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“This agreement represents the best chance we´ve had to save the one planet we´ve 
got” – with this header the Obama administration uploaded a video on the website of 
the White House to present the Global Climate Agreement from several weeks ago in 
Paris. The agreement is not only presented as a historic moment but also as an achieve-
ment of President Obama´s leadership. There has been a great engagement of the U.S. 
administration in building an alliance between different governments (e.g. France), pri-
vate investors (e.g. Bill Gates, Mark Zuckerberg) and developing countries (e.g. India´s 
Prime Minister Modi) as well as important bilateral dialogues about climate policy in the 
last two years (e.g. with China in 2014). However, the United States of America are still 
not willing to commit to binding greenhouse gas emission targets even though they are 
the second largest emitter with 14.7% of worldwide emissions. Even though the Intend-
ed Nationally Determined Contributions (INDCs) to fight climate change were defined 
by the Obama administration as well as 159 other states in Paris and are a very first step 
forward in international climate change agreements, they are not legally binding. Thus, 
fulfilling the U.S.’s emission reduction of 26 to 28% in 2025 (in comparison to 2005 
levels) referred to in the document (INDC USA 2016) is quite ambitious. Furthermore, 
international monitoring mechanisms were discussed for the first time, but no sanctions 
were put in place should states not keep their promises. 

The international bargaining within the United Nation Framework on Climate Change 
Convention (UNFCCC) has not been as successful as one had wished for when Barack 
Obama took office. Especially in the international arena of climate change policy, the 
USA has not played the important role that Barack Obama promised before and after 
his election.  

Although the government increased its annual financial aid of 7.5 billion dollars by 
about 300 million dollars within the international program Reducing Emissions from 
Deforestation and Forest-Degradation (Department of State 2012: 1/11) and agreed on 
3 billion dollars for the Green Climate Fund in November 2014 (White House 2014a), 
the United States of America still refrains from joining an internationally binding 
agreement on climate change policy. Nevertheless, the current national developments 
within this policy field – such as the Clean Power Plan as well as the rejection of the 
Keystone XL Pipeline in November 2015 – show a positive trend. However, if one looks 
closely at last year´s political initiatives regarding climate change, you can see that 
Congress denied nearly all legislative proposals. The American Recovery and Reinvest-
ment Act, passed in 2009, provided 95 out of 798 billion dollars for renewable energy, 
clean coal technology and energy efficiency (see Mildner/Richert 2010) and 80 billion 
for environmental research (see Rudolf 2010). This shows that climate change policy 
should have played an important role in the beginning of Obama´s first term. But the 
few bills that were actually passed, for example the Biggert-Waters Flood Insurance 
Reform Act 2012 and Disaster Relief Appropriations Act 2013, did not include mitiga-
tion or adaptation regulations, but only policy actions regarding energy security and 
flood compensation. Legislative proposals regarding renewable energies, such as the 
American Clean Energy and Security Act 2009 or American Clean Leadership Act 2009, 
were blocked immediately by Congress.  

While President Obama did not take further initiatives during his first presidency – ob-
viously in order to not increase frictions with Congress, which has been dominated by 
the Republicans since 2010 – he carried out climate reforms with the help of the Envi-
ronment Protection Agency (EPA) in his second term since 2013. In 2014 and 2015 new 
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guidelines were issued in regard to the existing Clear Air Act to reduce 138 tons of the 
annual emissions, 7% of the annual oil consumption and oil imports about 41.5 billion 
until 2022 (EPA 2015a). A national cab and trade program still does not exist. At least 
nine states in the Northeast founded The Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative and re-
duced their CO2 emissions. The Clean Power Plan, that was proclaimed by the Obama 
administration on August 3, 2015, pursues mitigating emissions within the energy sec-
tor about 32% and reduction of air pollution about 20 % in comparison to 2005 (EPA 
2015). So, for the first time, specific limits for harmful substances were established, that 
have to be adhered to in the different states. The plan´s disadvantage: It focuses only on 
the existing coal-fired and gas-fired power stations, not on other energy facilities. How 
the individual states keep these guidelines, however, is – following the idea of American 
federalism – not defined. 

There are several reasons why Barack Obama could not reach his climate change policy 
targets as planned when he took office: First, since 2010 a high degree of political po-
larization exists in the U.S. In the midterm elections 2010, the Democrats lost 63 seats 
in the House of Representatives and consequently their majority to the Republicans 
(193 vs. 242 seats) (FEC 2010). In the Senate, they had 53 seats left (including two seats 
held by Independents), while the Republicans claimed 47 (FEC 2010). Moreover, the 
Democrats could only win one seat in the Senate and eight in the House of Representa-
tives (FEC 2012) in the presidential election two years later, which has perpetuated the 
divided government. Second, every state has – regardless of its population – two mem-
bers in the Senate. In fact, the states with the smallest population such as Ohio, Penn-
sylvania and West Virginia are those that are highly dependent on fossil fuels. Yet the 
ratification of international treaties requires the advice and consent of two thirds of the 
Senate. Apart from the ratification of international treaties, Congress is also in charge 
of the annual budget that also influences climate change policy. Immediately in the 
first year of Barack Obama´s presidency, Congress quit all the financial support for the 
climate and energy sector – Obama had no chance in agreeing on or signing a post 
Kyoto protocol that would also convince Congress. In addition, his first term was highly 
influenced by the great economic recession. Third, this crisis as well as the great eco-
nomic dependency on the production and use of fossil fuels has influenced the people´s 
opinion on climate change measures. While in 2007 the majority of U.S. citizens de-
manded stronger efforts to fight climate change, the support for climate change policy 
vanished after 2008. In the past three years, most people have favored the investigation 
and extension of renewable energy, but have done so randomly in relation with mitiga-
tion and almost entirely in relation with ensuring energy supply (see Heyck/Ritthaler 
2014).  

The citizens´ awareness of the need for environmental protection in the United States is 
still influenced by the country´s economy (see Brühl 2012; Mildner/Richert 2012; 
Klüwer/Wernicke 2012). Only a small group of Americans denies that climate change 
really exists (Jale 2014). In 2014, about one third favored a „large-scale effort, even if it 
has large economic costs” (Leiserowitz et al. 2015: 80). That is a big challenge to the 
Republican candidates running in the current election campaign: They are not part of 
the mainstream. In comparison to the 54% of the Democratic members of the legisla-
tive body, only 15 % of the Republicans see climate change policy as a priority (see EESI 
2015). In their official statement, the Democrats explicitly state that they “are commit-
ted to curbing the effects of climate change, protecting America’s natural resources, 
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and ensuring the quality of our air, water, and land for future generations. (...) Demo-
crats are working to address our biggest environmental challenges, paving the way to a 
more sustainable America” (Democrats 2015). Instead, the Republicans focus on „new 
leadership in the White House that seizes every opportunity to create jobs, unleash eco-
nomic growth, and aggressively pursue an all-the-above energy strategy that moves us 
closer to energy independence“ (GOP 2015) and “oppose any and all cap and trade leg-
islation“ (Brewer 2015: 284). 

The Republican candidates Ted Cruz und Donald Trump follow that party line strictly. 
Ted Cruz doubts the correctness of the research results: “According to the satellite data, 
there has been no significant global warming for the past 18 years. Those are the data. 
The global warming alarmists don’t like these data - they are inconvenient to their nar-
rative. But facts and evidence matter” (Cruz 2016). They even deny the anthropogenic 
responsibility of climate change: “l call it weather…You look back and they were calling 
it global cooling and global warming and global everything...Maybe there´s a little 
change, I don´t happen to believe it´s manmade” – Donald Trump, August 2015 (Right 
Wing Watch 2015). However, Carly Fiorina believes in scientific data on climate change 
but thinks that the current climate change policy has highly negative economic conse-
quences: ”We have to read the all fine prints (…) the scientists tell us also, that one na-
tion acting alone can make no difference at all (…) there are regulations, that destroy 
jobs and livelihoods” (YoungCons 2016). In comparison, Jeb Bush and Ben Carson cannot 
easily be classified as climate change deniers. They do not deny the anthropogenic cli-
mate change, but criticize political regulation to fight climate change: “The climate is 
changing; I don´t think anybody can argue it´s not. Human activity has contributed to 
it. I think we have a responsibility to adapt to what the possibilities are without de-
stroying our economy, without hollowing out our industrial core” – Jeb Bush (BNA 
2015). Although he supports research for new technologies, he warns of high energy 
prices at the same time: “However, to use climate change as an excuse not to develop 
our God-given resources makes little sense. Expanding our wealth of energy resources, 
as well as encouraging development of new renewable energy sources, can provide an 
enormous economic lift, but it can also bolster our role as a formidable player in the 
struggle for world leadership” (Washington Times 2014). 

The Democrats agree that climate change is man-made and support a broad climate 
change policy. Hillary Clinton states: “Climate change is an urgent challenge that 
threatens all of us. The United States is already taking steps to invest in our clean ener-
gy future, but we need to do more. We need to take bold action to combat climate 
change, create jobs, protect the health of American families and communities, and 
make the United States the world’s clean energy superpower“ (Clinton 2015). Martin 
O´Malley focuses on the responsibility to future generations: “We have a moral obliga-
tion to act immediately and aggressively to stop climate change. The future of our 
country and our planet depend on it. (...) Clean energy represents the biggest business 
and job creation opportunity we’ve seen in a hundred years” (O´Malley 2016). Whereas 
Bernie Sanders wants to reduce the U.S. dependency on fossil fuels: “(…) we must tran-
sition away from fossil fuel consumption to prevent the worst impacts of climate 
change. But our transition away from fossil fuels must be fair to those currently work-
ing in the energy sector, which means those workers and their families must be able to 
depend on safe, living-wage jobs” (Sanders 2016). 
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What becomes clear is that the party affiliation of the 45th president of the United 
States of America will be as important as the majority situation in Congress. If a divided 
government remains in place, polarization will continue to have a great impact on the 
climate change policy as well as on other policy fields. There will be only a slim chance 
to ratify international climate treaties and it will take tremendous efforts to pass big 
national reforms. Especially in this context, the EPA is going to play an important role as 
a tool for the future president and his or her climate change program. But even if the 
next president is a Democrat, the fact, that climate change policy is highly influenced 
by the country´s economic dependency on fossil fuels and by the people´s priority on 
energy security, will decide the future climate change policy of the United States. The 
individual states, however, could make the difference, if more of them would establish 
climate change programs. The Paris agreement will not change the U.S. climate change 
policy fundamentally. But at least there is a chance, that the political regulations to 
fight climate change defined by the Obama administration in the INDCs will not be 
rejected by the following president (even if she or he is Republican) in order to not lose 
her/his credibility in international climate negotiations. Thus, the latest national climate 
change regulation could endure and pave the way for a future policy. But, as seen in 
the Bush administration, there is no guarantee. 
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