The McCain-Clinton “Gas Tax Holiday” has been widely derided as a “pandering gimmick” for which Sen. Clinton was famously unable to cite the support of even one economist. When an idea garners such a broad consensus of rejection, one wonders if perhaps the opposite idea might not be a good thing. Well, if the reverse of a holiday is a double shift, could that mean that doubling, rather than eliminating, the gas tax would be good? Although policy wonks could make an easy case for that with one hand tied behind their backs, their arguments would be moot – increasing the gas tax just when prices have skyrocketed would be politically impossible. Or “more impossible” if that has any meaning, since there is apparently no circumstance under which increasing energy taxes would ever be politically doable. 
So, game over? Not so fast. There exists a third option that would give many of the benefits of an energy tax increase with none of the costs. And lest there be any doubt, yes there are serious benefits to high energy taxes, advantages that Europe has been reaping for decades and which may well be contributing to the Euro’s recent gains against the dollar. The main benefits of high energy taxes are:
1. Stabilization of energy prices. The smaller the fraction of the price of crude to the overall end price of energy, the less an increase in crude price affects the end price. High energy taxes blunt the effect of crude price increases.

2. Inefficient and trivial uses of energy are abandoned and only high-value uses survive. This encourages innovation as the drive for efficiency trickles down throughout the economy.
3. Taxation on productive activities, e.g. on income, can be reduced as greater tax burden is borne by energy consumption.

In spite of these benefits, simply going out now and adding a dollar to two in taxes to gasoline, diesel, and heating oil would clearly be a case of economic “shock and awe.”  The “cure” would be worse than the disease and our current economic melancholy would surely be aggravated. Yet continuing without these benefits, which become ever more valuable as time passes and prices rise, is daunting as well. 
So can we have our cake and eat it too? It turns out that we can, and it’s not all that hard to do. The answer is contained in #3 above – we could simply deploy a revenue-neutral but large shift in taxation away from income (and/or property, etc) and onto energy consumption. As a simple example, the average family pays over $100/week in FICA taxes on their wage income (i.e. on their economic productivity), and consumes about 25 gallons/week of gasoline. As a first-cut, static case, the FICA tax could be reduced by $50/week and the federal tax on gasoline increased from $0.18 to $2.18. Seniors and others not paying FICA could get a rebate check (still within the bounds of overall revenue neutrality). The fuel tax revenues would replace the lost FICA dollars even up – this policy is not to be complicated by being conflated with changes on the spending side. Finally, to sweeten the pot, these FICA reductions and rebates could start a little prior to the imposition of the fuel tax, thereby easing the transition and avoiding cash-flow crises.
As with any proposal to alter the tax code, the devil would be in the details. And as always, there would be some relative “winners” and relative “losers” under the new scheme. But the revenue-neutrality should assure that these cases would be minimized. Objections notwithstanding, we should not fall victim to letting the perfect be the enemy of the good in pursuing a beneficial policy such as this. 
This would not lend itself to painless pandering; on the contrary, strong leadership would be required. Perhaps that that is too much to ask, but maybe, just maybe America is ready for some real leadership. Gas tax overtime anyone?
