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The concept of ecological footprint tax (EFT) can be developed to cover the whole economy, but as a first 

experimental step, this paper suggests to introduce it in agriculture and food industry. The EFT is expected to 

mitigate two of the greatest anxieties of people in developed and semi-developed world: (rural) unemployment and 

climate change. The proposed arctan relation between the ecological footprint of products and the tax to be paid 

would result in a fairer allocation of tax charges (rich big-consumers having to pay much higher tax than 

low-polluter average people), assure sustainability for both the ecosystem and local economy (the tax charge itself 

depending first of all on the distance a product is to be shipped to the customer), and allow a healthier diet (local 

production, reaching the customers within much shorter time period than imports, not having to be stuffed with 

preservatives). 
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Introduction 

In this paper, the author tries to draw the outline of a new concept for product taxation whereby two of the 

main problems for millions of people in developed and semi-developed countries could; if not be solved, it can 

be at least mitigated: mass unemployment (especially in rural areas) and deterioration of the nature.  

Mass unemployment is linked to ever-freer movement of goods and capital. So long as capital can flow 

freely, capital owners invest where they can obtain the best mix of quality and cost, i.e., in sites with optimal 

conditions (like China). As general trade facilitation since WW2 and the proliferation of bi- and multi- lateral, 

regional and global trade agreements have brought (especially industrial) tariffs down considerably, even 

ordinary low-price products can profitably be transported from great distance. The result is that although people 

as customers might gain a bit by acquiring goods cheaper from low-cost countries than from national 

manufacturers, however, as employees, they can easily (the less skilled they are, the more easily they can) lose 

their jobs, or at least their livelihood can become increasingly precarious. In addition, as more and more 

economic activities go abroad, more and more people fall out of the labor market which, in the end, reduces the 

internal market for the remaining activities. In order to counteract this tendency, governments support the 

development of international tourism, i.e., the “importation” of extra customers, which would compensate local 

industries for damages stemming from weak domestic demand.  

With this, we arrive at the other main challenge of our times. The ever-increasing inflow of goods and 
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humans (mass tourists) to “importing” countries from ever growing distance adds substantially to the already 

alarming rate of nature loss and global warming. As long as the transportation of goods and tourists is mostly 

carried out by ships, trucks, cars, buses, and planes, i.e., by burning fossil fuels, international trade and tourism 

will justly be blamed for contributing to climate change and deterioration of nature. 

The ecological footprint tax (EFT), the concept of which is introduced in this paper, is intended to help 

decision-makers to address two of today’s main problems for millions of people: mass unemployment and the 

deterioration of nature, or, in other words, social and ecological crisis. 

Basics 

The proposal for alleviating the above problems is based on the concept of ecological footprint, developed 

by two UBC scholars more than 20 years ago (Wackernagel & Rees, 1995). The essence of the concept is that it 

is possible to estimate how much land, i.e., how many so-called global hectares (gha) of ecologically 

productive land (dry land and waterbody) is needed for a defined population at a given technological level to 

support both the production of goods and services they consume and the assimilation of all their wastes 

sustainably (Rees & Wackernagel, 1996). Sustainability could, of course, be achieved if the population does not 

take more resources from nature than nature can re-generate. In brief, ecological footprint should not outstrip 

biocapacity. 

On further considering the matter and adopting a narrower version of the original concept, i.e., by 

substituting ever smaller entities for the population of a whole city or country and eventually restraining the 

concept to individual products, it is possible, in theory, to estimate how many global hectares are needed for 

these individual products to be brought throughout their entire lifecycle, from invention to degradation or 

recycling (see Figure 1). 
 

  
(a) The original concept                    (b) The narrowed concept 

Figure 1. The narrowing of the concept of ecological footprint (Source: Own drawing based on Rees & Wackernagel, 
1996, p. 228).  

 

Based on the above, it becomes possible for the tax system to undergo a radical change whereby the 

amount of the tax paid on goods and services would be proportional to their need in nature, i.e., the ecological 

footprint their consumption involves. In other words, the greater the damage a given product causes in nature 

throughout its lifecycle, the bigger the tax burden on the customer should be. As time passes, this new type of 

tax could partially replace other taxes (e.g., VAT), although EU rules on minimum tax rates should be taken 

into account.  

While logically the EFT could quickly become a general tax on goods and services, it seems worth, 

however, to test its efficacy in a particular sector of the economy. An important part of my proposal is to first 
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introduce the EFT system for the agricultural and food products. 

Justification 

Important Facts 

Based on recent assessments, per capita ecological footprint exceeds global per capita biocapacity (1.7 gha) 

practically in all EU member states, with no data available for Malta and Luxemburg (World Wide Fund for 

Nature [WWF], 2014). Also, out of the components of ecological footprint (EF) carbon (i.e., the burning of 

fossil fuels) is, for virtually all these EU countries (with the notable exception of Denmark), the largest single 

one making up between 35 and 67 percent of their EF. Globally, the ratio of the carbon component has been on 

an upward trend throughout the period of 1961-2010, and rose from 36 to 53 percent of the EF. Moreover, it is 

rightfully assumed that much of this increase can be attributed to the fact that growth in international 

transportation of both goods and people has gone beyond any reasonable limits.  

Another important fact is that damage inflicted by man to nature tends to correlate with household income 

(Kerkhof, Nonhebel, & Moll, 2009), and this is also true for food consumption. Although the difference in size 

of the EF between income deciles is higher for activities, like transport, travelling or entertainment than for the 

satisfaction of the first necessities, food consumption of the rich, too, fits the general trend in that it involves 

significantly higher greenhouse gases emissions than that of the poor. This is explained partly by the abundance, 

partly by the quality and composition of (i.e., high proportion of premium and/or imported products in) the 

food consumption patterns of the upper income deciles (Csutora, Tabi, & Vetőné Mózner, 2011). 

Why Agri-food Products? 

A recurrent complaint of last years’ conferences on agriculture and food industries has been that 

Hungarian (and other new member states’) customers put the cheapest, often foreign-origin products into their 

shopping carts even if they could afford the more expensive, high quality, domestic ones. As another common 

feature of those seminars, speakers tended to blame customers alone and propose enhanced marketing strategy 

and additional efforts of persuasion to solve the problem. But, for the overwhelming majority of households 

this “solution” simply does not work, as they have no choice; as a result of the enduring austerity 

policy―remember, crisis in Hungary started in 2006 and 10 years per capita real income recover to pre-crisis 

level (KSH, 2019)―people save on almost anything they can. 

One step closer to the solution bring us studies investigating consumption structure through linking human 

health to ecological footprint, i.e., appealing to people’s sense of health and eco-consciousness (Vetőné Mózner, 

2014). Most of these studies conclude that even a minor change towards a healthier diet can significantly 

reduce a country’s food footprint. One of the most interesting papers deals with the impact of different possible 

changes in British diet on UK food footprint (Frey & Barrett, 2007). It says that although any of the changes 

alone or in combination would reduce the impact considerably, the crucial difference resides in where the food 

comes from; by comparing the two extreme cases―the one when everything is imported to the other when all 

food are produced locally―we obtain a reduction of 0.7 gha in the footprint when local foods are preferred (see 

Figure 2).  

From the British example, it would be easy to jump to a general conclusion that it is worth to buy domestic 

food not only for supporting local employment but also for limiting the damages caused by international trade 

in nature. But, it is still not enough good reason for the households to prefer local products. 
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First, preference given to the local production will boost local employment, thus help to retain people in 

rural areas. Second, the EFT, the size of which depends on the environmental friendliness of the production 

technology and the distance between production and consumption sites, will facilitate a gradual move from 

global to local economy, concerning both production and trade, which means less transport, less pollution, and 

therefore less harm to nature. Third, the new tax conforms to the principle of social justice in that by pushing up 

prices of imported foodstuffs, it increases tax burden of the better off, who has a great share in the consumption 

of imported goods and thus a much bigger than average ecological footprint. Fourth, it is not to be forgotten 

that, compared to imported agri-food products, local ones do not need to contain so much additives which 

means a blessing for human health, hence, on the long run, also less costs to the national health service.  

Finally, the introduction of the new tax does not necessarily have to lead to increased tax charges for the 

majority of the households. On the contrary, it should be combined with the reduction of other taxes (e.g., value 

added tax [VAT]) which would enable local foodstuffs to be not only more competitive against imports, but 

also more affordable for customers. 
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