
“When Obama got elected, there was a bit of 
a pause because we thought we’ll have federal 
legislation and an international agreement,” said 
Terry Tamminen, Schwarzenegger’s former state 
EPA secretary. “But the lack of agreement in 
Copenhagen and, so far, the lack of an agreement 
in Washington has inspired states to keep going. 
The frustration level by the states and regions is 
such that they’re going to be launching an alter-
native to try to get things going internationally.”92

Conclusion
Climate change has seen considerable policy 
debate and innovation at the state and local levels 
over the past decade. In some ways, this is sur-
prising. Global warming, by its name and nature, 
is an issue that should seek solutions on an inter-
national level as opposed to a subnational one. 
And states historically have left policy on most 
environmental issues up to Washington.

But the opposition of the Bush administration 
to serious curbs on energy use at a time when 
global warming concerns were at their height led 

many state and local leaders to chart their own 
courses. Not all states are convinced that promot-
ing renewable energy sources or curbing carbon 
emissions is the right or even a necessary course. 
And there are plenty of critics who charge that 
most of the policies pursued at the state and local 
levels have been largely symbolic. It’s easy to set 
targets that won’t take effect for several years. And 
an increasingly loud chorus of voices maintains 
that even effective measures will not be worth the 
high cost that they might impose on the economy.

Many states and cities, however, have taken real 
action to curb their own energy use and to pro-
mote conservation and renewable energy sources 
throughout their economies. They have done this 
in spite of years of inaction at the national level 
and in spite of the difficulties in coordinating 
policy responses that are inherent in the federal 
system. Despite the challenges, having gotten into 
this game, many state and local governments 
clearly intend to stay. They remain frustrated by 
the inability of Congress to enact legislation in this 
area. And, even when Washington does act, they 
will want to be able to pursue policies and pro-
grams that by now are pretty well entrenched.

The Latest Research

This chapter has illustrated the ways many states have 
emerged as policy leaders on climate issues. For dec-
ades, the federal government was the driver on envi-
ronmental policy, but lack of anything like consensus in 
Washington in recent years has allowed states to take 
various approaches (including none at all) to address-
ing climate change. Policy innovations among individual 
states and regional consortiums have provided frame-
works not just for the erstwhile efforts of the Obama 
administration but for efforts at the provincial level in 
other countries as well.

States have sought ways of addressing climate 
change only over the past couple of decades, with 
many important laws passed only in the past few years. 
Perhaps for that reason, scholarship in this field has 

emerged relatively slowly, certainly in comparison with 
other long-standing state and local government con-
cerns, such as budgets, political parties, and crime. 
This has proven to be a robust field of inquiry none-
theless, as academics can grapple not only with policy 
innovations and their efficacy but also with a number 
of questions regarding federalism and intergovernmen-
tal relations, since climate is a topic that is inherently 
cross-jurisdictional in scope.

•	 Bierbaum, Rosina, Joel B. Smith, Arthur Lee, 
Maria Blair, Lynne Carter, F. Stuart Chapin 
III, Paul Fleming, et al. “A Comprehensive 

(Continued)

  531Chapter 16  Environment and Climate Change


