
Documento de Trabajo
Serie Unión Europea y Relaciones Internacionales 
Número 91 / 2020

Abstract: Global climate change has become a topic of great interest worldwide in the past decade. Although historically 
wavering in its commitment to climate action, the United States had shown a desire to assume a leadership role, 
both in its national and international efforts, under the Obama administration. Since President Trump took office in 
2017, however, the country has undergone a transformation. With his rhetoric of climate change denial, his aversion 
to multilateralism, and his prioritization of the economy over all else, he has attempted to profoundly alter the way 
the United States responds to climate change. This study aims to determine the impact that Trump has had on the 
national and international commitments to climate action made by the federal government, subnational governments, 
and the private sector. Through an analysis of Trump’s actions related to climate change, we identify general themes 
of his climate policy. We then consider the limitations he faced in his policy implementation and compare national 
and international climate commitments before and after his inauguration. We conclude that the effect of Trump’s 
climate policy has been greatest on national commitments made by the federal government. Nonetheless, between the 
limitations he has encountered and the mobilization of the public, America’s national and international commitments 
to climate change have not been significantly reduced – in fact, in many ways, they have been strengthened.
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Resumen: A lo largo de la década pasada, el cambio climático se ha convertido en un tema de interés global. Aunque 
tradicionalmente había oscilado en su compromiso con el medio ambiente, Estados Unidos se mostró dispuesto 
a asumir el rol de líder en sus esfuerzos climáticos tanto nacionales como internacionales bajo la administración de 
Obama. La llegada de Donald Trump a la Casa Blanca en 2017, sin embargo, ha supuesto una transformación del país. 
Con su discurso de rechazo del cambio climático, su aversión al multilateralismo y su priorización de la economía 
por encima de todo, Trump ha intentado alterar profundamente la respuesta de Estados Unidos a la cuestión 
medioambiental. Este trabajo aspira a determinar el impacto que ha tenido el presidente actual en los compromisos 
climáticos nacionales e internacionales del gobierno nacional, los subnacionales, y el sector privado. A través de un 
análisis de las acciones de Trump relacionadas con el cambio climático, hemos identificado temas generales de su 
política climática. Consideramos también las limitaciones que se presentaron a la hora de implementar su política. 
Finalmente, se realiza una comparación entre los compromisos nacionales e internacionales de acción climática 
hechos antes y después de su inauguración. Concluimos que el efecto de la política climática de Trump ha sido mayor 
en los compromisos nacionales del gobierno federal. No obstante, entre las limitaciones con las que se encontró el 
presidente y la movilización del público, los compromisos climáticos nacionales e internacionales de Estados Unidos 
no se han reducido de forma significativa – de hecho, en muchos sentidos, se han reforzado.
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List of Abbreviations
The following list includes the abbreviations used in this document, as well as their full name, in order of 
appearance.

Abbreviation Full Name

GHG Greenhouse Gas(es)

NEPA National Environmental Policy Act

CERCLA Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act

PPA Pollution Prevention Act

GCRA Global Change Research Act

CCAP Climate Change Action Plan

CPP Clean Power Plan

OECD Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development

EPA Environmental Protection Agency

RGGI Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative

ETS Emission Trading System

NESCAUM Northeast States for Coordinated Air Use Management

RPS Renewable Portfolio Standard(s)

CSR Corporate Social Responsibility

CEO Chief Executive Officer

UN United Nations

ODS Ozone-Depleting Substances

CFCs Chlorofluorocarbons

IPCC Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

UNFCCC United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change

NDCs Nationally Determined Contributions

GFC Green Climate Fund

LDCs Least Developed Countries

SIDS Small Island Developing States

INDC Intended Nationally Determined Contribution

SDGs Sustainable Development Goals
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NEG/ECP Northeastern Governors and Eastern Canadian Premiers

WCI Western Climate Initiative

LNG Liquefied Natural Gas

CMS Carbon Monitoring System

NASA National Aeronautics and Space Administration

PEER Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility

DoS Department of State

DoE Department of Energy

CRA Congressional Review Act

E.O. Executive Order

FY Fiscal Year

EDGI Environmental Data & Governance Initiative

NGO Non-Governmental Organization

COP Conference of the Parties
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Introduction

Scope of Work
“Climate change is the defining issue of our time – and we are at a defining moment.”

António Guterres, United Nations Secretary-General, 2018

The phenomenon of global climate change has garnered a great deal of international attention in recent 
times, perhaps because of its uniqueness as a truly global issue that can only be solved by multilateral 
efforts. It is not new; scientists have known for decades that the climate is changing.1 It was less than 
a decade ago, however, that researchers announced with confidence that humans were responsible for 
much of the change observed. In 2013, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) released 
its Fifth Assessment Report, which concluded “with 95 percent certainty” that human action has been 
the main driver of the climate change recorded since the middle of the 20th century.2 Since that time, 
worldwide climate activism has increased, and many governments have pledged to take part in the fight 
against global climate change.

When awareness of climate change began to spread in the 1970s, the United States posited itself at the 
forefront of global environmental efforts – both on a national and international scale.3 Defended by the 
public choice theory of the Race to the Bottom, Washington has tended to favor national environmental 
regulation to avoid the total prioritization of economic gain over environmental preservation.4 
Internationally, the United States was fundamental in early climate change efforts, such as the Montreal 
Protocol and the creation of the IPCC.5 

Although its environmental track record has fluctuated depending on the administration, the U.S. entered 
an era of renewed commitment to climate change efforts with the arrival of Barack Obama to the White 
House.6 Eight years later, however, Donald Trump took Washington by storm, promising to undo much of 
the Obama legacy – especially in the area of environmental policy. Trump’s denial of climate change and 
preference for nonrenewable forms of energy have guided his climate policy7; his nationalist rhetoric and 
aversion to multilateralism have meant a scaling-back of many of the U.S.’s international environmental 
compromises. 

1  RAMSEUR, J. L. Climate Change: Action by States to Address Greenhouse Gas Emissions [online]. CRS Report for Congress, Order 
Code RL33812. 27 April 2007, p. CRS-1. Retrieved from: https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc822485/; LE TREUT, 
H. and SOMERVILLE, R. Historical Overview of Climate Change Science. In SOLOMON, S. et al., ed. Climate Change 2007: The 
Physical Science Basis. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007, p. 95. ISBN: 978 0521 88009-1.

2  STOCKER, T. F., et al. Climate Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2013, p. v. ISBN: 
978-1-107-05799-1. 

3  FALKNER, R. American Hegemony and the Global Environment. International Studies Review [online]. December 2005, Vol. 7 (4). 
p. 585 [Consulted 2 March 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.jstor.org/stable/3699676?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents; BUSBY, 
J. W. A Green Giant? Inconsistency and American Environmental Diplomacy. In: Ikenberry et al. (eds.) America, China, and the 
Struggle for World Order. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015, p. 245. ISBN 978-1-349-55327-3

4  KONISKY, D. Public Preferences for Environmental Policy Responsibility. The Journal of Federalism, 2010, 41 (1). p. 76 [Consulted 
May 25, 2019]. DOI: 10.1093/publius/pjp044; LUDWISZEWSKI, R. B. and HAAKE, C. H. Cars, Carbon and Climate Change. 
Northwestern University Law Review. 2008, Vol. 102 (2). p. 668 [Consulted 20 January 2019]. Retrieved from: http://search.
ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edshol&AN=edshol.hein.journals.illlr102.38&lang=es&site=eds-live

5  AGRAWALA, S. Interim Report IR-97-032: Explaining the Evolution of the IPCC Structure and Process [online]. Kennedy School 
of Government, Harvard University, August 1997, p. 3 [Consulted 23 May 2019]. Retrieved from: http://pure.iiasa.ac.at/id/
eprint/5259/1/IR-97-032.pdf; VILLAR EZCURRA, M. Cambio Climático, Fiscalidad y Energía en los Estados Unidos: Una Batería de 
Ejemplos a Considerar. 1ª ed. Navarra: Aranzadi, SA, 2012, pp. 15-16 ISBN 978-84-470-4124-4.

6  IER. Obama Subsidizes U.S. Solar Energy and Promises to Do the Same in India [online]. Institute for Energy Research, 20 February 
2015 [Consulted 23 May 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.instituteforenergyresearch.org/renewable/solar/obama-subsidizes-
u-s-solar-energy-promises-india/

7  MATTHEWS, D. Donald Trump Has Tweeted Climate Change Skepticism 115 Times. Here’s All of It [online]. Vox, 2017, June 1 
[Consulted 21 April 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/6/1/15726472/trump-tweets-global-
warming-paris-climate-agreement; TRUMP, D. J. Economic Report of the President, Together with the Annual Report of the 
Council of Economic Advisers [online]. The White House, 2019, p. 18 [Consulted 23 May 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.
whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/ERP-2019.pdf

https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc822485/
http://pure.iiasa.ac.at/id/eprint/5259/1/IR-97-032.pdf
http://pure.iiasa.ac.at/id/eprint/5259/1/IR-97-032.pdf
https://www.instituteforenergyresearch.org/renewable/solar/obama-subsidizes-u-s-solar-energy-promises-india/
https://www.instituteforenergyresearch.org/renewable/solar/obama-subsidizes-u-s-solar-energy-promises-india/
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/6/1/15726472/trump-tweets-global-warming-paris-climate-agreement
https://www.vox.com/policy-and-politics/2017/6/1/15726472/trump-tweets-global-warming-paris-climate-agreement
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/ERP-2019.pdf
https://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/ERP-2019.pdf
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It is impossible to predict the long-term ramifications of Trump’s decisions regarding environmental 
protection, but it is possible to begin to analyze the impact he is having on the United States and its 
commitment to climate change efforts, at both national and international levels. 

Although various authors had made predictions about Trump’s impact on the environment at the 
beginning of his presidency,8 more recent analyses have not yet been published – potentially owing to the 
lengthy nature of the publication process. Furthermore, the limited literature which does consider the 
impact of Trump’s climate policy at national and international levels typically focuses on what has been 
lost, such as funding or environmental protection, rather than on what has been gained – in other words, 
new or renewed commitments to environmental defense. 

We seek to fill this gap with an analysis of the commitments made to fighting climate change by U.S. 
national and subnational governments and by the private sector since Trump took office on January 20, 
2017. More specifically, considering the international nature of global climate change and the President’s 
push to reduce the country’s international engagement, the current study attempts to compare the 
administration’s impact on national and international commitments to climate change efforts. This 
report, then, intends to address the following question: 

What has been the impact of Donald Trump’s climate policy on the United States’ national and international 
commitments to fighting global climate change?

In response to this question, we propose four hypotheses:

1. Donald Trump’s climate change policy has greatly decreased national and international commitments 
to climate protection by the federal government, but not by states or by the private sector.

2. In response to the federal government’s retreat from climate change action, subnational governments 
and private companies, organizations, and citizens have increased their commitments, especially with 
other countries.

3. The President’s effect on America’s climate commitments has been limited by a public increasingly at 
odds with his climate beliefs. 

4. The rollback of environmental regulations has not produced a Race to the Bottom, but rather a Race to 
Desirability.

Methodology 
This study will analyze the United States’ national and international commitments to climate action 
made before and after January 20, 2017. Given that the White House has not declared an official policy on 
climate action, we will analyze official texts to identify key themes of Trump’s climate policy. In order to 
determine the President’s effect on the country’s commitments, the deductive method will be employed. 
By analyzing what Trump wanted to achieve – as well as the limitations he encountered – and by comparing 
the federal, state, and private commitments post-2017 to those before Trump took office, we will be able 
to deduce where his effect was the greatest. 

Sources Used
For this study, it was necessary to analyze a variety of sources, including books, reports, legislation, official 
texts, academic articles, journalistic articles, and websites. It is important to note that the ongoing nature 
of the topic of study greatly complicated the search for academic, peer-reviewed sources, especially those 
describing the most recent climate action taken. For this reason, we were obligated to resort to non-
academic sources, such as periodicals and webpages, for information regarding current environmental 

8  DECOTIS, P. A. What We Might Expect from Changes in the Nation’s Capital. Natural Gas and Electricity [online]. February 
2017, Vol. 33 (7). pp. 25-27 [Consulted 22 April 2019]. DOI: 10.1002/gas.21963; BOMBERG, E. Environmental Politics in the 
Trump Era: An Early Assessment. Environmental Politics [online]. 2017, Vol. 26 (5). 956-963 [Consulted 17 May 2019]. DOI: 
10.1080/09644016.2017.1332543
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action and initiatives. Often, the most up-to-date information regarding a new organization or alliance 
was the group’s website; other times, a quote from the administration or from a climate activist was only 
available from a journalistic source.

The following section presents an overview of the most important resources used, arranged into primary, 
secondary, and tertiary sources. 

Primary Sources

Legislation and executive action were consulted from the current and previous administrations, as well as 
two court sentences, in order to evaluate the evolution of environmental regulation in the United States. 
International official documents, such as the Montreal Protocol and the UN Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change’s 2007 and 2013 reports were reviewed for background information about climate 
change and previous international agreements. Official documents from past and current presidencies, 
such as budget proposals and reports from federal agencies, along with official remarks by the President 
were analyzed to extract themes of climate change policies. A number of websites for environmental 
non-government organizations, alliances, organizations, and initiatives – pages about America’s Pledge, 
The Sierra Club, and the Western Climate Initiative, to name a few – were consulted in order to obtain 
information about current action against climate change. Finally, various press releases are included in 
the bibliography, as they were occasionally the only resource available that spoke of recent climate action.

Secondary Sources

A variety of books and academic articles were used to gain historical context regarding the issue of climate 
change in the United States and the action that had been taken before the Trump presidency. Although 
most articles and books are in English, several are in Spanish, in an attempt to gain a broader analytical 
perspective, including works by Fernández Liesa, Rodríguez Vindel, Vallejo and Villar Ezcurra, who 
analyze international and U.S.-based climate change efforts. Authors such as Adler, Brunell, McKinstry, 
Konisky and Woods provide context to the issue of environmental federalism, the division of regulatory 
responsibilities between the federal and state governments. Articles by Bergeson, Bomberg, Crews, 
DeCotis, García Encina and Krupp, among others, comment on the Trump presidency and the potential 
consequences for environmental regulation.

We were obligated to consult various journalistic articles, as these news outlets were sometimes the only 
source that spoke of current events and climate initiatives. Reputable online periodicals such as Time, The 
Atlantic, The New York Times, NPR, and The Washington Post were prioritized. 

Tertiary

Few tertiary sources were consulted in this investigation. The majority were indexes of regulatory rollbacks 
attempted by the Trump administration – for example, the Regulatory Rollback Tracker by the Harvard 
Law and Energy Program and the Roundup by the Institute for Policy Integrity – used to identify legislation 
and other official documents to be analyzed. The Federal Register’s list of Executive Orders facilitated the 
localization of orders related to climate change in order to better understand Trump’s climate policy.

Structure
The present study seeks to analyze the impact of the Trump administration’s climate change policy on 
American national and international climate commitments. To do this, it will begin Chapter I with an 
overview of the energy tax policy and public choice theory related to environmental regulation, followed 
by the history of the United States’ national and international action addressing climate change. Each 
type of action will be broken down into the actor behind it: the federal government, state governments, 
or the private sector. 
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Chapter II contains an analysis of the various themes identified in Trump’s climate policy: his nomination 
choices; the administration’s support of fossil fuels; a retreat from global leadership; the restructuring 
of the Environmental Protection Agency; censoring of federal websites; deregulation; climate change 
denial; his preference for executive action; and other action by the executive branch. The chapter will 
be concluded with an analysis of the limitations the President has faced in his policy implementation 
process. 

The third chapter will identify the national and international commitments that have been made since 
Trump took office. In an attempt for symmetry, this chapter will also be divided into action taken by the 
federal government, subnational governments, and the private sector. 

Finally, conclusions will be drawn regarding the effect of the Trump administration’s climate policy by 
comparing action taken prior to and since his inauguration. The impact of the limitations the President 
encountered will be considered, as will the application of public choice theory to state climate action. 
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Chapter I. Before Trump: History of Action Against 

Climate Change

The success of environmental advocacy, as with any other social movement, is greatly dependent on the 
public support it garners.9 Widespread support for environmental protection began in the mid-1960s in 
the United States,10 although climate change did not become a concern at the international level until the 
1970s-1980s, as research increasingly suggested that humans could be having an impact on the earth’s 
climate.11 

While environmental efforts were initially the focus of state and local governments, in response to growing 
concern over the inefficiency of this federalist model, Washington assumed greater responsibility beginning 
in 1969 with the establishment of a National Environmental Policy.12 Since then, U.S. environmental 
policy has been “a tug-of-war between federal, state and sometimes local authorities.”13 Those who push 
for greater state control of environmental policy believe that nation-wide regulations do not take into 
consideration the differences that exist between states, claiming federal regulations are inflexible and 
ineffective.14 Others argue that national standards are necessary to addresses the externalities of pollution 
that cross state lines15 and to avoid what is known as the Race to the Bottom.

Various public choice theories have been proposed explaining public response to environmental 
regulation. Although these theories are usually applied at a national level, they are equally as valid to 
understand international public response. The Race to the Bottom theory proposes that states16 will be 
inclined to “lower environmental standards in order to attract economic growth while passing off the costs 
of those lower environmental standards onto other jurisdictions”.17 States will not, in other words, raise 
environmental regulations of their own accord, fearing the economic repercussions, such as businesses 
moving to states with fewer restrictions.18 This theory has historically been the justification for federal 
environmental regulation in the U.S., as the government has claimed it is avoiding a regulatory downward 
spiral.19 

In recent years, researchers have proposed a contradictory theory known as the Race to Desirability. 
They claim that, while a certain degree of environmental regulation may be necessary, too much can 
hamper the competition between states which promotes an “optimal mix of environmental benefits and 

9  DUNLAP, R. E. Trends in Public Opinion towards Environmental Issues: 1965-1990. Society and Natural Resources. July 1991, 4 (3). 
p. 285 [Consulted 15 January 2019]. ISSN 0894-1920/91. DOI 10.1080/08941929109380761

10  Ibid., p. 287.; FOWLER, L. Tracking State Trends in Environmental Public Opinion. The Social Science Journal [online]. March 2017, 
54. P. 287 [Consulted 20 December 2019]. ISSN 0362-3319. DOI 10.1016/j.soscij.2017.02.003

11  MCKINSTRY JR., R. B. Laboratories for Local Solutions for Global Problems: State, Local, and Private Leadership in Developing 
Strategies to Mitigate the Causes and Effects of Climate Change. Penn State Environmental Law Review. 2004, 12 (1). p. 17 
[Consulted 19 December 2019]. 

12  KONISKY, D., loc. cit., footnote 4.; HUQUE, A. S. and WATTON, N. Federalism and the Implementation of Environmental Policy: 
Changing Trends in Canada and the United States. Public Organization Review. 2010, Vol. 10. p. 76 [Consulted 25 May 2019]. DOI: 
10.1007/s11115-009-0089-4 

13  MCKINSTRY JR., R. B., loc. cit., footnote 11. 

14  KONISKY, D. M. and WOODS, N. D. Environmental Federalism and the Trump Presidency: A Preliminary Assessment. The Journal 
of Federalism. 2018, Vol. 48 (3). p. 348 [Consulted 25 May 2019]. DOI: 10.1093/publius /pjy009

15  KONISKY, D. M. and WOODS, N. D. Exporting Air Pollution? Regulatory Enforcement and Environmental Free Riding in the United 
States. Political Research Quarterly. 2010, December, Vol. 63 (4). p. 771 [Consulted 25 May 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.
jstor.org/stable/25749248

16  Although in this case, “states” refers to the 50 states that make up the federal system of the United States, this theory also be used 
to refer to international public response, in which case “states” would mean “countries”. 

17  LUDWISZEWSKI, R. B. and HAAKE, C. H., loc. cit., footnote 4.

18  KONISKY, D. M. and WOODS, N. D., “Environmental Federalism…”, op. cit., footnote 14, p. 347; BRUNELL, T. L. and CEASE, B. 
How Do State-Level Environmental Policies Impact the Voting Behavior of National Legislators? Social Science Quarterly. 2019, 
February, Vol. 100 (1). p. 289 [Consulted 25 May 2019]. DOI: 10.1111/ssqu.12559 

19  LUDWISZEWSKI, R. B. and HAAKE, C. H., op. cit., footnote 4, p. 665.



12 | Real Instituto Universitario de Estudios Europeos

economic cost”; such competition results not in a race to the bottom, but rather in a race to find the 
balance between regulation and economic gain.20 

A third theory, called Race to Stringency, posits a race to the top. Also known as the “California Effect”, this 
theory explains that when there is a large market for consumers within a greater interstate or international 
market, elevated environmental standards act as a competitive advantage.21 

The fourth and final public choice theory is Jurisdictional Mismatch, which claims that the federal 
government enforces environmental regulation in areas that would be better controlled by states and lacks 
regulation in areas for which it should be responsible, leading states to try to fill the void. Jonathan Adler, 
author of the theory, proposes that regulation should follow the principle of subsidiarity: environmental 
issues should be regulated at the lowest level feasible.22 

1. Evolution of the Energy Tax Policy
In order to understand the current administration’s policy on climate change, it is important to first 
understand the evolution of positions the federal government has adopted over the course of the years. 
Since scientists discovered the link between emissions from fossil fuels and global climate change in the 
mid-1900s,23 energy policy has necessarily been connected to climate policy. Although the energy policy, 
manipulated through taxation, was developed as a means for protecting domestic oil production, it has 
evolved into a mechanism often used for environmental protection.24 The energy tax policy can be defined 
as “the use of the government’s main fiscal instruments – taxes (financial disincentives) and tax subsidies 
(or incentives) – to alter the allocation or configuration of energy resources”.25 Salvatore Lazzari proposed 
a division of the U.S. federal energy tax policy into four phases:

1. The Oil and Gas Phase, lasting from 1916-1970. During this phase, the focus was on domestic oil and 
gas production, and energy conservation and alternatives were not a concern. 

2. The Energy Crisis Phase of the 1970s. A greater understanding of issues surrounding the environment, 
as well as the oil embargo (1973) and the Iranian Revolution (1978-1979), redirected the focus of the 
government towards energy conservation and the development of alternative energies.

3. The Free-Market (Reagan) Phase of the 1980s. Under the presidency of Ronald Reagan, the government 
adopted a “free-market” approach through which control of the energy sector was greatly reduced 
according to the logic that this would improve efficiency within the sector and benefit the economy as 
a whole. 

4. The Post-Reagan Era (from 1988-2008). The administrations following Reagan re-introduced greater 
energy taxes and incentives, mostly promoting conservation and alternative fuels. The primary 
objectives were lowering reliance on oil imports and improving energy security.26

Marta Villar Ezcurra proposes a further division of the federal energy policy, separating the 1990s from 
the administration of George W. Bush. She explains that during the 1990s, energy tax incentives became 
linked to climate change policy, promoting a decreased dependence on fossil fuels. 27 The impulse behind 
Bush’s energy tax policy, however, was more closely linked to energy security than to climate change. 
Following Bush, the Obama administration returned to an energy tax policy motivated by climate change 
and by the economy.

20  Ibid., p. 670.

21  Ibid., p. 672.

22  ADLER, J. H. Jurisdictional Mismatch in Environmental Federalism. Case Western Reserve University, Faculty Publications. 2005, Vol. 
185. pp. 134-135[Consulted 30 January 2019]. Retrieved from: https://scholarlycommons.law.case.edu/faculty_publications/185 

23  LE TREUT, H. and SOMERVILLE, R., op. cit., footnote 1, pp. 105-106.

24  LAZZARI, S. Energy Tax Policy: History and Current Issues [online]. CRS Report for Congress, Order Code RL33578. 10 June 2008, p. 
CRS-1. Retrieved from: https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/RL33578.pdf 

25  Ibid., p. CRS-1.

26  Ibid., p. CRS-1. 

27  VILLAR EZCURRA, op. cit., footnote 5, p. 34. 
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Notably, the shift in energy policy during the Reagan Era would have profound implications on future 
climate policy. The budget cuts he imposed as part of his “free market” approach, resulting in less grant aid 
for states, have been continued by successive administrations; due to a lack of funding, states have often 
needed to abandon environmental programs, most notably during the 1990s, when almost two-thirds 
of states were forced to cut back on their environmental initiatives.28 The end result of these budget cuts 
has been a neo-liberalist trend of increasing eco-regulation by the private sector, marked by its voluntary, 
capitalist nature.29

2. History of National Commitments to Combat Climate Change

2.1. National Commitments by the Federal Government

In the United States, the “Race to the Bottom” theory has been used to defend environmental regulation 
since it began in the 1960s.30 According to classic economic theory, the socially-ideal level of pollution 
control is found by subtracting the costs of regulation from the benefits obtained from lower levels of 
pollution.31 This optimum level can only be the result of external regulation which obligates polluters to 
account for their action.32 States with more restrictive regulation would present higher costs to polluting 
companies. In an effort to minimize costs and maximize profits, companies that pollute the most would 
move out of states with strict environmental protection and into states with lower environmental 
regulation.33 

According to John P. Dwyer, Congress has adopted this theory as the basis for its “green” legislation, 
claiming that states would not, on their own, establish sufficient environmental regulation because 
of the restrictions it would impose on economic growth.34 Dwyer quotes Senator Prouty of Vermont, 
speaking about emissions standards, as saying: “To be sure, minimum Federal standards are a must, as 
they free the 50 States from the necessity of competing for business by lowering their standards.”35 In 
fact, Congress used the “Race to the Bottom” theory to justify the establishment of federal “prevention of 
significant deterioration” programs which monitor state or federal implementation plans for air pollution 
regulation.36 

What follows is a list of key federal legislation related to climate change from 1963 until the end of the 
Obama administration in 2016.

 – Clean Air Act, 1963 (P.L. 88-206)

 The Clean Air Act was designed to control air pollution by encouraging interstate cooperation and 
establishing a national research and development program in order to better monitor air pollution. 37

28  HUQUE, A. S. and WATTON, N., op. cit., footnote 12, pp. 83-84. 

29  Ibid., p. 84.

30  LUDWISZEWSKI, R. B. and HAAKE, C. H., op. cit., footnote 4, p. 665.

31  REVESZ, R. L. Rehabilitating Interstate Competition: Rethinking the “Race to the Bottom” Rationale for Federal Environmental 
Regulation. New York University Law Review. 1992, Vol. 67 (1210), p. 1214 [Consulted 25 March 2019]. Retrieved from: https://
www.researchgate.net/profile/Richard_Revesz/publication/272180508_Rehabilitating_Interstate_Competition_Rethinking_
the_Race-to-the-Bottom_Rationale_for_Federal_Environmental_Regulation/links/54de688a0cf2510fcee3b637/Rehabilitating-
Interstate-Competition-Rethinking-the-Race-to-the-Bottom-Rationale-for-Federal-Environmental-Regulation.pdf 

32  Ibid., p. 1214.

33  LUDWISZEWSKI, R. B. and HAAKE, C. H., op. cit., footnote 4, p. 669.

34  DWYER, J. P. The Practice of Federalism Under the Clean Air Act. Maryland Law Review. 1995, Vol. 54 (4). p. 1195 [Consulted 25 
March 2019]. Retrieved from: https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/56357666.pdf 

35  Ibid., p. 1195.

36  Ibid., p. 1195.

37  Public Law 88-206: Clean Air Act. 77 STAT 392-401. 17 December 1963. 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Richard_Revesz/publication/272180508_Rehabilitating_Interstate_Competition_Rethinking_the_Race-to-the-Bottom_Rationale_for_Federal_Environmental_Regulation/links/54de688a0cf2510fcee3b637/Rehabilitating-Interstate-Competition-Rethinking-the-Race-to-the-Bottom-Rationale-for-Federal-Environmental-Regulation.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Richard_Revesz/publication/272180508_Rehabilitating_Interstate_Competition_Rethinking_the_Race-to-the-Bottom_Rationale_for_Federal_Environmental_Regulation/links/54de688a0cf2510fcee3b637/Rehabilitating-Interstate-Competition-Rethinking-the-Race-to-the-Bottom-Rationale-for-Federal-Environmental-Regulation.pdf
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https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Richard_Revesz/publication/272180508_Rehabilitating_Interstate_Competition_Rethinking_the_Race-to-the-Bottom_Rationale_for_Federal_Environmental_Regulation/links/54de688a0cf2510fcee3b637/Rehabilitating-Interstate-Competition-Rethinking-the-Race-to-the-Bottom-Rationale-for-Federal-Environmental-Regulation.pdf
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/56357666.pdf


14 | Real Instituto Universitario de Estudios Europeos

 – National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), 1969 (P.L. 91-190)

 NEPA created a national policy to ensure environmental protection according to which all federal 
agencies are required to evaluate the environmental impact of any proposed major project.38

 – National Climate Program Act, 1978 (P.L. 95-367)

 The National Climate Program Act established “a comprehensive and coordinated national climate 
policy and program” to assess the potential effects and implications of “climate processes” and to 
make recommendations.39 

 – Energy Tax Act, 1978 (P.L. 95-618)

 The Energy Tax Act provided tax incentives for the conservation of energy, as well as for alternative 
energy sources.40

 – Global Climate Protection Act, 1987 (P.L. 100-204)

 The Global Climate Protection Act required the creation of a Task Force on the Global Climate to 
research and assess threats of global climate change and to then develop a “coordinated national 
strategy” on climate change.41

 – Global Change Research Act (GCRA), 1990 (P.L. 101-606)

 This Act authorized the creation of a federal research program (the Global Change Research Program) 
to “assist the Nation and the world to understand, assess, predict and respond to human-induced and 
natural processes of global change”.42 

 – Energy Policy Act, 1992 (P.L. 102-486)

 The Energy Policy Act of 1992 involves the promotion of energy efficiency, the reduction of energy 
dependency and the development of alternative fuels. It includes specific sections dedicated to 
addressing global climate change and to the relationship between energy and the environment.43 

 – Climate Change Action Plan (CCAP), 1993

 Although it was not legislation, the Climate Change Action Plan represented the first comprehensive 
national initiative to combat climate change. The Plan had the objective of returning to 1990 levels of 
GHG emissions by the year 2000.44

 – Energy Policy Act, 2005 (P.L. 109-58)

 George W. Bush signed into law $15 billion45 in tax incentives for energy conservation and alternative 
fuels, but also for fossil fuels. The Act includes provisions regarding energy efficiency, renewable energy, 
oil and gas, coal, fuel consumption by vehicles, research and development, electricity, climate change 
and innovative technology research, among others.46 

 – Strengthening Federal Environmental, Energy, and Transportation Management, 2007 (Executive 
Order 13423)

38  Public Law 91-190: National Environmental Policy Act of 1969. 83 STAT 852-856. 1 January 1970. 

39  Public Law 95-367: National Climate Program Act. 92 STAT 601-605.17 September 1978. 

40  Public Law 95-618: Energy Tax Act of 1978. 92 STAT 3174-3205. 9 November 1979. 

41  Public Law 100-204: Global Climate Protection Act of 1987. 101 Stat. 1407-1409. 22 December 1987. 

42  Public Law 101-606: Global Change Research Act of 1990. 104 Stat. 3096-3104. 16 November 1990. 

43  Public Law 102-486: Energy Policy Act of 1992. 106 Stat. 2276-2899. 24 October 1992. 

44  CLINTON, W. J. and GORE JR., A. G. The Climate Change Action Plan [online]. 1993 [Consulted 10 February 2019]. Retrieved from: 
http://www.gcrio.org/overview.html 

45  All monetary amounts are listed in $USD.

46  Public Law 109-58: Energy Policy Act of 2005. 119 Stat. 605-650. 8 August 2005. 
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 Signed by President Bush in January of 2007, Executive Order 13423 instructs federal agencies to take 
action to protect the climate, including promoting energy efficiency and reducing GHG emissions and 
water and energy use.47

 – Energy Independence and Security Act, 2007 (P.L. 110-140)

 The Energy Independence and Security Act promotes energy security and conservation and research 
and development of alternative fuels, as well as greater involvement in international energy programs, 
among other measures.48

 – Federal Leadership in Environmental, Energy, and Economic Performance, 2009 (Executive Order 
13514)

 This Order had two main objectives: creating a comprehensive federal sustainability strategy and 
establishing the reduction of GHG emissions as a “priority for Federal agencies”.49 

 – Preparing the United States for the Impacts of Climate Change, 2013 (Executive Order 13653)

 This mandate establishes the interagency Council on Climate Preparedness and Resilience, whose 
purpose is to work with all levels of government and with private institutions in climate adaptation 
and mitigation efforts.50

 – Planning for Federal Sustainability in the Next Decade, 2013 (Executive Order 13693)

 President Obama ordered each federal agency to propose reduction targets for GHG emissions, 
suggesting no less than 40%, to be achieved over the course of a decade.51 He also required the creation 
of sustainability goals for each federal agency to promote energy efficiency and conservation. The 
Order sets the minimum for renewable electric energy at 30% of total use by 2025.52

 – Clean Power Plan (CPP), 2015

 The Clean Power Plan established the first national regulations for carbon pollution produced by power 
plants. President Obama, in conjunction with the EPA, created the plan to reduce GHG emissions 
from the power sector – setting the 2030 emissions reduction target at 32% below 2005 levels – while 
simultaneously promoting clean energy development.53

 – Methane and Waste Prevention Rule, 2016

 The Bureau of Land Management,54 under the Mineral Leasing Act of 1920, approved a standard 
which regulates all oil and gas operations in order to avoid the leakage of methane, “a potent climate-
warming gas”.55

47  BUSH, G. W. Executive Order 13423: Strengthening Federal Environmental, Energy, and Transportation Management. Federal 
Register [online]. 26 January 2007, Vol. 72 (17). 3919-3923 [Consulted 20 December 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.energy.
gov/sites/prod/files/2014/03/f11/eo13423.pdf 

48  Public Law 110-140: Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007. 121 Stat. 1492-1801. 19 December 2007. 

49  OBAMA, B. H. Executive Order 13514: Federal Leadership in Environmental, Energy, and Economic Performance. Federal Register 
[online]. 8 October 2009, Vol. 74 (194). p. 52117 [Consulted 27 December 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.govinfo.gov/content/
pkg/FR-2009-10-08/pdf/E9-24518.pdf

50  OBAMA, B. H. Executive Order 13653: Preparing the United States for the Impacts of Climate Change. Federal Register [online]. 1 
November, 2013, Vol. 78 (215). 66819-66824 [Consulted 2 January 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/
FR-2013-11-06/pdf/2013-26785.pdf 

51  OBAMA, B. H. Executive Order 13693: Planning for Federal Sustainability in the Next Decade. Federal Register [online]. 25 March 
2015, Vol. 80 (57). 15871-15884 [Consulted 4 January 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2015-03-
25/pdf/2015-07016.pdf 

52  Ibid., pp. 15871-15884.

53  UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY. 40 CFR Part 60: Carbon Pollution Emission Guidelines for Existing 
Stationary Sources: Electric Utility Generating Units; Final Rule. Electric Utility Generating Units; Final Rule. Federal Register 
[online]. 23 October 2015, Vol. 80 (205). 64662-64663 [Consulted 10 January 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.govinfo.gov/
content/pkg/FR-2015-10-23/pdf/2015-22842.pdf 

54  The Bureau of Land Management is a Federal agency within the U.S. Department of the Interior. More information at https://
www.blm.gov/about 

55  BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT. Methane and Waste Prevention Rule [online]. 2017 [Consulted 10 January 2019]. Retrieved 
from: https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/media-uploads/blm_methane-hill_factsheet-final_2017_01_13.pdf 
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 – Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2016 (P.L. 114-113)

 The Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2016 includes, among other appropriations, tax incentives 
for wind and solar energy production, along with a phase-out plan for these credits, thereby ensuring 
a certain degree of security for the renewable energy market.56 Between 2010 and 2015, the federal 
government granted nearly $39 billion per year in subsidies for renewable energies.57

This legislation, according to Richard L. Revesz, would be superfluous if states were able to reach an 
agreement to establish environmental protection at a socially-optima level.58 The non-cooperative quality 
of inter-state relations is at the root of the Race to the Bottom; the benevolence of federal regulation, 
which intercedes to increase protection for citizens, stands in stark contrast to the common perception of 
federal regulation as an infringement on state autonomy.59 

Revesz also reflects on another public choice theory justification for federal regulation, which claims 
that state-level politics do not give environmental protection the importance it deserves, and so pro-
environment lobbies and organizations are more impactful in the federal arena.60 A review of state action 
to protect the environment, however, challenges this argument.

2.2. National Commitments by States 

Reflecting upon several decades of climate-related legislation, various authors have underlined the 
complexity and inefficiency of the national system of environmental regulation in the United States.61 
Clifford S. Russell compares the U.S. with other countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD), concluding that “U.S. processes are more detailed, intrusive, complex, 
punitive, unpredictable and costly to comply with”.62 Lack of action at a federal level often stems from 
difficulty obtaining congressional support in order to pass legislation, which has led to the increased 
importance of organizations such as the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in the development 
of environmental laws and other regulations.63 Such convolution in federal regulation often leads to the 
Jurisdictional Mismatch previously described. Similarly, one author claimed that state environmental 
protection happens “on a piecemeal basis” in response to a lack of a “comprehensive federal congressional 
initiative” targeting global climate change.64 Evan J. Ringquist aptly describes the disconnect between 
state and federal levels of environmental governance: 

 In thinking about environmental policy, professionals and laypersons alike seem fixated upon the role played 
by the federal government. We look to Washington for action and solutions to environmental problems, and 
blame the government there when environmental goals are not met. This federal focus obscures the fact that 
a significant amount of policy variation and activity takes place at the state level. 65

As Ringquist notes, while some of the action against climate change has been driven by the federal 
government, the majority has come from state and local levels,66 more in line with the Race to Desirability 
or Race to Stringency theories. 

56  Public Law 114-113: Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2016. 129 Stat. 3036-3072. 18 December 2015. 

57  IER, loc. cit., footnote 6.

58  REVESZ, R. L., op. cit., footnote 31, p. 1216.

59  Ibid., p. 1216.

60  Ibid., p. 1223.

61  VILLAR EZCURRA, M., op. cit., footnote 5, p. 17.; RUSSELL, C. S. Applying Economics to the Environment. New York: Oxford 
University Press, Inc., 2001, p. 29. ISBN 0-19-512684-X.

62  RUSSELL, C. S., loc. cit., footnote 61.

63  Laws and Regulations [online]. United States Environmental Protection Agency, 2 April 2019 [Consulted 10 April 2019]. Retrieved 
from: https://www.epa.gov/laws-regulations

64  CARLEY, S. The Era of State Energy Policy Innovation: A Review of Policy Instruments. Review of Policy Research [online]. 2011, Vol. 
28 (3), p. 265 [Consulted 25 May 2019]. DOI 10.1111/j.1541-1338.2011.00495.x

65  RINGQUIST, E. J. Environmental Protection at the State Level: Politics and Progress in Controlling Pollution. New York: Routledge, 
p. 3. ISBN 1-56324-203-6.

66  VILLAR EZCURRA, M., op. cit., footnote 5, p. 17.
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Revesz, critical of the Race to the Bottom theory, believes that interstate competition will not lead to a 
loosening of environmental protections, but rather will encourage states to find a balance between 
social benefits and economic costs – the so-called Race to Desirability.67 The level of environmental 
regulation is determined by the value each state’s inhabitants accord to environmental protection; any 
regulation past this level of protection would be detrimental to the state, as its residents are only willing 
to sacrifice a certain amount of economic growth for a healthier environment.68 In Revesz’s opinion, then, 
environmental legislation should be set by states, rather than by the federal government. 

David Vogel similarly challenges the Race to the Bottom model, explaining that interstate competition does 
not lead to weaker environmental protection but to stronger regulation – a Race to Stringency.69 Instead of 
a race to find an ideal balance between costs and benefits, as proposed by Revesz, however, Vogel believes 
that competition will only make regulation stricter; depending on the importance that residents place on 
environmental protection, therefore, increased regulation may not be considered “ideal”, as in the Race to 
Desirability. This theory, which he also calls the California effect,70 can be explained by “the existence of a 
large consumer market within a larger interstate or international market”.71 When this market increases 
regulation, it not only defends domestic or regional products against foreign ones, but it also “pass[es] 
off the costs of [regulation] to producers in foreign jurisdictions while reaping locally the benefits of such 
regulation.”72 In this way, statewide regulation acts as a competitive advantage for local businesses and 
encourages other states to increase environmental protections, as well.73

The statistics regarding the widespread action of states, when analyzed collectively, are impressive: by 
2007, 42 states had elaborated GHG inventories,74 30 states were developing or had finalized climate change 
action plans,75 and 12 states had mandatory GHG reduction targets.76 The technique of carbon pricing,77 
used to achieve emissions reduction targets, also demonstrates state incentive – and the failings of the 
federal government. Although the federal government has not been capable of instating a nationwide 
carbon pricing policy, in 2005, nine northeastern states78 formed the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative 
(RGGI), the first legally-mandated Emission Trading System (ETS), or cap-and-trade, for carbon dioxide 
emissions from the power sector in the United States.79 Experts estimate that by 2020, the power sector 
will be producing carbon emissions at a rate 45% lower than in 2005.80 The RGGI’s objective is to continue 
to reduce emissions another 30% before 2030.81 In 2013, California established its own cap-and-trade 

67  REVESZ, R. L., op. cit., footnote 31, p. 1240-1241.

68  LUDWISZEWSKI, R. B. and HAAKE, C. H., op. cit., footnote 4, pp. 670-671.

69  Ibid., p. 672.

70  The name makes reference to the influence the state of California has had in encouraging more stringent environmental 
regulations.

71  LUDWISZEWSKI, R. B. and HAAKE, C. H., op. cit., footnote 4, p. 672.

72  Ibid., p. 672.

73  Ibid., p. 672.

74  RAMSEUR, J. L., op. cit., footnote 1, p. CRS-10.

75  Ibid., p. CRS-4.

76  Ibid., p. CRS-15.

77  The term “carbon pricing” refers to action that works to curb carbon emissions, either by charging a fee for the right to emit 
carbon, or by rewarding for lower emissions. There are three types of carbon pricing. Emission Trading Systems (also known as 
“Cap-and-Trade” systems) are systems in which an absolute limit is placed on total emissions. A certain number of permits to 
produce carbon emissions are created, and emitters can buy or sell permits within the market. Emission Reduction Funds (ERF) 
are government programs which give credits to businesses that lower emissions. The only ERF currently in practice is in Australia. 
A Carbon Tax is an economy-wide fee imposed on all carbon emissions. While Emission Trading Systems can ensure a fixed limit 
on carbon emissions, a carbon tax cannot guarantee any fixed level of reductions. About Carbon Pricing [online]. United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, 2019 [Consulted 20 February 2019]. Retrieved from: https://unfccc.int/about-us/
regional-collaboration-centres/the-ci-aca-initiative/about-carbon-pricing#eq-4 

78  Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New York, Rhode Island, and Vermont.

79  Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) [online]. Center for Climate and Energy Solutions [Consulted 20 February 2019]. 
Retrieved from: http://www.c2es.org/content/regional-greenhouse-gas-initiative-rggi/ 
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program, the first multi-sector ETS in the United States, and the fourth-largest in the world.82 The program, 
while expected to reduce GHG emissions by 16% by 2020 and by another 40% by 2030, is a key part of the 
state’s larger, broader initiative to return to 1990 levels of GHG emissions by 2020, and to reduce emissions 
an additional 40% by 2030.83

Another example of state-driven regulation is NESCAUM, the Northeast States for Coordinated Air Use 
Management – an association comprised of the air quality agencies from eight states84 which works to 
make improvements in areas ranging from climate change adaptation and regulation to energy efficiency.85 
The goal of NESCAUM is to “provide scientific, technical, analytical and policy support to the air quality 
programs of the eight Northeast states”, principally with the implementation of national programs such 
as those created by the Clean Air Act.86

Paradoxically, the federal structure of the United States might simultaneously be the greatest deterrent 
to comprehensive federal regulation and the key to states’ success. As Justice Brandeis observed in the 
case of New State Ice Co. vs. Liebmann, “It is one of the happy incidents of the federal system that a single 
courageous state may, if its citizens choose, serve as a laboratory; and try novel social and economic 
experiments without risk to the rest of the country”.87 Robert B. McKinstry, Jr. builds on the idea of states 
as laboratories, creating and fine-tuning prototypes for legislation that is often later adopted at a federal 
level.88 He gives various examples of this “copycat” effect: air regulation in California was the model for the 
revisions to the Clean Air Act in 2003; the Delaware River Basin Commission’s regulation of water served 
as the basis for the Clean Water Act of 1972; surface mining regulation in the state of Pennsylvania led 
to the Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act; and aspects of the New Jersey Spill Compensation 
and Control Act were nearly identical to the Comprehensive Environmental Response Compensation and 
Liability Act.89

As various authors have noted, widespread discontent with the federal registry of greenhouse gas emissions 
has spurred states to develop their own registries.90 This has been true especially in the state of California, 
which has gained a reputation as one of the most innovative states in terms of climate policy. The California 
Climate Action Registry, established in 2001, quickly gained national and international recognition as 
an accurate, transparent GHG emissions registry.91 In 2002, California developed a Renewable Portfolio 
Standard (RPS)92 Program requiring 20% of retail electricity to be supplied from renewable sources by 
2017. The state gradually increased requirements through 2015, raising the minimum to 50% by 2030.93 In 
2015, California was one of 29 states to have Renewable Portfolio Standards, and an additional eight states 
had renewable energy goals.94 
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According to 42 U.S. Code § 7543 (State standards),95 states are not allowed to set their own vehicle emissions 
standards to replace those established by the Environmental Protection Agency.96 California, however, 
can be granted an exemption from this law in order to set its own vehicle emissions standards via what is 
known as the “California waiver”: the state must establish that its standards “will be, in the aggregate, at 
least as protective of public health and welfare as applicable Federal standards” and must prove that the 
standards are necessary “to meet compelling and extraordinary conditions”.97 Since 1994, eleven other 
states98 have solicited the “California waiver” in order to apply California’s emissions standards.99 

Although often considered a leader in climate policy, California has not been alone in taking initiative. 
In 2001, Massachusetts was the first state in the country to place legal limits on carbon emissions from 
power plants.100 Rhode Island was the first state to develop a comprehensive climate action plan when it 
released its Greenhouse Gas Action Plan in 2002.101 Following California’s decision to limit vehicle GHG 
emissions in 2002, the majority of Northeastern states102 espoused the “Clean Cars Program”, which 
dictated a 30% reduction in GHG emissions from vehicles by 2016.103 In 2007, New Jersey approved the 
Global Warming Response Act requiring emissions reductions to 1990 levels by 2020 and to 80% below 
2006 levels by 2050.104 New Hampshire published its Climate Action Plan in 2009 with recommendations 
to reduce GHG emissions, increase environmental protection, and provide measures for climate change 
adaptation, among others.105 In September of 2016, Massachusetts Governor Charlie Baker signed 
Executive Order 569, “Establishing an Integrated Climate Change Strategy for the Commonwealth”, which 
ordered the creation of a Climate Adaptation Plan within two years and mandated stricter controls of 
GHG emissions.106 

There exist various explanations for states’ initiative in the fight against climate change. The first is that, as 
previously mentioned, overall federal climate inaction has left a vacuum, providing states a great deal of 
room to act.107 The flexibility often granted by federal and EPA legislation has allowed states the liberty to 
develop their own, more stringent regulation.108 Another reason is that most “oversight, implementation, 
and enforcement of environmental regulation” is the responsibility of states, even if originated at the 
federal level;109 in other words, since states will almost necessarily be in charge of implementation, it 
stands to reason that they should be writing the regulation. Additionally, states have found that taking 
climate action can be advantageous: from a marketing standpoint, they can posit themselves as a national 
leader in climate policy; from an economic standpoint, reducing GHG emissions can be considered a 
fiscally-responsible decision; and from a standpoint considering all-around well-being, climate policies 
can improve the quality of natural resources such as water and air, reduce traffic, and improve energy 
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security.110 Finally, states, rather than the federal government, are the ones who feel the effects of climate 
change – many have already had to deal with consequences such as “violent storms, forest fires, species 
migration, prolonged droughts, or changing vectors of disease transmission”.111 It is logical, therefore, that 
they should be the first ones to act.

2.3. National Commitments by the Private Sector

Over the past few decades, there has been a growing trend of climate action not only at the state level, but 
also in the private sector. Many companies are motivated to protect the environment by a desire to be 
sustainability leaders in their industry, hoping for gains in marketing, public relations and recruitment.112 
Others are called to action on moral grounds.113 Part of this sense of obligation may come from a need to 
compensate for past abuses, as the private sector has been one of the largest contributors to the problem 
of global climate change.114 A 2017 study showed that 90 of the companies that emit the highest levels of 
carbon have been responsible for over 55% of the rise in atmospheric carbon dioxide since 1880 and for 
40-50% of the rise in global temperatures in the same time period.115 One of these top 90, ExxonMobil, 
made headlines in 2015 when news surfaced that the company had known about the role of humans 
in global climate change since 1981 but spent 27 years – and over $30 million – sponsoring anti-climate 
change research.116

A large degree of action at the private level stems from Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) efforts. The 
United Nations Industrial Development Organization provides the following definition of CSR: 

 Corporate Social Responsibility is a management concept whereby companies integrate social and 
environmental concerns in their business operations and interactions with their stakeholders. CSR is generally 
understood as being the way through which a company achieves a balance of economic, environmental and 
social imperatives, while at the same time addressing the expectations of shareholders and stakeholders.117

The ethical obligations imposed by society determine a company’s CSR policies. As mentioned, action 
against global climate change is increasingly posited as a matter of morality.118 Similarly, the concept of 
sustainability, which includes climate protection, is becoming more attractive to businesses based on 
the principle that “environmental, social, and financial performance” can be positively correlated (see 
Figure 1).119 M. W. Allen and C.A. Craig stress that CSR is an important part of a company’s approach to 
combating climate change, but that corporate social responsibility action alone is not enough – it should 
be part of a broader, coordinated effort between companies and sectors to protect the climate.120

One of the first such efforts mobilizing support for climate change action in the private sector was the 
Pew Center on Global Climate Change.121 It was founded in 1998 as an environmental policy think tank 
in conjunction with the Business Environmental Leadership Council, which works alongside some of 
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the largest companies to garner private support for climate policies. Today, it ranks as one of the best 
environmental policy think tanks in the world, and the Council, which originally was comprised of 13 
companies, now has 33, making it the “largest U.S.-based group of companies devoted solely to addressing 
climate change”.122 

In 2002, the EPA created Climate Leaders, an emissions-reduction program joining businesses and the 
government which offers advice to companies taking steps to develop climate action plans.123 In 2010, 
the program was phased out, and in 2011, the EPA replaced it with the Center for Corporate Climate 
Leadership, which brings together climate-oriented companies and encourages emissions-reduction 
plans and other climate-related innovation.124

Business Roundtable, an association of Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) of major American businesses, 
created the Climate RESOLVE program in 2003 in order to encourage its members to combat climate 
change, offering workshops, one-on-one counseling, and learning sessions for members.125 By 2004, 70% 
of Business Roundtable members had taken climate-oriented action.126 

3. History of International Commitments to Combat Climate Change

3.1. International Commitments by the Federal Government

As it developed environmental regulations for Americans and American companies, the United States 
also played an important role in the promotion of global cooperation on environmental issues.127 The 
U.S. established a “reputation for global environmental leadership” in the 1970s as it worked to garner 
international commitment to its own national environmental policies, in areas such as ozone protection.128 
A key example of initial U.S. leadership in global environmental cooperation is the United Nations (UN) 
Conference on the Human Environment of 1972, the first significant congress regarding international 
efforts to protect the environment.129 The United States pledged up to $40 million over five years to a 
voluntary Environment Fund to support environmental protection programs, a contribution which 
greatly exceeded that of any other nation.130 

The country showed similar initiative in the creation of the Montreal Protocol. Signed in 1987 by 27 
countries and ratified by the U.S. in 1988, the Protocol is an international commitment to the protection 
of the stratospheric ozone layer by means of the elimination of ozone-depleting substances (ODS).131 The 
United States, notably, “has been a leader within the Protocol throughout its existence and has taken 
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strong domestic action to phase out the production and consumption of ODS such as chlorofluorocarbons 
(CFCs) and halons”.132 

In 1988, growing global environmental concerns led to the formation of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change by the United Nations Environment Program and the World Meteorological 
Organization.133 Founded by UN General Assembly Resolution 43/53, its objective is to “provide 
internationally coordinated scientific assessments of the magnitude, timing and potential environmental 
and socio-economic impact of climate change and realistic response strategies”.134 Since its creation, it has 
released five Assessment Reports, considered “the most comprehensive scientific reports about climate 
change produced worldwide”, which have been incorporated into international policies regarding climate 
change.135 The United States’ support, specifically in terms of the research and scientific knowledge it 
contributed, was fundamental to the creation of the IPCC.136 

Four years later, in 1992, the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (informally 
called the “Earth Summit”) was held in Rio de Janeiro. In what would be the first international policy on 
climate change, the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was signed 
by 158 countries,137 including the United States. The Framework Convention has since been ratified by 
197 nations,138 entering into force in 1994.139 Although the United States initially seemed willing to be a 
leader in the process, it quickly proved reticent to taking concrete action:140 after ratifying the UNFCCC, 
the White House141 expressed opposition to various proposals discussed at the Summit, such as targets for 
carbon emission reduction, a wildlife protection treaty, and increased financial support from the United 
States.142

The Convention establishes as its primary objective the “stabilization of greenhouse gas concentrations 
in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate 
system” but emphasizes this must be done “within a time frame sufficient to allow ecosystems to adapt 
naturally to climate change, to ensure that food production is not threatened and to enable economic 
development to proceed in a sustainable manner”.143 It also establishes various principles which should 
guide the actions of the signatories, including the idea that “developed countries”144 should be at the 
forefront of the fight against climate change, adopting national climate change policies in order to return 
to 1990 levels of emissions of greenhouse gases.145 There is debate regarding the binding nature of the 
Convention, specifically for the United States:146 “Although many take the position that the Framework 
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Convention is largely aspirational, it includes many provisions which can be read to create binding 
obligations, particularly if read in conjunction with other requirements of United States law”.147 

This lack of obligation was amended in 1997 with the creation of the Kyoto Protocol, a legally-binding 
document created by the parties to the Framework Convention which outlined, in specific terms, the 
reductions needed to be made by Northern countries and the steps that should be taken to make those 
reductions.148 The Protocol required, for example, that Northern countries reduced GHG emissions “by 
at least 5 per cent below 1990 levels in the commitment period 2008 to 2012”149 and that they had made 
“demonstrable progress” by 2005.150 U.S. reticence to climate action once again prevailed: although 
President Clinton signed the Protocol in 1998, it was never ratified by the Senate151 and, therefore, has 
never been a legal obligation for the United States.152 It is important to note that the requirements in the 
U.S. for ratifying international treaties are deliberately stringent and that there is an important minority 
who believe that international treaty commitments should be rejected on “philosophical grounds”.153 

Congress’ concern about the potential negative economic consequences of such climate action – the 
primary obstacle to the ratification of the Kyoto Protocol 154 – has also impeded the United States from 
engaging in other commitments to combat climate change, such as the UNFCCC 2001 negotiations in 
Bonn, Germany, and from fulfilling certain targets set by the Framework Convention.155 

The third of the treaties agreed upon by the Parties to the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change, the Paris Agreement, was signed on December 12, 2015. The Agreement focuses on a 
limit for global temperature increases: less than 2 degrees Celsius higher than pre-industrial temperatures, 
which works towards the goal of keeping global warming below 1.5 degrees Celsius.156 It also underlines 
the need for all countries to work together – with special emphasis on support for the Global South and for 
the most vulnerable countries157 – through the concept of “nationally determined contributions” (NDCs): 

 Each Party shall prepare, communicate and maintain successive nationally determined contributions that it 
intends to achieve. Parties shall pursue domestic mitigation measures, with the aim of achieving the objectives 
of such contributions.

 Each Party’s successive nationally determined contribution will represent a progression beyond the Party’s 
then current nationally determined contribution and reflect its highest possible ambition, reflecting its 
common but differentiated responsibilities and respective capabilities, in the light of different national 
circumstances.158

An important part of the Paris Agreement is a financing tool known as the Green Climate Fund (GFC). 
Established in 2010 by the parties to the UNFCCC, the GFC was designed to economically assist with the 
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Global South’s efforts to address climate change, both through “mitigation and adaptation”.159 The Fund 
is vital for the financing of the Paris Agreement, specifically for Least Developed Countries (LDCs), Small 
Island Developing States (SIDS), and African States.160 The United States pledged USD $3 billion to the 
GFC, double the amount pledged by Japan, the second-highest contributor.161 To date, the U.S. has only 
given one third of the contribution it promised.162

In 2015, the United States, under President Barack Obama, was one of the first Parties to the UNFCCC to 
submit an Intended Nationally Determined Contribution (INDC) for greenhouse gas emissions reductions, 
setting a target of 26-28% below 2005 emissions no later than 2025.163 On April 22, 2016, President Obama 
signed the Paris Agreement, and it was ratified by Congress on September 3, 2016.164 

As the Parties to the UNFCCC were negotiating the Paris Agreement, members of the United Nations were 
simultaneously developing a global sustainability agenda. The agenda builds on the poverty-reduction 
work of the Millennium Development Goals, established in 2000, and broadens efforts to include a focus 
on sustainability and a more wholistic idea of development.165 Beginning in 2013, a United Nations Open 
Working Group designed a proposed list of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which were adopted 
as part of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development in September of 2015.166 Of the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals established, five concern the environment: Goal 7, Affordable and Clean Energy; Goal 
12, Responsible Consumption and Production; Goal 13, Climate Action; Goal 14, Life Below Water; and 
Goal 15, Life on Land.167 President Obama, on behalf of the United States, quickly expressed his support 
for the SDGs: “We commit ourselves to new Sustainable Development Goals…we recognize that our most 
basic bond – our common humanity – compels us to act” (27 September 2015).168 

Of all U.S. presidents, Obama’s commitment to climate efforts was the most notable. Nationally, his 
executive orders, incentives for renewables, and legislation – specifically, the Clean Power Plan – represented 
a movement towards greater national engagement with the issue of climate change. Internationally, his 
commitment on behalf of the United States to the Paris Agreement and to the SDGs demonstrated America’s 
commitment to climate efforts.

Joshua W. Busby, however, argues that the United States has been, in general, “an inconsistent leader 
in global environmental diplomacy,” suggesting that the country has been distancing itself from global 
leadership in climate action since the 1990s.169 The author attributes this decline in leadership to a series 
of factors. The first is the evolution of national power dynamics: as environmental groups lost power, 
business groups gained support and political backing due to Americans’ “regulatory fatigue” and to a 
rise in complacency from those who felt sufficient environmental protection had been instated.170 
The second factor is the increasing polarization of environmental issues: over time, protection of the 
environment has become associated with the Democratic party, and skepticism of global climate change 
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March 20199]. Retrieved from: https://www.greenclimate.fund/documents/20182/24868/Status_of_Pledges.pdf/eef538d3-2987-
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163 INDCs as Communicated by Parties [online]. INDC [Consulted 15 March 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www4.unfccc.int/sites/
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164 Paris Agreement [online]. United Nations Treaty Collection, 12 December 2015 [Consulted 12 March 2019]. Retrieved from: https://
treaties.un.org/Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=XXVII-7-d&chapter=27&clang=_en 

165 Sustainable Development Goals [online]. Sustainable Development Goals Knowledge Platform [Consulted 20 March 2019]. 
Retrieved from: https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/?menu=1300 

166 Ibid.
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Retrieved from: https://www.usaid.gov/GlobalGoals 

169 BUSBY, J. W., op. cit., footnote 3, p. 245.
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with the Republicans.171 As Busby notes, however, “Democrats are rarely politically powerful enough or 
united enough to push through ambitious environmental goals.”172 The final reason for the U.S.’s retreat 
from a position of environmental leadership is the great diversity in environmental policy between states, 
complicating the formation of a cohesive national policy and, consequently, the adoption of a stance in 
the international arena.173 On the other hand, the flexibility of a federal system which allows for variation 
between states has permitted individual states to take initiative in combatting climate change at an 
international level. 

3.2. International Commitments by States

The Coalition of Northeastern Governors and the Eastern Canadian Premiers (NEG/ECP)174 have worked 
together since 1973 in order to “address their shared interests across the border”.175 In July, 2000, at the 
NEG/ECP Annual Conference, members approved Resolution 25-9, the “Resolution Concerning Global 
Warming and its Impacts on the Environment”, recognizing the threats of global climate change and 
acknowledging human responsibility.176 In 2001, the NEG/ECP released their Climate Change Action Plan, 
which is designed to reduce the concentration of greenhouse gases via state and local commitments as 
well as to implement adaptation measures in response to the effects of climate change.177

In 2007, the Western Climate Initiative (WCI) was formed by Arizona, California, New Mexico, Oregon, and 
Washington with the purpose of establishing a standardized, region-wide emissions-reduction target: 15% 
below 2005 CO

2 
levels by 2020.178 Between 2007 and 2008, the WCI became an international partnership, 

including 4 Canadian provinces,179 as well as Montana and Utah.180 In 2010, the partners announced their 
intention to create a regional cap and trade program, along with other measures, to meet their emissions 
reduction target.181 In 2011, they created a non-profit organization by the same name, designed to aid with 
the “implementation of state and provincial greenhouse gas emissions trading programs”.182 As of August, 
2018, however, only California and Quebec remained in the partnership.183

Similar to the WCI, the Midwestern Greenhouse Gas Reduction Accord was established in 2007 by six 
Midwestern states and one Canadian province.184 Its aim is also to establish standardized, regional 
emissions reduction targets, as well as to develop a cap and trade program for the region.185 A plan was 

171 DANIELS, D. P. et al. Public Opinion on Environmental Policy in the United States. In: KRAFT, M. and KAMIENIECKI, S. (Eds.), 
Handbook of U.S. Environmental Policy [online]. New York: Oxford University Press [2012]. p. 472.

172 BUSBY, J. W., op. cit., footnote 3, p. 252.

173 Ibid., p. 252.

174 The six New England states are Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont; the five Eastern 
Canadian provinces are New Brunswick, Newfoundland and Labrador, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and Québec. 
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presented in 2010 for the implementation of the cap and trade program by 2012, but there has been no 
further progress.186 

3.3. International Commitments by the Private Sector

While states’ international involvement in environmental protection has primarily centered on regional 
cooperation and has had limited success, this is not true of international action by the private sector. 
The UN Global Compact is one such example of private companies’ efforts to establish transcontinental 
environmental protection. Branded as “the world’s largest corporate sustainability initiative”, the Global 
Compact is a worldwide initiative rooted in the commitment of business leaders to sustainability.187 
Created in 1999, it now includes over 13,000 businesses from more than 160 countries; 540 of these 
companies are American.188 

The UN Global Compact supports businesses in their efforts to abide by the Compact’s Ten Principles 
and, as of 2015, to meet the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals.189 Three of the Principles are related 
to environmental protections, and the Global Compact encourages companies to “actively address 
environmental risks and opportunities” and has “major efforts underway with business in the areas of 
climate, water and food”.190 The U.S. has proven to be a leader in the global initiative through its creation 
of the Foundation for the Global Compact, a non-profit based in the United States which is dedicated 
exclusively to assisting the work of the Global Compact.191

It is important to note the importance of private business in the implementation of the Sustainable 
Development Goals: for the first time, the United Nations has highlighted the role of the private sector as 
a development actor.192 Businesses are considered essential collaborators which are fundamental to the 
success of the SDGs, and the UN has encouraged governments to work with private companies as they 
elaborate their development strategies.193 
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Chapter 2. Donald Trump’s Climate Policy 

Donald Trump’s promises to roll back environmental regulation played an important role in his presidential 
campaign. Climate change has been, ideologically, a matter of great concern for Trump’s political base, 
and, therefore, for his administration,194 although it has never articulated an official climate change policy. 
Since his investiture, many analysts have claimed that the President lacks cohesive policies in almost all 
areas of his governance, with the exception of the environment, for which his policy has been, “organized, 
strategic, and in many respects quite effective”.195 According to one author, “Trump’s position on 
environmental protection has been consistent: he wants far less of it”.196 In line with a campaign centered 
around the idea of “America first”, Trump has taken measures to bolster the economy while showing 
little regard for the environment, seemingly based on the notion of mankind’s entitlement to nature’s 
resources.197 The “economic nationalism” he promotes is inherently incompatible with multilateral 
agreements, such as those regarding climate change, which result in international commitments for the 
United States – in Trump’s view, these commitments are an infringement of national sovereignty.198 

Whereas former president Obama had prioritized the fight against climate change and the promotion 
of renewable energies, Trump has focused on energy security, another component of his return to the 
isolationism and nationalism that have speckled U.S. history.199 This focus is apparent in the headline of 
the Energy & Environment page on the White House website: 

 Americans have long been told that our country is running out of energy, but we now know that is wrong. 
America’s energy revolution has produced affordable, reliable energy for consumers along with stable, high-
paying jobs for small businesses – all while dropping carbon emissions to their lowest level in 25 years. 
American energy policy must balance environmental protection with economic growth in order to encourage 
innovation, discovery, and prosperity.200

As of June 2019, Trump is only halfway into his first term, but his environmental record over the past 
two years is lengthy. Most of his action concerning global climate change can be classified into nine 
different themes: nomination choices; fossil fuel infatuation; backing away from global leadership; EPA 
restructuring; internet censoring; deregulation; climate change denial; preference for executive action; 
and environmental legislation. 

1. Policy Themes

1.1. Nomination Choices

Although it is every president’s prerogative to choose cabinet members as they see fit, Trump has received 
a great deal of backlash for many of his choices. The backlash has been especially notable surrounding the 
nominations he has made for positions related to energy and the environment. Trump has surrounded 
himself with advisors who not only lack any background in climate or health advocacy but are also 
connected to the fossil fuel sector.201 Many of those not directly related to environmental oversight are also 
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notorious “deniers” of global climate change, and the few who seemed to be potential climate “allies” have 
since been relieved of their duties. Laura Martín, Director of Fundación Renovables,202 noted the apparent 
overrepresentation of climate change denial in the Trump administration, given its relatively small base 
in the broader American public.203 What follows is a list of Trump’s most prominent anti-environment 
nominations, in chronological order.

 – Steve Bannon, Chief Strategist (January – August 2017)

 Prior to his nomination, Bannon had been Executive Chairman of Breitbart News, a far-right online 
news and commentary source which has promoted theories that climate change is a hoax and has 
received substantial financial support from individuals who deny climate change.204 Bannon himself 
has called alternative energy “madness” and has cited a fake TIME magazine cover about research 
showing the earth was cooling as evidence against global climate change.205

 – Mick Mulvaney, Office of Management and Budget Director (February 2017 – December 2018) 

 Mulvaney, who has been serving as Acting White House Chief of Staff since January of 2019, defended 
Trump’s climate-related budget cuts during his time in the Office of Management and Budget, saying 
that the President would not be dedicating any more funding to the fight against climate change, given 
that the administration “consider[s] that to be a waste of [taxpayer] money”.206 

 – Scott Pruitt, EPA Administrator (February 2017 – July 2018)

 Pruitt is one of Trump’s most controversial nominations. In his time as Oklahoma Attorney General 
before entering the EPA, Pruitt developed close ties with the fossil fuel industry, receiving donations, 
signing letters to the EPA drafted for him by industry lobbyists, and even suing the Agency on the 
industry’s behalf – 14 times.207 He was a leader of the Republican Attorneys General Association’s 
“strikeforce” movement – also supported by fossil fuel companies – to oppose Obama-era initiatives 
designed to protect the environment.208 During his tenure in the EPA, the agency approved 24 regulatory 
rollbacks, and Pruitt attempted to undo a series of environmental protection measures created by 
Obama, including the Clean Power Plan and 2022-2025 fuel emissions standards.209 What may be most 
notable, though is the influence he is purported to have had on Trump’s decision to withdraw the 
United States from the Paris Agreement.210 

 – Ryan Zinke, Interior Secretary (March 2017 – present)

 Under Zinke’s management, the term “climate change” was deleted from the Department of the 
Interior’s five-year Strategic Plan and appears only sparsely on their website.211 In the summer of 2018, 
Zinke alleged that it was environmentalists who were, albeit indirectly, responsible for the devastating 
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California wildfires, which he claimed had “nothing to do with climate change”.212 After the release of the 
National Climate Assessment, in which his own department participated, Zinke tried to undermine its 
validity by questioning the competence of the U.S. Geological Survey, whose researchers contributed 
to the report.213 

 – Rick Perry, Secretary of Energy (March 2017 – December 2018) 

 During his 2012 presidential campaign, long before being nominated to lead the Department of Energy, 
Perry had vowed to get rid of the department – a promise he claimed to regret during his confirmation 
hearing in 2017.214 Perry, like Pruitt before him, expressed doubts regarding the role of carbon dioxide 
in global climate change and even encouraged climate skepticism, alleging that skepticism is a 
characteristic of a “wise, intellectually engaged person.”215 

 – Andrew Wheeler, EPA Administrator (July 2018 – present) 

 While Wheeler deviates from most of Trump’s picks in his refusal to call climate change a “hoax”, even 
going so far as to recognize it as a “huge issue that needs to be addressed globally”,216 many believe that 
his political experience and former career as a coal lobbyist will make him “a more effective bureaucratic 
operator than Pruitt […] in dismantling regulations.” In his confirmation hearing, Wheeler expressed 
his intent to continue implementing Trump’s “regulatory reform agenda”; so far, he has primarily 
worked to weaken carbon standards and mitigation rules.217

 – Mike Pompeo, Secretary of State (March 2018 – present) 

 During Pompeo’s congressional campaign, he was one of the candidates who received the greatest 
donations from the oil-rich Koch brothers; later, he positioned himself firmly against environmental 
measures such as the Paris Agreement, federal support for renewable energy, and the control of 
greenhouse gas emissions.218 In his confirmation hearing, he did concede the veracity of global climate 
change and admitted the possibility that human action is at least partially responsible.219 In May 2019, 
however, he reversed course, announcing that he does not consider climate change to be among the 
top five national security priorities for the U.S.220 Days later, while refusing to include the term “climate 
change” in the Joint Statement of the Arctic Council, he simultaneously congratulated the Arctic region 
for the economic opportunities presented by its melting ice, completely ignoring the risks scientists 
warn are associated with this consequence of climate change.221
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 – William Happer, Senior Director of National Security Council Office for Emerging Technologies 
(September 2018 – present) 

 Happer’s reputation was once built around an esteemed career as a physicist at Princeton, but he has 
recently garnered a great deal of attention for his denial of climate change: not only does he reject 
the notion that human action is harming the environment, but he proselytizes about the benefits of 
carbon dioxide. In one of his most incendiary remarks, he claimed that the “demonization of carbon 
dioxide is just like the demonization of the poor Jews under Hitler”.222 In May of 2019, Trump picked 
Harper to lead a new Climate Review Panel, tasked with challenging conclusions from climate research 
reports.223

Two exceptions to Trump’s anti-environment picks are James Mattis, former Secretary of Defense, and 
Rex Tillerson, former Secretary of State. Paradoxically, in his prior role as CEO of ExxonMobil, Tillerson 
had established himself as a fairly consistent (though limited) ally in the fight against climate change: 
he had acknowledged human responsibility for global warming, backed a carbon tax, and said that the 
Paris Agreement represented “an important step forward.”224 He advocated for the U.S. to remain in the 
Agreement, even signing the Fairbanks Declaration during a meeting of the Arctic Council in 2017, which 
underscores the Paris Agreement’s key role in the fight against climate change.225 Following Trump’s 
withdrawal announcement, Tillerson was responsible for maintaining U.S. engagement in the UNFCCC 
climate change negotiations, sending a delegation to participate in the talks in 2017. 

In his confirmation hearing in January of 2017, Mattis made known his belief that not only is climate change 
real, but it poses a threat to the foreign interests and assets of the U.S.226 Upon Mattis’ resignation, the Center 
for Climate and Security issued a statement praising the Secretary of State for “his leadership on climate 
change”, including “acknowledging and taking actions to address the very real risks climate change poses to 
the security of the United States, including to its armed forces, its allies and its interests abroad.”227

It is significant that neither of these men remains in the White House. While their climate beliefs were not 
identified as a factor in their departures, the choice of Pompeo as a replacement for Tillerson meant a shift 
in Trump’s cabinet even farther towards anti-environmentalism. Mattis’ replacement, Patrick Shanahan, 
has not yet been confirmed, nor has he established a clear position on climate change, although one 
could predict – with a great deal of certainty – that his position will ultimately be similar to those of other 
current Trump advisors: the less environmental regulation, the better.

1.2. Fossil Fuel Infatuation

One characteristic shared by most of Trump’s advisors is their infatuation with the fossil fuel industry. 
Recently, the Department of Energy released a statement referring to natural gas as “molecules of U.S. 
freedom”.228 The President’s insistence on securing “energy independence” is present in most of his policy 
on the environment. An article on the White House’s Energy & Environment web page entitled “President 
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Donald J. Trump Is Unleashing American Energy Dominance” does not once speak of renewable or 
alternative energy.229 Instead, it focuses on the President’s accomplishments in promoting traditional 
energy forms: the end to the “war on coal”; the elimination of “red tape that was holding back the 
construction of new energy infrastructure, like pipelines”; records in “oil and gas lease sales”; and the 
streamlining of “permitting for Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) terminals.”230 

Of the fifteen executive orders he had signed related to climate change at the time of this writting, eight of 
them promote the use of fossil fuels, whether by reducing regulation, streamlining infrastructure projects 
– specifically the construction of pipelines carrying gas and oil – or encouraging energy production.231 The 
President’s 2019 Economic Report makes special mention of the fossil fuel “production records” set since 
Trump’s inauguration,232 claiming that “leveraging American energy abundance” – referring specifically 
to coal, oil, and gas – “is a central tenant of the President’s economic vision”.233 Promoting fossil fuels, 
therefore, is key to Trump’s prioritization of economic growth above all else.

1.3. Backing Away from Global Leadership

In stark contrast to his predecessor’s efforts to assume a leadership role in the global effort to fight 
climate change, Trump has chosen to steer the United States in the opposite direction – away from 
global compromises and commitments. Notably, this aversion to multilateralism is not limited to climate 
change policy; his campaign was based on nationalist sentiment and permeates all of his policy areas. 
In fact, a search of “America First”, his foreign policy slogan, on the White House website yields 1,648 
results – by comparison, the word “environment” produces 252.234 A majority of the President’s statements 
and policies express his intention to prioritize American interests and to back away from multilateral 
efforts. In Trump’s 2017 speech to the United Nations General Assembly, he mentioned the concept of 
sovereignty over 20 times: he explained that his administration was “renewing [the] founding principle of 
sovereignty”, demonstrating his belief that participation in international organizations is an infringement 
on America’s independence and dominance.235 At the same event one year later, he claimed that “America 
will always choose independence and cooperation over global governance, control, and domination.”236 

Trump’s resistance to multilateral efforts has been true for climate change action, as well. Perhaps the most 
notable example is the U.S.’s withdrawal from the Paris Agreement, thereby fulfilling one of the President’s 
campaign promises. On June 1, 2017, Trump announced that the United States would withdraw from 
the Agreement, leaving open the possibility of a renegotiation or the negotiation of a new agreement.237 
He justified this decision with the claim that “the Paris Climate Accord [was] simply the latest example 
of Washington entering into an agreement that disadvantages the United States to the exclusive benefit 
of other countries, leaving American workers […] and taxpayers to absorb the cost […]”.238 Included in 
this announcement was the end of any U.S. efforts to meet its nationally determined contribution – the 
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quantified commitment the Parties to the Paris Agreement had made to reduce their environmental 
impact – and of any contribution to the Green Climate Fund.239

Paradoxically, in the same speech, Trump alleged that, under his leadership, the U.S. “will continue to be 
the cleanest and most environmentally friendly country on Earth” and avowed his dedication to ensuring 
the U.S. “remains the world’s leader on environmental issues”.240 He emphasized, however, that it would 
not be at the cost of American jobs, claiming that the Agreement, as it stood, greatly disadvantaged 
American workers and the economy, to the benefit of every other nation.241 His nationalist rhetoric is 
very apparent in this announcement, appearing in statements such as, “This Agreement is less about the 
climate and more about other countries gaining a financial advantage over the United States.”242 

The United States is also backing away from its position as global leader in climate change research, albeit 
less publicly. Without any fanfare, Trump effectively eliminated the U.S.’s Carbon Monitoring System 
(CMS) with his signature on the omnibus spending bill signed in March of 2018, as the bill included 
no provisions for the system’s funding.243 The CMS, operated by the National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA), tracks global carbon levels; it was to be fundamental in the substantiation of 
countries’ progress in carbon emission reductions as they fulfilled commitments established in the Paris 
Agreement.244 The $10-million-a-year system was presumably cut because of “budget constraints” – as 
cited by NASA245 – but it is also in line with Trump’s overarching policy of climate disengagement. P. Duffy, 
president of the Woods Hole Research Center, claims that Trump’s decision to cut the program will simply 
pass the baton of research leadership to Europe, while depriving the United States of opportunities for 
technology development.246 

A more recent example of the United States backing away from its role as an environmental leader came 
from the recent Arctic Council talks in May of 2019. The Council is comprised of eight Arctic countries 
– including the United States247 – as well as members of indigenous tribes in the area, created for the 
purpose of encouraging international cooperation to address problems in the region, specifically those 
related to the environment.248 Following the talks, for the first time in over twenty years of existence, the 
Council was unable to produce a joint statement elaborating its objectives.249 The Council’s statements 
are produced by consensus, meaning that any single country holds veto power. Although Chairman Timo 
Soini refused to point fingers, other participants in the talks identified the United States as the obstacle 
to consensus.250 Secretary of State Pompeo made clear his country’s opposition to including any mention 
of climate change or the Paris Agreement in the joint statement, although he was outnumbered by a 
“majority” who “regarded climate change as a fundamental challenge facing the Arctic and acknowledged 
the urgent need to take mitigation and adaptation actions and to strengthen resilience”, according to the 
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Chairman.251 The United States’ solitude in its position was especially striking given that it was surrounded 
by traditionally strong allies such as Canada and Denmark.252

The U.S. has abandoned its leadership of efforts to meet the Sustainable Development Goals, as well: the 
2018 Sustainable Development Goals Report declared that the United States was tailing the other G20 
countries in its “political leadership and institutionalization of the SDGs, characterized notably by the 
absence of public statements made by the head of state on how the country plans to implement the SDGs” 
(See Figure 8).253 On the White House Website, there is no mention of the Sustainable Development Goals.

In the same report, the United States showed little to no change in its progress towards Goal 13, “Climate 
Action”, compared to 2015; however, a breakdown of the five specific objectives of the goal show that the 
United States was making poor progress towards three out of the five.254 In November of 2018, Courtney 
Nemroff, the Deputy U.S. Representative to the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations, made 
the following statement in her explanation of the U.S. position regarding an agenda item for action: 

 The U.S. supports the spirit of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development as a framework for development 
and will continue to be a global leader in sustainable development […]. We applaud the call for shared 
responsibility, including national responsibility, in the 2030 Agenda and emphasize that all countries have a 
role to play in achieving its vision. However, the 2030 Agenda recognizes that each country must work toward 
implementation in accordance with its own national policies and priorities.255

This statement reflects the administration’s rejection of multilateralism, indicating that the United States 
has moved towards unilateral implementation of the SDGs, rather than embracing the collaborative spirit 
of the 2030 Agenda which had been promoted by the Obama administration. 

1.4. Restructuring of the Environmental Protection Agency

It is no surprise that the Environmental Protection Agency has undergone significant changes since 
Trump came into office, given that the President campaigned on the promise that he would “get rid” of 
the agency.256 Although the EPA’s annual budget is already lower today than it was in 2010,257 Trump has 
proposed a 31% budget cut for fiscal year 2020, similar to the 31% cut proposed in 2018 and the 23% cut 
from 2019 – neither of which were approved by Congress.258 The reduction in funds for the EPA would be 
over ten percent greater than cuts to any other agency (see Figure 2). He has also requested cuts in funding 
to important science and climate federal programs, most notably a 90% reduction in the budget of the 
EPA’s Atmospheric Protection Program, which is tasked with analyzing greenhouse gas levels; outside 
the EPA, he has proposed a 70% budget cut for the Department of Energy’s Office of Energy Efficiency 
and Renewable Energy.259 Additionally, he proposed an elimination of the entire Global Change Research 
office, which falls under the direction of the EPA.260 
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Trump’s intention to diminish the role of the EPA is in line with a vision of reformation he has for 
environmental policy in which states play a more important role than the federal government. This 
vision was articulated by former EPA Administrator Scott Pruitt in his “Back-to-Basics” Agenda, which 
describes a federalist system that gives states greater regulatory power. In a press conference regarding 
the agenda upon its release, Pruitt explained, “Rather than regulating an entire industry out of business, 
I’m committed to working in coordination with states to create a healthy environment where jobs and 
businesses can grow.”261 He also articulated his effort to return to the EPA’s “core mission” of developing 
regulation that stimulates the economy;262 however, promoting economic growth is not part of the 
Agency’s stated primary mission of “protect[ing] human health and the environment”.263 

Less than a year later, still with Pruitt at the helm, the EPA released its 2018-2022 Strategic Plan, in which 
it outlined its three main goals for the four-year period, the second of which is termed “cooperative 
federalism” and is designed to “rebalance the power between Washington and the states”.264 The federalism 
of which Pruitt speaks is intended to redistribute accountability, shifting the balance away from the 
federal government and towards state and local governments.265 Interestingly, one author notes that 
Trump’s wide-reaching budget cuts are incompatible with his agenda of increasing state accountability in 
environmental regulation:266 the cuts to state environmental grants and initiatives he has suggested run 
counter to the idea of greater state autonomy which he has promoted.

Related to the restructuring of the EPA is the apparent absence of its criminal enforcement program, 
according to research by PEER, Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility. Their data shows 
that the number of anti-pollution cases referred by the EPA to the Department of Justice in 2018 was the 
lowest it has been since 1988 (see Figure 3); the 166 referrals represented a 72% decrease from 1992, when 
anti-pollution reporting was at its highest.267 Out of the 166 cases, only 62 resulted in convictions– the 
fewest since 1992.268 In 2019, the EPA’s referral rate seems to be decreasing further, with an average of 
12 cases a month,269 compared to the 13.8 monthly average in 2018. This decline could be the result of a 
simultaneous reduction in staffing: the last reported count of special agents in the Criminal Investigation 
Division of the EPA was 130, in spite of the 200-agent legal requirement established by the U.S. Pollution 
Prosecution Act of 1990.270

It must be noted that, under the 2007 Supreme Court ruling in the case of Massachusetts v. EPA (No. 05-
1120), the EPA is not only authorized, but also obligated to regulate greenhouse gases based on §202(a)
(1) of the Clean Air Act, which says that the EPA “shall by regulation prescribe […] standards applicable 
to the emission of any air pollutant from any class … of new motor vehicles […] which in [the EPA 
Administrator’s] judgment cause[s], or contribute[s] to, air pollution […] reasonably […] anticipated to 
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endanger public health or welfare”.271 The ruling also noted that “policy judgments have nothing to do 
with whether greenhouse gas emissions contribute to climate change and do not amount to a reasoned 
justification for declining to form a scientific judgment” – in other words, an administration cannot use 
its climate policy as justification for failure to regulate greenhouse gas emissions.272 

1.5. Censoring of Federal Webpages

While “scientific censorship” by federal agencies has never been officially confirmed, analysts have 
noticed a pattern in the Trump era.273 On January 20, 2017, immediately following the inauguration, the 
Trump White House updated its website, clearing any reference to “climate change”, “renewable energy”, 
or “emissions goals”.274 Three months later, the administration directed the EPA to remove its webpage 
dedicated to climate science, substituting it with a page that read, “We are currently updating our website 
to reflect EPA’s priorities under the leadership of President Trump and Administrator Pruitt.”275 The same 
month, the EPA released a statement saying that its website would be “undergoing changes that reflect 
the agency’s new direction”, explaining that the changes would entail “updating language to reflect the 
approach of the new leadership”.276 The statement specified reviews of language “associated with the 
Clean Power Plan”, which was “out of date”, and “content related to climate and regulation”.277 Currently, 
the term “climate change” is missing from the EPA’s webpage,278 as are “fossil fuels”, “greenhouse gases”, 
and global warming”.279 Other federal agencies have been affected by Trump’s restrictions, as well: many 
have taken down mentions of climate change and its causes and repercussions.280 

The Environmental Data & Governance Initiative (EDGI), a “watchdog group” comprised of academic 
and non-profit institutions tasked with the analysis of government data, websites, and policies on the 
environment, was founded in November of 2016 to address concerns about the incoming administration’s 
potential effect on environmental information.281 In January of 2018, they released a report in which they 
detailed their findings about modifications made to online federal resources regarding climate change. 
Although they did not find that climate change data had been removed, they did uncover “overhauls and 
removals of documents, webpages, and entire websites, as well as significant language shifts”.282 

Their report highlighted several key findings: the White House’s removal of climate change as a key 
issue; the elimination of information regarding the U.S.’s international commitments related to climate 
change on the Department of State (DoS), Department of Energy (DoE), and EPA websites; a shift in the 
focus of federal agencies from renewable energy development to economic development, including the 
eradication from the DoE website of talk of “clean energy” or descriptions of the damaging environmental 
effects of fossil fuels; an elimination or considerable reduction in information related to climate change on 
various agencies’ websites, including a systematic replacement of language related to climate change (see 
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Figure 4); and, as previously mentioned, the removal of the EPA website dedicated to climate change.283 
Contrary to Pruitt’s claims of promoting federalism, the report notes that the EPA eliminated more than 
200 websites with information related to climate and energy for state, local, and tribal governments.284 
They conclude that the modifications “[signal] a change in approach to federal environmental, climate, 
and energy research, practice, and policy, deemphasizing the importance of renewable energy, the harms 
of continued use of non-renewable energy sources, and the potential detrimental effects of climate change 
overall”, and that the obfuscation of climate change information represents a threat to democracy.285

The most recent example of government censorship came from James Reilly, Trump’s appointment as 
Director of the United States Geological Survey. In the spring of 2019, Reilly reportedly mandated that his 
agency use only data produced from climate models predicting the effects of climate change until 2040, 
as opposed to previous models, which have traditionally included predictions through 2100.286 Whereas 
critics of the National Climate Assessment claimed it had placed too much emphasis on the worst-case 
scenarios, Reilly is taking the opposite approach by ignoring scientists’ warnings that the bulk of the 
consequences of emissions won’t be felt until at least 2050.287

1.6. Deregulation

On January 30, 2017, exactly 10 days after entering the Oval Office, Trump signed an executive order entitled 
“Reducing Regulation and Controlling Regulatory Costs.” Also known as the “one in, two out” rule,288 
this executive order mandated that “for every one new regulation issued, at least two prior regulations 
be identified for elimination”.289 Less than a month later, the President released a new executive order 
mandating the creation of a “Regulatory Reform Task Force” in each federal agency, whose purpose 
would be to suggest regulations for revocation or modification.290 Although this policy of deregulation 
has been an overarching theme of Trump’s presidency, it seems to have been designed specifically with 
environmental regulation in mind. At the time of this writing, the administration has issued 62 regulatory 
rollbacks pertaining to environmental protection291 – a number so great that two prominent law schools 
have created webpages to track all of the environmental deregulation. 292 

To assist with its deregulatory efforts, the administration has taken advantage of a little-known legislative 
tool called the Congressional Review Act (CRA) through which any regulation created by a federal 
agency can be repealed with a majority vote in the House and the Senate and the President’s signature.293 
Given that this revocation must occur no more than sixty legislative days after the regulation is first 
announced to Congress, the only logical situation in which the CRA would be invoked is immediately 
following the inauguration of a new president who wishes to undo regulations recently approved by his 
predecessor – which was the situation in 2017. By way of the Act, Trump was able to move to overturn 
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a total of fourteen Obama-era regulations, thirteen of which were related to the environment.294 Of 
concern to environmentalists is a provision included in the CRA that “prevents any executive branch 
agency from promulgating a ‘substantively similar’ rule in the future” – in other words, Trump’s streak of 
repeals could have a lasting effect on the environmental protection which can be enacted by succeeding 
administrations.295

After campaigning to eliminate the environmental legacy left by Obama, the President has made good 
on his word: in less than a year’s time, the administration had nullified all of Obama’s executive orders 
relating to climate change action.296 In March of 2017, just three months after taking office, Trump signed 
an executive order charging the EPA with the deconstruction of the Clean Power Plan, one of Obama’s 
“hallmark” environmental initiatives.297 In August of 2018, the EPA announced it would be replacing the 
CPP with the Affordable Clean Energy Rule, which imposes no binding restrictions on carbon emissions, 
but rather cedes regulatory power to states, allowing them to decide what limits – if any – they would like 
to place on pollution.298 

An important component of Trump’s deregulation agenda is his unwillingness to introduce new 
environmental regulation – or, in fact, regulation of any kind. According to an analysis from the Competitive 
Enterprise Institute, Trump created a total of 3,367 new rules in 2018, the second-lowest figure since data 
began to be collected in 1976; he had already set the record in his first year as president, creating only 3,281 
new rules.299 According to a 2017 report by the same institute, Trump went above and beyond his “one in, 
two out” goal with a ratio of twenty-two regulations abolished for every one new regulation introduced, 
creating only three significant rules in his first year.300 Of these three, none made any substantial gains 
in environmental protection, nor has the administration demonstrated any intention to develop pro-
environmental regulation in the future.301

1.7. Climate Change Denial

Although Trump’s climate change skepticism was apparent on the campaign trail – referring to global 
climate change in one speech as “a hoax, […] a money-making industry” 302 – his denial is perhaps best 
documented by his Twitter posts. He has used the social media platform to make a series of inflammatory 
statements, such as, “The concept of global warming was created by and for the Chinese in order to make 
U.S. manufacturing non-competitive”,303 or, “In the 1920’s people were worried about global cooling--it 
never happened. Now it’s global warming. Give me a break!”304 One reporter compiled a total of 115 of 
Trump’s Tweets that question – or simply deny – the phenomenon of global climate change.305 Following the 
release of the Fourth National Climate Assessment, Trump told reporters he “[didn’t] believe” the report’s 
findings regarding the potential hazardous consequences of global climate change on the American 
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economy.306 In an interview with Fox News in 2018, Trump denounced climate scientists as motivated by 
a “political agenda” and expressed uncertainty regarding the human origin of global warming.307

The pinnacle of his climate change denial was the announcement that the United States would no longer 
consider climate change to be a national security threat,308 and the accompanying release of his first 
National Security Strategy – more specifically, by the omission of any mention of climate change in the 
document.309 The only time the word “climate” was used, in fact, was in his presentation of the National 
Security Strategy, when he recounted his decision to withdraw the United States from “job-killing deals” 
like “the very expensive and unfair Paris Climate Accord”.310 

The use of language such as “job-killing” is reflective of Trump’s clear prioritization of the economy over 
environmental protection, closely intertwined with his denial of climate change. His National Security 
Strategy, in speaking of the need to “[counter] an anti-growth energy agenda” by taking advantage of 
“abundant energy resources – coal, natural gas, petroleum, renewables, and nuclear”,311 makes it clear that 
Trump refuses to compromise economic growth in the name of the environment. Ağaçayak et al. argue 
that this economy-centered mentality “presents everything that is developed to mitigate climate change as 
an un-necessary [sic] burden to the national interest, market economy, and domestic energy production”; 
they claim that Trump has used “climate change denialism as a driver for public policy making”.312 

The President’s decree in March of 2017 to begin construction on the Keystone Pipeline was one of the first 
products of his pro-growth, anti-environment policy. Responding to “major concerns from environmental 
groups and indigenous and other local communities”, Trump justified his decision with the promise that 
the pipeline would “help put Americans back to work, grow our economy, and rebuild our nation.”313 
Trump’s words – and actions – have made it increasingly clear that environmental protection is simply not 
compatible with what he believes should be the primary U.S. objective: economic growth.314

1.8. Preference for Executive Action

When President Trump signed the aforementioned “one in, two out” Executive Order (E.O.) a mere ten 
days into his presidency, he had already signed six other orders, the first produced on the day of his 
inauguration. His penchant for executive action is reflected in an analysis by The American Presidency 
Project: halfway into his first term, he was creating executive actions at a rate of 46 per year, the highest 
since Bill Clinton.315 It is significant that this is his preferred method of changing legislation, given that 
presidential directives – such as executive orders, memoranda, and proclamations – do not depend on 
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Congressional approval.316 As such, “the scope of [a President’s] authority to issue executive orders and 
other directives is especially broad”, and “Congress has little ability to regulate or limit that authority”; 
executive orders can, however, be challenged by the judicial branch, a fact which has proven troublesome 
for the current administration.317 

Of Trump’s executive actions to date – including executive orders, memoranda, and proclamations – 
15 are related to climate change; of these 15, however, only one extends environmental protections by 
continuing several scientific federal advisory committees.318 

Three of Trump’s earlier executive actions,319 as well as three of his most recent,320 were intended to 
“streamline” the process of conducting environmental reviews and obtaining approval for major 
infrastructure projects, specifically those that he considers “a high priority for the Nation”.321 The 
motivation behind these mandates was to the desire to start construction on both the Dakota Access 
Pipeline and the Keystone XL Pipeline, two major infrastructure projects which would greatly facilitate 
access to oil.322 Several of his directives highlight the “tremendous economic opportunities” presented by 
the exploitation of fossil fuels, once again reinforcing the connection between environmental degradation 
and economic growth. 

Four of his executive orders were concerned with rolling back earlier regulations. Although Orders 13771 
and 13777 did not specifically target environmental regulation, they were heavily employed in processes 
of environmental deregulation, especially related to efforts to combat climate change.323 Order 13783, 
similarly, did not mention environmental regulation by name, but did mandate a review of current 
regulations that “potentially burden the development or use of domestically produced energy resources”, 
calling for the elimination or revision of those deemed to unnecessarily burden energy production.324 
This order seems to have been created with the purpose of undoing much of the action taken by Obama 
to fight climate change. It specifically directs the EPA to begin the repeal of the Obama-era Clean Power 
Plan, while also calling for the disbanding of the Interagency Working Group on Social Cost of Greenhouse 
Gases.325 The most recent, E. O. 13792, required Secretary of the Interior Zinke to review roughly 40 
presidential designations of protected land made since 1996 out of a concern that the protections were 
unnecessarily prohibiting economic growth.326 The President’s suspicion that “barriers to achieving energy 
independence” had been produced indicates a desire to exploit protected lands for their (nonrenewable) 
energy resources.327 
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Finally, one of his executive orders explicitly promotes the sourcing of fossil fuels on the Outer Continental 
Shelf in an effort to secure the United States’ role as “a global energy leader”. 328 Although Trump insists in 
this order that he will ensure that “any such activity is safe and environmentally responsible,” Obama had 
already deemed drilling in this region environmentally irresponsible and had prohibited it. 329

1.9. Other Action by the Executive Branch

Included within the Executive Branch of the Government is the Presidential Cabinet, comprised of the Vice 
President, Executive Department heads, and other officials, including the EPA Administrator. Action taken 
by the Cabinet is enforced by the administrators that the President selects to advance his agenda. As demon-
strated in Figure 5, from 2017-2018, Trump relied primarily on his Cabinet to reduce environmental protec-
tion, as well as on the Congressional Review Act already mentioned. Notably, just in his first year in office, 
Trump attempted to undo more regulation related to environmental policy than to any other policy area.330

Unlike executive orders, regulations by Executive Departments and Federal Agencies must be accompanied 
by “a compelling explanation for why new laws are necessary” and must include first “a ‘notice’ and 
‘comment’ period during which millions of comments can […] be made and must be answered”, followed 
by a “judicial review” period in which litigative challenges are often presented.331 As will be discussed, this 
judicial review has represented a significant obstacle to Trump’s executive efforts.

The regulatory rollbacks produced by the Trump administration related to climate change thus far 
have primarily come from the EPA, although other State Departments have contributed, as well. Many 
rollbacks have been related to the review and/or relaxation of previously established emissions standards 
for vehicles332 or for production and manufacturing facilities.333 Others have attempted to reform existing 
programs, such as the Clean Power Plan 334 and the Regional Haze Program335 in order to decrease 
regulation. Several approved rules have been focused on the promotion of fossil fuels, either by subsidizing 

328 TRUMP, D. J. Executive Order 13795, Implementing an America-First Offshore Energy Strategy. Federal Register [online]. 28 April 
2017, Vol. 82 (84). p. 20815 [Consulted 20 April 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2017-05-03/
pdf/2017-09087.pdf 

329 OBAMA, B. H. Presidential Memorandum – Withdrawal of Certain Areas off the Atlantic Coast on the Outer Continental Shelf from 
Mineral Leasing [online]. The White House, President Barack Obama, 20 December 2016 [Consulted 20 May 2019]. Retrieved from: 
https://obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/the-press-office/2016/12/20/presidential-memorandum-withdrawal-certain-areas-
atlantic-coast-outer 

330 EILPERIN, J. and CAMERON, D. How Trump is Rolling Back Obama’s Legacy [online]. The Washington Post, 20 January 2018 
[Consulted 15 May 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.washingtonpost.com/graphics/politics/trump-rolling-back-obama-
rules/?utm_term=.f771a7555a79

331 BOMBERG, E., op. cit., footnote 8, p. 959.

332 See, for example the following regulations. UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY. 40 CFR Parts 1037 and 
1068: Repeal of Emission Requirements for Glider Vehicles, Glider Engines, and Glider Kits; UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL 
PROTECTION AGENCY. 40 CFR Parts 85 and 86: The Safer Affordable Fuel-Efficient (SAFE) Vehicles Rule for Model Years 2021–2026 
Passenger Cars and Light Trucks. 

333 For instance, UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY. 40 CFR Part 60: Review of the Standards of Performance 
for Greenhouse Gas Emissions from New, Modified, and Reconstructed Stationary Sources: Electric Generating Units; UNITED 
STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY. 40 CFR Parts 60 and 63: National Emission Standards for Hazardous Air 
Pollutants and New Source Performance Standards: Petroleum Refinery Sector Amendments.

334 EPA Takes Another Step to Advance President Trump’s America First Strategy, Proposes Repeal of “Clean Power Plan” [online]. 
United States Environmental Protection Agency, 10 October 2017 [Consulted 20 May 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.epa.gov/
newsreleases/epa-takes-another-step-advance-president-trumps-america-first-strategy-proposes-repeal

335 EPA Announces Regional Haze Reform Roadmap to Continue Improving Visibility and Reduce Regulatory Burdens [online]. 
United States Environmental Protection Agency, 10 September 2018 [Consulted 20 May 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.epa.
gov/newsreleases/epa-announces-regional-haze-reform-roadmap-continue-improving-visibility-and-reduce
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production,336 opening land for exploration and exploitation,337 or granting construction permission for 
infrastructure, as in the case of the Dakota Access Pipeline.338

In spite of Trump’s efforts to significantly reform the environmental landscape in the United States, his 
capacity to effect lasting change has been limited by the “checks and balances” which were built into the 
American political system specifically for this purpose.339 The consequences of his anti-environmental 
policy have similarly been mitigated by shifting trends and by the action of those organizations, states, 
and individuals who have chosen to move forward with their commitment to fighting climate change.

2. Limitations
Although the sensationalizing role of the media during the Trump presidency has often exaggerated the 
power that the President holds,340 the reality is that Trump’s effect on the environment has been limited. 
A series of factors have contributed to the difficulties he has encountered while implementing his 
environmental policy.

The President is battling a generally pro-environmental American public whose commitment to fighting 
climate change has only increased under his leadership. In March of 2017, a mere three months into 
Trump’s term, a Gallup poll found that 59% of Americans prioritized environmental protection over the 
development of traditional energy sources – only 34% did not.341 The same poll determined that 71% 
of Americans believed that the U.S. should be pursuing alternative energy solutions, while a mere 23% 
supported increased production of coal, gas, and oil.342 In other words, the current presidency’s push for 
the exploitation of traditional forms of energy has not been backed by the majority of Americans. 

One year later, in March of 2018, another survey found that most in the United States (60%) believed 
Trump was doing a “poor job” of protecting the environment.343 On the President’s “report card”, created 
by a survey conducted by POLITICO and the Morning Consult, more voters “failed” Trump in the “subject” 
of climate change than in any other policy area – 49% gave him a D or an F.344 What’s more, in direct 
contradiction to Trump’s “economy over environment” agenda, over 55% of Americans believed that 
environmental protection should take priority over economic growth.345 In 2019, the majority is even 
greater: 65%, only 6 percentage points away from the largest majority on record, in 1990-1991 (see Figure 
6).346 Regarding climate change specifically, in spite of Trump’s efforts to deemphasize the importance 
of the phenomenon, over half of Americans (54%) continue to believe that climate change is a “critical 
threat” to the “vital interests of the United States in the next 10 years”, a belief more in line with the 

336 See DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY. 18 CFR Part 35: Grid Resiliency Pricing Rule. Federal Register [online], 10 October 2017, Vol. 82 
(194). 46940-46941[Consulted 20 May 2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/FR-2017-10-10/pdf/2017-
21396.pdf

337 For example, BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT. Notice of Intent to Prepare an Environmental Impact Statement for the Coastal 
Plain Oil and Gas Leasing Program, Alaska; BUREAU OF OCEAN ENERGY MANAGEMENT. Request for Information and Comments 
on the Preparation of the 2019–2024 National Outer Continental Shelf Oil and Gas Leasing Program MAA104000. 

338 Corps Grants Easement to Dakota Access, LLC [online]. US Army Corps of Engineers, 8 February 2017 [Consulted 20 May 2019]. 
Retrieved from: https://www.nwo.usace.army.mil/Media/News-Releases/Article/1077134/corps-grants-easement-to-dakota-
access-llc/

339 BOMBERG, E., op. cit., footnote 8, p. 958.

340 Ibid., p. 958.

341 NEWPORT, F. Americans Tilt Toward Protecting Environment, Alternative Fuels [online]. Gallup, 15 March 2017 [Consulted 21 
April 2019]. Retrieved from: https://news.gallup.com/poll/206159/americans-tilt-toward-protecting-environment-alternati-
ve-fuels.aspx?g_source=link_NEWSV9&g_medium=TOPIC&g_campaign=item_&g_content=Americans%2520Tilt%2520Towar-
d%2520Protecting%2520Environment%2c%2520Alternative%2520Fuels 

342 Ibid.

343 Environment [online]. Gallup, 2019 [Consulted 22 April 2019]. Retrieved from: https://news.gallup.com/poll/1615/environment.aspx

344 SHEPARD, S. Trump’s First-Year Report Card: Voters Say He’s No Genius [online]. Politico, 16 January 2018 [Consulted 18 April 
2019]. Retrieved from: https://www.politico.com/story/2018/01/16/donald-trump-report-card-340624

345 NEWPORT, F. Americans Want Government to Do More on Environment [online]. Gallup, 29 March 2018 [Consulted 22 April 
2019]. Retrieved from: https://news.gallup.com/poll/232007/americans-want-government-more-environment.aspx?g_sour-
ce=link_NEWSV9&g_medium=TOPIC&g_campaign=item_&g_content=Americans%2520Want%2520Government%2520to%-
2520Do%2520More%2520on%2520Environment

346 “Environment”, Gallup, loc. cit., footnote 343.
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previous administration than with the current one.347 Research by the Yale Program on Climate Change 
Communication showed that Americans have only become more sure – and more concerned – about 
climate change in the past five years.348 In 2018, over half of Americans thought it was real, were worried 
about it, believed it was caused by humans, and thought it would harm Americans; all trends showed 
growth compared to 2013, in spite of an administration comprised primarily of climate change deniers 
(see Figure 7).349

The disconnect between voters and the Trump administration is not only ideological, either – many 
Americans do not agree with specific policy decisions the President has made, including a significant 
number within his own political base. His decision to withdraw the U.S. from the Paris Agreement, for 
example, was opposed by the majority of Americans: in 2017, prior to Trump’s withdrawal announcement, 
69% believed the U.S. should remain a signatory – including over half of voters in every state – as opposed 
to only 13% who were against U.S. participation in the deal.350 Remarkably, support for the deal was strong 
even among Trump voters: only 28% believed the U.S. should withdrawal from the Paris Agreement, while 
almost half (47%) were in favor of the continued participation of the United States.351

Another limitation Trump has faced in his attempts to enact his climate policy is, ironically, the law. According 
to Bomberg, “[…] an executive order cannot simply overturn a regulation; the President can only ask for 
review, possible revision or replacement.”352 Trump’s executive directives, therefore, serve only to instruct 
his federal departments and agencies to create – or eliminate – regulations. As previously mentioned, 
the judicial review period which follows rules proposed by the President’s administration often results in 
litigative action attempting to block the rule from taking effect. This has been especially true during the first 
two and a half years of the Trump presidency: according to an analysis by the Institute for Policy Integrity, 
only 7% of all the White House’s “deregulatory efforts” have been successful, which translates into a mere 3 
cases.353 Of the 41 lawsuits against the Trump administration considered in the analysis, 14 were related to 
climate change action, all of which resulted in reversals of Trump’s deregulatory efforts.354 

International law has limited Trump, too, most notably in his attempt to withdraw from the Paris 
Agreement. Unfortunately for the administration, Article 28 of the Agreement includes a stipulation for 
countries wishing to withdraw, which states that the process can only begin “three years from the date 
on which this Agreement has entered into force for a Party”, and will commence upon receipt by the 
UN Secretary-General of a written statement expressing the country’s desire to exit the Agreement; it 
is not until one year after the receipt of this statement that the withdrawal becomes effective.355 From 
start to finish, therefore, the withdrawal process lasts four years. Given that the Agreement entered into 
force on November 4, 2016, the United States cannot formally notify the UN of its intention to exit before 
November of 2019, and its withdraw would not take effect until November 4, 2020 at the earliest – which, 
coincidentally, will be the day after the next presidential election. 

Experts have also noted that, until the withdrawal enters into effect in 2020, the United States will 
remain a Party to the Agreement in legal terms, which means that it “is bound under international law to 
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348 GUSTAFSON, A., et al. A Growing Majority of Americans Think Global Warming is Happening and are Worried [online]. Yale 
Program on Climate Change, 21 February 2019 [Consulted 22 April 2019]. Retrieved from: https://climatecommunication.yale.
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[online]. Yale Program on Climate Change Communication, 8 May 2017, [Consulted 30 April 2019]. Retrieved from: https://
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355 UNITED NATIONS, “Paris Agreement”, op. cit., footnote 156, Art. 28. 
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comply with the Paris Agreement’s obligations.”356 That being said, only certain procedural terms of the 
Agreement are binding, such as the biannual submission of a greenhouse gas emissions report and of 
“information necessary to track progress made” towards its nationally determined contribution 357 and the 
communication every five years of an updated NDC.358 The U.S.’s membership in the UNFCCC imposes 
the obligation of submitting annual greenhouse gas inventories, meaning it would need to continue 
to comply with the first binding term of the Paris Agreement even following its formal withdrawal.359 
Additionally, the next NDC is not required until December of 2020, so it will be a year before citizens see 
whether the United States decides to fulfill its contractual obligation.360 Notably, the United States was 
one of three Annex I (industrialized) countries that did not submit their Third Biennial Report on the 
national status of climate change to the UNFCCC.361 This missed deadline represents a failure to comply 
with the second part of Article 13.7 regarding the submission of a progress report; however, as the Paris 
Agreement’s implementation “mechanism” was designed to be “non-adversarial and non-punitive”,362 it is 
unlikely that the United States will face any retribution for its lack of compliance.

Market forces have also been a hindrance to Trump’s environmental deregulation efforts. In spite of Trump’s 
insistence on reviving the coal industry and promoting oil and gas, market trends indicate that demand is 
moving away from traditional forms of energy and towards alternative energies – specifically renewables. 
The Department of Energy’s 2017 U.S. Energy and Employment report revealed that employment in 
the solar industry alone more than tripled that of the oil, natural gas, and coal industries, combined.363 
Unfortunately, the DoE “elected to not undertake a similar report for 2018 or 2019”, so more recent data 
regarding jobs in renewable energy production and energy efficiency is unavailable.364 

The President’s fight to protect the coal sector, specifically, seems to be an uphill battle, as the industry 
is quickly declining in the United States: in the last few decades, hundreds of coal power plants have 
been shut down, and employment in the industry has seen a 75% decrease.365 Despite Trump’s insistence 
on ending “the war on coal” through deregulation, it is not environmental protection that has most 
damaged the sector, but rather economics, as decreasing prices for natural gas and renewable energy 
have made coal “non-competitive.”366 Demand for coal has declined since 2010, and it is only expected to 
decrease further; demand for natural gas and renewables, on the other hand, is expected to continue to 
grow through 2050.367 Many highlight the increasing economic competitiveness of renewable energy and 
citizens’ willingness to move towards cleaner energy.368 According to one author, “[…] Trump cannot stop 
this trend towards clean energy, neither in the US nor globally.”369

356 Fact Check: Trump’s Paris Agreement Withdrawal Announcement [online]. Climate Analytics [Consulted 23 May 2019]. Retrieved 
from: https://climateanalytics.org/briefings/fact-check-trumps-paris-agreement-withdrawal-announcement/

357 UNITED NATIONS, “Paris Agreement”, op. cit., footnote 156, Art. 13.7. 

358 Ibid., Art. 4.

359 “Fact Check…”, loc. cit., footnote 356.

360 Ibid.

361 Along with Belarus and Ukraine. Third Biennial Reports – Annex I [online]. United Nations Framework Convention on Climate 
Change, 2019 [Consulted 23 May 2019]. Retrieved from: https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/transparency-and-reporting/
reporting-and-review-under-the-convention/national-communications-and-biennial-reports-annex-i-parties/third-biennial-
reports-annex-i

362 UNITED NATIONS, “Paris Agreement”, op. cit., footnote 156, Art. 15.2.

363 DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY. U.S. Energy and Employment Report [online]. January 2017, p. 30 [Consulted 20 May 2019]. Retrieved 
from: https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2017/01/f34/2017%20US%20Energy%20and%20Jobs%20Report_0.pdf

364 NASEO and EFI. The 2019 U.S. Energy and Employment Report [online]. 2019, p. xv [Consulted 20 May 2019]. Retrieved from: https://
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366 Ibid., p. 958-959.

367 U.S. ENERGY INFORMATION ADMINISTRATION. Annual Energy Outlook 2019 [online]. 24 January 2019 [Consulted 20 April 
2019]. https://www.eia.gov/outlooks/aeo/pdf/aeo2019.pdf
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The renewable energy trend is reflective of a greater movement towards environmentalism which started 
before Trump and which he and his administration are powerless to halt. In fact, in response to the 
President’s efforts to back away from the fight against climate change, environmental engagement has 
increased. This is true specifically of national and international commitments by subnational governments 
and by the private sector. 
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Chapter 3. The Trump Era: The Fight Against Climate 
Change 

1. Current National Commitments to Fight Climate Change National 

1.1. Commitments by the Federal Government

Even though they are led by an administration who doubts climate change, not all of those on Capitol 
Hill share the White House skepticism. Since Trump’s electoral victory, the Climate Solutions Caucus, a 
bipartisan organization within the House of Representatives dedicated to “[exploring] policy options that 
address the impacts, causes, and challenges of our changing climate”, has grown – almost exponentially–  in 
membership: in January of 2017, it had only 6 Republicans and 9 Democrats but today boasts 90 members, 
45 from each party.370 Following the release of Trump’s first National Security Strategy in 2018, 106 House 
Representatives sent a letter to the President expressing “concern” over his “[failure] to recognize climate 
change as a threat to the United States” and encouraging him to “reconsider this omission.”371 

Since Congress ultimately depends on the approval of the President to legislate – given that the two-thirds 
majority in both houses necessary to override a Presidential veto is exceedingly difficult to obtain – their 
capacity to take legislative action at the national level without Trump’s support is understandably limited. In 
the 115th Congress which met from January 2017 – January 2019, no significant environmental protections 
were enacted.372 This does not mean, however, that the 116th Congress will produce the same results. 

One of the more recent examples of Congressional efforts to combat climate change is the Green New Deal 
designed by Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Edward Markey. Entitled “Recognizing 
the duty of the Federal Government to create a Green New Deal”, the resolution was introduced to the 
House of Representatives by Ocasio-Cortez on February 7, 2019. The authors make mention of the United 
States’ historical responsibility “for a disproportionate amount of greenhouse gas emissions” and its “high 
technological capacity” as justification for the claim that the nation “must take a leading role in reducing 
emissions through economic transformation”.373 The Deal is based on the idea of a 10-year transition 
to net-zero emissions which simultaneously promotes economic growth and reduces inequality. It 
establishes a series of steps which would be necessary to achieve this drastic reduction in greenhouse gas 
emissions, including, but not limited to, getting rid of pollution and emissions from the infrastructure, 
transportation, manufacturing, and agricultural industries, sourcing 100% of America’s power from 
“clean, renewable, and zero-emission energy sources”, and taking action to mitigate and build resiliency 
against the effects of climate change and the disasters it produces.374

Although very ambitious, this resolution is nonbinding,375 which means that even if it passed, it could not 
obligate the government to take any specific action; rather, it would serve as an expression of support for 
a similar policy to be created. Although the resolution has yet to be put to vote in the House, Republicans 
in the Senate forced a vote in March of 2019 “as part of an ongoing effort to turn the provocative climate 
change resolution into a wedge issue in the 2020 elections”; the resolution did not pass. 376 
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Perhaps the greatest power Congress holds regarding climate change efforts is the control of the budget: 
any proposal for the annual budget made by the President must be approved by Congress. In May of 2017, 
Congress passed a spending bill which ignored Trump’s requests for cuts to federal agencies, including the 
EPA.377 Later that month, Trump released his budget proposal for Fiscal Year (FY) 2018, which included 
major cuts in funding for climate research, including a 39% cut to the EPA’s budget for programs focusing 
on climate and environmental research, along with a broader reduction in the EPA’s overall budget of $2.5 
billion.378 Congress rejected this budget, and after months of debating, passed an omnibus spending bill 
in March of 2018 that maintained the EPA’s 2017 levels of funding.

Trump’s FY 2019 proposed budget had, once again, included large cuts to the EPA, as well as to state 
and local grants designed to combat climate change. One year later, and after the longest government 
shutdown in history, Congress approved a spending bill which maintained 2018 funding levels for EPA 
and state and local air grants, while increasing a series of other grants to reduce air pollution.379

In March of 2019, Trump released his FY 2020 budget proposal, which includes a $2.8 billion cut to 
EPA funding,380 as well as the elimination of its Global Climate Change Research Office, a 46% budget 
reduction in the Department of the Interior’s Climate Adaptation Science Center, and an 86% funding cut 
to the Department of Energy’s Office of Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy, among other cuts.381 As 
of June 2019, this budget has not been approved by Congress, and if the past few years are any indication, 
it is unlikely that it will be. Notably, on May 14, 2019, House Democrats released their own funding bill for 
fiscal year 2020 in which they not only rejected the President’s suggested rollback of the EPA but proposed 
a budget increase for the agency.382

Significantly, one researcher notes the possibility that Congress could “exercise its authority over the 
budget” to allocate funding to programs targeting climate change, quoting a statement by Senator Markey 
on Congress’s options for climate action: “We could pass an infrastructure bill that would be a green 
infrastructure bill. We can take the appropriations process, and in each individual area insert funding 
for green programs.”383 The author suggests that Congress may be considering the allocation of funds to 
“green” infrastructure development – in other words, infrastructure which is “more resilient to climate 
change and supports the transition to cleaner forms of energy” – to achieve climate goals.384 While this has 
not yet happened, it is a possibility for the future. 

1.2. National Commitments by States 

The federalism Pruitt championed in his “Back-to-Basics” EPA Agenda means that under the Trump 
administration, states are playing an important role in environmental regulation, while the federal 
government is increasingly taking a back seat. After attending a series of conferences on the topic of 
energy and seeing minimal federal representation, one author concluded that “energy policy leadership 
has now nearly fully transitioned to the states.”385 Since Trump took office, the importance of states in the 
fight against climate change has grown, as has their resolve to take action.

377 Public Law 115:31: Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2017. 131 Stat. 468-476. 5 May 2017.

378 EPA’s FY18 Budget Cut by Trump Administration [online]. Sabin Center for Climate Change Law, 22 March 2018 [Consulted 19 
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In the absence of stricter federal regulation on the environment, states have developed their own 
initiatives to protect the climate. Many have been very vocal in their opposition to the administration’s 
climate policy. Perhaps most vocal has been the state of California, who, since Trump’s inauguration, has 
taken on the role of “chief antagonist”, suing the administration 49 times, 24 of which were cases related 
to environmental protection.386 Of these two dozen, fifteen have resulted in wins for California, and nine 
are still pending at the time of this writing.387

While fighting the administration’s attempts at deregulation, California has continued its tradition of 
leading the country in imposing tighter environmental regulations: less than 30 minutes after Trump’s 
inauguration, California released its Scoping Plan for the implementation of SB 32, a bill passed in 
September of 2016 to reduce carbon emissions to 40% below 1990 levels by 2030, which is currently the 
most ambitious target in North America.388 In September of 2018, SB 100 was approved by the Governor of 
California, requiring 100% of retail energy sales and 100% of energy sold to state agencies to be supplied 
by “eligible renewable energy resources and zero-carbon resources”.389 Along with the state of New York, 
California has pledged to source at least 50% of all its electricity from renewable sources by 2030.390

Notably, it is not only the historically “eco-friendly” states like California and New York that are moving 
towards renewables; in fact, much of the growth in the renewable energy industry has come from 
Midwestern and Southern states like Kansas, Iowa, Texas, and Oklahoma.391 For example, Data from 
ERCOT, Texas’s state grid operator, indicated that energy from “clean” sources represented 30% of the 
total consumption in 2018 and represents 30,9% of the state’s 2019 generation capacity.392 Although 
these are historically Republican-led states – and environmental protection has become associated with 
the Democratic platform – the benefits they have reaped from the development of renewables, such as 
employment growth and lower energy bills, have turned their politicians into “unexpected champions of 
low-carbon economies”.393 

Illinois, part of this Midwestern demographic, recently proposed the Future Energy Jobs Act which, if passed, 
will require 45% of the state’s energy to be supplied by renewable sources by 2030, and 100% by 2050.394 In 
March of 2019, New Mexico passed a similar bill – the Energy Transition Act – which mandates that 50% 
of the state’s energy come from renewables by 2030, and 100% by 2045.395 New Jersey followed suit in May, 
as Governor Phil Murphy signed Executive Order 28, directing the creation of an updated Energy Master 
Plan that will guide the state towards 100% renewable energy by 2050, as well as the Renewable Energy Bill, 
which reforms the state’s renewable energy programs.396 These state-led efforts confirm one researcher’s 
prediction, made at the beginning of the Trump presidency: “Regardless of the policy changes we might see 
germinating in Washington, the states’ interest in supporting technology innovations, energy efficiency, […] 
and renewable energy development, and in curbing greenhouse gas emissions, will continue.”397

386 PHILLIPS, A. M. In California vs. Trump, the State is Winning Nearly All its Environmental Cases [online]. Los Angeles Times, 7 May 
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1.3. National Commitments by the Private Sector

As evidenced by the opinion polls previously mentioned, the majority of the American public does not 
share the Trump administration’s skepticism regarding climate change, nor does it agree with the climate 
policy he is trying to enforce. This disagreement represents a growing chasm between the government 
and society398 and is reflected by the volume of action that has been taken by private citizens and the 
private sector to advance environmental protection, while simultaneously opposing the President.

Private efforts to combat the expected environmental effects of the incoming administration began before 
Trump even took office. On December 10, 2016, one month before Trump’s inauguration, meteorologist 
and journalist Erik Holthaus posted the following message on Twitter: “Scientists: Do you have a US .gov 
climate database that you don’t want to see disappear?”399 In the post, he included a link to a GoogleDoc 
spreadsheet where fellow scientists could upload information related to climate change.400 This Tweet 
started a movement to safeguard information from important climate databases, leading to the creation of 
organizations such as Data Refuge and Climate Mirror, as well as the previously-mentioned Environmental 
Data & Governance Initiative. The EDGI’s website states that it was founded “out of concerns about the 
possibility that vital environmental data and other information from government websites might be 
erased or altered, as well as a general concern about the future of the Environmental Protection Agency 
[…] and other environment-related agencies”.401

Trump’s election also had a profound effect on the mobilization of Americans concerned about climate 
change: not only did environmental non-governmental organizations (NGOs) see their membership rates 
increase, but massive, organized protests began to be a popular option for civic engagement.402 Some 
were broad, general protests – such as the “March for Science”, the largest rally supporting science in 
history, and the “People’s Climate March” – while others were more specific, expressing opposition to 
a certain policy or White House decision, like the protests following Trump’s granting of permits for the 
Keystone XL and Dakota Access Pipelines.403 

Private organizations, like states, have played a large role in litigative efforts to combat climate change. 
The EPA recognizes its vulnerability to lawsuits on its web page: “Many of the environmental statutes that 
govern EPA actions contain provisions that allow citizens to sue EPA when EPA fails to perform an act or 
duty required by the statute”.404 The Environmental Law Program of the Sierra Club, an environmental 
non-governmental organization, has taken advantage of this vulnerability. In 2018, they instigated over 
200 litigative actions “to advance renewable energy and energy efficiency”.405 Although their focus is not 
limited to the administration, many of their efforts have been against the Environmental Protection 
Agency: from Trump’s inauguration through June 2019, they participated, they participated in 26 lawsuits 
against the EPA, many of which were related to climate change action.406

Perhaps most surprising is the initiative taken by the private sector in efforts to combat climate change – 
especially since they are the stakeholders who, in theory, have the most to lose from increased environmental 
regulation. Research, however, has noted a recent trend away from governmental environmental regulation 
and towards greater self-regulation by the private sector.407 This shift has its origins in the Reagan-era cuts 
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to state grant aid which have been continued by successive administrations, compelling many states to 
end their environmental initiatives due to lack of funding, and gradually transferring the responsibility of 
environmental regulation to the private sector.408 Increasingly, climate regulation in the United States is 
“dominated by the principles of voluntarization [sic], corporatization and marketization.”409

These principles are reflected in the establishment of various climate action organizations and groups 
within the private sector since January 2017. The CEO Climate Dialogue is one example. Comprised of 
13 major companies based in the United States and four environmental nonprofit organizations, its goal 
is to “[advance] climate action and durable federal climate policy in the U.S. Congress” by encouraging 
“the President and Congress to enact a market-based approach to climate change”.410 A similar advocacy 
organization is Americans for Carbon Dividends, who work to promote the Baker-Shultz Carbon Dividends 
Plan, an emissions regulation proposal “based on the conservative principles of free markets and limited 
government”.411 

2. Current International Commitments to Combat Climate Change
Part of what makes the issue of climate change unique is its inherently global nature. Perhaps owing 
to this characteristic, many of the climate protection efforts undertaken by American society have been 
international in dimension. In the end, many actors have found that it is easier to go around Trump than 
to work with him – including his own government.

2.1. International Commitments by the Federal Government

Congress has been successful in maintaining certain international commitments to climate action 
at the federal level, in spite of an administration comprised primarily of climate change deniers and a 
government that was Republican-led until the 2018 mid-term elections. As they did to protect national 
climate initiatives, climate-conscious legislators have utilized their control of the national budget to 
ensure the continuing engagement of the United States in international action to combat climate change. 
Perhaps most notable is the bill passed by the Senate Appropriations Committee in September of 2017 – 
just three months after Trump announced the U.S.’s withdrawal from the Paris Agreement – in which $10 
million was allocated to the “Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change/UN Framework Convention on 
Climate Change”.412 This pledge directly opposed Trump’s proposed spending bill, which had “[fulfilled] 
the President’s pledge to cease payments to the United Nations’ […] climate change programs”, as well as 
to any “international climate change programs”.413

The Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2018, approving the final FY 2018 budget, also ignored the 
President’s proposal by maintaining a contribution to the Global Environment Facility,414 an international 
organization that assists with environmentally-friendly and climate-friendly development. 415 The 2018 
budget also allocated funds to the United Nations Environment Program Participation Act of 1973416 – a 
quantity equal to the 2017 contribution – and to the Montreal Protocol Multilateral Fund; although the 
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allotment for the latter was slightly less than in 2017, it was more than the amount the President had 
proposed.417

The Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2019, passed in February of 2019 following the extended 
government shutdown, makes no mention of the United Nations Environment Program.418 It does, 
however, renew U.S. commitment to the Global Environment Facility, in spite of Trump’s 2018 promise 
to halve America’s contribution to the fund.419 Interestingly, the Trump administration had proposed a 
continuation in funding for the Montreal Protocol Multilateral Fund at its 2018 level, but the House of 
Representatives cut this budget by $3 million.420 As the 2020 budget has not yet been approved as of June 
2019, it is impossible to know how climate action will factor into the final calculations. Based on Congress’ 
performance the past two years, though, one could predict they will fight to maintain strong international 
commitments.

Although their ability to improve international environmental cooperation through legislation has been 
understandably limited under the Trump administration – especially with its nationalist rhetoric – the 
Democrats’ sweeping win of the House in the midterm elections has left many environmentalists optimistic. 
The day after the defeat of the Green New Deal legislation in the Senate, House Democrats introduced the 
Climate Action Now Act, which “direct[s] the President to develop a plan for the United States to meet its 
nationally determined contribution under the Paris Agreement”421 – in other words, it is a call to Trump to 
keep the United States in the Paris Agreement. On May 2, 2019, the act was passed by a large majority in 
the House, and on May 6, it was received by the Senate, where it is still awaiting a vote at the time of this 
writing.422 Unlike the Green New Deal, the Climate Action Now Act is a bill – the first climate bill, in fact, 
passed by the House in ten years – which means that, if passed, it would represent a legal obligation for the 
President.423 While it is likely the Act will not obtain the necessary votes in the Republican-led Senate, the 
newly-fortified Democratic Party in the House might feel empowered to push for further environmental 
action in the future. 

2.2. International Commitments by States/Local Governments

The increasingly federalist system of environmental governance in the United States has granted states 
greater power, while also emboldening them to participate in international environmental agreements, 
often in an effort to compensate for a lack of climate action by their country’s administration. Nowhere 
was this compensation clearer than in states’ response to the announcement of the President’s withdrawal 
of the United States from the Paris Agreement. 

On June 1, 2017, the day of Trump’s declaration of intent to leave the treaty, the governors of Washington, 
New York, and California created the U.S. Climate Alliance “to convene U.S. states committed to achieving 
the U.S. goal of reducing emissions 26-28 percent from 2005 levels” – the goal set by the U.S. in its 2015 
nationally determined contribution for the Paris Agreement – “and meeting or exceeding the targets 
of the federal Clean Power Plan”.424 At the time of this writing, the coalition has grown to 24 governors 
representing 55% of the country’s population, all of whom have committed their states to three actions:
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 – Instate policies which promote the goals set by the Paris Agreement, specifically aiming for the 
reduction mentioned in the U.S.’s NDC. 

 – Monitor progress in climate action and report data at meetings of the Parties to the Agreement.

 – Promote new and existing initiatives to cut back carbon emissions and advance alternative energy 
development at both the state and federal levels.425

Along with a series of initiatives to encourage facets of climate protection such as climate resilience, 
clean energy, and transportation, the Alliance also prioritizes “international engagement”, including 
information sharing between countries and the development of regional initiatives such as the North 
American Climate Leadership Dialogue.426 The Dialogue was founded in September of 2018 at the 23rd 
Session of the Conference of the Parties (COP) to the UNFCCC, setting an ambitious goal for power 
generation: 50% zero-carbon by 2025 throughout North America.427 

This resolve to remain committed to the Paris Agreement has not ended at the state level but has spread to 
more than 400 cities in the United States. Climate Mayors, founded in 2014, is a “bipartisan, peer-to-peer 
network of U.S. mayors working together to demonstrate leadership on climate change […] and to express 
and build political will for effective federal and global policy action”.428 Following Trump’s 2017 withdrawal 
announcement, 61 Mayors released a statement expressing their determination to “adopt, honor, and 
uphold the commitments to the goals enshrined in the Paris Agreement”.429 As of June 1, 2018, 407 Mayors, 
representing 70 million Americans, had signed the declaration.430 Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, a city that 
received a special mention in Trump’s speech – “I was elected to represent the citizens of Pittsburgh, 
not Paris” 431 – made sure to clarify its position in the fight against climate change. Mayor Bill Peduto, in 
addition to signing the Climate Mayors statement, responded to Trump’s speech on Twitter, saying, “As 
the Mayor of Pittsburgh, I can assure you that we will follow the guidelines of the Paris Agreement for our 
people, our economy & future”.432

In December of 2017, just a few months after Trump’s statement of intent to withdrawal, Chicago hosted 
the North American Climate Summit in conjunction with the Global Convent of Mayors for Climate and 
Energy, an event that called together mayors from the United States, Mexico, and Canada to discuss local 
commitments to the Paris Climate Agreement, “regardless of action taken by their respective federal 
governments”.433 To date, 72 mayors from around the world have signed the Chicago Climate Charter, 
product of the Summit, committing their cities to reducing greenhouse gases according to their respective 
countries’ NDCs and to taking further action to protect the climate.434

In addition to prompting subnational governments to develop new climate initiatives, Trump’s 
environmental policy has encouraged governors and mayors to support previously existing efforts, many 
of which are international. One such effort is the Powering Past Coal Alliance, developed at the UNFCCC 
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COP23 by the United Kingdom and Canada, which advocates the “phase-out of unabated coal power”.435 
By December of 2018, 80 members had entered the Alliance, including 7 U.S. states and 2 cities.436

At the UNFCCC COP24 in 2018, Arnold Schwarzenegger, former Governor of California, remarked on the 
importance of state and local commitments in the work being done to protect the climate:

 Everytime [sic] you talk about America, you’re right when you say that our leadership in Washington is a little 
bit backwards. But you’re wrong when you say that America dropped out of the Paris Agreement. 

 Because if you look a little bit beyond Washington you will see that it is the states and the cities, it’s local 
governments, that can draw 70% of our emissions. And you will see all the extraordinary work that is going on 
[at] a state and city level in America.437

2.3. International Commitments by the Private Sector

In the fight against climate change, there has been a great deal of collaboration between subnational 
actors – such as governors or mayors – and the private sector – including private businesses, but also 
nongovernmental organizations, academic institutions, and other private entities. The majority of 
this collaboration has been in response to the intended withdrawal of the United States from the Paris 
Agreement. The largest mobilization has been the We Are Still In movement, which began as a declaration 
in June of 2017, signed by state and local governments and private companies “as a promise to world 
leaders that Americans would not retreat from the global pact to reduce emissions and stem the causes 
of climate change”.438 As of June 2019, the movement has grown to include over 3,750 CEOs, state, local, 
and tribal government representatives, university presidents, and others from the private sector, together 
forming the “largest and most diverse coalition of actors ever established in pursuit of climate action”.439

A sister initiative to the We Are Still In movement, America’s Pledge was created in July of 2017 by Jerry 
Brown, Governor of California, and Michael Bloomberg, Mayor of New York City, to measure and record the 
efforts of subnational and private American stakeholders to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, according 
to the goals established by the Paris Agreement.440 The Pledge was designed to serve as a quantification of 
emissions reduction efforts by subnational and private actors in the U.S. which could then be submitted in 
“parallel” to a submission by the federal government, thereby preparing for decreased federal engagement 
in the Agreement.441 In his role as the United Nations Secretary-General’s Special Envoy for Cities and 
Climate Change, Mayor Bloomberg wrote a letter to the UN Secretary-General and the Executive Secretary 
of the UNFCCC, explaining the purpose and necessity of the Pledge:

 The bulk of the decisions which drive U.S. climate action in the aggregate are made by cities, states, 
businesses, and civil society. The federal role, ideally, is to coordinate and support those efforts. In the absence 
of a supportive federal coordinating role, these actors will more closely coordinate their own decarbonization 
actions. Collectively, they will redouble their efforts to ensure that the U.S. achieves the carbon emissions 
reductions it pledged under the Paris Agreement.442

He stressed that the Trump administration’s lack of support for environmental initiatives will not 
undermine subnational commitments to addressing climate change, as most of this action does not 
originate at the federal level, but rather in states, cities, or the private sector. 
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Some international climate initiatives have emanated solely from the private sector, without governmental 
collaboration. The Climate Leadership Council, for example, is an international policy institute launched 
in 2017, formed by business, environmental, and academic experts who work to “promote a carbon 
dividends framework as the most cost-effective, equitable and politically-viable climate solution”.443 
Additionally, some private companies have chosen to launch their own, independent climate initiatives. 
In 2017, Google set – and met – a goal to “match” all of the electricity they consumed by purchasing the 
equivalent amount in renewable energy in an effort to reduce their carbon impact.444 In 2018, McDonald’s 
was the first restaurant company worldwide to set science-based targets to achieve a significant reduction 
in greenhouse gas emissions.445 

Other, previously-existing initiatives have been strengthened since Trump took office. Of the 563 American 
companies currently participating in the United Nations Global Compact, more than 200 joined after 
the President’s inauguration.446 Science Based Targets, an initiative created in 2015 by several nonprofits 
working alongside the UN Global Compact, encourages businesses all over the world to develop science-
based targets as a way to increase their competitive advantage in the global shift to a low-carbon 
economy.447 Out of a total of 563 companies from around the world who have set science-bsed targets 
at the time of this writing, 109 are headquartered in the United States; of these, 90 joined after Trump’s 
inauguration.448 

The private sector has the advantage of freedom from the bureaucracy that restricts the public sector; the 
notorious sluggishness with which changes occur in the government is not an impediment in civil society, 
meaning that change can – and does – happen quickly. This is true of climate activism, as well: movements 
are quickly developing, facilitated by social media. The student “climate strike” movement that has been 
taking the world by storm over the past several months, in which students protest government inaction 
by “striking” during school hours, has made its way to the United States under the name “Youth Climate 
Strike”. The movement has its origins in the “Fridays for Future” solo protests of Swedish teen Greta 
Thunberg449 – a testament to the truly international nature of climate activism.
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Conclusions

A little over two years into his presidency, Trump has made it quite clear that combating climate change is 
not one of his priorities. Although the White House has no official climate policy – nor mentions climate 
change in any of its “Issues” pages on its website – an analysis of Trump’s speeches, executive actions, 
and official administration webpages reveals key themes in his approach to the climate crisis, such as 
deregulation and a weakened EPA. His “America First” slogan, which encourages nationalism and rejects 
multilateral efforts, has been central to Trump’s policy and has influenced his willingness to maintain 
American participation in global climate change efforts. The importance he gives to economic growth 
and his preference for fossil fuels as part of his “energy independence” initiative affect nearly all of his 
policies, but they are specifically relevant to the decisions he makes regarding the environment. 

In general, Trump views climate action as an encroachment upon America’s economic and political 
strength; as such, his primary policy objective has been to systematically eliminate as many environmental 
protections as possible. In his efforts to rollback regulations, however, he has been limited by a series 
of factors, including market conditions, an American public that has increasingly opposed his climate 
positions, and both national and international legal considerations. Additionally, even as the administration 
has tried to reduce the United States’ commitment to fighting global climate change, federal, state, and 
private actors have worked to ensure Americans’ continued engagement.

With this in mind, we have formulated a series of conclusions with respect to our original hypotheses 
about Trump’s effect on national and international commitments to climate change efforts. 

Our findings partially confirmed our first hypothesis, which predicted that the President’s climate change 
policy had significantly lowered the federal government’s national and international commitments to 
climate protection but had not significantly affected commitments by states or the private sector:

1.  By comparing the national climate commitments made by the federal government before and after 
Trump’s inauguration, we discovered that the current president’s actions have, in fact, reduced the role 
of the federal government in establishing national climate protections. The heightened environmental 
regulation produced by the government during the Obama administration stands in stark contrast to 
Trump’s deregulatory efforts. The 115th Congress produced no significant environmental regulation, 
and all executive action thus far has served to decrease environmental protection. However, most of 
the administration’s deregulatory actions have been challenged in court, which has greatly reduced 
Trump’s impact on the federal government’s commitment to fight climate change. While national 
commitments have been affected, therefore, they have not been significantly lowered.

 It is important to note that, although Republicans controlled both the House of Representatives and 
the Senate in the 115th Congress, Democrats have a majority in the House as of January 2019. Although 
the party has a tendency to favor environmental regulation, it will be difficult for Democrats to work 
against both a Senate and a President who oppose climate action. 

2. The federal government’s international climate commitments in the Trump era have not been affected 
to the same degree as its national commitments. In spite of the President’s efforts to reduce America’s 
financial contribution to international organizations addressing climate change, Congress’ control of 
the budget has ensured that the federal government’s commitments have been mostly maintained 
from 2016 levels. The United States remains a Party to the UNFCCC and, although Trump announced 
his intention to withdraw the country from the Paris Agreement, the legalities of the accord do not 
allow the U.S. to leave until 2020. On the other hand, the Trump administration has demonstrated far 
less willingness to work multilaterally towards the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals 
than the previous administration.

 Our second hypothesis stated that subnational governments and the private sector have increased 
their climate commitments, especially those of an international nature, in response to the federal 
government’s lack of involvement in environmental efforts. Our analysis confirmed this hypothesis.
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3.  Subnational governments have assumed a greater role in climate regulation since Donald Trump took 
office, owing, in great part, to the federalist agenda proposed by the EPA. Although it is true that, prior 
to 2017, many had established environmental regulation stricter than the federal standards and various 
regional initiatives already existed, the mobilization of states to counteract the deregulation proposed by 
the Trump administration has been remarkable. This is true of state and local governments’ international 
commitments, as well: earlier international efforts were limited and focused on regional alliances and 
initiatives, whereas current action is extensive and much farther-reaching – presumably designed to help 
states take the place formerly held by the federal government in global environmental governance. 

4.  As previously noted, the trend in environmental regulation during the Trump administration has 
been away from legislation and towards voluntarism, thus making the role of the private sector more 
important, both in terms of national and international commitments to climate action. Where few 
initiatives existed before, the private sector has developed a series of actions specifically designed to 
compensate for lack of climate protection by the White House, and the litigative action against the 
government has greatly increased. Similarly, since Trump’s inauguration, the private sector has created 
a collection of movements, initiatives, and pledges for international collaboration against climate 
change, while strengthening its preexisting commitment to the UN Global Compact with the addition 
of more American companies. 

Our third hypothesis, that the President’s impact on America’s environmental engagement has been 
mitigated by a society who increasingly disagrees with his approach to climate change efforts, was also 
confirmed: 

5.  Trump’s climate action has been based on a policy of denialism and prioritization of fossil fuels and 
economic progress over environmental protections. Opinion polls have confirmed that a majority of 
Americans believe that human action contributes to climate change, favor climate protection – even at 
the expense of economic growth – and disagree with Trump’s environmental action. These individuals 
have worked to block his budget proposals, develop stricter state environmental legislation, advance 
private sector initiatives, and renew the United States’ international commitment to climate change 
efforts.

Finally, our fourth hypothesis drew on public choice theory to propose that Trump’s environmental 
deregulation has resulted in a Race to Desirability, rather than a Race to the Bottom. This prediction was 
partially confirmed by our research:

6.  The Race to the Bottom theory proposes a successive reduction in state environmental regulation in 
the absence of federal standards. As most of the rollbacks proposed by the President have been held up 
in court – or already rejected – it is impossible to know what states would do if the federal government 
eliminated regulation addressing climate change. For this reason, we are unable to confirm nor reject 
our hypothesis.

7.  That being said, we are able to confirm that Trump’s intended deregulation has produced a Race to 
Desirability. Faced with the prospect of fewer national standards to protect the climate, many states 
have continued to advance their own regulations and initiatives. They have been supported by market 
trends, as renewable energy has gradually become more affordable and traditional fuels less profitable. 
States are escalating their efforts to combat climate change while trying to balance these efforts with 
economic gains, increasingly discovering that the two are, in fact, compatible.

It is impossible to predict the long-term consequences that Donald Trump’s presidency may have on 
opinions regarding environmental protection or on the environment itself. For now, though, it is safe 
to say that the President’s efforts to dismantle climate protections. Nevertheless, the President’s efforts 
to dismantle climate protections have generated renewed commitment to combating climate change, 
sending a clear message to Trump, to future administrations, and to the rest of the world: America will not 
let its President unilaterally determine the nation’s response to a global crisis. Climate change is far too 
important to allow one person to decide the future of the rest of the world. 
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Figure 3: Number of EPA Referrals for Prosecution by Administration
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Figure 4: Change of Language on EPA Website 
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Figure 5: Rules and Laws Trump Tried to Overturn in First Year
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Source: EILPERIN, J. and CAMERON, D., loc. cit., footnote 321. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Do Americans favor economic growth or environmental protection? 

 
Source: “Environment”, Gallup, loc. cit., footnote 334. 
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Figure 7: How Americans View Climate Chante – 5-Year Trend
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Figure 11: National Coordination and Implementation Mechanisms  
for the SDGs in G20 Countries, 2018 
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