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In our article, “Determining the Proper Scope

of Climate Change Benefits in U.S. Regulatory

Analyses: Domestic versus Global

Approaches” (Gayer and Viscusi 2016), we

advocated for the standard benefit–cost ana-

lysis practice that the preferences that have

standing for U.S. policies are those of U.S.

citizens. Our approach to assessing the bene-

fits of climate change policies highlighted the

roles of altruism and reciprocity, both of

which will influence the domestic benefits of

climate policies. We also emphasized that cli-

mate change is a global problem requiring a

global solution.

The thoughtful letter by Revesz et al. (2017) in

this issue of the journal does not address the

role of altruism. Rather it emphasizes the im-

portance of reciprocity as a justification for the

use of a global social cost of carbon (SCC).

Indeed, the letter appears to suggest that the

use of a global SCC will foster reciprocity re-

gardless of the policies that are actually

adopted. But we find that the magnitude of

the effect of reciprocity is unclear.

Based on the estimates of the Interagency

Working Group on Social Cost of

Carbon (2010), the domestic share of the

global benefits of greenhouse gas (GHG) re-

ductions is 7–23 percent. Justifying the use of

global benefits based on reciprocity implicitly

assumes that every GHG-reducing policy

effort adopted by the United States will gen-

erate substantial GHG reductions elsewhere.

More specifically, if the U.S. share of GHG

benefits is 7 percent, then U.S. efforts would

need to lead to a GHG reduction worldwide

that is more than fourteen times the reduc-

tion in the United States in order to justify

using the global benefits measure for U.S. citi-

zens. Similarly, if the domestic share of GHG

benefits is as high as 23 percent of the global

benefits, then U.S. efforts would need to lead

to a GHG reduction worldwide that is more

than four times the reduction in the United

States in order to justify the global benefits

measure for U.S. citizens. However, there is

no empirical basis for the particular level of

reciprocity that is being assumed in the SCC

calculation; in theory, the reciprocity value

could be greater or less than this amount, or

even negative.

Our article provided a systematic review of

the statutory guidance and executive orders

for a variety of U.S. regulatory policies (e.g.,

the Clean Air Act). As we indicated in our

article, “we are not suggesting that the CAA

(Clean Air Act) prohibits the computation of a

global SCC.” However, the CAA as well as

other environmental statutes and executive

orders all focus on benefits to U.S. citizens.

We believe that adopting a global benefits

measure that either treats benefits to nonciti-

zens as being equivalent to benefits to citizens

or asserts that international cooperation leads
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to complete reciprocity for all U.S. policies

establishes a dangerous precedent for other

policy areas. Indeed, one could make similar

reciprocity arguments for a wide range of

policies with international implications,

such as those directed at illegal drugs, risks

of terrorism, and infectious diseases, which

would result in inordinate policy costs. For

these and other international challenges,

there needs to be a more rigorous approach

to assessing the magnitude of reciprocity ef-

fects than simply assuming that global bene-

fits equal domestic benefits.

October 4, 2016.
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