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MEMORY Collective attention
declines according to
maths p.162

WORLD VIEW We must mentor
students in their own
languages p.163

MERCURY RISING Melting Arctic
permafrost will release toxic
metal p.164

Wanted: a fair carbon tax

Unrest in France at a rise in fuel prices highlights how the necessary transition to a clean economy
must be carefully managed.

T

he principles of corporate change management stress that,
although transitions must start at the top, the real change needs
to happen at the bottom. That’s a lesson that French President
Emmanuel Macron perhaps wishes he’d remembered as protestors
rioted in the Paris streets over the past few weeks against a planned
new green tax that would have made fuel more expensive.
The movement has some support from economists, who tend to
view the blanket introduction of such green taxes as regressive: the
poorer people are, the greater the proportion of their income they
spend on basics such as fuel, and so the heavier they find the burden
when those goods are taxed. Hence the French ‘Yellow Vest’ protestors
have complained — with some justification — that the new fuel tax
places an unfair demand on those who can least afford it.
Events in France highlight the need for the ‘just transition’ that
environmentalists and researchers have been pushing for a long time:
smart climate policies must be fair, addressing both opportunities and
inequalities.
In the long term, the benefits for humanity of a societal shift away
from fossil fuels and towards cleaner sources of energy will far outweigh the costs. But the transition could have severe implications for
some sectors, regions and countries. Poorly managed, it could result in
loss of income, opportunity and future prospects for some workers and communities. “One way to
So — and this is a question being discussed make a carbon
at the United Nations climate talks in Poland tax more
palatable to the
this week — how can it be managed well?
Investment in renewable energy is making taxpayers is to
great strides and the cost of wind and solar give them the
energy is falling fast. But it is inevitable that money back.”
the cost of fossil fuels in many applications
will have to rise to force the pace of the transition to a cleaner economy.
The surest way to do this is through some kind of carbon tax. (Global
politics has turned firmly away from the other major route, a cap-andtrade system.) And one way to make a carbon tax more palatable to
the taxpayers is to give them the money back.
That’s essentially what Canada plans to do. Starting next year, Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau’s government will introduce a national ‘fee
and dividend’ scheme that will place a levy on the carbon emissions
of fuels and other products, but then refund the money to individuals
and companies through tax rebates.
Most residents and businesses in Ontario, Saskatchewan, Manitoba
and New Brunswick — the four provinces subject to the federal tax
(other states have introduced their own versions) — will receive refunds
that, the government says, will be greater than the carbon tax paid by the
average family. According to the government’s estimates, some 70% of
people will get back more in dividends than they pay in new tax. Only
those that use a lot of fuel will end up out of pocket. It’s a bold move and
one that will help to determine whether Trudeau remains in office after
the general election scheduled for October.

The introduction of the French tax has now been suspended for six
months, to give officials more time to ponder their response. Governments and policymakers elsewhere will be watching with interest. So
will environmentalists and economists. If the question for the twentieth century was about the role of people in causing climate change, the
conundrum now lies in finding a politically acceptable way to persuade
or compel people to take the required action to reduce emissions. ■

Culture change

Improvements to a conference accused of
sexism are long overdue.

T

he challenges and promise of artificial intelligence drew hundreds
of scientists to a conference in Montreal, Canada, last week. But
it was human behaviour that was the focus of much of the attention. The event and the board of trustees that oversees the conference
have been in the spotlight in recent months over claims that previous
gatherings had fostered a hostile environment for women.
Exhibit A is the acronym that the event commonly went by: NIPS.
Although its defenders could say it merely reflected the full title of the
organization — Neural Information Processing Systems — the board
agreed to a last-minute change. So, this year, machine-learning researchers, software engineers and programmers arrived in Canada for the ‘first’
NeurIPS conference.
It’s a small change, but a necessary, overdue and symbolic one. In a
previous year, researchers attending a workshop for women in machine
learning experienced boorish and offensive behaviour by some men
who arrived wearing T-shirts emblazoned with a joke about nipples. And earlier this year, a survey of past attendees found that many
respondents had experienced harassment, bullying and a lack of respect.
It is wrong that people ever experienced this behaviour, and it is
sad that it has taken this long to respond, but the board deserves at
least some credit for its response to the concerns raised by those in the
community it represents, and for taking explicit steps to challenge and
change the culture of the event.
The diversity and inclusion co-chairs of this year’s organizing committee, for example, sent a strong message about the expected conduct
of attendees when they discussed at the conference’s opening remarks
the measures in place at the event to make it more inclusive. The first
invited talk also covered the necessity of diversity in technology.
It is difficult to know whether these and other actions had a measurable effect. But women who have attended in the past reported a welcome shift in the atmosphere of this year’s event, and many applauded
the board and organizers for their efforts to combat bad behaviour and
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