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The United States contributes at least one quarter of the 
global emissions of greenhouse gases (GHGs). 
According to the United States Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA), per capita emissions of 
GHGs in the United States are the highest in the world. 
Only in Canada and Australia are per capita emissions 
of GHGs comparable to those of the United States. 
Over 80% of the emissions come from the burning of 
fossil fuels to generate electricity and power 
automobiles. The remaining emissions come from 
landfills, livestock, natural gas pipelines, coal, 
industrial chemicals, and other sources. 

As an automobile society, emissions of GHGs 
from cars and light trucks in the United States account for 20% of its CO2 contributions. In 
the United States, 4.85 out of every 10 people own a car, as compared to 4 out of 10 in 
Norway and 0.4 out of 10 in China. Gasoline prices are maintained low in the United States 
relative to European countries, and there has been a dramatic increase in the number of large, 
energy-inefficient vehicles on the road.  In fact, Sports Utility Vehicles (SUVs), mini-vans 
and other light trucks make up nearly half of new vehicles sold.  
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The official government position on climate change in the U.S. supports a moderately 
stringent binding commitment to reduce greenhouse gases. At the same time, it must be 
“realistic” (i.e. without potential harm to the country’s booming economy and to the 
consumerist lifestyles of the American people). Domestically, the government generally 
supports “no-regrets” options, that is, policies that, in addition to having a minimal cost, are 
likely to provide benefits other than simple GHG abatement. 

With respect to international climate policy, the picture is even more complex. 
Although the United States was one of the key actors behind the creation of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) and the development of the Kyoto 
Protocol, it appears to be the key player most likely to balk when it comes to the actual 
ratification. The simple explanation for this paradox is that the actors who designed the 
protocol, who pushed for the creation of the IPCC, are not the same actors who now sit with 
the power to ratify or not ratify the protocol.  

The scientific community in the United States boasts many of the world’s most 
prominent climate researchers, researchers who were behind the creation of the IPCC. But 
while the input of the scientific community may have been the point of departure for the 
Kyoto Protocol, the end result was a negotiated effort, one that was largely a political 
compromise. And now its ratification lies exclusively in the hands of the politicians—and 
politicians have to take into consideration more than what simply makes sense scientifically. 
Those that face the task of ratifying the protocol have to answer to the wishes not only of the 
voters, but also of the powerful special interest groups—including the oil industry. 

Many skeptics fear that ratification of the protocol is likely to be costly. As a result, 
politicians are not eager to support a policy that is likely to result in measures that not only 
cramp the lifestyles of Americans, but that are also likely to endanger their chances for re-
election. Ratification of the protocol lies in the hands of the U.S. Senate, which is currently 
dominated by the conservative Republican Party. 

The Senate has voiced three specific objections to the current protocol.  First, and 
perhaps most importantly, the Senate does not want to ratify the protocol until there is 
“meaningful participation” by key developing countries in efforts to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions. Indeed, in 1997, the Senate unanimously passed Resolution 98 (the Byrd-Hagel 
resolution), which declares that the United States should not sign a climate treaty “if it fails to 
bind developing countries to commitments for reducing emissions”. (It must be noted, 
however, that the Senate is not pushing for ����������commitments for the developing 
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countries, but rather some sort of stabilization policy, or at least a slowing-down of emissions 
increases.) This may be seen by other nations as violating the principle of “common but 
differentiated responsibilities” outlined in the United Nations Framework Convention on 
Climate Change (UNFCCC). Thus the international response to the American stance has 
largely been one of resistance. The United States’ insistence on “meaningful participation” 
may be a determining factor in the upcoming COP6 negotiations at The Hague. Without a 
change in either the United States’ or developing countries’ positions on this issue, it is 
unlikely that Kyoto will succeed. It is important to note that this is an issue on which many in 
the United States (including the public and both Republican and Democratic politicians) seem 
to agree.  

Second, the Senate objects to the imposition of a ceiling, as proposed by the 
European Union, on the quantity of emission reductions that can be taken abroad. In other 
words, because abatement in the United States is likely to be more costly than abatement 
undertaken in, for example, Eastern European countries, the United States wants to be in a 
position to meet its commitments by investing in as much foreign abatement as possible 
through Joint Implementation or the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM). These 
flexibility mechanisms are particularly important in the American viewpoint because the 
Senate has little faith that a well-functioning international market for tradable emissions 
quotas will be successfully established. Without such flexibility mechanisms, it would be 
virtually impossible for the United States to meet its targets exclusively through domestic 
actions. This would involve taking measures that are at the present time politically 
unacceptable. The fact that GHG emissions have increased since 1990 (at an average annual 
rate of 1.2% in 1990–97 and 0.4% in 1997–98, according to EPA’s (������������, - �
#����������#���$�������������-��'�@�311:�311=) makes the meeting of these targets even 
more unlikely.  

Finally, the Senate wants more flexibility in the protocol with respect to the issue of 
using carbon sinks to offset emissions reductions. Carbon sequestration in forests and 
agriculture is estimated to amount to the equivalent of approximately 12% of GHG emissions 
in the United States. As these “sinks” are thought to offset GHG emissions, countries like the 
United States and Canada are calling for the inclusion of such sinks (in terms of counting 
towards meeting commitments) in the Kyoto Protocol. This has generated considerable 
controversy, and is seen as a way for industrialized countries to avoid undertaking significant 
measures to reduce emissions.  
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A majority of Americans believe that climate change is a reality and that there will be a 
change in climate in the future. Based on various polls conducted over the past two years, a 
majority (61%) believe that global warming would be bad, and 55% believe strongly (35%) or 
somewhat (20%) that we now know enough about climate change and should take actions to 
reduce the impacts (RFF, AGN polls). However, there is also a clearly partisan and 
ideological characteristic to attitudes and beliefs about climate change, with Republicans and 
conservatives often pitted against Democrats and liberals (see AGN poll results). For 
example, most Republican voters (54%) do not recognize any changes in local weather due to 
climate change, whereas most democratic voters (57%) say that the weather has changed.  
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Interestingly, the environment ranks relatively low as an issue in the current 
presidential campaign. According to a CNN/USA Today/Gallup poll taken in July, the 
environment ranked ninth out of fourteen in terms of important issues, behind education, 
health care, and creating opportunities for better-paying jobs. Among environmental issues, 
the high-visibility issue of global warming ranked second to last, only above acid rain. 
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The role of climate change “skeptics” in shaping the political debate in the United States (and, 
indeed, in determining the government’s position) must be emphasized. These are essentially 
representatives of business interests, who – in addition to questioning climate change science 
– constantly stress how the Kyoto Protocol will negatively affect their ability to conduct 
business and predict that a commitment by the United States will result in catastrophic 
economic impacts for various sectors of the U.S. economy. The influence of organizations 
such as the Global Climate Coalition, the Heartland Institute, and the Science and 
Environmental Policy Project on public opinion and policy-making could be seen as 
dangerous to prospects of U.S. ratification of Kyoto Protocol. 
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The two presidential candidates have very different attitudes about climate change. 
Presidential candidate Al Gore has made statements in favor of environmental initiatives – 
particularly the UNFCCC/Kyoto and other climate change initiatives. He is also credited with 
having brought the climate issue to the forefront in the international political arena through 
his book $������������%������. While Vice President Gore and President Clinton have shown 
some initiative on the climate change issue, they have been thwarted by the Republican-
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dominated Senate. Presidential candidate George W. Bush believes that global warming is 
real, but he opposes the Kyoto Protocol and has not presented a plan to address the issue. 

While climate change can be seen as a “non-issue” in the presidential campaign, 
energy policy is a more prominent topic, especially because gasoline prices in the United 
States climbed to an unprecedented USD 1.52 per gallon (NOK 4 per liter) in March of this 
year. Bush has proposed increasing domestic fuel production, including the opening up of the 
fragile Arctic National Wildlife Refuge for drilling. His plan also includes incentives for 
developing alternative energy sources and clean-burning fuels. Gore has proposed using oil 
from government strategic reserves to stabilize oil prices and avoid inflationary pressures that 
could hurt the economy. He has also called for greater investments in light rail and mass 
transit, and the development of cleaner cars and new energy technologies.  

Although the presidential election is likely to be decisive in terms of U.S. energy 
policy, the prospects for climate change policy are much more uncertain. The United States 
government cannot ratify the Kyoto Protocol without approval from the Senate. Considering 
the significance of the United States to any sort of global warming treaty (due to its 
contribution to emissions) and the demands made by the Senate, it seems inevitable that only 
a “watered down” version of Kyoto has the slightest chance of being adopted. According to 
Eileen Claussen, the Executive Director of the Pew Center on Global Climate Change, the 
current political mood would not allow for ratification of the Kyoto Protocol: “The 
Administration is unlikely to submit it to the Senate for its advice and consent in the near 
term, and, even if it were submitted, it would stand little chance of ratification.” And this 
seems to hold true irrespective of who wins the presidency. Although Gore might be more 
likely to push for ratification, he has less pull with the Republican-dominated Senate. And 
while Bush might have more influence with the Senate, he is less likely to push for 
ratification.  

Where the elections might play a more definitive role, however, is in the outcome of 
COP 6, which will take place only three days after the American elections. In contrast to the 
parliamentary systems common in Europe, the American system entails the replacement of far 
more officials with a change in administration. In other words, if the Democrats were to lose 
the election, the American representatives to COP 6 are likely to be replaced with Bush 
appointees. Even if there is no time to shift out the representatives, the acting representatives 
will have limited room for maneuver.  

Thus regardless of the outcome of the upcoming elections, the outlook for the 
ratification of the Kyoto Protocol by the United States remains grim. And as some have 
pointed out, even if the protocol were to be ratified tomorrow, the adversarial nature of the 
American legal system would mean that it would likely take about eight years—at best—
before it could enter into force. 
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Wildfires spread across the west. Drought bakes much of the south. An unusually cold and wet summer 
chills the northeast. These are but a few of the weather-related conditions experienced by residents of 
the United States in the summer of 2000. While none of these can be directly attributed to climate 
change, more than a few people have questioned the link between climate variability and long-term 
climate change. This summer, a draft report on climate impacts and vulnerability was distributed for 
public review by the US Global Change Research Program. This document seeks to identify key climatic 
vulnerabilities of regions and sectors in the United States. Some of the key impacts that were 
highlighted in this document and the IPCC Regional Impacts study (1998) include:  
o !��$�������������� appear to be the most vulnerable to the negative effects of climate change. 
Some ecosystems, such as alpine meadows and barrier islands, are likely to disappear completely, 
while others will shift or face disturbances. 

o 0	�������$��$���������� will most likely be able to adapt to climate change. In fact, many areas will 
experience increases in crop productivity. Under a warmer climate scenario, with variable changes in 
precipitation throughout the United States, it is expected that conditions for agriculture (and, as a result, 
economic welfare) will improve in northern regions and deteriorate in the South. 

o *������.��
$���2��� is likely to increase, but fires, insects, droughts and diseases could counteract 
these increases. In fact, forest fires are expected to become more frequent and longer in duration as a 
result of higher temperatures and changes in precipitation.  

o ���$�	� will be an important concern in every region, whereas floods and water quality will be 
issues in many regions. Changes in the snowpack will be important in the west and Alaska. In terms of 
freshwater resources, lower water levels and increased hydrological variability may result in a decline in 
productivity of certain freshwater species in some regions. In terms of ocean fisheries resources, climate 
change is expected to result in shift in migration patterns of species. This will have an impact on both 
availability and catchability. While the food-supply and economic consequences are expected to be 
minimal at the national level, impacts can be serious in certain locations. 

o ���'��2������� in the United States (particularly the Atlantic coast and the Gulf of Mexico) will be 
greater than the global average. Significant wetland losses are expected to occur under a sea-level rise 
scenario. This problem is particularly serious in the Mississippi Delta and in the mid- and south Atlantic 
states. With a 50 cm rise in sea level, loss of coastal wetlands would be between 17% and 61% – 
depending on the extent to which shores and developed areas are protected. Sea-level rise is also 
expected to increase flooding and storm damage. Furthermore, increased salinity of estuaries and 
aquifers would affect water supply. Coastal recreational resorts are particularly vulnerable from the 
economic point of view, and coastal farming areas are also likely to be affected.   

o If the intensity and frequency of extreme weather events increases (as is predicted), there will be 
important impacts on various resource-based sectors as well as 	$��
���������
����

�
�
-�����$��$��. Property and human life may become increasingly exposed to risks, and – as the 
historical experience with weather-related disasters indicates – human suffering and dislocation, as well 
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as economic costs, can be considerable. Furthermore, weather-related (particularly heat-related) 
mortality is expected to increase, and the enhanced transmission dynamics of certain diseases will likely 
create additional costs to public health.  

o A net decrease in energy demand at the national level and improved agroclimatic conditions in some 
locations appear to be some of the few benefits of a changed climate in the United States. One of the 
present challenges is to convince the public and policy-makers alike that the potential adverse impacts 
of climate change are not negligible – even in compared to the high costs that business groups and 
others tend to associate with mitigation measures. Although significant uncertainties remain, there is 
little doubt that climate adaptation measures will become increasingly relevant in the United States, 
regardless of future climate policy.   
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