
You’ve heard about the Paris Pledge…What’s the US doing about global climate change?
Cliff notes on climate action.

1. Let’s talk about where our emissions come from:

2. W
hat

 has
 the

 US
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dge

d to
 do

?

5. The Clean Power Plan is important.
6. Emission reductions are good for human health.

I read this stuff so you don’t have to:
US Department of State, 2016 Second Biennial Report of the United States of America.Larsen, J., Larsen, K., Herndon, W., Mohan, S., Taking Stock: Progress Toward Meeting US Climate Goals, Rhodium Group, January 28, 2016.Vine, D., Achieving The United States’ Intended Nationally Determined Contribution, Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES), April 2016.US EPA, Regulatory Impact Analysis for the Clean Power Plan Final Rule, October 23, 2015.US EPA and National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, Final Rulemaking to Establish a Greenhouse Gas Emissions Standards and Fuel Efficiency Standards for Medium-and Heavy-Duty Engines and Vehicles Regulatory Impact Analysis, August 2011.US EPA, Regulatory Impact Analysis: Final Rulemaking for 2017-2025 Light-Duty Vehicle Greenhouse Gas Emissions Standards and Corporate Average Fuel Economy Standards, August 2012.US Energy Information Administration, Annual Energy Outlook 2015, April 2015.US EPA Greenhouse Gas Inventory Data Explorer website accessed 5-5-16: https://www3.epa.gov/climatechange/ghgemissions/inventoryexplorer
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3. What are climate actions?

We had a 2020 goal even before Paris. At the UN conference in Paris we made a pledge that our GHG emissions in 2025 would be 26-28% below 2005 levels.  Though every nation was able to set their own goals, the US’s commitment to the goal was seen as an important mark of global agreement on climate action. In the chart on the left, notice that real 2014 emissions are already below 2005 levels. (Here CO2 only is shown as this is the most important GHG; there are others). This is in part because we’ve already taken some actions to drive emissions down even as population grows. This downward trend also reflects the economic downturn.

The largest economic sectors in green house gas (GHG) emissions are transportation, power plants, and industries. This doesn’t mean that what you do at home isn’t important; your electricity use at home and work is accounted for under the power plant category. As a national approach to reducing our emissions, we can think about both how much energy we demand (how much do we drive? How efficient are our homes and businesses?) as well as the emissions from the sources (cars, trucks, power plants). On order to have significant impacts in mitigating climate change, we need to think about all of these things and more.

There are a many uncertainties in estimating our future emissions. For one thing, the growth of the economy is always an unknown factor. Gas pump prices are difficult to predict and can impact how much we drive our cars, and similarly for natural gas. Carbon sinks (land use and forestry) are not easily predicted. Similarly the efficacy of climate action items can’t be predicted with precision. Two expert groups have grappled with the issue and made estimates for what our emissions will be under current policies out to 2025. The Rhodium Group showed that we may hit our 2020 goals, though given the uncertainties, we can’t say for sure yet. But in 2025, their analysis concluded that even under the best implementation of current policies we won’t hit the 2025 goals. Similarly the Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) made a point estimate of 2025 emissions under business-as-usual conditions and found we’re nowhere close to 2025 goal. Both expert reports also consider a range of potential or likely policies that could get us close to the 2025 goal, but none of the scenarios shows an easy path. The US government made a report to the UN in 2016 (Second Biennial Report) and similarly projected that current policies do not meet 2025 goals, but discussed possible paths to meeting goal.

You may have heard of the EPA’s Clean Power Plan (CPP) and the fact that it was recently put on pause through a surprising legal action in the Supreme Court. The CPP is seen as the boldest part of our climate action plan. To estimate the relative importance of the CPP in getting to 2025 goals, here the 211 MTons of CO2 that the CPP could avoid in 2025 is compared to projections for 2025 total emissions and to our Paris Pledge. As the chart shows, the CPP can get us to about 20% of our goals. It is worth noting that the CPP will not be fully implemented until at least 2030, when impacts will be nearly double. There are many ways that the CPP can be followed, and the impacts will vary accordingly. Recently, tax credits for renewable energy were extended. This will drive continued growth in the renewable energy sector, and has interactions with the CPP as renewables can be used for CPP requirements.

Cleaning up our power plants, making cars more efficient, using more efficient appliances, making our buildings more efficient, and switching to renewable sources: all of these climate actions have real health impacts. This table provides some examples of health impacts from the US’s climate action in the year 2030 considering only air pollution impacts. Examples are provided for some of the largest impacts and only for a few climate actions where estimates had been made. The EPA made these estimates using information from available science literature. Beyond these, there are also climate impacts; reducing GHG emissions contributes to reduced severity of climate change overall. Some of the avoided consequences are disease burden, severity of storms and flooding, heat-induced health impacts, and lost habitat. Understanding the health impacts may help get more public support for climate action.

Health impacts in 2030 Clean Power Plan CAFE standards
Light duty vehicles years 2017-2025

Heavy duty vehicle
Standards phase I

avoided premature deaths in adults 1,400-3,200 110-280 78-200 
avoided lost work days 160,000 14,000 9,700
avoided minor restricted activity days 140,000 81,000 57,000

Examples of current climate actions:
 Fuel economy standards for vehicles
 Power plant pollution regulation
 National forest planning
 Appliance standards
 Building efficiency standards
 Energy efficiency programs
 HFC (hydrofluorocarbon) alternatives
 State-level renewable energy policies
 Federal tax credits for large renewable projects

Proposed or planned:
• Clean Power Plan
• Methane emission standards
• HFC use reduction

The US has taken a number of actions to reduce GHG emissions and increase GHG sinks through land use. 

4. But experts say we’re not on track to meet our 2025 goal.


