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DISSERTATION ABSTRACT

The Political Economy of Excludable Public Goods

An excludable public good is defined as any good that is non-rival in consumption, but for which exclusion of individuals who have not contributed to the costs of providing the good is possible. Many excludable public goods are provided by the public sector including parks, fish and game programs, museums, and schools, and may be financed through taxes, user fees, or voluntary contributions. This research examines the political and economic factors that determine how and at what level these goods are provided. Three essays approach the problem from different perspectives.

First, a theoretical voting model explains the choice of taxes or user fees to fund an excludable public good when the population has heterogeneous preferences for the good and policy decisions are determined by majority-rule voting. The political economy of a popular fee-based wildlife conservation program, the Federal Duck Stamp Program, is then examined in detail. Particular attention is given to the interactions between the Duck Stamp Program and federal agricultural policy over the program’s history. Lastly, the behavioral impacts of excluding non-contributors from the benefits of a public good are investigated through a series of controlled laboratory experiments.

The theory suggests that user fees may provide an excludable public good more efficiently than taxes in some environments. The Duck Stamp experience demonstrates that if user fees are to be successful, care must be taken to prevent the proceeds from being channeled away for purposes unrelated to the provision of the public good. Finally, the experimental results show that enforcing exclusion increases aggregate contributions to a public good relative to voluntary contributions in most cases, but can decrease both individual and aggregate contributions in environments in which individuals fail to successfully coordinate their contribution decisions.

