




Seventeen years after Rio 
and nearly a full decade into 
a new century the world is 
out of excuses and out of time:

This Congress, not the next 
Congress or the one after that, 
must have the debate, make 
the tough choices, and cut 
the deal that will fi nally begin 
to unleash American 
 ingenuity and enterprise.
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THE CASE FOR ACTION[ 2 ]

THE IMPETUS TO ACT 
Seventeen years have passed since President 
George H.W. Bush traveled to Rio de Janeiro 
and joined other world leaders in pledging to 
stabilize greenhouse gas concentrations in 
the atmosphere “at a level that would prevent 
dangerous anthropogenic interference with the 
climate system.” In that time, U.S. emissions have 
increased nearly 14%1 and global emissions 
have increased nearly 36%.2 Developing country 
emissions, in particular, have shot up more 
dramatically than anyone could have predicted in 
the early 1990s—China’s emissions alone have 
more than doubled since 1990 and now exceed 
total U.S. emissions.3

Clearly, the world has fallen far short in living 
up to the commitments made at Rio in 1992, 
and just as clearly a new global effort—one 
that fully engages the United States and major 
developing countries—is needed. For while 
everyone recognizes that America cannot solve 
the climate problem alone, it has also become 
painfully evident from the lack of progress over 
the last decade or more that the world will not 
act absent credible U.S. leadership on this issue. 
Simply put, international efforts will not succeed 
unless and until the nation with the greatest 
economic and technological resources—as well 
as one of the world’s highest levels of per capita 

1 United States Environmental Protection Agency.  2007 Inventory of 

U.S. Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Sinks.

2 Energy Information Administration. International Energy 

Annual 2006. International Carbon Dioxide Emissions from the 

Consumption of Energy.

3 Energy Information Administration, International Energy Outlook 

2008, World Carbon Dioxide Emissions by Region.

emissions—acts to limit its own contribution to 
global warming. 

Continued inaction by the United States not 
only has global consequences, it is costly 
because it means that the emission cuts needed 
over the next few decades to avoid dangerous 
levels of warming must be that much deeper. 
In recent testimony before Congress, Dr. R.K. 
Pachauri, Chairman of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change (IPPC), noted that 
evidence for warming of the climate system is 
now “unequivocal” and warned that “[d]elayed 
emission reductions signifi cantly constrain the 
opportunities to achieve lower stabilization levels 
and increase the risk of more severe climate 
change impacts.”4 Already, experts warn that 
the more protective stabilization goals often 
discussed in recent years are moving rapidly out 
of reach. Moreover, the latest developments in 
climate science lend greater urgency to the case 
for action: Effects on natural systems are already 
being observed and recent fi ndings concerning 
the potential scope and magnitude of damages 
from future warming are increasingly worrisome. 

ACTION IS NEEDED THIS 
CONGRESS

In this context, efforts to move climate legislation 
in Congress—including, notably, the proposal 
introduced by Chairman Waxman and prior bills 
sponsored by Senators Warner and Lieberman, 

4  Testimony before the U.S. Senate Committee on Environment and 

Public Works, February 25, 2009. Citations from the IPCC Fourth 

Assessment Report, November 2007.

“ ”
WHILE AMERICA CANNOT SOLVE THE CLIMATE PROBLEM ALONE, 

IT HAS BECOME PAINFULLY EVIDENT THAT THE WORLD WILL NOT 

ACT ABSENT CREDIBLE U.S. LEADERSHIP ON THIS ISSUE. 
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[ 3 ]FORGING THE CLIMATE CONSENSUS

as well as by Senators Bingaman and Specter—
are to be applauded. Each of these initiatives 
refl ects a serious and principled effort to 
fi nd common ground on legislation that will 
achieve meaningful environmental results while 
addressing legitimate concerns about costs, 
regional and sectoral equity, and competitiveness 
that have blocked prior efforts to put together 
bipartisan support for action.

Fortunately, debate on the critical substantive 
issues has narrowed. In fact, viable solutions 
to six of the most contentious 
features of a national climate policy—
cost-containment, state/federal 
harmonization, international participation 
and competitiveness, offsets, allowance 
allocation and revenue recycling, and 
market oversight—can be found in existing 
legislative proposals. We urge the President 
and Congress to draw on these efforts 
to craft a legislative package that can 
pass the Congress this year. 

The remainder of this short paper outlines 
some of the issues that will be especially 
critical in forging a successful legislative 
compromise. Over the next several weeks, the 
National Commission on Energy Policy (NCEP) 

will release more detailed proposals that we 
believe can form the backbone of a robust 
and durable domestic climate policy. Many 
will surely disagree with some of the trade-
offs we propose. Some will argue that it is not 
worth passing legislation if the resulting bill 
compromises short-term stringency or certainty 
about emission reductions; others will argue 
that whatever the long-term climate risks, further 
delay is appropriate in light of current economic 
conditions. We strongly disagree.

 cost-containment state/federal international offsets allowance market
  harmonization participation &  allocation & oversight
   competitiveness  revenue recycling

Debate on the critical substantive 
issues has narrowed. In fact, 
viable solutions to six of the 
most contentious features 
of a national climate policy 

can be found in existing 
legislative proposals:
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