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AbstrAct
The main objective of this work lies in exposing the evolution 
and the main features of the US climate policies expressed in its 
national, subnational, and foreign dimensions that are naturally 
interwoven. Thus, we assert some of the main features of tradi-
tional political approach to climate change include: an emphasis 
on costs and the impact of measures to address climate change 
in the American economy and its economic growth; the ques-
tioning of climate science as insufficient to justify the costs of the 
action; the questioning of the differentiation between developed 
and developing countries as a valid argument for the US to 
take the lead in international climate action; the resistance to 
assume mitigation commitments that collide with the principle 
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of national sovereignty and fundamental freedoms inherited 
from the founding fathers and the related tension between the 
role of States and free market value.

We also recognize that political ideology and partisanship con-
tinue to play a key role in climate change polices in the US. 
While political and economic denialism has not been able to 
immobilize subnational governmental and non-governmental 
climate initiatives, it has undermined the opportunity and the 
responsibility of the US to sustain leadership as international 
projection.

This contribution follows a qualitative approach based on the 
analysis of climate change policies at different scales. It is based 
mainly on documentary and qualitative data analysis.

Keywords: United States – Climate Change – Climate Policies – 
Leadership.

resumen
El principal objetivo de este trabajo radica en exponer la evo-
lución y las principales características de las políticas climáti-
cas estadounidenses expresadas en sus dimensiones nacional, 
subnacional y exterior, que se entrelazan naturalmente. Por lo 
tanto, afirmamos que algunas de las principales características 
del enfoque político tradicional al cambio climático incluyen: 
un énfasis en los costos y en el impacto de las medidas para 
abordar el cambio climático en la economía estadounidense y 
su crecimiento económico; el cuestionamiento de la ciencia del 
clima como insuficiente para justificar los costos de la acción; el 
cuestionamiento de la diferenciación entre países desarrollados 
y en vías de desarrollo, como argumento válido para que Estados 
Unidos tome la delantera en la acción climática internacional; la 
resistencia a asumir compromisos de mitigación que chocan con 
el principio de soberanía nacional y las libertades fundamentales 
heredadas de los padres fundadores, y la tensión relacionada entre 
el rol de los Estados y el valor de libre mercado.

También reconocemos que la ideología política y el partidismo 
continúan desempeñando un papel clave en las políticas de cam-
bio climático en Estados Unidos. Si bien el negacionismo político 
y económico del cambio climático no ha podido inmovilizar las 
iniciativas gubernamentales y no gubernamentales subnaciona-
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les, ha socavado la oportunidad y la responsabilidad de Estados 
Unidos de sostener el liderazgo y su proyección internacional.

Esta contribución mantiene un enfoque cualitativo basado en el 
análisis de las políticas de cambio climático a diferentes escalas. 
Se basa principalmente en el análisis de datos documentales 
y cualitativos.

Palabras Clave: Estados Unidos – Cambio Climático – Políticas 
Climáticas – Liderazgo.

INTROdUCTION

The United States climate change pol-
icies are one of the most controver-
sial and interdisciplinary topics of our 
times. At the same time, climate change 
is not only one of the most important 
international topics and challenges, but 
also an interdisciplinary theme that re-
calls the roots of IR nourished by dif-
ferent social studies and sciences.

Climate change has been ap-
proached by IR scholars from very di-
verse perspectives, including regime 
theory (Rosendal, 2001; Young, 2004; 
Yamin and Depledge, 2004; Oberthür 
and Tänzler, 2007), the regimen com-
plex (Keohane and Victor, 2011), mul-
tilevel, polycentric and complex gover-
nance (Betsill and Bulkeley, 2006; Ostrom, 
2010; Abbott, 2012) and constructivism 
(Ungar, 1992; Stehr and Storch, 1995; 
Rosa and Dietz, 1998; Demeritt, 2001; 
Oels, 2005; Pettenger, 2007; Schroed-
er, 2008; Hermann and Mahlko, 2012).

At the same time, it is remarkable the 
literature regarding the relationship of 

the national-international dimensions 
of public policies. Early in the academy, 
Katzenstein (1976) pointed out that 
the content of the foreign policies re-
sults as much from the constraints of 
domestic structures as from interna-
tional effects. As Oberthür and Tänzler 
(2007: 257) affirmed applied to climate 
change policies: “international institu-
tions and domestic policies can thus 
be conceptualized as feeding back on 
each other over time”.

Additionally, it is worth highlight-
ing the literature on climate change 
leadership, including the role of the 
United States (Peterson, 2004; Parker 
et.al, 2012; Parker, Karlsson and Hjerpe, 
2015; Parker and Karlsson, 2018).

There are several studies focused on 
particular issue-topics that appear in 
US approach to climate change. Lee, 
Arroyo and Roy (2001) referred to 
themes re-emerging throughout the 
20th century and playing an important 
role by shaping US policy. Cass (2007) 
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affirmed that the climate debate in the 
US was bogged down in the science 
and the economics of climate change. 
We agree that the recurrence to these 
two domains is evident in statements, 
paper positions and submissions of 
the federal government at least from 
Ronald Reagan to Donald Trump ad-
ministration. At the same time, our 
work is based on the idea that the ini-
tial framing of the problem (i.e. how 
the debate was born and developed 
in a country) is conclusive to under-
stand its behavior, as well as policy and 
norms construction (Pettenger, 2007). 
Consequently, Ronald Reagan fram-
ing encompassed key features such as a 
long-term issue, scientific uncertainty 
and unjustified costs for American in-
terest and economy, as well as the faith 
in technology as the final solution of 
any problem.

The contribution and main objec-
tive of this work lies in exposing the 
evolution and the main features of the 
US climate policies expressed in its do-
mestic (national and subnational) and 
foreign dimensions that are naturally 
interwoven. Thus, we assert some of 
the main features of traditional po-
litical approach to climate change in-
clude: an emphasis on costs and the 
impact of measures to address climate 
change in the American economy and 
its economic growth; the questioning 
of climate science as insufficient to jus-
tify the costs of the action; the ques-
tioning of the differentiation between 
developed and developing countries 
as a valid argument for the US to take 

the lead in international climate ac-
tion; the resistance to assume mitiga-
tion commitments that collide with 
the principle of national sovereignty 
and fundamental freedoms inherited 
from the founding fathers and the 
related tension between the role of 
States and free market value.

We also recognize that political 
ideology and partisanship continue 
to play a key role in climate change po-
lices in the US. While political and eco-
nomic denialism has not been able to 
immobilize subnational governmental 
and non-governmental climate initia-
tives, it has undermined the opportu-
nity and the responsibility of the US 
to sustain leadership as international 
projection.

This contribution followed a quali-
tative approach based on the analysis of 
climate change policies at different scales. 
It used as primary sources of research, re-
ports of International Organizations, as 
well as official documents of the govern-
ment of US and the States. As secondary 
sources, it visited literature on climate 
change, US climate policies and other 
areas consistent with the objective. As 
regards the techniques of data analy-
sis, the contribution is based mainly 
on documentary and qualitative data 
analysis.

While it is possible to trace the 
antecedents of the United States’ cli-
mate policy in previous years, we con-
centrated on the period that extends 
from the 1980s to the present, since it 
coincides with the beginning of in-
ternational negotiations on climate 
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change. This timeframe is reflected 
on the first part of the contribution, 
while the second one is focused on 
the last 20 years of social changes to-
wards climate change. Thus, it is orga-
nized in two sections. The first one is 
focused on US climate policies from 

1980s to our days trying to interlink 
national and international positions. 
The second one portrays the relation-
ship between the features of traditional US 
approach to climate policy and changes 
occurred in the last 20 years at different 
levels.

1. UNITEd STaTEs FEdERal AdmINIsTRaTION aNd ClImaTE 
ChaNgE POlICIEs

The climate related norms in the US 
were sanctioned from the fifties, asso-
ciated to the pollutant’s discussion and 
its effects in air quality, including the 
Air Pollution Control Act, the Clean 
Air Act and the Air Quality Act. This 
topic was an important entry point 
to generate rules regarding climate 
change, especially in relation to the 
legal battle on EPa competence on cli-
mate change (Ferreira et. al, 2012).

However, the federal interest on cli-
mate change as a result of international 
and national increasing awareness be-
gan under President Ronald Reagan 
(1981–1989), even when decisions did 
not take place in light of the diagno-
sis of high economic costs and insuf-
ficient science evidence. It should be 
underlined that Reagan embraced the 
Montreal Protocol that seek to phase 
out ozone depleting substances in light 
of a cost-benefit analysis (save money).

The challenges increased signifi-
cantly under the Presidency of George 
H. W. Bush (1989–1993) comprising in 
the international scenario, the organi-
zation of the Noordwyk Conference 

on Global Climate Change. In this 
Conference, the majority of developed 
countries agreed on stabilizing emis-
sions by 2020, in contrast with the US 
reluctance to targets. The US argued 
that the emission reduction targets 
were too rigid and did not consider 
properly different national circum-
stances. National circumstances lan-
guage has been part of US’s interest 
for a long time and it is not casual 
the addition made to the principle of 
common but differentiated responsi-
bilities (CbdR) by the US and China 
in the Joint Declaration of November 
2014 and that appears in the PA. Also, 
in Noordwyk, the US position was to 
continue with scientific research and 
developing national strategies and pro-
grams with domestic monitoring and 
verification (Bodansky, 2001; Depledge, 
2005) in a more conservative approach 
to international commitments.

In addition, when negotiating the 
United Nations Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
in Rio de Janeiro, the US delegation 
had specific instructions related to the 
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establishment of institutions and the 
implementation mechanisms. Along 
with the OECd countries, the US sup-
ported launching strong institutions, 
including a scientific advisory body, a 
committee for implementation and 
detailed reporting systems. Thus, the 
original position of the US involved 
the construction of an international 
climate architecture that would pro-
mote research and allow the country 
to have a leading role. But this leader-
ship was not interpreted in terms of 
greater international commitments to 
reduce emissions, but rather to safe-
guard their freedoms, while modeling 
the conditions and characteristics of 
that architecture.

At the same time, at the national 
level, the unleashed scandals linked 
to the area of budgets and the alter-
ation of data and testimonies on cli-
mate change and its effects are facts 
to mention. Another key episode was 
the meeting of the IPCC held in the US, 
which led the President to recognize 
that human actions were generating an 
impact on the atmosphere and to pro-
pose that market mechanisms should 
occupy a key role in the solution (Cass, 
2007). Hence, Bush administration was 
critical in terms of the introduction of 
the market mechanisms, the public 
recognition of climate science facts 
and the negotiation and signing of 
the UNFCCC.

William J. Clinton (1993–2001) ex-
perienced critical moments while in 
office, such as the negotiation of the 

Berlin Mandate and the adoption of 
the Kyoto Protocol, at the interna-
tional arena. This administration rati-
fied the importance of the flexibility 
mechanism as a way to achieve domes-
tic consensus around the proposal. At 
the same time, it accepted the target 
of reducing 7 per cent of emissions 
below 1990 for the period 2008-2012. 
However, the pressure coming from 
business and industry lobbies was 
very strong to reject the target since 
they considered developing countries 
should not be excluded (Bodansky, 
2001; Depledge, 2005).

Moreover, this Presidency had to 
deal with the results of the midterm 
elections that changed the scenario 
with a Republican Congress. However, 
all these internal pressures did not cause 
the rejection of the drafts of the Berlin 
Mandate including the differentiation 
between developed and developing 
countries. On the contrary, the US 
submitted its own proposal of docu-
ment that agreed with differentiation 
and not commitments for developing 
countries while including the flexi-
ble mechanisms (UNFCCC, 1997). At the 
same time, it could be mentioned that 
the US Clinton administration advo-
cated for the inclusion of the six main 
greenhouse gases and the concept of 
multi-year targets that it was finally 
turned into the idea of different pe-
riods of commitments with similar 
consequences and a set of suggestions 
of institutions and mechanisms for 
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implementation and compliance (Far-
ber and Carlarne, 2018).

The national context had deep con-
sequences in terms of the plan to tax 
energy consumption, the Climate Ac-
tion Plan and the international posi-
tion towards the Kyoto Protocol con-
sidering the Byrd-Hagel Resolution in 
1998. This set back could help to un-
derstand the decision of the Clinton 
administration to avoid submitting 
the KP to the Congress even when it 
continued to have international active 
participation at the UNFCCC.

Thus, the Democrats favored reach-
ing the first UNFCCC implementation 
document (KP), committing to reduce 
US emissions. However, it was an un-
ambitious deal, which included the in-
terests of the United States in its own 
interpretation of leadership. While 
Clinton’s national and international 
climate policy did not reflect a break 
in the social climate culture, but the 
gradual advance and social polariza-
tion around the identified values.

The new Republican administra-
tion in charge, with George W. Bush 
(2001-2009) leading the White House, 
not only withdrew from the KP but 
also announced the Protocol was dead. 
The domestic critics as well as interna-
tional ones increased. Situation that 
forced Bush Jr. to create the National 
Energy Policy Development Group 
headed by vice president Cheney and 
the increasing introduction of energy 
issues in the presidential statements in-
cluding the State of the Union of 2002. 

However, the approach was based on 
energy and not climate change.

The main arguments exhibited by 
the Bush administration for the with-
drawal were the incomplete state of 
knowledge in reference to climate 
science. Secondly, that the US could 
not be part of an international envi-
ronmental agreement that potentially 
could harm its economy and, finally, 
the absence of commitments of devel-
oping countries. It was also mentioned 
the lack of flexibility of targets, mirror-
ing the Byrd–Hagel Resolution. The 
announcement was made, first, by the 
head of EPa, Christine Whitman, and 
then by President Bush. Even some of 
the most important critic voices with 
the KP disagreed with the pathway 
of isolation that the administration 
chose instead of assuming a proac-
tive approach. This was interpreted in 
many ways including a manifestation 
of US unilateralism (Kahn, 2003).

As stated by Depledge (2005), even 
though the US expected everything 
collapse when Bush announced the 
withdrawal, the international commu-
nity did not accept one state to de-
molish the multilateral process. The 
most important signal was given in 
occasion of the Marrakesh Accords 
and Bonn Agreements where both 
developed and developing countries 
showed good will to reaffirm the re-
gime. And the US did not block those 
accords and agreements. That means, 
the US did not agree to accomplish 
the KP but did not prevent others to 
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do it. Actions that have a lot of simi-
larities with the process lead by Presi-
dent Trump.

With respect to the international 
critics and questioning, Bush expe-
rienced a setback regarding his deci-
sion to request the National Academy 
of Sciences to review the results of the 
IPCC report, AR3, since the decision 
was to support what was said by the 
Panel. In turn, facing the criticism of 
the isolation of the US in the UNFCCC 
after the withdrawal, Bush tried to ad-
vance in bilateral initiatives that did 
not lead to major changes nor had the 
intended impact.

Also, in response to the national and 
international criticism to presidential 
decisions, in 2002, after the conclusion 
of the Marrakesh Accords, the US sub-
mitted a new proposal to the UNFCCC 
comprising a domestic target for a re-
duction in the ghg intensity of the US 
economy of 18 per cent by 2012. This 
encompassed voluntary initiatives, as 
well as a voluntary system of monitor-
ing and reviewing. The document was 
composed by the National Climate 
Change Technology Initiative, the Cli-
mate Change Research Initiative, and 
associated international cooperation 
(Depledge, 2005). This could be inter-
preted as a way to give a response to 
the critics as well as to the argument 
of the incomplete state of knowledge 
(Waterman, 2003).

Even being enthusiastic, it is neces-
sary to recognize that the Convention 
entered in a difficult process where the 
KP was internationally maintained 

mainly by the European efforts that 
saw in the Protocol a good opportu-
nity. For that reason, there were many 
questions and antipathies about the 
role of the US at Bali negotiations. It 
was a dilemma to bring it back to the 
negotiations table while avoiding a 
less ambition approach. The price was 
a weaken Bali Road Map where the US 
negotiators achieved to remove critical 
parts of the draft related to global emis-
sions reductions. The setbacks com-
prised a mention to the global emission 
peak in the next 15 years, a collective 
aggregated target for developed coun-
tries and reductions near to 25 to 40 
per cent below 1990 levels by 2020. In 
addition, it reintroduced the discus-
sion on developing countries binding 
reductions that gave the idea of trying 
to blow up the negotiations (Christoff, 
2008). Despite the obstructionist role 
played by Bush administration in Bali, 
the conference reached the Roadmap 
towards Copenhagen where climate 
architecture change materialized in 
the Us-basIC agreement.

In Copenhagen one of the most im-
portant changes identified was the re-
orientation of the negotiations to the 
emissions of developing countries, in 
particular of China (Bodansky, 2010). 
Consequently, the emergence of basIC 
coalition integrated by China, India, 
Brazil and South Africa was a novel-
ty in the UNFCCC arena. Instead of as-
suming a defensive position, the coun-
tries agreed to develop institutional 
arrangements and voluntary emis-
sion reduction targets, supposing a 
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new leadership in climate action but 
respecting the principle of CbdR as well 
as equity (Hochstetler, 2012).

Furthermore, this Conference was 
the first signal of the alliance between 
China and the United States that 
shaped the negotiations towards Paris 
with significant bilateral milestones in 
2014 and 2015.

It should be recognized that no can-
didate before Barack Obama (2009–
2016) had based much of his presiden-
tial campaign on a topic like climate 
change. This could be linked to the is-
sue of the domestic salience explained 
by Cass (2007). Obama’s campaign was 
focused on reducing emissions with 
an energy transition to renewables 
and a just transition of labor forces. 
The campaign included the promise 
to reduce oil dependency and con-
front climate change at the same time 
reducing 80 per cent of emissions by 
2050, improving the share of renew-
ables and developing carbon trading 
system. Ideas that where integrated 
in the Green Economy Recovery Pro-
gramme (Pollin et. al, 2008). This does 
not prejudge that the US position had 
changed in terms of its traditional re-
sistance to assume international com-
mitments to reduce emissions. How-
ever, in Copenhagen the US announced 
the pledge to reduce its emissions 17 per 
cent over 2005 levels by 2020. And going 
into detail, it is possible to see that 
the design of Paris entails different 
interpretations about the binding-
ness of national determined contri-
butions (NdCs). Condition that has 

been extensively discussed in the US 
as a consequence of PA avoiding the 
Congress and having been approved 
by executive decision of the President.

As with President Clinton, the 
Obama administration encountered 
impediments in the domestic sphere 
and especially in the Congress, where 
the 2009 American Clean Energy and 
Security Act did not pass the Senate. 
This act was important not only be-
cause of the reduction of emissions 
pursued —concurrent with the Co-
penhagen announcements— but also 
because it encompassed the EPa com-
petence in regulating ghg emissions. 
Nonetheless, it should be pointed out 
that as a result of 2007 Massachusetts v. 
EPA Supreme Court decision, the EPa 
is required to regulate ghg.

Even with a strong domestic resis-
tance, during second period, Obama 
advanced more decisively in terms of 
the Climate Action Plan (CAP) and 
the Clean Power Plan (CPP). Both 
concentrated in reducing emissions 
of power industries and transporta-
tion, improving the renewables and 
progressing in emissions reductions. 
The first one, established by Execu-
tive Presidential Order in 2013, cov-
ered the increase of efficiency in ap-
pliances, federal buildings and other 
sectors; double energy productivity by 
2030 compared to 2010 levels; reduce 
methane emissions from oil land and 
gas production by 40 to 45 per cent 
below 2005 levels by 2025 and double 
electricity generation from solar, wind 
and geothermal sources by 2020.
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The Clean Power Plan (CPP), pro-
posed in 2014 and announced formal-
ly in 2015, introduced emissions re-
duction from power sector of 32 per 
cent below 2005 levels by 2030, setting 
targets for each States but providing 
some space for them to decide how 
to accomplish. Nevertheless, the Su-
preme Court applied a stay to the 
CPP in February 2016 in response to 
different applications of States and 
industry groups.

From 2009 to 2015, the US was as 
explicit as possible in terms of the 
progress made in relation to its au-
to-proclaimed climate leadership at 
the multilateral process. Thus, it ex-
hibited power and transportation 
regulation, results in the renewable 
energy production, the Clean Action 
Plan and the Clean Power Plan of 2015 
that pledge to reduced emissions by 
32% from 2005 levels by 2030 (US, 2013; 
EPa, 2015).

Additional to the strategies at 
both the multilateral and the na-
tional level, bilateral negotiations 
played a big role, in particular with 
China. For that reason, the US-Chi-
na Memorandum of Understanding 
to enhance cooperation on Climate 
Change of 2009, as well as the Joint 
Announcement of November 2014 
and the Joint Presidential Statement 
of September 2015 were significant 
milestones for the multilateral nego-
tiations. The first one, set the basis for 
the Copenhagen Accord, the second 
one agreed the mitigation targets of 
both countries that were included 

in their intended nationally deter-
mined contributions (INdC), and the 
language for CbdR adding “in light of 
different national circumstances” (ar-
ticle 2 of the PA). The last one, com-
prised other issues such as adaptation, 
finance, domestic steps to achieve the 
mitigation pledge and bilateral and 
multilateral efforts.

US bounded leadership in the UNF-
CCC context had its hottest moments in 
Copenhagen and Paris as revealed by 
the surveys distributed between nego-
tiators, researchers and NgOs attendants 
to COP from Poznan in 2008 to Paris in 
2015. US leadership was recognized by 
19 % of the participants in 2008 in com-
parison with 48 % of Cancun (2010). 
The percentages were reduced during 
next meetings but climbed again in 
Lima and Paris (Karlsson et. al., 2012; 
Parker and Karlsson, 2018).

Finally, the administration headed 
by Donald Trump (2017-2020) also in-
cluded climate change in its presiden-
tial campaign. Nevertheless, the cam-
paign was against the Paris Agreement 
and the candidate promised the with-
drawal. The withdrawal took place in 
June of 2017 through a presidential 
speech charged with criticism to the 
Agreement, the Green Climate Fund, 
the differentiated burdens between 
developed and developing countries, 
with special emphasis on China and 
its impact on the distribution of the 
American welfare. Trump referred to 
the renegotiation of the Agreement 
as well as its non-mandatory charac-
ter. This message obtained a quick 
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response of leaders, not only of dif-
ferent countries but also of NgOs, pri-
vate actor, academia, religions and 
other sectors, confirming the serious 
consequences of this decision.

The rollback of the Trump adminis-
tration on climate change extends not 
only to the international level and its 
effects on the Paris Agreement imple-
mentation, including climate finance 
and mitigation, but also on the domes-
tic level. Climate denial has reached 
significant extremes including the re-
jection of the National Climate As-
sessment in 2018. Although the report 
concludes that climate change will be 
devastating for the American econo-
my costing 500 billion per year by the 
end of the century, the administration 
has refuted its validity.

In addition, the backsliding involves 
undoing the rules on carbon dioxide 
emission reductions from power 
plants and efficiency standards for ve-
hicles and appliances. The withdraw of 
the CaP, the repeal process of the CPP, 
the new leases for oil drilling and the 
Executive Order on energy indepen-
dence are just some of the news from 
2017 to 2020.

According to the Climate Deregu-
lation Tracker of Columbia University, 
there is a data base full of information 
on Trump’s administration rollback 
measures. Some of the most important 
from 2017 to 2020 are:

• All kind of relaxing measures 
of environmental rules during 
COVID-19 in 2020.

• EPA and NHTSA finalized in 
March 2020 a rule rolling back 
motor vehicle greenhouse gas 
emissions and corporate fuel 
economy standards.

• EPA issued guidance revising defi-
nitions in the Clean Air Act, in 
November 2019.

• EPA took action to revoke Cali-
fornia’s authority to set its own 
vehicle emissions standards that 
are more climate-protective than 
federal requirements, in Septem-
ber 2019.

• EPA issued the Affordable Clean 
Energy (ACE) Rule, repealing the 
Clean Power Plan with less strin-
gent emission standards for exist-
ing power plants, in June 2019.

• EPA proposed to increase the CO₂ 
emission standard for new coal-
fired power plants  in December 
2018.

• EPA and NHTSA proposed to 
weaken the greenhouse gas emis-
sion and fuel economy standards 
for light-duty vehicles, in August 
2018.

• Trump issued an Executive Order 
allowing the use of coastal, ocean, 
and Great Lakes resources for ener-
gy production, in June 2018.

• EPA announced no enforcement 
of a 2015 rule prohibiting the use of 
HFCs with high GWP as substitutes 
for ozone-depleting substances, in 
April 2018.

• EPA decided not to proceed with 
the development of methane 
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emission guidelines for existing 
oil and gas sources in June 2017.

• Trump signed an Executive Order 
on Implementing an America-First 
Offshore Energy Strategy for ex-
panding offshore drilling, in April 
2017. EPA withdrew two proposed 
rules to supplement the Clean 
Power Plan final rule: federal plans 
and model rules for implementing 
the GHG emission guidelines for 
existing power plants, and a rule 
with details of the Clean Ener-
gy Incentive Program (CEIP), in 
March 2017.

• Trump issued an Executive Order 
directing EPA to review and po-
tentially rescind or re-write Clean 
Power Plan, CO2 emission stan-
dards for new power plants, and 

methane emission standards for 
the oil and gas sector. It also re-
voked Executive Orders and ac-
tions such as: guidance on cal-
culating the social costs of GHG 
emissions, an imposing a morato-
rium on federal coal leasing, and 
guidance on accounting climate 
change in environmental reviews, 
in March 2017.

The federal government led by Presi-
dent Trump has spearheaded a pull-
back on climate issues domestically 
and internationally. However, and as 
supported in the second section, the 
federal government it is every time 
more isolated in its climate denial in 
light of state and non-state actors cli-
mate actions and perceptions.

2. ChaNgEs aNd TRENds IN ThE FEaTUREs OF US TRadITIONal 
POlITICal aPPROaCh TO ClImaTE ChaNgE

It could be said that federal climate 
policies and their international projec-
tion were accompanied by a social, eco-
nomic and political evolution of the 
topic on the United States in dialogue 
with the features identified. Thus, we 
start by analyzing some data vis-à-vis 
the changes experienced in the United 
States over the last 20 years in terms 
of emissions, production and energy 
consumption, energy efficiency and 
participation of renewable energies in 
the energy bill, among others.

According to EPa (2018), the US 
has achieved the decouple of its emis-
sions from its economic growth. Also, 
it reached the peaking in its emissions 
in 2007 or 2008 depending on the 
source (Climate Data Explorer CaIT; 
UNEP, 2018; BP, 2018). The last inven-
tory of ghg emissions indicates that 
the US released 6511.3 mmT of CO₂e 
in 2016, showing an increase of 2.4 per 
cent from 1990. However, this country 
is well-known for using 2005 as base 
year since the increase in emissions 
from 1990 to 2005 were of 12 per cent 
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approximately. At the same time, the 
report recognized that emissions from 
2015 to 2016 decrease in 1.9 %.

The US emissions, in terms of ghgs 
composition, continued to be main-
ly concentrated on carbon dioxide 
which represented in 2016, 81.6 per 
cent of the total amount of emissions. 
The emissions of CO₂ from 1990 to 
2005 increased 20 per cent. These two 
ideas help us to understand why the 
US chose 2005 as base year and why it 
pushed a lot for all the gases inclusion 
in the UNFCCC and not only the CO₂.

At the same time, the composition 
by sector is highly concentrated in 
energy using IPCC guidelines. This 
sector represented 84 per cent of to-
tal US emissions both in 1990 and 
2016 and 86 per cent in 2005. The 
second sector is agriculture with a 
participation of 7 to 8 per cent of 
total US emissions in 1990 and 2016. 
The third sector is industrial pro-
cesses (5 per cent) and the last one 
is the waste sector.

Since transportation and electric 
power represents a big part of fossil 
fuels combustion in the US, it is in-
teresting to analyze the composition 
of electric power generation during 
the same period and it helps to un-
derstand the changes experienced in 
the last decade. The composition of 
electric power generation is based on 
coal, natural gas, renewable energies, 
nuclear energy and petroleum. While 
nuclear generation maintained its po-
sition of 20 per cent during 1990 to 

2016, the contribution of petroleum 
decreased and the role of renewables 
almost duplicated from 10 to 19 per 
cent. At the same time, natural gas 
triplicated from 10 to 30 per cent 
and that gain represents the transi-
tion from coal to natural gas in the 
US since coal decreased the same per-
centage (60 to 30 per cent).

The transition between coal and 
natural gas is related to the boom in 
hydraulic fracturing turning US to a 
natural gas producer and replacing in 
part coal, as well as reducing emissions. 
This transition was a big part of the 
US pledge in Copenhagen (reduce 17 
per cent of its emissions below 2005 
levels by 2020), as well as its extension 
to the NdC (reduce emissions by 26 to 
28 per cent below 2005 levels by 2025) 
submitted in 2015.

Analyzing the primary energy con-
sumption by source in 2016, petroleum 
occupied the first place with almost 
37 per cent, followed by natural gas 
(29.1 per cent), coal (14.8 per cent), re-
newables (10.5 per cent) and nuclear 
electric power (8.6 per cent).

As reported by EIa, the domestic 
primary energy production reached 
90% of primary energy consumption 
in 2017 with a difference covered by 
crude oil imports. At the same time, 
petroleum, natural gas and coal, all 
fossil fuels, accounted for three thirds 
of the national primary production 
(Us EIa, 2020).

Coal peaked in 2008 and the de-
cline in its production is due to its 
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substitution for natural gas in elec-
tricity generation. However, crude 
oil production was highest in record 
in 2019. This is also accompanied by 
other records in the same year in natu-
ral gas production, nuclear energy pro-
duction as well as renewable energy 
production and consumption, driven 
by solar and wind energy.

The United States is the main pro-
ducer of crude oil globally (2019) and 
in recent years, the measures taken by 
the government favored reaching re-
cords in the production of hydrocar-
bons. Although the country’s global 
role in leading the energy transition 
that was a key aspect of achieving the 
Paris Agreement is obscured by these 
aspects, renewable energies have con-
tinued to have a substantial and grow-
ing role.

Other information we consider in-
teresting for this study is equity di-
mension of emissions and fair share. 
According to the World Resources 
Institute, the cumulative emissions 
of the US from 1850 to 2012 put it in 
the first place of the table (366421.27 
Mt CO₂e) followed by the EU (the 28 
states, 329071,78 MtCO₂e) and China 
(150108.52MtCO₂e). At the same time, 
the cumulative emissions per capi-
ta has the US in second place after 
Luxemburg and it is interesting to 
notice that China is after 100 position 
and under the average of the World). 
From 1990 to 2014, the US released 
17.65 per cent of cumulative total ghg 
emissions.

Also, the Climate Action Tracker 
(CaT) analyzed the pledges under the 
NdC as well as the later events related 
to the withdrawal. CaT catalogued US 
NdC of 2015 as insufficient since it is in-
consistence with Paris Agreement pur-
pose of limiting the increase in global 
temperature to 2ºC and make efforts 
to achieve 1.5ºC. With US pledge and 
according to the carbon budget, the 
temperature would increase 2 to 3 ºC. 
But the effort is highly insufficient 
with current circumstances, driving 
the world to a 3 to 4ºC increase in 
global temperature. The idea of insuf-
ficiency of the NdC is also based on the 
historical emissions.

The US could catalogue its own 
NdC as sufficient based on cost-effec-
tiveness and reductions costs by gdP 
(Climate Action Tracker 2018). This 
is key when comparing the interpre-
tations of CbdR and differentiation 
made by developing countries, and 
in particular China and India with 
the US. Cost-effectiveness of emission 
reduction and capability to pay has 
been cornerstones of US positions at 
the UNFCCC.

Research conducted by Kura-
mochi and others (2017), as well as 
ratified by the American Initiative 
Pledge, evidenced that the US will 
accomplish a half of its NdC pledge 
with non-federal climate initiatives 
with its current activities. Howev-
er, with additional strategies and 
actions proposed, it could achieve 
two thirds of the NdC and even more 
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with additional measures (Bloomberg 
Philanthropies, 2018).

The US economy is still based on 
the burning of fossil fuels, although 
the progress in renewable energy is 
undeniable. At the same time, the 
transition to natural gas in the US 
exhibits the traditional cost-benefit 
analysis additional to the climate 
change assumptions.

Thus, the first feature identified re-
lated to the high costs and the deep 
impact of the post carbon transi-
tion for the US economy is gradually 
questioned.

It is also irrefutable that renewable 
energies made great progress, improv-
ing the power capacity, reducing costs 
and increasing the investments and 
technology related. The US was the 
second investor in renewable power 
and fuels in 2018 (not including hydro-
power over 50 MW), after China, and 
the first annual investor in biodiesel 
production and ethanol. In addition, 
it was the second investor in solar and 
wind power capacity and third in geo-
thermal (REN21, 2019).

Considering renewable electrici-
ty generation by State, according to 
the Georgetown Climate Center Data 
(excluding hydroelectric power and 
biomass) in 2015, Iowa had 37 % of its 
electricity generated by renewable 
sources, followed by South Dakota 
(32.3 %), Kansas (29.7 %), Oklahoma 
(25.5 %) and California (25.3 %).

Renewable energy production and 
portfolio should be also understood 

in light of the ranking of the top five 
state ghg emitters in the US, led by 
Texas (13 per cent of total US emis-
sions in 2014), followed by California 
(6.7 per cent of total US emissions in 
2014), Pennsylvania, Illinois and Ohio 
(these three States release between 4 
and 5 per cent of total US emissions 
in 2014 each) (WRI CaIT Climate Data 
Explorer).

California, the second emitter in 
the US, is an interesting case to un-
derstand the potential for clean energy 
production and consumption while 
at the same time, it continued to lead 
crude oil production in 2015 (1,214 bil-
lion megajoules). It was followed by 
Texas (7,621.63 billion megajoules), and 
preceded by North Dakota (2,590.32 
billion megajoules). California also set 
a renewable energy standard of 33 per 
cent by 2020. Its fuel use by 2015 is com-
posed half by petroleum, 34.25 per cent 
by Natural Gas, 12.3 per cent by renew-
ables and 2.78 per cent by nuclear energy 
with almost none participation of coal. 
Meanwhile, in Texas, the first emitter 
of the US, the distribution of fuel use 
is similar with a half of petroleum and 
more than 30 per cent in Natural Gas. 
But the difference is that coal participa-
tion is bigger in Texas with 10.34 per cent.

With respect to the sources of elec-
tricity produced in 2016, both profiles 
of California and Texas are different, 
since the renewables in California took 
the second place (42.3 per cent) after 
Natural Gas (47.2 per cent) while, in 
Texas, the participation of renewables 
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is lower (13.6 per cent) and coal had a 
fourth of the total.

California renewable profile and 
portfolio are based on the work of 
different actors. It includes State ad-
ministrations that believed in the 
energy transition as a profitable busi-
ness, contradicting the social value 
on the damages that this kind of 
change could involve for the Ameri-
can economy. In that way, governor 
Jerry Brown was one of the most im-
portant voices in the “We are still in” 
movement as well as in the Ameri-
can Pledge Initiative.

California is not the only American 
State with a renewable portfolio. Ore-
gon set a renewable energy standard 
of 25 per cent by 2025 for large utilities 
and 5 to 10 per cent for smaller ones; 
Colorado also set a 30 per cent, as well 
as Connecticut and Minnesota settled 
27 per cent by 2020 and 2025, respec-
tively (GCC Data). This data, together 
with the fact that US private investment 
in renewable energy could reach $1 tril-
lion between 2018 and 2030 (Marcacci 
and Kenkins, 2018), depict changes in 
American social climate values.

However, and at the same time, the 
federal government’s rollback not only 
has deep effects outside but also inside 
the US, including in its air quality. The 
State of the Air (2018) by the American 
Lung Association provided evidence 
that the US must continue to fight 
against climate change and enforce the 
Clean Air Act. The report displayed 
that many cities experienced more 

days when smog reached unhealthy 
levels, while some of these cities re-
duced their burden of year-round par-
ticle pollution.

The US has a long tradition of 
questioning climate science, in par-
ticular associated to the Republican 
Party. This tradition includes IPCC re-
ports. The historical reactions have 
comprised the complete denial of the 
findings, as well as the pressure on 
the national academies of sciences to 
accompany the questioning. Never-
theless, the US National Academy of 
Sciences (Nas) has confirmed some of 
the most salient outcomes of the IPCC 
reports. The report “Climate Change: 
evidence and causes” explains the re-
lation between increasing concen-
trations of ghg emissions and global 
warming, where human activities such 
as burning of fossil fuels since the In-
dustrial evolution are one of the main 
drivers. It also recognized the increase 
in the CO₂ concentration, in particu-
lar since 1970, as well as the increase in 
the global average surface temperature.

The Nas is not the only scientific 
body in the US which has published 
results aligned with the IPCC findings. 
The American Meteorological Society, 
the American Geophysical Union and 
the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science are other orga-
nizations validating the causes and ef-
fects of climate change (Oreskes, 2004).

This information is also consistent 
with the National Climate Assess-
ment in its fourth edition of 2018 that 
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affirmed climate change creates new 
risks and exacerbates existing vulnera-
bilities in communities across United 
States, challenging human health 
and safety, quality of life, economic 
growth, infrastructure and property.

As affirmed by Depledge (2005), cli-
mate science questioning is contrast-
ing with the long tradition of the US 
in the exercise of leadership in scien-
tific research. This leadership had its 
expression in sponsoring activities of 
early climate research, as well as the 
establishment of the IPCC. The US was 
also one of the major contributors to 
the first two IPCC reports.

A key piece of information is the role 
of public opinion and how the denial 
discourse with an economistic and sup-
posedly scientific root permeates -or not- 
American society.

Surveys conducted by the Pew Re-
search Center (2019) evidenced that the 
number of Americans who consider 
environmental laws and regulations 
are worth the cost has increase from 
59 to 63 per cent while the ones who 
say it costs too many jobs and hurts 
the economy had decreased from 37 
to 30 per cent from 2017 to 2019. This 
movement is also accompanied by a 
more positive approach of republicans 
whose approval increase from 36 to 
45 per cent.

In another survey conducted by 
Pew, between March and April 2018, 
18 per cent of conservative republicans 
recognized earth warming is caused by 
human activities, while 39 per cent of 

moderate or libertarians had the same 
perception. At the time, 69 moderate 
to conservative democrats and 83 per 
cent of libertarian democrats coincide 
with the same assertion.

Even though, the Republicans’ reluc-
tance is still tangible in polls, social cli-
mate change is also happening among 
its followers. A survey conducted in 
2018 by Pew Research Group showed 
that 59 % of Americans said climate 
change was currently affecting their 
local communities. The recognition 
of the political ideology is critical but 
even more important could be to un-
derstand how their own experiences 
and ways of life shape their percep-
tions towards climate change. 67 per 
cent of the participants who live with-
in 25 miles of coastlines said climate 
change was affecting their communi-
ties regardless their political ideology.

Another survey conducted between 
May and June 2016 by Pew about many 
dimensions of the politics of climate 
change in American society, showed 
that 36 per cent of Americans are per-
sonally concerned about climate issues 
where 3 fourths were democrats. The 
block on climate science displayed 67 
per cent believed the scientist should 
have a major role in policy decision. 
However, the republicans where as-
tonishingly critic when referring to 
the capacity of scientists to understand 
the causes and provide solutions to 
climate change. This coincided with 
a very low trust in climate scientists 
coming from the republicans.
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These results in the various surveys 
of recent years could be interpreted as 
the progress of social change in Ameri-
ca regarding climate change, its causes 
and consequences, much more when 
it comes to its effects in communities. 
However, political ideology remains a 
key factor in explaining why climate 
denial still exists as a social value al-
though in decline.

In any case, given the features of 
climate policy identified in this contri-
bution, it seems that the first two -the 
economic aspects and the questioning 
of science- are the most resisted at the 
social level by various actors, starting 
with the States.

Furthermore, even if there is no 
political movement that promotes a 
radically different NdC from the one 
submitted in 2015 that alters the bur-
dens in a new interpretation of dif-
ferentiated responsibilities, its fulfill-
ment is sought as a business model 
and leadership projection.

The reluctance of the US to assume 
the international climate leadership 
in terms of targets is a constant that 
did not formally change with the 
Obama administration. This feature 
may be linked to the deep articulation 
between the principle of defense of 
national sovereignty and other prin-
ciples of the founding fathers that 
have sustained the US looking inside. 
This looking inside is also interwo-
ven with the debate between the role 
assigned to the state and market-free-
doms. As expressed by Lee, Arroyo and 
Roy (2001), the US culture is generally 

averse to government intervention, 
what helps to explain its attitude to-
wards mitigation commitments. How-
ever, a survey conducted by Benenson 
Strategy Group for Union of Con-
cerned Scientist and Sierra Club in 
January 2015, in the context of the Paris 
Agreement negotiation, revealed that 
72 per cent of Americans supported 
the US signing an international cli-
mate change agreement. Besides, 65 
per cent said the US should take the 
lead and make meaningful reductions 
in its carbon emissions and other gases 
that may cause global warming (Shep-
pard, 2015). So that, American people 
do not reject international agreements 
in climate change as well as US action 
in this territory. Nevertheless, these 
social perceptions are also linked to 
political ideology.

Collomb (2014) studied the ideolo-
gy of climate change denial in the US. 
He affirmed that global warming pos-
sessed a philosophical challenge to 
libertarians and conservatives based 
on the idea that government power 
should avoid damaging individual 
freedoms. But, at the same time, climate 
change created a challenge of global pro-
portions that could only be averted with 
a long term and generalized governmen-
tal action. Thus, the actions to face this 
challenge could enter into conflict with 
free market principles.

Historical discussion on developed 
countries taking the lead in climate 
change fight, always found in the US 
an important resistance. The social 
perception that placing the burden 
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in developed countries of reducing 
emissions could affect American com-
petitiveness and welfare was not the 
only base of Byrd-Hagel resolution 
and current federal policy. Also, the 
feeling that Chinese interests will be 
beneficiated in a context of a particu-
lar interpretation of fairness that could 

be identified in many American doc-
uments and interventions including 
Trump’s announce of withdrawal of 
the PA.

Probably because UNFCCC architecture 
is built upon a different way to interpret 
the fairness and the historical responsi-
bilities, the US has had problems to fit.

CONClUsION

There are certain features that charac-
terize the evolution of the American 
approach to climate change policy. But 
these features worked and were applied 
in different ways from the eighties to 
today and they have been gradually 
but not unanimously nor uniformly 
questioned by governmental and non-
governmental actors.

Despite the fact that to this day there 
are political positions that are deniers 
of climate change and its effects, the 
first two characteristics have been the 
most questioned by different actors 
and sectors with strong consequences 
both at national and international are-
na. The information available regard-
ing the falsity of the argument about 
the negative impact of climate action 
on the well-being of Americans is be-
coming more conclusive. Contrary to 
that, the post-carbon economy and the 
just transition cannot be delayed if the 
US pursue to sustain an economic ad-
vantage globally.

Additionally, scientific organiza-
tions and alliances in the country 
have been abandoning the fear of 

supporting global climate science and 
in particular the IPCC findings.

However, it is difficult to identi-
fy national voices with international 
projection that radically modify the 
critical stance towards the strict dif-
ferentiation between developed and 
developing countries. Thus, those seek-
ing to sustain the US international 
climate effort have shown that it is 
possible to comply with the NdC sub-
mitted in 2015 but not necessarily they 
went further in the sense of ambition 
and mitigation commitments.

There is an intrinsic relationship 
between social changes towards cli-
mate change and public policies at 
all levels. As affirmed by Fogel (2007), 
the social diffusion of international cli-
mate change policy and norms grew 
steadily in the US from the 2000s, where 
the leadership exercised by diverse ac-
tors is remarkable and has sustained 
the climate effort even when federal 
policy acted backwards. That is why, 
climate change norms had reached 
great salience, including ghg emission 
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reduction targets, use of renewable 
energies and energy efficiency.

The changes identified in US public 
opinion do not contradict the posi-
tion assumed by this country at the 
international level either by one or the 
other government. To the extent that 
foreign policy is understood as an 
international projection, this projec-
tion responds to different interests of 
economic and political groups.

The linkage between interests be-
hind fossil fuels and climate change 
denial is evident as well as its advoca-
cy in the US government at different 
levels, including its impact on public 
opinion. It should be recognized that 
climate denial is not exclusively a po-
sition of the Republican Party because 

many republicans have taken a more 
favorable position towards climatic 
change. Nonetheless, the ideological 
bias of one and the other party is clear.

Climate leadership has a negative 
relationship with the delay in aban-
doning the main features of the tradi-
tional US approach to climate policy. 
Insofar as the United States, instead of 
leading the post-carbon economy and 
favoring research and climate science 
-as diagnosis and engine of solutions-, 
slows them down, it leaves open 
leadership opportunities in favor of 
other countries. And what is more 
condemnable, it does not fulfill its 
international responsibility.
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