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Introduction and Project Outline:  
 
The United Nations Global Conference on Climate Change, held in Copenhagen, Denmark between 
the 7th and 18th of December 2009, brought climate change and other environmental issues once 
again to the forefront of the international political arena. As a major follow up to the landmark 
Kyoto Protocol, due to expire in 2012, the Conference was surrounded by both hopes that an even 
more successful and expansive international environmental regulation regime could be agreed upon, 
as well as fears that a failure to take decisive measures would hamper future environmental efforts 
and risk allowing climate change to digress to dangerous levels. 
 
Perhaps no other factor was as important to this decision as the level of commitment of the United 
States of America. Up until recently the world’s largest emitter of greenhouse gases and currently 
one of the largest per-capita emitters, American support is crucial in the engineering of a successful 
international emissions reduction treaty and the arguably more important establishment of an 
enforcement regime to ensure compliance on the part of individual states. It is clear that since the 
2008 election of Barack Obama, there have been significant changes in American foreign policy 
towards a renewed interest in multilateralism and international cooperation. Such indications raised 
expectations for Copenhagen and, at least in theory, the possibility that an effective treaty could be 
negotiated.   
 
While the steps eventually taken by the Obama Administration in Copenhagen failed to live up to 
expectations both in Europe and the United States, they are nonetheless significant because they 
signalled a firm ideological break from the attitudes of the United States under President George W. 
Bush. In the development of this new point of departure we can perhaps see the biggest possibility 
for the evolution of a more cooperative and productive American foreign policy in the area of 
climate change and the environment. 
 
To properly contextualize recent events, the following report will first and foremost seek to 
catalogue the major developments and policy decisions that shaped environmental politics prior to 
the Copenhagen Conference and Obama, both within the United States and at the international 
level. Commentary will then be offered on what we can expect from Obama, the United States, and 
the international community in the future of policy-making after the relatively unsatisfactory 
outcome at Copenhagen. Particular attention will be given throughout to the evolution, current 
status, and possible future of environmental policy-making with respect to the United States and 
administrations of Presidents Bush and Obama.  
   
Evolution of an “International” Environmental Policy: 
   
United Nations Conference on the Human Environment  

• Stockholm, Sweden  
• Attended by 113 countries (General Assembly Resolution 2850), 19 inter-governmental 

agencies, and more than 400 inter-governmental and non-governmental organizations  
• 5-16 June, 1972  
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In 1972, the United Nations convened in Stockholm, Sweden for the first major environmental 
conference in its history. Considered one of the first international talks on the environment, the UN 
Conference on the Human Environment, also known as the Stockholm Conference, established 26 
principles in its Declaration meant to set a basis of values for environmental action, with the 
intention of being universally and equally concerning to all. Accomplishments at the UN 
Conference on the Human Environment include the Stockholm Declaration, an Action Plan with 
109 recommendations, and a Resolution recommending a second UN Conference on the Human 
Environment. Notable topics of the Conference include the first international discussion on the use 
of CFC’s and their potential depletion of the ozone layer, which were eventually banned under the 
Montreal Protocol. The Conference also led to creation of the UNEP (United Nations 
Environmental Programme) in 1972. The United States, under President Nixon at the time, was 
present for the Conference and fully supported and participated in the negotiation of many of the 
accomplishments at Stockholm.  
 
*http://www.unep.org/Documents.Multilingual/Default.asp?documentID=97 
*http://www.un-documents.net/unchedec.htm  
 
UN Resolution 2997– United Nations Environmental Programme  

• New York, USA 15 December 1972  
• 2112th plenary meeting of the General Assembly  
• 15 December 1972  

    
The United Nations Environmental Programme was established on 15 December 1972, based on the 
talks of the June 1972 UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm. The UNEP was 
created upon recognition of the need for a permanent institution within the United Nations to 
centralize and oversee coordinated environmental action by its countries. In principle, it is the basic 
authority of all international environmental activity.   
 
The UNEP is based in Nairobi, Kenya, with 6 smaller sister regional agencies, and country agencies 
around the globe. The UNEP has an Executive Director with a 4-year term and a Governing 
Council of regional electorates with three-year terms. An Environmental Fund was further 
established under the financial budget of the UN, to finance activities of the UNEP and its various 
environmental projects and programmes. 
 
Roles of the UNEP include bringing to attention the latest environmental news and concerns, 
helping implement, develop and improve international policies and policies specific to various 
countries, harmonizing the use of science with environmental studies, developing environmental 
projects and programmes, and helping establish various conventions to discuss the environment and 
related politics. 
 
*http://www.unep.org/Documents.Multilingual/Default.asp?DocumentID=43  
 
The Montreal Protocol on Substances that Deplete the Ozone Layer  

• Montreal, Canada  
• Opened for Signature 16 September 1987  
• Went into force on 1 January 1989  
• As of 16 September 2009, all UN countries signed it  

 
The Montreal Protocol, effective since 1989, is the international accord established for the 
protection and recovery of the ozone layer. Its main objectives are to ban and phase out the 
production of certain substances determined to deplete the ozone layer. CFC’s (found in 
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refrigerants, aerosols, and solvents) are one of the more controversial substances regulated and now 
phased out under the Protocol. Opened for signature on 16 September 1987, it became a historically 
successful treaty when it was unanimously signed by all UN countries. 
  
Using the 26 principles of the Stockholm Declaration as a basis, the Montreal Protocol first 
establishes the need for a law to protect the ozone layer, arguing that countries have an obligation to 
ensure that their activities are not harmful to the resources and natural environment they depend on. 
The Protocol defines the ozone layer and states that participating states should continue monitoring 
of the ozone layer and the effects of certain substances on its condition. It also establishes an 
Executive Committee for overseeing purposes and a Multilateral Fund to deal with financing 
Protocol goals.  
 
*http://www.unep.org/OZONE/pdfs/Montreal-Protocol2000.pdf  
*http://www.un-documents.net/mpsdol.htm  
 
UN Conference on Environment and Development (Earth Summit)  

• Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  
• 3-14 June 1992  
• 172 governments (108 with heads of state/government), 2400 representatives of non-

government organizations, and 17,000 people at the parallel NGO “Global Forum” who had 
consultative status  

   
The 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro, or the United Nations Conference on Environment and 
Development as it was officially billed, was convened to discuss - among a plethora of important 
social and economic issues - the paradigm of sustainable development, and how it could be used to 
reconcile international economic and environmental interests.  To accomplish these goals the 
premise was adopted that "economic and social progress depends critically on the preservation of 
the natural resource base with effective measures to prevent environmental degradation" (The 
Heinrich Boell Foundation).  In accordance with this general principle delegates sought to agree 
upon; an "Earth Charter," a more detailed set of principles aimed to couple development and the 
environment, an "Agenda 21," a global 'action plan' for the implementation of the aforementioned 
principles, and finally a way in which developed countries could contribute to sustainable 
development in the developing world.  While the conference was successful in meeting these 
objectives, individual nations' compliance with these doctrines has been mediocre at best.  Perhaps 
the most significant achievement of the conference, however, was the agreement upon the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, an initiative that will be elaborated upon 
below. The 1992 Summit was followed up by the Earth Summit 2 (Rio + 10) in Johannesburg, 
South Africa, which is generally regarded as being a failure.  The conference was met initially with 
much controversy, as it was widely criticized for providing delegates with catered food and drink 
only a few miles away from thousands of starving South Africans.  The United States also 
boycotted the conference - aside from a brief address given by Colin Powell at the end of the 
conference, American delegates did not participate in negotiations. While successfully negotiating 
an agreement to restore the worlds depleted fisheries by 2015, little was accomplished in the way of 
effective environmental legislation.  
   
*http://www.un.org/geninfo/bp/enviro.html  
*http://www.worldsummit2002.org/index.htm?http://www.worldsummit2002.org/guide/unced.htm  
   
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change  

• Rio de Janeiro, Brazil  
• Opened for Signature on 9 May 1992  
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• Went into force on 21 March 1994  
• As of December 2009, 192 nations were party to the agreement  

   
The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change was produced at the Earth Summit 
in Rio de Janeiro in 1992.  While it is legally non-binding, the treaty-as stated in Article 2-aims to 
"[stabilize...] greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere at a level that would prevent 
dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system" through imposing voluntary 
emissions limits.  Particular emphasis was placed on the responsibilities of industrialized nations to 
significantly reduce emissions in the near future, and it was agreed upon that specific targets would 
be set in subsequent protocols-of which that agreed upon in Kyoto is perhaps the most well known.  
The United States, under the administration of President George H.W. Bush, ratified the treaty on 7 
October, 1992, agreeing to the terms and aim of the treaty.  
 
*http://unfccc.int/2860.php  
*http://www.globelaw.com/Climate/fcc.htm  
   
Kyoto Protocol  

• Kyoto, Japan  
• Adopted 11 December 1997  
• Entered into force 16 February 2005  
• As of November 2009, 187 States have signed  

   
The Kyoto Protocol is an agreement that was adopted in Kyoto, Japan, on 11 December, 1997. 
Linked to the previous United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Kyoto 
Protocol differentiates from its predecessor by establishing legally binding emissions reduction 
targets for 37 nations in the industrial world (as well as the European Community as a whole).  
These targets amount to an average of roughly 5% reductions from 1990 emissions levels between 
the years 2008 and 2012, and the treaty also outlines a series of 'mechanisms' - which include 
emissions trading - through which these objectives can be achieved. Among Kyoto's substantive 
significance, it is also important because it is widely seen as a bold first step towards the 
establishment of an official and legally binding global emissions trading regime as well as a 
relatively sound foundation upon which future international climate-change agreements.  As of 
November 2009 virtual all nations have become party to the protocol, with the United States being a 
notable and controversial exception.  Though the ratification process was begun under the 
administration of President Bill Clinton, his predecessor George W. Bush refused to submit it to the 
Senate for final ratification because of disagreements with the exemptions it gave with respect to 
China and other developing nations as well as the belief that it would put unacceptable restraints on 
the American economy.  
 
*http://unfccc.int/kyoto_protocol/items/2830.php  
   
   
Environmental Policy of the United States of America: 
   
1955-1990: Early Development of American Environmental Policy 
Environmental policy in the United States began as both an offshoot of the popular conservation 
movement of the early 1900s, but more importantly as an independent response to growing 
concerns over air and water pollution in the nation’s cities and towns during the 1950s.  Throughout 
the second half of the twentieth century, the legislation passed by the United States government-
almost exclusively focused on local and national issues-became increasingly forceful and complex 
to correspond with the rapid scientific breakthroughs that revealed the hazards of industrial and 
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personal environmental irresponsibility.  The following will briefly trace the major developments in 
national environmental policy, collectively referred to as the Clear Air Acts, from the 1950s up until 
the landmark Clean Air Act Amendments of 1990.  
   
Air Pollution Control Act 1955 (Public Law 84-159)  

•         Allocated $5 million in government funds annually to research the negative 
effects of air pollution on public health.  

•        Did little to effectively limit air pollution, but officially acknowledged it as a 
potential danger and authorized Congress to respond to and control the 
problem.  

   
Clean Air Act of 1963 (Public Law 88-206)  

•       Sought to reduce air pollution from power plants, mills, and other stationary 
sources  

•         Allocated $95 million over a three year period to air pollution agencies as 
well as state and local governments for the purpose of conducting research 
and supporting control efforts.  

•         Acknowledges motor vehicle exhaust as being hazardous to human health  
•         Orders government-mandated research, investigations, surveys, and 

experiments in interstate pollution from the use of high sulphur coal and oil  
Motor Vehicle Air Pollution Control Act of 1965  

•         Amendment to the Clean Air Act of 1963.  
•         Recognized the transient nature of air pollution and its effects on trans-border 

communities.  
•         Set emissions standards for automobiles, the first ever at the federal level (for 

1968 automobile models, based on 1963 emissions levels).  
   

Air Quality Acts of 1967  
•         Additional amendments to the original Clean Air Act of 1963.  
•         Divided United States into 247 Air Quality Control Regions (AQCRs) as a 

means to organize, analyze, implement, and enforce environmental policy.  
•         Set first national emissions standards for stationary sources, as well as 

timelines and recommendations for State Implementation Plans (SIPs).  
   

Clean Air Act of 1970 (Public Law 91-604)  
•         Allowed citizens the right to take legal action in matters pertaining to 

environmental affairs and/or emissions standards.  
•         Established mandatory “New Source Performance Standards” (NSPS) for 

emissions levels on newly constructed power plants, additions to power 
plants, etc,  

•         Set National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS) to protect public 
health  

• Extremely significant in that, for the first time on a legislative level, 
standards set on six various types of pollutants; sulphur dioxide, nitrogen 
dioxide, particulate matter, carbon monoxide, ozone, and lead.  

    
*http://www.eoearth.org/article/Clean_Air_Act,_United_States  
*http://www.ametsoc.org/sloan/cleanair/cleanairlegisl.html  
   
How Environmental Policy is Formulated in the United States  
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United States’ Environmental Policy is designed and implemented through an extremely complex 
web of organizations in and among the state and national governments. At the national level, 
environmental policy jurisdiction extends to several groups within the executive and legislative 
branches.  The EPA, or Environmental Protection Agency, is the most comprehensive of these with 
broad authority over the implementation of laws as well as significant importance in the areas of 
environmental research, development, and education.  
 
At the executive level, however, the EPA shares responsibility with virtually all of the departments, 
offices, and commissions of the executive branch from the Department of Defence to the White 
House. The Department of State for example, the unit charged with conducting foreign affairs, is 
the primary executive entity with authority over international environmental policy.  While it has 
the sole ability to officially negotiate with foreign actors in bilateral or multilateral meetings, 
conferences, and conventions, the successful implementation of its policy objectives on the 
domestic level would ultimately need the full support of the many, more focused, departments. 
Effectiveness at the executive level, therefore, rests largely on the ability of the White House 
and the incumbent U.S. President to coordinate the administration’s political strategies.  
 
At the legislative level, issues relating to the EPA are addressed in about two-thirds of standing and 
sub-committees in both the Senate and the House of Representatives. Going along with the example 
mentioned in the previous paragraph about international environmental policy, legislative 
jurisdiction in this area primarily rests in the Senate Committee on Foreign Relations. Again, 
however, in a situation in which the United States were to commit itself to international 
environmental regulations, a comprehensive policy reform could only take place if the Senate 
Committee on Small Business acknowledges that it will not have a harmful effect on small 
businesses, the Budget and Appropriations Committees weigh in their respective areas, and so on 
and so forth.  
 
This complex relationship between executive and legislative entities in environmental affairs is 
duplicated at the state level.  The complex nature of the policy regime has been criticized by some 
as an inhibitor to efficient, comprehensive environmental policy-making because there is not one 
organization with broad oversight and authority over the environmental issue as a whole.  
   
The following charts show the various departments in both the executive and legislative branches, 
and their respective jurisdictions with regards to environmental policy:  
   
The Executive Branch:  
Agency  Environmental Policy Jurisdiction  
White House Office  General policy planning, Agency coordination  

Office of Management and Budget  Budget for environmental issues, agency coordination and 
management  

Council on Environmental Quality  Environmental policy, Agency coordination, Environmental 
impact statements  

Department of Health and Human 
Services  Health  

Environmental Protection Agency  Air and water pollution, solid waste, radiation, pesticides, 
noise, toxic substances  

Department of Justice  Environmental litigation  
Department of the Interior  Public lands, energy, minerals, national parks  
Department of Agriculture  Forestry, soil, and general conservation issues  
Department of Defense  Civil works construction, dredge and fill permits, pollution 
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control from defense facilities  
Nuclear Regulatory Commission  Licensing and regulation of nuclear power  
Department of State  International environmental policy  
Department of Commerce  Oceanic and atmospheric monitoring and research  
Department of Labor  Environmental issues relating to occupational health standards 
Department of Housing and Urban 
Development  

Environmental issues relating to housing, urban parks, urban 
planning  

Department of Transportation  Environmental issues relating to mass transportation, roads, 
aircraft noise, oil pollution  

Department of Energy  Energy policy coordination, petroleum allocation research and 
development  

Tennessee Valley Authority  Generation of electric power  
   
The Legislative Branch:  
Senate  
Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition
and Forestry  

 Pesticides  

Committee on Appropriations  Appropriations  
Committee on the Budget  Budget  
Committee on Commerce, Science,
and Transportation  

 Oceans, research and development, radiation, toxics  

Committee on Energy and Natural
Resources  

 Synthetic fuels, conservation oversight, energy budget, mines, 
oil shale, strip mining  

Committee on Environment and
Public Works  

 Air, drinking water, noise, nuclear energy, ocean dumping, 
research and development, solid waste, toxics, water  

Committee on Foreign Relations  International environmental policy  
Committee on Homeland Security
and Governmental Affairs  

 Interagency subject area  

Committee on Labor and Human
Resources  

 Public health  

Committee on Small Business  Impact of environmental regulations on small business  
   
The House of Representatives  
Committee on Agriculture  Pesticides  
Committee on Appropriations  Environmental appropriations  
Committee on the Budget  Budget  
Committee on Oversight and 
Government Reform  

Interagency subject area - focuses primarily on coordination and 
implementation of environmental policy at the administrative level  

Committee on Interior and 
Insular Affairs  

Synthetic fuels, conservation oversight, energy budget, mines, oil, 
radiation (oversees Nuclear Regulatory Commission), strip mining  

Committee on Energy and 
Commerce  Air, drinking water, noise, radiation, solid waste, toxics  

Committee on Natural 
Resources  Ocean dumping  

Committee on Transportation 
and Infrastructure  Noise, water pollution, water resources  

Committee on Science and 
Technology  Research and development  

 7



Committee on Small Business  Impact of environmental regulations on small business  
   
How Environmental Policy is Implemented in the United States  
Given such institutional difficulties lawmakers face in the enactment and coordination of 
environmental policy, it is worth noting, however, that once environmental legislation is passed 
there is quite an effective system in place to implement these goals - a system that has provided for 
significant progress at both the state and federal levels.   
 
Once the national government has passed a given set of emissions standards, the responsibility for 
enforcement of these new policies is passed on to both the States and local/regional authorities - 
who are then expected to draw up their own action plans that, at a very minimum, comply with the 
new federal standards. Under the supervision and monitoring of EPA and other federal agencies, 
these State/Regional "Implementation Plans" as they are called, conduct the majority of the "day to 
day" work necessary to combat the problem of climate change.  Once a given plan is approved by 
the EPA, so long as the States continue to operate with emissions regulations and standards equal 
to- or even more rigorous than- those of the federal government, they are largely free to operate 
independently. Should a state fail to draw up an effective implementation plan and/or fail to enforce 
its existing one, the EPA and other federal governments will then step in and assume responsibility 
until state authorities are capable to resume the role. This enforcement regime has proved highly 
successful in recent years, a statement that is given validity in the success that particular states have 
met in capping emissions.  
 
The State of California, for example, is one of those cases.  With an estimated population of 37 
million people and a GDP of over US$ 1.8 trillion, each respectively equating to roughly 12-13% of 
the corresponding statistic of the United States in its entirety, effective and specifically formulated 
environmental legislation has drastically reduced emissions over the last 2 decades.  Today, 
America's largest state in both economy and population is responsible for only 6.2% of its 
greenhouse gas emissions.  In 2006, California acted contrary to the policy of the Bush 
Administration and passed the California Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006 (in legislative 
records 'AB 32') a plan that put California's emissions reduction targets not only in line with those 
of the Kyoto Protocol, but exceeding them in putting a plan of action into place that is set to reduce 
total state-wide emissions to 80% below 1990 levels by 2050. It can be sure that the flexibility of 
the environmental policy regime can be partially to thank for California's success - as it gave the 
state a virtual free license to enact policies specific to its socio-economic situation.  For example, 
approximately 40% of California's overall emissions originate from automobiles and an effective 
environmental solution thus required stringent legislation in the area of auto-emissions.  Such 
measures, while they were extremely effective in California, might not have been as effective in 
states such as Rhode Island or Massachusetts, where the problem rests largely in particulates 
originating from fixed sources such as factories and power plants.  In those regions, different 
solutions must be found to find success in different circumstances.  
 
At the regional level, coalitions such as the Great Lakes Western Climate Initiative in the Western 
United States, Canada, and Mexico, and the Great Lakes Regional Collaboration in the Midwestern 
regions of the United States and Canada, follow a similar format to bring together agencies at a 
more localized level to design and implement regional solutions to environmental problems.  
   
*http://gov.ca.gov/press-release/4111/  
*http://www.climatechange.ca.gov/  
*http://www.energy.ca.gov/2007publications/ARB-1000-2007-009/ARB-1000-2007-009.PDF  
   
1990: Clean Air Act Amendments:   
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In 1990 the United States enacted one of the most significant, comprehensive, and ultimately 
successful series of environmental legislation in its history; what is known collectively as the Clean 
Air Act Amendments of 1990.  Divided into several titles, the provisions of the Clean Air Act 
Amendments aim to successfully consolidate governmental implementation mechanisms and set 
standards that will provide for effective national air quality standards. The Amendments provide for 
the following:  
   
Title I: Provisions for Attainment and Maintenance of National Ambient Air Quality Standards  

- Emphasizes role of states in the process by mandating that they make "constant, 
formidable" progress in reducing emissions  

- Requires federal government to reduce emissions from automobiles, consumer products,    
   and ships; and to draw up standards for stationary sources from which states can then  
   enact their own legislation  
- Authorizes the EPA to divide the nation into areas based upon geography and emissions 
  tendencies in order to more effectively enact and enforce legislation  
- Establishes provisions on how the federal government can impose sanctions on areas of the 

country that have not met certain environmental conditions 
   
Title II: Provisions Relating to Mobile Sources  

         - Establishes significantly tighter controls on emissions from automobiles and trucks than 
those enacted under the 1970 Clean Air Act; controls that were to have begun in 1994  

         - Establishes tighter controls on fuel quality to monitor sulphur and require cleaner 
"reformulated" gasoline in the 9 American cities with the worst o-zone problems  

         - Launches clean fuel car pilot program in California, which incentivizes even tighter auto-
emissions controls on up to 300,000 cars by 1999  

         - 26 of the country's dirtiest areas will have to adopt a program limiting emissions from 
centrally-fuelled fleets of 10 or more vehicles beginning in 1998  

   
Title III: Air Toxins  

         - Outlines a comprehensive plan for the significant reduction of hazardous air pollutants via 
a series of investigations, studies, and reports; expands the EPAs enforcement capability  

            in this field  
         - Creates the Chemical Safety Board to "investigate accidental releases of chemicals"  
         - Requires the EPA to issue regulations controlling emissions from municipal, hospital, and 

other commercial/industrial incinerators  
   
Title IV: Acid Deposition Control  

         - Mandates a 10 million ton reduction in sulphur dioxides, the primary causers of acid rain, 
from 1980 levels through a system of allowances, which companies can buy, sell, and/or  

            trade amongst their counterparts in similar sectors  
         - Establishes specific requirements for reducing emissions of nitrogen oxides  

   
Title V: Permits  

         - Reforms, by clarifying and making more enforceable, the system of permits so that the 
EPA can more strongly and effectively regulation the pollution control requirements of a  

           specific source  
             - Under these reforms, the EPA must submit the specific requirements of a given program  

within one year, and states will then have a maximum of three years to submit a permit  
            program that meets the EPAs standards  

   
Title VI: Stratospheric Ozone and Global Climate Protection  
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         - Requires a complete elimination of objects that emit of CFCs and halons; all products 
containing their usage to be banned within 2 years  

         - Requires the EPA to create a list of acceptable substitutes for both 'Class I' and 'Class II' 
chemicals (CFCs, halons, carbon tetrachloride, methyl chloroform, and HCFCs)  

   
Title VII: Provisions Related to Enforcement  

         - Provides for stricter legal repercussions for those who violate any of the fore mentioned 
provisions  

   
*http://www.epa.gov/air/caa/index.html  
*http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?c101:S.1630:  
*http://www.edf.org/documents/2695_cleanairact.htm  
 
 
The Clear Skies Act of 2003 & The Bush Administration: 
   
American Withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol 
In the time between the adoption of the Kyoto Protocol on 11 December, 1997, and its 
implementation on 16 February, 2005, the Bush Administration officially refused to ratify the treaty 
in late March of 2001. The decision was met with worldwide disfavour, including within the United 
States. As the largest emitter of greenhouse gases in the world, its cooperation and participation was 
crucial to legitimizing the Kyoto Protocol. Al Gore had signed the treaty in the year after its 
adoption, but it served only as a symbolic purpose and was never brought to the Senate by Clinton. 
After Bush's official announcement not to ratify the document, senators like John McCain (R-
Arizona) and individual cities and states including California, spoke out against the decision and 
began proposing their own alternatives for taking action in solidarity with the ratified members of 
the Protocol. When the treaty went into effect, there were 141 countries that had ratified the treaty, 
among them 35 developed nations, and its global success, at least as a symbolic step forward in 
international cooperation, was at odds with the blunt refusal of the Bush Administration to accept 
the Protocol. The Kyoto Protocol had committed the United States to reducing emissions by 7% 
(from 1990 levels) between 2008-2012, based on the idea that industrialized countries, who were 
the largest emitters of greenhouse gases, should not only be the first to cut back on emissions but 
should also make the greatest reductions in emissions. Committing Annex I (industrialized) 
countries were given emissions targets to reach by 2012 and most agreed to accept their targets, the 
United States notably excluding itself. Since the Protocol, China has surpassed the United States as 
the single largest emitter of greenhouse gases, but per capita, the United States sill remains by far 
the highest emitter. 
 
Bush announced his rejection of the treaty, explaining several reasons for his position. First of all, 
he believed that the treaty would be harmful to the American economy, costing millions of jobs and 
billions of US dollars annually. In his public speeches, he acknowledged the problem of American 
dependence on oil and the need to look for alternative energy sources, but maintained that he did 
not agree with Kyoto because it committed only industrialized nations to cutting emissions. Along 
with the Senate, he shared the view that developing countries like China and India, with the 
growing economic and industrial presence they have, should also share in greenhouse gas emissions 
cuts. China and India, among other developing nations who ratified the treaty, were not given 
mandatory restrictions on emissions. In any case, it was a shared belief of the Bush Administration 
that even if everyone agreed on the Protocol, it may prove to be ineffective, too idealistic for many 
developed countries to live up to without severely damaging their economies. 
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Lastly, an important point of dispute with the rest of the Kyoto participants was American 
insistence in maintaining independence in policy-making. Bush advocated instead for the United 
States to establish and implement its own specific emissions targets, believing that different 
solutions were required for the United States, in order to create a policy that was both beneficial to 
American economic interests as well as the environment. 
  
Currently, the United States is among the few countries that have not ratified the Kyoto Protocol, 
and is the only country in the world that officially stated that it will not ratify the treaty, which 
expires in 2012. 
 
The Clear Skies Act of 2003 and the Global Climate Change Initiative 
Upon rejection of the Kyoto Protocol, former President George W. Bush developed an alternative 
national environmental policy on July 1, 2002. His Clear Skies Initiative, like the existing Clean Air 
Act, was a proposal aimed at improving air quality and protecting the ozone layer through 
regulation of emissions and other harmful substances. Officially called the Clear Skies Act of 2003, 
it never passed under review by the Senate, becoming deadlocked in Committee. Alongside the 
Clear Skies Initiative, he also proposed a Global Climate Change Initiative, which outlines a long-
term strategy to combat climate change and reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and which pledged 
funding for environmental research. 
 
Points of Clear Skies Act* 

• Cut sulphur dioxide (SO2) emissions by 73 percent, from year 2000 emissions of 11 
million tons to a cap of 4.5 million tons in 2010 and to a cap of 3 million tons in 2018.  

• Cut emissions of nitrogen oxides (NOx) by 67 percent, from year 2000 emissions of 5 
million tons to a cap of 2.1 million tons in 2008 and to a cap of 1.7 million tons in 2018.  

• Cut mercury emissions by 69 percent - the first-ever national cap on mercury emissions. 
Emissions would be cut from 1999 emissions of 48 tons to a cap of 26 tons in 2010 and to a 
cap of 15 tons in 2018.  

 
*taken directly from http://www.epa.gov/air/clearskies/basic.html 
 
The Clear Skies Initiative proposed certain changes deemed by Bush to be more effective than the 
Clean Air Act. It called for a national cap-and-trade program for power plant emissions, but did not 
define the means by which power plants had to maintain those caps. It was intended to reduce cost 
for energy and energy production, and avoid the need for litigation in complying to environmental 
caps and regulations. By creating a defined cap for power plant emissions, who would have tradable 
energy permits for the amount of pollution allowed, Bush argued that it would provide a more 
concrete and achievable standard and price that everyone could agree on, including energy 
companies. The Clear Skies Act and Global Climate Change Initiative were the main environmental 
initiatives that Bush developed during his time in office.  
 
Major criticisms of the Clear Skies Act include the argument that adoption of the legislation would 
create even more emissions, reducing air pollution control by taking out parts of the Clean Air Act 
that were more strict, including certain regulations on power plants and caps on toxins. Favouring 
cost-reduction, under the Clear Skies Act power plants making upgrades would not have to respect 
new emissions standards if the new upgrades were cost-effective (less than 20% of cost of whole 
production unit). It was also argued that the legislation would provide more lax on timelines for 
emissions reductions and a cap for sulphur dioxide, mercury and nitrogenous oxides, but would not 
have provided a cap for carbon dioxide emissions. Bush was criticized for seeking favour among 
energy companies with the Clear Skies Act, and many senators opposed the legislation simply 
because it would be less effective and less stringent than the still-current Clean Air Act. While 
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debate remains strong surrounding the Clear Skies Act, and more significantly, the refusal of the 
Bush Administration to agree to the provisions of the Kyoto Protocol, it can be undoubtedly 
concluded that during the Bush Administration the United States failed to take effective and 
diplomatic measures to combat the issue of climate change, especially on the international stage. 
His particular inaction and failure to prioritize environmental issues weakened the credibility of his 
Clear Skies Act, which fundamentally did not even appear to take substantial measures to better the 
existing Clean Air Act or subsequently progress US environmental policy. 
 
*http://www.epa.gov/air/clearskies/  
*http://articles.latimes.com/2005/mar/10/nation/na-skies10  
*http://www.unwire.org/unwire/20030522/33865_story.asp 
*http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/4647383.stm 
*http://www.newsnet5.com/news/22178950/detail.html  
*http://www.eoearth.org/article/Kyoto_Protocol_and_the_United_States  
*http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A27318-2005Feb15.html  
*http://articles.latimes.com/2009/oct/14/nation/na-epa-climate14   
*http://epw.senate.gov/envlaws/cleanair.pdf  
*http://www.nrdc.org/bushRecord/other_regs.asp  
   
Changes Under the Obama Administration: 
   
2009: Before the Copenhagen Conference 
Barack Obama was inaugurated as President on January 20, 2009, an historical and highly 
publicized occasion for the United States. From the start of his bid for Presidency, Obama promised 
an energetic response to environmental issues and climate change problems, and a new direction 
from former President Bush's environmental policies. Some months before his inauguration, in 
November 2008, at a meeting convened by Californian Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and 
following the 2007 Western Climate Initiative (of which California was an integral part), Obama 
affirmed his specific climate change goals as a politician and president-elect: reducing CO2 
emissions with a target by 2050, reducing dependence on oil, and investing in clean and renewable 
energy technologies (bio fuel, wind, solar, geothermal) with the hope, in turn, of creating more and 
new jobs in the US. These promises, however, are challenged by the current situation of a United 
States that is struggling with high unemployment, a national economic crisis that limits support for 
financing these goals, and deepening public concern about pressing issues like the continuing wars 
in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
  
Since the beginning of his Presidency, Obama has endorsed a cap-and-trade system that would set a 
price for carbon emissions by auctioning off pollution permits, and put the proceeds towards the 
protection of wildlife habitat and investment in renewable energy sources. Obama committed the 
Department of Transportation to raising fuel-efficiency standards of Model Year 2011 cars, and 
asked the EPA to reconsider allowing some states, like California, to set themselves at a standard 
higher than the national standard. Finally approved by the EPA, the decision repealed former 
President Bush's denial of California's request and gave states the right to set their own fuel-
efficiency standards. Obama has made other demands and memorandums to increase standards for 
household appliances, prevent water pollution, and work towards a legally-binding treaty against 
mercury pollution. In his first days in office, Obama began work to strengthen emission standards 
for cars. Bush and Obama's opposing environmental policies are observable through the reversal of 
many of the former President's actions. Obama has been more active in furthering and 
reconstructing environmental policies, and has tended to seek environmental action that pushes 
America towards making long-term changes from the foundation up, such as investing in renewable 
energy sources and increasing fuel-efficiency standards for cars. 
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*http://www.timesonline.co.uk/tol/news/environment/article5588346.ece 
*http://timesonline.typepad.com/environment/2009/01/their-environme.html 
*http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/19/us/politics/19climate.html  
*http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/7792171.stm  
*http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2009/04/15/AR2009041502902.html 
*http://www.whitehouse.gov/issues/energy-and-environment  
*http://www.barackobama.com/issues/newenergy/index.php 
*http://www.grist.org/article/obama_factsheet/ 
*http://www.prospect.org/cs/articles?article=the_obama_doctrine 
   
Copenhagen and Beyond 
From December 7 to December 18, 2009, the United Nations held the 15th Climate Change 
Conference for the Conference of Parties in Copenhagen, Denmark.  The four main considerations 
stated for COP15, following the Bali Action Plan of COP13, called for: 

1) furthering reduction of greenhouse gases 
2) adjusting the current changes in climate 
3) technological development and technology transfers 
4) developing a foundation of financing to carry out desired programs and goals 

 
From the commencement of the Conference, a legally-binding agreement was not expected at 
Copenhagen. The ultimate goal of the conference would've been to create a binding international 
agreement that would replace the current Kyoto Protocol which expires in 2012. Instead, political 
leaders in attendance sought to organize an agreement that had elaborated, clear intentions and 
goals, mitigation, and financial organization, one that would be the next step towards creating a 
legal agreement to replace the Kyoto Protocol, with as much resounding success, and with the 
crucial inclusion of the United States and other leading developing countries. 
 
Near the end of COP15, there was a discussion between the leading countries to develop an accord 
for all participants, a discussion in which Obama took part as a negotiator. The Conference 
produced the Copenhagen Accord, which establishes 2020 emissions targets for developed 
countries, and provides short-term financing for poorer countries into 2012, through funding from 
richer countries. It is an accord that promises to continue to work, in the time before the next COP 
Conference, towards a globally-cooperative agreement that will replace the Kyoto Protocol. 
Reaching an agreement at Copenhagen was difficult and drawn-out, and countries are still being 
urged to sign the Accord. But major advancements were also made with developed countries and 
major developing countries like Brazil and China, who agreed to work towards cutting emissions 
and recognizing their own contributions to pollution. The next COP Conference will be held in 
Mexico City one year from now. 
 
Some of the obstacles of the Conference included involving the US and China in negotiations, and 
pushing them to develop actual figures for emissions targets in their countries. Obama's visit to 
China before the Conference yielded developments in friendlier cooperation between the two 
countries, including promises of joint research projects on cleaner technology. However, both 
leaders were hesitant about producing a clear figure for emissions reductions for COP15, though 
they successfully did so before the Conference in Copenhagen ended. The participation of these 
countries was crucial to the legitimacy of the Conference, not only because of their power and 
influence as leading countries, but because they are two of the top greenhouse-emitting countries in 
the world. 
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Obama's participation in China and Copenhagen was at least commendable for furthering friendly 
diplomatic relations with developing countries and pushing them and the United States towards 
active emissions reductions. However, Obama's negotiations were also viewed as lacking clout, for 
not being aggressive enough in addressing issues head-on with China, and for not creating legally-
binding agreements from the Conference and from his meetings with China and India. 
 
During the Conference, Obama committed the United States to long-term financing towards the 
UNFCCC's work against climate change. He stated that the US would cut greenhouse gases (though 
not different from those passed in the House of Representatives) by 17% by 2020 (from 2005 
levels), by 30% by 2025, by 42% by 2030, and by 83% by 2050. 
 
Obama, who has yet to convince both India and China to set some limits on greenhouse gases 
jointly with the U.S., is also hoping in turn to convince the U.S. Senate to pass his cap-and-trade bill 
for the U.S., with similar emissions cuts to those he stated at Copenhagen. The Senate is focused on 
many other priorities, and to even consider passing Obama's climate bill, are looking for 
economically-competing countries like India and China to make similar sacrifices. It is hoped that, 
at best, a comprehensive climate bill may reach the agenda in the Senate to be voted on by Spring 
2010. Current issues that have taken precedence over the climate bill include the Affordable Health 
Care for America Act, the act for national health care reform that was just passed in the House of 
Representatives. 
 
With the recently-concluded UN Climate Change Conference in Copenhagen, Obama brought to 
light the necessity of friendly diplomatic relations between developed countries, and developing 
countries like China and India. It was his opportunity to bring forth his own goals for climate 
change and more aggressive environmental policy, and to establish his international presence and 
personality as a negotiator and world leader in the coming months. As President of the United 
States, a country that had an integrative role in the outcome of the Conference, his presence was 
necessary. But, ultimately, there was a glaring lack of conclusion or meaningful results at the end of 
Copenhagen, a disappointment for many participants, especially European countries who have 
made some great progress with their policies and emissions reductions. Obama did not take any 
major chances in speech or in action, and the result was more of a stalemate, an attempt to maintain 
friendly relations without ceding any control or making any progressive commitments. It still has to 
be seen whether the hesitant participants in the conference will ultimately sign the Accord and make 
real steps toward progress in national environmental policy and international cooperation in a 
legally binding agreement. 
 
*http://www.nytimes.com/cwire/2009/12/21/21climatewire-obama-negotiates-copenhagen-accord-
with-senat-6121.html 
*http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/content/09_11/b4123022554346.htm  
*http://www.economist.com/opinion/displaystory.cfm?story_id=14961345  
*http://www.economist.com/world/unitedstates/displaystory.cfm?story_id=14960244  
*http://www.economist.com/world/asia/displaystory.cfm?story_id=14894574  
*http://en.cop15.dk/news/view+news?newsid=3089 
*http://unfccc.int/2860.php 
*http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/8423822.stm  
 
Conclusion:  
   
Before offering some conclusions regarding the future of American environmental policy and the 
prospects of the current administration in this field, it is first worth mentioning the significance of 
the Obama presidency and the objectives it is laying out for the United States. The twentieth of 

 14

http://www.economist.com/opinion/displaystory.cfm?story_id=14961345
http://www.economist.com/world/unitedstates/displaystory.cfm?story_id=14960244
http://www.economist.com/world/asia/displaystory.cfm?story_id=14894574
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/8423822.stm


January, 2009 - the day of Obama's inauguration - is, and should undoubtedly be considered, an 
important landmark in the history of American environmental policy.  It marked the end of an era in 
which the attitude of the White House shifted from one that questioned the very fundamentals of 
global climate change to one that sought effective measures to combat its progression.   
 
The environmental policy of the Bush Administration can, at best, be considered inadequate. The 
internal discord and inaction that was caused by its refusal to accept even the most basic principles 
of climate change created serious damage to the effectiveness and integrity of the United States in 
the environmental arena both at home and abroad.  Even within the EPA, the agency responsible for 
environmental protection, changes and conflicts persisted throughout the Administrations tenure.  
Many top leaders within the agency notably resigned due to the administration’s inaction, as in 
2003 when EPA Chief Christine Todd Whitman resigned over an environmental agenda that 
conflicted with that of the White House. A supporter of the Kyoto Protocol since she assumed her 
posted in 2001, Whitman had vowed that the United States would "do its own thing" to resolve 
climate-change issues, but became increasingly disenchanted following the evolution of the 
administrations' policy away from its campaign promises to crack down on the energy industry. The 
EPA was reportedly not allowed to publish, or in some cases to research, findings that were in 
conflict with contemporary government policies. Following Whitman's resignation, the organization 
itself became notably lax on many former regulations and standards, exempting many industries 
from accountability and in general steadily loosening its stringent environmental stance. With the 
change of administrations however, it seems that the EPA is correcting itself under Obama, starting 
with renovations in January 2010 which will establish new and much stricter smog guidelines to 
replace the old standards set under the Bush Administration.  
 
Therefore, on a more superficial level, the mere recognition of human involvement in climate 
change accomplishes much in sending the United States towards becoming a more 'green' society. It 
establishes the fundamental premise upon which action can be taken - a premise that was far from 
being realized under the President Bush.  This new attitude, combined with Obama's recent 
overtures in favour of multilateralism seem to signal that changes are on the horizon in the area of 
American environmental policy.  
   
What exactly we can expect to see in the upcoming months from Obama, however, is a different 
story.  Following Copenhagen it can be concluded that the prospects of a successful, binding, 
international treaty is somewhat limited. With the divide between the European Union and United 
States beginning to look relatively limited compared to that which lies between them and China, the 
dream of an international environmental regulations regime is looking to be an increasingly difficult 
objective. Both Bush and Obama have insisted that the United States will refrain from taking part in 
any international climate change treaty unless the participation of countries like China is 
guaranteed. However, inspiring China to take an active role should prove to be an extremely 
difficult task, as its economic concerns as a newly industrialized nation have and will continue to 
take precedence in the coming years. An international agreement that would thus be dependent on 
the cooperation between these two leading economic powers seems to be far from materializing, 
especially in a time when the United States feels particularly threatened by China’s rapid economic 
rise. 
 
At the national level, hope for environmental change is also tempered as President Obama’s agenda 
becomes increasingly busy with issues surrounding the economy, Iraq and Afghanistan, and the 
reform of the healthcare system. Polls too are showing that according to many Americans those 
issues are of a higher priority than resolving the problem of climate change, and it is in convincing 
them of the urgency to act in these uncertain economic times that one would find the most 
difficulty. Also of concern at the domestic level is the declining popularity of President Obama.  
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According to a Gallup Pole on the twenty sixth of January, 2010, the number of people who 
disapproved of Obama’s overall performance were roughly equal to those who approved – 47% to 
48% - signalling a sharp decline from the 69% approval ratings he enjoyed at the beginning of his 
presidency a year earlier.  Such figures could mean that his party might lose seats in the Senate and 
House of Representatives during the Fall 2010 congressional elections-complicating his ability to 
successfully enact his policy objectives. Whether or not this will be the case, however, is ultimately 
irrelevant.  If environmental reform is in any way foreshadowed by the difficulties of the healthcare 
debate, even with a comfortable majority in congressional seats he will still encounter significant 
obstacles. 
 
Perhaps the best hope for the environmental movement in the United States in the next few years 
lays in the choices of both the individual states, citizens, and private companies. States, although 
themselves experiencing economic difficulties, have a greater chance of success in passing effective 
environmental legislation due to their more specialized areas of jurisdiction.  Reforms like those 
passed in California will certainly be possible to replicate in upcoming years if state governments 
can work closely with local industry and environmental organizations to figure out the solutions that 
will work in their particular context.  In California already significant connections are being made 
between economic growth and the development of clean industry – a bond that will hopefully 
continue to grow throughout the country as the economic incentives of efficiently producing clean 
energy products will become more apparent. 
 
Therefore, it is important to point out that sweeping environmental change is nothing that can be 
accomplished immediately.  In the United States, as in any society, the greatest change can be 
brought about by alterations in the habits and consumption patterns of the average citizen – 
processes that will ultimately have to evolve over time, as the foundation of American society is in 
many ways its consumption and surplus of available comforts. Per-capita energy emission in the 
United States is still exponentially higher than that of any country around the world, and the big 
question then becomes how to encourage the American people to live a more ‘green’ lifestyle. It has 
much to improve on, but needs an individual approach, a new solution. It can be suggested that the 
most effective way for this to be accomplished is through the creation of a culture of awareness, 
starting with local and state action, that will lead to economic incentives for both citizens and 
companies to emit less and lead more environmentally sustainable existences. Successful examples 
can indeed be drawn from past initiatives from local entities like the State of California as well as 
nation-wide programs such as the ‘Cash for Clunkers’ of 2009-2010.   
 
In conclusion, the environmental solution that will work for the United States will in the end have 
to be much different than that which will work in Europe-and eventually China-given the 
differences in lifestyle, culture, and infrastructure. Ultimately, change may work at the local level in 
the United States order as the most immediate solution and based on individual motivation, separate 
from the nation’s international concerns. But it also apparent that, in the globalized world, a 
dialogue of international cooperation and responsibility is necessary and will continue to be 
seriously valued, as it is fundamentally true that our actions are all interconnected, especially when 
it comes to environmental issues. Whatever the ultimate solution will be for the United States, and 
while critiques can and certainly should be offered on the nature and progress of American 
environmental policy, it is important to frame all suggestions within the proper context – not only 
for the sake of understanding, but more importantly for the sake of fostering a constructive outcome 
that will ultimately resolve a problem that affects us all equally.  
 
*http://www.gallup.com/poll/113980/Gallup-Daily-Obama-Job-Approval.aspx 


