towards tax cuts or tax increases. 

5 Ethnic minority 13 White-British 
10 women 8 men 

9 ABC1 9 C2DE 

6 18-34 year olds 7 35-54 year olds 5 55+ year olds 

6 South West and urban 6 North West and suburban 6 Wales and rural 

 

Stimulus materials 

As well as general information about the environment, climate change and the tax system, the jury was 

provided with the following information about specific green tax proposals. 

 

  

https://green-alliance.org.uk/transform_tax_project.php


 

  

                                        

                       

                                                                                                     

                                                                                                               

                                                                                

                                                                      

                                                                  

                                                                         

                                                

                                                            

                                                                       

                                                                           

                                               

       

                               

                                  

                                

                                   

                                 

           

                                 

                                     

                    

                                    

                                 

                                    

                                      

                 

                                             

                          

                                 

                               

                               

                                 

                                 

                                  

                

                         

                             

                       

                         

                                 

                                 

                      

                              

                          

                               

              

                            

                            

                        

                             

                              

                             

                    

                               

                         

                              

                         

                             

                             

                              

       

                                      

                               

                           

                                   

                               

                                 

                             

                        

                           

                              

                       

                       

                                        

                       



 

 

                                        

                                                                                                

                                                                        

                                                                   

                                                                         

                                                   

                                                                            

                                                                    

                                                                    

                                                                 

                                                                      

                                                                      

                  

                       

       

                                     

                                 

                                  

                              
                                

                                   

                                  

                                

    

                                  

                                

                                     

                               

                               

                        

                                 

                     

                                        

                                             

                             

                         

                              

           

                           

                    

                          

                             

                          

        

                                

                                     

                                     

                                  

                               

                                   

       

                                 

                                     

                               

                                  

                                  

                                 

                          

                                 

                               

                                     

                          

                             

   

                          

                                

                                

                      

                               

                                    

                              

                                      

                    

                                      

                              

                                      

                   

                                     

                                 

                                 

                              

                           

                           

                                 

                                

                                  

             

                       



  

                                                         

   
          

              

           

                    

                    
       

        

                                                                                                            
                                                                                                         

                        

                                   



 

 

                                        

                                                                                                      

                                                                                                                

                                                                                                        

                                                                               

                                                                      

                                                                    

                                                                        

                      

                                                                     

                                                                       

                                                                          

                                                                        

                                                                       

                                                                        

         

       

                                     

                               

                     

                                   

                                    

                                    

                                

                                   

                                 

                           

                                     

                                 

                                

                                 

                 

                                        

                                             

                              

                               

        

                              

                                

                        

                         

                                  

                             

                         

                                 

                    

                               

                 

                               

                              

                       

                                

                              

                                

                                 

                              

                                   

                            

                                 

                             

                                    

                                 

                             

                                

          

         



 

 

                                                              
                                                                   

                                         

                              

               

              

             

   

             

              

           

                 

    

                   

                

                 

    

             

                

           

             

                   

                

                

  

             

                

                

             

    

                                         

            

                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                  

                                                                                              

                                                                                   

                                                                       

                                                                          

                                                                       

                                                                          

                                                                                  

                                                                       

                                                                         

                                                     

       

                                   

                                  

      

                               

                                 

                                    

                                    

                    

                                   

                                    

                                     

                                  

                                  

                                  



  

                                         

                                             

                      

                        

                        

                               

          

                          

                            

                        

          

                                      

                                 

                                 

      

                                 

                    

                               

                 

                             

                         

                             

                               

             

                             

                            

                    

                               

                             

                  

                                  

                                

                              

                          

                  

                                 

                                  

                               

                          

                                     

                    

                        

                           

                           

                    

                        

                             

                  

                

                               

                            

            



 

                                         

                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                        

                                                                                                      

                                                                     

                                                                    

                                 

                                                                        

                                                                               

                              

                                                                          

                                                                  

                                                                             

                                                                            

            

       

                            

                                   

                                 

                           

                              

                                    

                                  

                               

                                

                                

                                 

                          

                              

               

                                         

            

                                             

                              

                                

                      

               

                                 

                               

                             

                  

                                    

                             

                                

                     

                                  

                            

                                   

       

                                

                    

                           

                     

                           

                       

                                

                    

                       

                                    

                                 

                                

                                 

                                    

                                     

           

                          

                            

                        

                           

                           

                           

                        

                             

                                 

                          

                             

                             

                

                               

                             

          

                                    

                                     

                                  

                            

                  

                                  

                              

                                

                                 

                                     



The jury were also shown short explainer videos created by members of Green Alliance’s TransformTax 

team, its advisory board and the Institute for Government. A summary of what they were told is 

provided below. 

The UK tax system (Gemma Tetlow, Chief economist at the Institute for Government) 

The UK tax system has three main objectives: 

• Raising money to spend on public services and infrastructure 

• Redistribution  

• Deliberately encouraging or discouraging some behaviours 

The latter usually tries to align the private cost to an individual with the wider social costs that are 

imposed on society. 

The UK tax system could do more to become greener. 

Taxes are not the only tool government has – it can also use regulations.  

Most taxes are successful if they raise revenue but green taxes are different – a successful green tax 

could change behaviour enough that it raises very little money. 

 

Green VAT (Arun Advani – Assistant professor of economics at the University of Warwick) 

VAT is one of the three biggest taxes. Most items are charged at 20 per cent, but there is a reduced rate 

for certain things, like household gas, and a zero rate for things like food.  

This can create problems because it can make some environmentally harmful products relatively 

cheaper than other products. 

Fixing VAT could be simple because it will just change rates. We could see costs increase on some 

products and decrease on others. 

There are downsides – for many of the items affected, like gas and meat, poorer households spend a 

greater share of their income on them, although richer households spend more on these items in total. 

                                                                       
                                                                    
                         

                                         

                                                        

              

            

           

          

        

               

              

            

          

               

               

           

            

   



However, VAT can raise lots of revenue – we can use some of the revenue to give back to poorer 

households, for example through income support, adjustments to the welfare system or other new 

methods. 

There is also the risk of lobbying from people whose products will be affected by price changes.  

Benefits of changing VAT include: 

• It raises lots of revenue 

• It has a direct effect on spending 

• It can make some products cheaper (as well as some more expensive) 

• It would be simple to change 

 

Materials tax (Hector Pollitt – Chief economist at Cambridge Econometrics) 

A materials tax increases the price of materials inputs which could include things like wood, plastics, 

sand and gravel 

Some materials are rare and others are widely available. 

We already have a few examples of similar taxes – minerals like sand and gravel are taxed at extraction 

in the UK. The plastic bag charge is a similar idea. 

This idea hasn’t been studied in great detail and it could be designed in a few different ways. A charge 

could be levied on the consumer or on the producer.  

It aims to  

• Reduce consumption of scarce resources 

• Reduce the impacts of extraction of all resources 

• Discourage waste 

• Raise tax revenues which could be used for environmental purposes or to reduce other taxes 

Carbon consumer tax (Libby Peake, Head of resource policy at Green Alliance) 

Some producers already pay a carbon tax but costs do not always pass through to consumers and aren’t 

always visible. A carbon tax on consumers would increase the cost of products which are associated 

with more emissions. This could include things like meat, dairy and textiles. 

It would be complicated because it’s hard to assess the carbon footprint of lots of individual products. It 

could be simplified so that all products of the same type are charged the same tax although this could 

be less effective. 

The drawbacks include: 

• The tax deals only with carbon emissions and not with other environmental impacts 

• There could be a negative impact on low income households. 

Carbon tax on producers (Sam Fankhauser, Professor of climate change, economics and policy at the 

University of Oxford) 

Most economists agree that putting a price on carbon is essential for the fight against climate change. 

Putting a price on carbon makes the polluters pay and forces emitters to face the environmental costs of 

their actions and manage their emissions more proactively. 

A tax on producers is one way to put a price on carbon. This makes it simple to administer because 

there are a small number of emitters to collect tax from. 



Emitters will pass the costs on so that consumers also face the carbon price and are incentivised to 

reduce their emissions too. 

A carbon tax also raises revenue which could be used for lots of things like:  

• The Covid recovery 

• Low carbon projects 

• Given back to households 

Road pricing (Zoe Avison, Policy analyst at Green Alliance) 

The government currently taxes motoring through a tax on fuel and a tax on vehicle ownership. These 

taxes don’t apply to electric vehicles so will fall away as we shift to electric cars.  

This is a problem because motoring taxes currently raise around five per cent of all tax revenues raised. 

Road pricing taxes drivers based on how much they drive. There are a few different possible designs: 

• A national system could charge a flat rate per mile, using information already collected by 

insurance companies. 

• Another system could add an extra fee for city centre or motorway driving.  

• A more sophisticated scheme would charge based on where and when a car is driven. Driving 

at peak time in a congested area could attract a higher cost, helping to reduce congestion. 

Road pricing could mean drivers who choose not to drive on congested roads are rewarded. It could 

also raise money to invest in public transport so that people have alternatives to driving. 

There are drawbacks: the costs of driving could increase for some, particularly if they have no choice 

but to use busy routes, although they could benefit from less busy roads. 

A full road pricing scheme would also need to collect data on where a car is driven. Many people 

already have a black box fitted to their car. For full road pricing to work every car would need a black 

box. This wouldn’t be necessary for a scheme that charges a flat rate per mile, but that type of scheme 

might be less effective. 

 

 


