
Over the course of 2009, the U.S. government has signifi cantly al-
tered its approach to climate change. During his campaign, Presi-

dent Obama called for reducing greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels 
by 2020, equivalent to approximately 14% below 2005 levels. His call to 
action builds on a solid foundation of policies and initiatives enacted by 
U.S. state and regional governments over several years. Since President 
Obama’s inauguration, the federal government has taken unprecedented 
action to slow emissions growth and move the United States toward a low-
carbon economy.

Th e global spotlight has been focused on the U.S. Congress’ eff orts to write 
new legislation because it will likely include economy-wide emissions tar-
gets. Also important to the global discussions will be the emissions cuts 
achieved through a wide range of actions. A number of such actions are 
underway within the U.S. executive branch to meet the president’s climate 
change and energy goals. While yet un-quantifi ed, they have the potential 
to result in signifi cant emissions reductions. 

Th is bulletin provides updated context for United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) member countries on the 
full range of recent U.S. climate change actions in the buildup to the Con-
ference of Parties (COP)-15 in Copenhagen, Denmark.

U.S. Climate Action in 2009
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Countdown to Copenhagen is a 
regular bulletin from the World 
Resources Institute. The authors, 
WRI experts on climate policy, 
analysis and science, explore key 
issues related to the UNFCCC 
international climate negotiations 
ahead of the Conference of Parties 
meeting in December 2009.  For 
more information, please contact 
our climate communications 
associate, Stephanie Hanson: 
shanson@wri.org

“Th e choice we face is not between saving our environment and saving our economy – it’s 
a choice between prosperity and decline.  Th e nation that leads the world in creating new 
sources of clean energy will be the nation that leads the 21st century global economy.” 
– President Barack Obama [Washington Post, April 22, 2009]
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U.S. Climate Action

EPA Actions
In April 2009, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) sought 
public comment on a proposed fi nding that greenhouse gases are a danger 
to public health and welfare, a threshold determination that will allow EPA 
to regulate greenhouse gases under existing provisions of the Clean Air Act, 
without the need for additional legislation. Th e fi nding is likely to be fi nal-
ized no later than February 2010 following intra-government review, after 
which EPA may prescribe specifi c mechanisms for regulation of greenhouse 
gases. Another fi nding currently in intra-governmental review — whether 
cars and trucks “cause or contribute to that pollution”— would, in turn 
allow the federal government to regulate tailpipe emissions by increasing 
vehicle mileage requirements.

In October 2009, EPA took a further step, issuing another proposed rule 
that, when fi nalized and implemented, would regulate major stationary 
emitters in the United States. Th e rule would apply to the country’s largest 
power plants and other sources emitting more than 25,000 tons of CO2-
equivalent annually. Th e rule is in a mandatory public comment period 
and likely to be fi nalized in spring 2010, after which individual permitting 
proceedings will set specifi c greenhouse gas limits for individual facilities.

Congressional Action in 2009
On June 26, 2009, the U.S. House of Representatives passed the Ameri-
can Clean Energy and Security Act of 2009, introduced by Congressmen 
Henry Waxman and Ed Markey. Implementation of its proposed national, 
economy-wide cap-and-trade program would reduce emissions from cov-
ered sources to 17% below 2005 levels by 2020 (lowering total U.S. GHG 
emissions 15% below 2005 levels by 2020) and 83% below 2005 levels by 
2050. Additional measures in the bill, including performance standards on 
uncapped sectors; extensive domestic provisions supporting clean energy 
and energy effi  ciency; and government purchases of international forest 
credits, would drive net emissions still lower. Th e Senate now has responsi-
bility to consider legislation. Although it is currently unclear what the Sen-
ate will produce, the Waxman-Markey bill provides a basis for the United 
States’ provisional target range presented to the Copenhagen negotiations. 

Senate legislative activity began when, in September 2009, Senators John 
Kerry and Barbara Boxer introduced the Clean Energy Jobs and Ameri-
can Power Act. Th e bill is similar to the Waxman-Markey bill with a few 
exceptions, including a greater amount of allowances dedicated to defi cit-
reduction (Senate rules require the bill to be defi cit-neutral), and a stronger 
mid-term target for capped emissions of 20% by 2020 (the chart below 
compares emissions reductions). Th e bill passed out of its assigned com-
mittee, the Environment and Public Works Committee, in November, but 
the minority members of the committee boycotted the vote, refl ecting the 
partisan nature of the climate debate in the Senate. Despite this, several 
bipartisan alliances of senators are developing versions of climate bills likely 
to be introduced in 2010. 

For more on how the U.S. legislative process works, please visit: http://
www.wri.org/stories/2009/11/countdown-copenhagen-us-climate-policy-
making-process-guide-perplexed.

Th e United States has made green spending a key part 
of its stimulus packages in response to the domestic 
and global economic crisis. 

In October 2008, Congress passed the Emergency 
Economic Stabilization Act, which extended existing 
incentives for wind, solar, and other renewable energy 
technologies. Th e bill also off ered signifi cant fi nancial 
incentives for carbon capture and storage projects.   

In February 2009, Congress, with the encouragement 
of President Obama, passed the American Recovery 
and Reinvestment Act (commonly known as the 
stimulus package), which provides at least $112 bil-
lion for investments in renewable energy, effi  ciency, 
smart grid, “green-collar” job training, and other 
emissions-reducing clean energy projects. Worldwide, 
this green investment by the U.S. is second only to 
China’s stimulus package in amount dedicated to 
green funding. An evaluation of stimulus packages by 
HSBC also found that only the U.S. plan provided a 
“real boost to renewables.” [HSBC, February 2009]  

Green Stimulus 
Spending (USDbn)

Source: HSBC 2009

UK
$2bn 

US 
$112bn 

S. Korea
$31bn 

Aus
$2bn 

Canada
$3bn 

France
$7bn 

Japan
$12bn 

Germany
$14bn 

EU
$23bn 

China 
$221bn 

Breakdown of U.S. Green 
Stimulus Spending

Rail 9% 

Low Carbon 5%

Energy Effi  ciency 32%

Water Waste 14%Grid 11% 

Renewables 29% 

The Green 
Stimulus

*A full summary of the American Clean Energy and Security Act can be found at: 
http://www.wri.org/publication/usclimatetargets

Emission Reductions Under Cap-and-Trade Proposals 
in the 111th Congress, 2005–2050* 

October 28, 2009



For more information on WRI’s climate work, please contact Stephanie Hanson at shanson@wri.org

U.S. Climate Developments in 2009

As part of the stimulus package, President Obama announces $400 million in initial 
funding for the Advanced Research Projects Agency-Energy (ARPA-E), a program 
authorized by Congress in August 2007. Th e Department of Energy (DOE) program 
will support research and development of the next generation of energy technologies. 

Th e Enivronmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) issues draft rules for mandatory 
GHG emissions reporting by sectors 
composing 90% of the U.S. economy. 

Congress passes the American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 
with signifi cant green investment 
funding. 

EPA proposes an “endangerment 
fi nding,” paving the way for possible 
federal regulation of greenhouse gas 
emissions.

February 2009 March 2009 April 2009 April 2009 April 2009

DOE issues a fi nal rule with guidelines for federal agency procurement 
of energy-effi  cient products, under the National Energy Conservation 
Policy Act. When procuring energy consuming products and systems, 
federal agencies must now purchase Energy Star-qualifi ed and Federal 
Energy Management Program-designated products when available. 

With funding from the recent stimulus 
package, DOE makes $300 million 
available to state-run rebate programs to 
encourage consumers to purchase new 
Energy Star-qualifi ed home appliances.

DOE issues a rule on new energy effi  ciency standards for 
linear fl uorescent tube lamps (which light most offi  ces) and 
incandescent refl ector lamps (typically used in recessed ceil-
ing light fi xtures found in homes and businesses). Th e new 
standards will be implemented in 2012. 

President Obama announces that fuel economy standards will be 
raised to 35.5 miles per gallon by 2016, saving a projected 900 mil-
lion metric tons of greenhouse gases, the equivalent of taking 177 
million cars off  the road. Th is national standard supersedes congres-
sional fuel economy standards set in 2007.

May 2009 June 2009 July 2009June 2009

Th e House of Representatives passes the 
American Clean Energy and Security 
Act, with emissions reduction targets 
of 17% below 2005 levels in 2020 and 
83% below by 2050.

EPA issues a proposed rule that would 
regulate emissions of the country’s largest 
power plants and other sources emitting 
more than 25,000 tons of CO2 annually. 

Th e DOE and EPA sign an agreement to tighten effi  ciency 
labeling standards for appliances and buildings and expand 
the Energy Star effi  ciency labeling program to cover a 
wider range of consumer products with more stringent and 
updated specifi cations.

Th e Federal Communications Commission acts to defi ne the role of commu-
nications regulation in building the Smart Grid in the United States and in 
promoting teleworking. A draft broadband plan will be sent to Congress in 
February. Th e development of a Smart Grid broadband policy was mandated 
by the American Reinvestment and Recovery Act, passed earlier in 2009.

September 2009 September 2009 October 2009October 2009

Th e U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission, the 
government body tasked to protect investors, reverses 
a policy of the previous administration; now investors 
and shareholders can directly call on public compa-
nies to describe and report their climate-related risks.

President Obama signs an Executive Order setting sustainability goals for federal agencies (the largest consumer of energy in the U.S. 
economy) requiring them (including the Department of Defense) to set within 90 days a 2020 greenhouse gas emissions reduction target, 
increase energy effi  ciency, reduce fl eet petroleum consumption, conserve water, reduce waste, support sustainable communities, and lever-
age federal purchasing power to promote environmentally-responsible products and technologies.

As part of the stimulus package, President Obama announces $3.4 billion 
in funding for the Smart Grid Investment Grant awards. Th e Electric Power 
Research Institute estimates that implementation of smart grid technologies 
could reduce electricity use by more than 4% by 2030.

October 2009 October 2009 November 2009

Th e U.S. Senate Environment and Public Works Committee approves 
the Clean Energy Jobs and American Power Act, the fi rst of a series 
of bills being considered by the Senate. Its provisions largely echo the 
House’s American Clean Energy and Security Act.
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Renewable Portfolio Standards
35 states employ renewable portfolio standards or 
renewable deployment goals, which mandate that 
utilities get a certain amount of their energy from 
renewable sources, leading to emissions reductions. 
[Source: Federal Energy Regulatory Commission]

State RPS

State Goal

Regional cap-and-trade agreements  
Th ree mandatory regional carbon trading markets, the Northeast and Mid-Atlantic Regional 
Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI), the Midwestern Greenhouse Gas Reduction Accord (MGGRA) 
and the Western Climate Initiative (WCI) are being established by state governors to limit emis-
sions and spur energy innovation. Twenty-three U.S. states are participating, accounting for nearly 
half the nation’s population. RGGI began auctions in September 2008; WCI and MGGRA should 
be operational in 2012.

Member RGGI Member WCI Member MGGRA

Energy Effi  ciency Resource Standards
Twenty states have minimum energy effi  ciency resource 
standards which encourage more effi  cient generation, 
transmission and use of electricity and natural gas. 
[Source: ACEEE] 

Local Action: Mayors Climate Protection 

Strive to meet or beat the 
Kyoto Protocol targets — 
7% reduction from 1990 
levels by 2012 — through 
action in their communi-
ties.

Urge their state and 
federal government 
to enact policies and 
programs to meet or 
beat this target.

Urge Congress to 
pass GHG reduction 
legislation, establishing 
a national emissions 
trading system.

As of 2009, 1016 U.S. 
cities have signed onto an 
agreement to: 


