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17 The Energy Politics of the United States 
Juliann Emmons Allison, Srinivas Parinandi

This chapter examines the development and politics of US energy policy, with an emphasis on three

themes: the distribution of authority to regulate energy between national (or federal) and subnational

governments, the relationship between energy and environmental policy and regulation, and the role

of climate action in energy politics. It reviews patterns of energy production and consumption;

provides an overview of national energy politics; and reviews literatures on federalism and energy

politics and policy, the increasing integration of energy and environmental policies, and the politics of

energy and climate action. The chapter concludes with a discussion of a future research agenda that

underscores the signi�cance of political polarization, subnational governance, and technological

innovation for understanding US energy policy.

On April 10, 2010, the BP Deepwater Horizon exploded in the Gulf of Mexico. More than four million barrels of

oil �owed out of the Maconda well over eighty-seven days, making it the largest oil spill in US history;

globally, it was the second worst spill. The explosion and �re killed eleven crew members and injured an

additional seventeen; the oil spill destroyed four square miles of sea�oor and more than thirteen hundred

miles of coastline, killing tens of thousands of birds and sea animals and causing the region’s tourism and

�shing industries to collapse (Ebinger 2016; Jarvis 2010). The disaster cost BP over $144.89 billion,

including cleanup, government response, property and natural resource damage, economic losses

associated with the spill, litigation and settlement costs, and restoration expenses (Lee, Garza-Gomez, and

Lee 2018; Smith, Smith, and Ashcroft 2011). The magnitude of the tragedy undermined public faith in

o�shore drilling for oil and gas; national and regional surveys alike have demonstrated that much of the

public negatively viewed BP and the federal government immediately following the spill and for some time

afterward (ABC News/Washington Post 2010; Bishop 2014; Lilley and Firestone 2013; Mukherjee and Rahman

2016; Rosentiel 2010; Sa�ord, Ulrich, and Hamilton 2012).

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/edited-volum

e/40698/chapter/348421651 by U
niversity of C

olorado at Boulder user on 01 Septem
ber 2022

https://academic.oup.com/edited-volume/40698
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?f_Authors=Kathleen%20J.%20Hancock
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?f_Authors=Juliann%20Emmons%20Allison
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190861360.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780190861360.013.16
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22climate+change%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22US+energy+policy%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22federalism%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22hydraulic+fracturing%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22intergovernmental+relations%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22local+politics%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?qb=%7b%22Keywords1%22:%22renewable+energy%22%7d
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?page=1&tax=AcademicSubjects/SOC02280
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?page=1&tax=AcademicSubjects/SOC02270
https://academic.oup.com/search-results?taxWithOr=Series/139&page=1
javascript:;
javascript:;


The BP Deepwater Horizon oil spill highlights persistent weaknesses inherent in US energy politics, despite

the country’s statutory commitment to secure access to a�ordable energy resources without unwarranted

environmental damage (Energy Policy Act of 2005; Hultman 2010). The fact that many major sources of

energy—coal, crude oil, natural gas, biomass, and nuclear—are dangerous to extract and produce

contributes to the energy regulation challenge. O�shore drilling for oil and gas, for example, especially in

deepwater, depends on a complex drilling system that entails rigs, moorings, pipelines, shoreside

processing, and supply lines covering thousands of miles (see Coburn in this volume), with numerous weak

points prone to accidents, the worst being explosions and spills. There have been forty-four major oil

spills in US waters since 1969 and three major spills in the Gulf of Mexico (National Oceanic and

Atmospheric Administration n.d.). While hurricane damage to oil and gas infrastructure is the leading cause

of spills, other causal factors of these accidents are equipment failure, weather, human error, and collisions

(Meyers et al. 2018). Corporate safety management and regulatory oversight should diminish these accident

risks. Yet analyses of the BP Deepwater Horizon explosion and spill by government agencies (Bureau of

Safety and Environmental Enforcement 2011; Graham and Reilly 2011; US Chemical Safety and Hazard

Investigation Board 2014), energy and environmental researchers (Birkland and Young 2011; Ebinger 2016;

Osofsky 2011), and the media (Ho�man 2010) point to the following causes: equipment failure complicated

by human error as a result of inadequate government and corporate regulation; poor discharge of

responsibility by employees of BP, Transocean O�shore Drilling Inc., and Haliburton; and lack of any

emergency planning by involved companies or the US Coast Guard. Ebinger (2016, 1) argues that evidence

provided via legal and regulatory proceedings make it “clear that there was gross negligence on the part of

BP and its partners who placed short-term pro�ts against technically sound drilling practices” (see also

Neill and Morris 2012).

p. 374

E�ectively regulating entities such as BP is complicated by the US decentralized political structure, which

makes decisive action at the national level di�cult. Even though the United States is one of the world’s

largest producers and consumers of energy as well as a key innovator in energy technology (Nanda, Younge,

and Fleming 2014; see also Tutuncu in this volume), the country’s national energy policy is piecemeal, with

individual states taking the lead in devising their own energy and climate policies and engaged activists

among the public taking the lead in pushing issues of environmental protection to the fore. Politics explains

why actors other than the national government have crafted much of contemporary US energy policy. The

structure of Congress, combined with the heterogeneity (in terms of ideology, constituent pressure, and

economic interest) of districts represented there, makes changing the status quo di�cult; hence, national

energy policy still bears the imprint of the 1950s–1970s, the period during which it was created (Volden and

Wiseman 2014). Individual states are less heterogeneous, making uni�ed action at that level relatively

easier. Activists understand disparities between national and state audiences and have demonstrated an

ability to bring appropriate awareness to issues concerning them.

This chapter examines the politics of US energy policy, with an emphasis on three themes: the distribution

of authority to regulate energy between national (or federal) and subnational governments, the relationship

between energy and environmental policy and regulation, and the role of climate action in energy politics. It

begins with an overview of contemporary energy production and consumption in the United States. The

chapter then proceeds with a history of national energy politics that includes the role of federalism and the

development of environmental policies associated with the nation’s transition to renewable energy and

unconventional sources of energy. This section suggests that, politically, US national energy policy was a

tenuous prospect until the post–World War II rise to power made continuation of modern economic growth

a national priority; the 1970s oil crisis then demonstrated that economic growth could be wiped out by

disruptions in energy supply. The success of postwar economic growth and the commitment to fuel it,

regardless of ecological impacts, catalyzed opposition from environmentalists and, later, climate activists.

This overview is followed by a critical review of the literatures on federalism and energy politics and policy,

p. 375
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the increasing integration of energy and environmental policies, and the e�ects of climate action on energy

policy. The chapter concludes with a discussion of a research agenda to guide scholarship going forward.

Energy Production and Consumption in the United States

Although the geographic distribution of energy production and consumption within its borders is highly

uneven, the United States is overall one of the world’s largest producers and consumers of energy (Nanda,

Younge, and Fleming 2014; see also Tutuncu in this volume). Figure 17.1 summarizes US electricity

generation in 2018 by source, including fossil fuels (coal, petroleum from crude oil and natural gas, and

natural gas); nuclear; and renewables, consisting of wind, biomass, solar, geothermal, and hydropower.

Fossil fuels make up roughly 64 percent of the current mix of energy resources used for electricity

generation; nuclear energy contributes about 20 percent of the mix; and renewables, which have received

signi�cant attention for their extraordinary growth—67 percent in the 2010–2016 decade (Center for

Climate and Energy Solutions 2016)—make up the remaining 16 percent. As of 2017, the top �ve producing

states overall, including all sources of energy, were Texas, with 17,573 trillion British thermal units (BTUs);

Pennsylvania, with 8,168 trillion BTUs; Wyoming, with 7,788 trillion BTUs; West Virginia, with 4,418

trillion BTUs; and Oklahoma, with 4,160 trillion BTUs. The top �ve consuming states as of 2017 were Texas,

at 13,365 trillion BTUs; California, at 7,881 trillion BTUs; Louisiana, at 4,481.8 trillion BTUs; Florida, at

4,208.5 trillion BTUs; and Illinois, at 3,871.5 trillion BTUs (US Energy Information Administration 2017).

p. 376

Figure 17.1

US electricity production by source, 2018*
* Numbers do not add up to 100 because other sources not included make up the di�erence in electricity production.

Source: Data from US Energy Information Administration (2018d).

Most US e�orts to foster green energy growth are directed at increasing the renewables’ share of electricity

generation. In this endeavor, some states, by virtue of natural resource endowments, regulatory

policymaking choices, or both, have more developed renewables sectors than others. Yet electricity

generation in many states continues to feed primarily on fossil fuel resources. Table 17.1, which lists the top

�ve states by energy source used for electricity generation, provides important insights that guide the

remainder of this chapter. First, the explicit emphasis on states rather than the nation underscores the

decentralized nature of energy policy in the United States. Second, the diversity of sources and states in the
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table illustrates the strong local dimension of energy politics in the United States due to the tendency of

dominant resource sectors to seek to codify, enhance, and build their advantage through governmental

action in their “home” states. And third, as demonstrated by Texas, fossil fuels and renewables can be

important sources of revenue and energy within the same state. As Table 17.1 indicates, Texas is the nation’s

top consumer of natural gas and wind for electricity generation; that state is also the nation’s top producer

of natural gas and wind power. Thus, conventional (fossil fuels) and emerging (renewables) energy

resources are not necessarily in opposition.

Table 17.1  Top States Based on Energy Source Used for Electricity

Coal Natural Gas Nuclear Biomass Hydropower Solar Photovoltaic Wind

Texas
 

Texas
 

Illinois
 

California
 

Washington
 

California
 

Texas
 

Indiana
 

Florida
 

Pennsylvania
 

Georgia
 

California
 

North Carolina
 

Oklahoma
 

West Virginia
 

Pennsylvania
 

South Carolina
 

Florida
 

Oregon
 

Arizona
 

Iowa
 

Missouri
 

California
 

New York
 

Virginia
 

New York
 

Texas
 

Kansas
 

Kentucky
 

Louisiana
 

Alabama
 

Alabama
 

Alabama
 

Nevada
 

California
 

Note: Rankings denote year-to-year changes between 2018 and 2019 (US Energy Information Administration 2019a). Hydropower
in this context refers to electricity obtained through conventional hydroelectric generation.

Electricity generation is instructive but does not re�ect patterns of energy resource production and

consumption in other areas, most notably transportation. Twenty-eight percent of all of the energy used in

the United States in 2019 was consumed by transportation (US Energy Information Agency 2019d). Figure

17.2 provides a breakdown of total US energy use as of 2018 by source across the nation’s electricity,

transportation, and industrial sectors. The chart reveals that due to its use for transportation, petroleum

is the largest energy resource used in the United States. According to the US Energy Information

Administration (2018d), 92 percent of the transportation sector is fueled by petroleum. Petroleum is also

used widely as a feedstock for industrial processes. Energy resources other than petroleum are used

primarily for electricity generation and as industrial feedstocks (US Energy Information Administration

2018b). The resilience of fossil fuels despite the growth of renewables suggests oil and gas resources will

continue to play some role in US energy politics even as the nation embraces a decarbonizing future.

p. 377
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Figure 17.2

Total US energy use by source, 2018.

Source: Data from U.S. Energy Information Administration (2018d).

In the context of transitioning to lower-carbon energy sources in the United States, hydraulic fracturing, or

“fracking,” is arguably the most controversial fossil fuel issue in the United States, where it is currently the

primary method of shale oil and gas extraction (Powell 2017; see also Tutuncu in this volume). Fracturing is

a complicated and expensive process that involves injecting �uid—water and sand or other proppants

suspended by thickening agents—at high pressure into subsurface formations to fracture, or create cracks

in, (chie�y shale) rock formations to release oil, natural gas, and brine. Combined with horizontal drilling,

which provides greater access to oil and gas reservoirs, fracturing is an e�ective extraction process

whenever market prices for these energy resources are high enough to warrant the associated economic,

environmental, and social costs. The rapid rise in oil prices from less than $30/barrel in 2000 to over $90 at

the start of the 2008  recession provided the ideal conditions for the US shale boom.1

Initially scholars as well as energy and environmental policy makers were enthusiastic about the viability of

shale gas. The US oil and gas industries arguably “staged a remarkable recovery” as a consequence of

fracturing and were positioned to increase self-su�ciency, reverse the nation’s trade de�cit, and revive

industries (Dunn and McClelland 2013, 1411). Others heralded fracturing because the carbon dioxide

emissions—a key greenhouse gas (GHG)—associated with the combustion of natural gas are lower than

comparable emissions from gasoline or coal (Burnham et al. 2011; Hayhoe et al. 2002). Some of that

eagerness later waned when evidence that natural gas, which consists mostly of methane, is a more potent

GHG than carbon dioxide threatened to derail commitments to climate change mitigation strategies at all

levels of government. Howarth, Santoro, and Ingra�ea’s (2011) critical review of natural gas as a “transition

fuel” �nds that fracturing is less likely to ensure transition from coal to natural gas than it is to increase

overall dependence on fossil fuels. Though other scholars are more optimistic about the potential for

natural gas to reduce carbon dioxide emissions and some forms of air pollution (Jackson et al. 2014; see

Hughes in this volume), fracturing remains strongly tied to the process’s role in land degradation, water

contamination, and air pollution (Jackson et al. 2014).

p. 378
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The Politics of National Energy Policy in the United States in
Retrospect

The US federal structure, as well as the behavior of individuals and groups within it, has impacted the

content and nature of energy politics and policy in the nation. For much of the nation’s history there was no

comprehensive national energy policy. The dominance of individual states, combined with the weakness of

executive institutions through the mid-twentieth century, yielded decentralized energy policy that was

localized in character (Gailmard and Patty 2013; Kollman and Chibber 2004; Tulis 2017). Prior to the mid-

twentieth century, energy policy was local or regional in scope and designed to facilitate the development

and transport of dominant energy sources to commercial, industrial, and residential customers demanding

power (Gormley 1983). For instance, New York advanced its own hydroelectric interests while Ohio

developed a signi�cant coal industry (Rueb 2017; Siegel and Cheung 2016); there was little e�ort to

synchronize New York’s interests with Ohio’s in the form of national policy (Chubb 1983; Commoner 1979;).

Until the 1960s, public engagement with energy policy was similarly limited to “smoke nuisances” and

other local issues related to increased reliance on fossil fuels in dense urban areas (Melosi 1980; Morgan

1973; Stradling 2002). While individual victims of air pollution sued perpetrators throughout the �rst

century of US history, the �rst municipal antismoke ordinances were not passed until the 1880s (in Chicago,

Illinois, and Cincinnati, Ohio, both of which were then among the nation’s top ten most populous cities);

legislation governing counties and states followed in 1913 (Albany County, New York) and 1952 (Oregon),

respectively (Stradling and Thorsheim 1999; and Stern 1982).

Three developments converged in the mid-twentieth century to generate the political conditions necessary

to develop greater regulation of the electricity and natural gas systems and the oil industry. First, US

involvement in two world wars, along with the construction of a post–World War II American-led

alliance system, gave the United States the opportunity to act globally in the pursuit of its energy and, later,

environmental goals (DeSombre 2000; Yergin 1990). Second, the development of the “modern presidency”

during the Roosevelt administration, the modern bureaucracy, and the modern party system strengthened

national executive power and facilitated presidential and congressional coordination in articulating a

national energy policy (Aldrich 2011; Chick 2007; Neustadt 1980). A president with ample sta� at his or her

disposal can deal with Congress from a position of equality rather than subservience and can direct a

national bureaucracy to create a centralized energy policy (Neustadt 1980). These institutional innovations,

including frequent use of executive orders (Lisowski 2002; Olson 1984; Shanley 1983), also spurred the

development of air and water quality policy in response to activists opposed to “unchecked pollution”

associated with fossil fuel extraction and combustion (Childs 2011; DeSombre 2000; Dunlap and Mertig

2014; Scheraga 1994). And third, industrialization and the rise of a predominantly urban population

necessitated greater coordination with respect to the procurement, generation, and distribution of energy

(Cherp and Jewell 2011; Hughes and Lipscy 2013), including preparing for and responding to environmental

externalities and emergencies associated with energy generation and use (Hays 1987).

p. 379

In the aftermath of World War II and for much of the nearly three-decade Western economic boom that

followed it, the US government’s principal energy goal consisted of �nding and securing petroleum deposits

for itself and its allies (Crafts and Toniolo 2012; Hughes and Lipscy 2013). Continued close US involvement

with Aramco and the Saudi Arabian government (Bronson 2008) and cordial relationships with Iran during

the Pahlavi regime (Castiglioni 2015) and with Venezuela prior to Hugo Chavez’s rule (Miller 2016; see

Rosales and Sánchez in this volume) were predicated on the desire not only to secure oil deposits in these

countries but also to prevent the Soviet Union and its allies from accessing these deposits. From the 1940s to

the 1970s, the US goal of securing unfettered access to oil had bipartisan support due to the centrality of oil

to the transportation sector and manufacturing processes (OPEC Secretariat 2015); electoral fears of

Democrats regarding accusations of being weak concerning national security (Daalder and Lindsay 2005);
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and the possibility that the salience of the civil rights movement de�ected attention from energy issues

(Ellis 2013). Research on how presidents balance managerial roles with desires for legislative success

suggests that with rare exceptions—for example, President Barack Obama regarding the Clean Power Plan

—presidents did not use their visibility to move away from an energy policy designed to ensure access to

fossil fuels (Beckmann 2010). Studies of bureaucratic freedom to maintain policy stability (see Gailmard and

Patty 2013) indicate that regulators have little autonomy and act according to the dictates of their executive

and legislative bosses.

The event that upended American foreign policy concerning oil was the 1973 oil embargo by the

Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), which increased the price of oil dramatically.

President Richard Nixon responded by creating the Federal Energy O�ce, an organization that coordinated

the US response to the embargo; it was succeeded by the Federal Energy Administration (FEA) in 1974 

(Anders 1980). The FEA’s charge included maintaining quotas and price controls on oil and associated

derivatives and gathering data on energy sources and energy production and consumption patterns to

reduce dependence on foreign petroleum. Greater federal regulation of energy in response to the oil crisis

included congressional involvement. The passage of the Energy Reorganization Act in 1974 fostered the

development of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, along with increased investment in energy research. In

addition, the passage of the Energy Policy and Conservation Act of 1975 established the Strategic Petroleum

Reserve (up to 727 billion gallons), the Energy Conservation Program for Consumer Products, and Corporate

Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) standards, which are levied on new vehicles according to class of vehicle

(Knittel 2011). Finally, the passage of the Department of Energy Organization Act in 1977 subsumed the FEA

within the Department of Energy (DOE), which administers energy regulation and research e�orts under

the supervision of the president and Congress. The same act retained the Federal Power Commission (FPC),

which had licensed power plants and electricity transmission since 1920 and natural gas facilities and

pipelines since 1935, in the new Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC). FERC regulates public

utility transmission and sales for resale in interstate commerce, leaving decisions about supplying energy to

users up to individual states.

p. 380

The extension of federal regulation of energy production and usage coincided with the rise of popular

protest against “the relentless degradation” of the US natural environments (Rothman 2017). Reliance on

fossil fuels contributed to New York City’s killer smog events during the 1950s and 1960s and a well blowout

o� California’s coast in 1969 that spilled over 400,000 gallons of oil, in addition to many of the more than

100,000 deaths due to air pollution each year through 1990 (Zhang et al. 2018). President Richard Nixon

responded to these crises by establishing the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in 1970. The EPA is

responsible for environmental assessment—completing environmental impact statements (EIS) in the

context of speci�c projects and/or strategic environmental assessments (SEA) in the case of state policies,

plans, and programs—research, and education, as well as the administration of national statutes in

consultation with state and tribal governments. While the DOE and FERC seek “to keep energy prices low

and supplies ample” (Freeman 2017, 341), the EPA and environmental regulatory agencies focus on

reducing and mitigating the adverse consequences of securing stable supplies of a�ordable energy. Despite

claims that environmental agencies fail to consider the e�ects of regulation on energy markets and costs

and electrical system reliability, and that energy regulators do not consider the impacts of their regulatory

choices on public health and the natural environment, “environmental law increasingly has become a driver

of energy policy, and energy regulation has begun to seriously address environmental concerns” (Freeman

2017, 340).

The federal government’s movement in the 1970s toward increased regulation of energy resources in

response to the oil crisis represented a new status quo. Prior to the crisis, political debate concerned

whether the federal government should regulate energy procurement, production, and consumption at all,

except for securing petroleum and maintaining the safety of workers. Debate following the crisis shifted to
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how vigorous federal regulation must be to ensure energy security and sustainability, including

environmental and socioeconomic concerns (Kuhlman and Farrington 2010; McCollum, Krey, and Riahi

2011). Politics concerning the federal government’s role with regard to increasing domestic oil and gas

production or adopting carbon emissions limits has occurred in the context of this post–oil crisis

perspective on regulation.

p. 381

The �urry of energy, and environmental, regulatory activity that characterized the 1970s was followed by a

lull until passage of the 1992 Energy Policy Act, which stimulated competition in electricity generation,

paving the way for the current period of deregulation (Watkiss and Smith 1993; see Hoika and MacArthur in

this volume). Lower energy costs, which may be attributable to deregulation (Milstein and Tishler 2011;

Pollitt 2012; Razeghi, Sha�er, and Samuelsen 2017), buttressed conservative opposition to incentivizing

energy e�ciency and/or less polluting fuel sources, despite growing concern about climate change

evidenced by the 1992 Earth Summit in Rio de Janeiro. A decade later, “rising energy prices … shaped by

competing concerns about energy security, environmental quality, and economic growth” (VandeHei and

Blum 2005, 1) prompted passage of the 2005 Energy Policy Act. Although this legislation required the

addition of renewable fuels to gasoline sold in the United States, it increased reliance on fossil fuels by

incentivizing oil and gas extraction on public lands and fossil fuel production. President George W. Bush

claimed the act would prove to be “a vital step toward a more secure and more prosperous nation that is less

dependent on foreign sources of energy” (VandeHei and Blum 2005). Opponents argued that it “continues

to subsidize the well-established oil and gas industries that really don’t need subsidizing” (Roberts 2005,

1).

The years since the 2005 Energy Policy Act was enacted have witnessed an extraordinary rise in political

polarization between American liberals and conservatives—elites as well as the mass public—worsened by

an “echo chamber” in terms of media consumption (Flaxman, Goel, and Rao 2016; McCarty, Poole, and

Rosenthal 2006; Shor and McCarty 2011). Ideological echo chambers have mapped onto energy and

environmental issues (Jasny, Waggle, and Fisher 2015). The politics of energy policy in the United States is

now divided along party lines. Democrats have advocated regulatory activity to reduce reliance on oil and

gas and transition to renewable energy sources, while Republicans have emphasized energy security

through increased domestic fossil fuel production and private sector investment in alternative and

renewable energy (Brown and Hess 2016; Gromet, Kunreuther, and Larrick 2013; Lyon and Yin 2010). This

discord is central to the politics of climate change attributable to increased levels of atmospheric carbon

dioxide released during fossil fuel use (Cook et al. 2013). The United States is one of the world’s largest

emitters of carbon (World Bank 2019) and stands to experience more severe weather events, diminished

agricultural productivity, and reduced quality of life (Goudie 2019). Liberals favor stronger federal

regulation to reduce carbon dioxide and other GHG emissions to mitigate the e�ects of a changing climate.

Conservatives generally begrudge policies intended to curb GHG emissions, insofar as they might impinge

on the economic and political bene�ts that have long accrued to the fossil fuel industries. This

conservative-liberal divide has in�uenced current national-level debates about energy, which we examine

in greater detail in the next section.
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National Policy Debates on Energy, the Environment, and the Climatep. 382

The overwhelming majority of research on climate change indicates that average global temperatures are

rising as a consequence of increased GHG emissions and that the sharp upward trend since the Industrial

Revolution is due to human activity, especially that resulting from fossil fuel combustion, deforestation,

and changes in land use (Cook et al. 2013). Impacts of our changing climate are evident in the United States,

as they are worldwide, and include human health threats; altered agricultural production and food

insecurity; disrupted water supplies; and more pressing concerns regarding transportation systems, energy

supplies, and ecologies (US Climate Change Research Program 2018). These threats challenge the federal

government to act. Speci�cally, those on the ideological Left have advocated using federal regulation to

increase the costs of generating carbon emissions, while those on the ideological Right have exhibited three

distinct responses (Dryzek, Norgaard, and Schlosberg 2011; McCright 2008). A small number of

conservatives agree with progressives that climate change is anthropogenic and represents a serious public

policy challenge. Prior to 2018’s extended and devastating wild�re season, their support for climate

adaptation policies emphasized tax credits to spur growth in renewables (Hochschild and Hochschild 2018;

Siegel 2018). Many others understand that climate change is occurring but do not believe humans are

responsible for it or that regulation can undo what they regard to be a natural process (Friedman 2019). The

�nal group of those on the Right are skeptical that climate change is occurring and generally support

conventional energy usage without restriction (Bohr 2016).

These distinct ideological responses to contemporary climate science have so far undermined the legislative

consensus necessary to develop e�ective, national policy to reduce carbon dioxide and other GHG

emissions. Speci�cally, economists and other policy analysts consider imposing a carbon tax directly on

consumers to be the most e�ective way to reduce carbon production, because consumers themselves would

face direct �nancial repercussions for the amount of carbon that they emit (Avi-Yonah and Uhlmann 2009;

Goulder and Schein 2013; Harrison 2010; International Panel on Climate Change 2019). Yet even left-leaning

politicians at the US federal level have largely refrained from advocating a direct carbon tax on consumers

for political reasons; politicians fear that making consumers pay directly for the carbon will engender voter

anger and hamper their electoral prospects (Harrison 2010; Rabe 2011). Evidence from nations that have

enacted carbon taxes suggests that their concerns are well-founded; hence, “carbon pricing has, so far,

played only a supporting role in e�orts to mitigate global warming” (Plumer and Popavich 2019).

Advocates of increased carbon regulation have similarly been unable to create a nationwide cap and trade

system, although such schemes have been e�ective for California and, at the regional level, in the Northeast

and in western North America (Betsill et al. 2006 Union of Concerned Scientists 2018). These systems

include increasingly strict “caps” on GHG emissions and a market in which companies can “trade”

emissions allowances. In practice, major polluters buy and sell allowances to produce carbon dioxide

emissions; emissions reductions occur over time as the maximum number of tradable allowances is reduced

pursuant to policy goals (Elkins and Baker 2001). Scholars consider a cap and trade system to be less

e�ective than a carbon tax (Avi-Yonah and Uhlmann 2009; Goulder and Schein 2013; Stavins 2008). They

argue that cap and trade provides an indirect incentive to reduce GHG-producing activities, compared with

the direct incentive posed by a carbon tax. Of course, cap and trade participants could pass the costs of

carbon emissions on to consumers in the form of higher prices but are unlikely to risk losing customers

(Schmalensee and Stavins 2015). Though the e�ects of cap and trade on individuals are low compared to a

carbon tax, opposition in Congress from representatives of states whose economies rely on resource

extraction and from presidents whose electoral fortunes are dependent on votes from those states has

doomed e�orts to adopt nationwide emissions trading programs (Stavins 2011).

p. 383

In the absence of successful legislative e�orts to craft a national energy policy that would facilitate climate

change adaptation, the executive and judicial branches have emerged as the key federal battlegrounds with
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respect to energy and climate policy. During the Barack Obama administration, the Environmental

Protection Agency (EPA) used the Supreme Court’s ruling in Massachusetts v. EPA (2007) to regulate carbon

dioxide under the Clean Air Act to devise the Clean Power Plan (CPP) (Bulman-Pozen 2017). The plan

established the �rst ever US limits on carbon emissions from power plants but granted states the

opportunity to design local and regional policies to achieve emissions targets by shifting electricity

production away from coal toward natural gas and renewables and/or increasing energy e�ciency. The CPP

aimed to reduce emissions from electricity generation by 32 percent below 2005 levels by 2030. The Obama

administration also signed the Paris Agreement, which strengthened the 1992 United Nations Framework

Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) by committing signatories to work individually and collectively to

limit global temperature increase to no more than 2°C.

The problem with executive actions, including those derived from judicial decisions, is that they are entirely

reversible. The Supreme Court has no way of enforcing its decisions without cooperation from the president

or congressional action that forces presidential compliance with the Court (Rabe 2011). Decisions made by

one presidential administration without congressional approval can also be overturned by the next

presidential administration (Chiou and Rothenberg 2017). Both the Obama administration’s CPP and its

commitment to the Paris Agreement were abandoned by the Donald Trump administration that followed,

despite the anticipated high environmental and economic costs associated with doing so (Linn, Burtraw,

and McCormack 2016; Nong and Siriwardana 2018). This “quashing” (Dunlap, McCright, and Yarosh 2016)

of optimism concerning climate action at the federal level supports scholars’ and policy makers’ continuing

expectation that national and international agreements to reduce GHG will aggregate and emulate

successful approaches that emerge at lower levels of governance (Cooper 2018; Meckling 2015; Stokes and

Warshaw 2017). “It is not participation that matters, but compliance,” according to Cooper (2018, 440).

By 2019, nearly two dozen states, representing more than 40 percent of the nation’s carbon emissions, had

enacted policies capable of ensuring compliance with the aims of the Paris Agreement (Cooper 2018). If fully

implemented, these policies, in combination with e�orts by cities, businesses, and other organizations

invested in climate action, “could come within striking distance of the US Paris Agreement commitment,

resulting in emissions that are 17–24 percent below 2005 levels in 2025” (Climate Action Tracker 2019).

p. 384

State and Regional Energy Politics and Policy in the Twenty-first
Century

Absent su�cient, e�ective national initiatives, the locus of US energy policy had shifted to states by 2001

(see Bryner 2012; Mintrom 2009; Rabe 2011). As dissenting justice Louis D. Brandeis noted in New State Ice

Co. v. Liebmann (1932), the well-developed US system of federalism allows for individual states to act

independently of the national government and adopt policies supported by their respective electorates. The

result, when combined with federal inaction on renewable energy development and climate change, is that

states—independently and regionally—have responded to pressing energy and environmental challenges

by enacting policies designed to reduce carbon dioxide production by spurring growth in renewable—or

sustainable, in the case of nuclear (Plumer 2019)—energy (Boehmke and Skinner 2012; Byrne et al. 2007;

Bryner 2012; Callander 2011b; Engel 2006; Karch 2007; Rabe 2011; Sovacool 2008). Lutsey and Sperling

(2008) argue that the scale and procedural success of these initiatives provide evidence of greater US

commitment to climate action than is usually recognized (see Hughes in this volume). By 2019, twenty-four

states and Puerto Rico had joined the US Climate Alliance in support of the Paris Agreement. (Climate Action

Tracker 2019; Green 2019).

State-level energy policy motivated by climate politics includes legislation to improve e�ciency, accelerate

the introduction of zero-emission vehicles, �nance climate resilience projects, and increase reliance on

renewable energy. The most widespread “green energy” policy among these is the renewable portfolio
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standard (RPS). An RPS typically requires electric utility companies operating in a state to procure or

generate a speci�ed percentage of the electricity sold to consumers from renewable sources (Barbose 2018;

Rabe 2004). It is more feasible politically than a carbon tax because electric utility companies are the targets

of regulation; in addition, these standards promote the emergence of more electric utility options for

consumers. Iowa adopted a prototypical RPS in 1983. Since that time, half of the states have established

renewable energy targets. Twenty-nine states, Washington D.C., and three territories—most of which are

clustered on the coasts and in the Great Lakes region—have adopted RPS programs; eight states and one

territory have set renewable energy goals (National Conference of State Legislatures 2019). By 2018 these

initiatives applied to more than 55 percent of retail electricity sales in the United States (Barbose 2018).

Many states, including California and New York, have successfully mandated large renewable energy

generation requirements for electric utilities to meet. In 2018 California’s legislature accelerated its RPS

program to require 60 percent of retail electricity sales to be renewable by 2030 and production of all of the

state’s electricity to be carbon-free by 2045. As of 2017, all retail electricity sellers were meeting or

exceeding the interim 27 percent target; moreover, 36 percent of the electrical power provided by

California’s three largest investor-owned utilities (IOUs) was renewable, and that percentage was 50

percent among the state’s community choice, or municipal, aggregators (California Public Utilities

Commission 2019). The National Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL 2019) reports that half the growth

in US renewable energy generation since 2000 is due to policies like California’s (see also Allison et al. 2016).

p. 385

Not all states have constructed their RPS programs intending to reduce fossil fuel consumption, though.

West Virginia’s Alternative and Renewable Energy Portfolio Standard (AREPS) required 25 percent of the

energy supplied by large investor-owned utilities to be alternative or renewable energy by 2025; however,

the policy included advanced coal technology, coalbed methane, natural gas, fuel from coal gasi�cation or

liquefaction, synthetic gas, integrated gasi�cation combined-cycle technologies, waste coal, and tire-

derived fuel among the “alternative or renewable” options. AREPS was repealed in 2015, a�rming West

Virginia’s desire to rely on a “coal-powered economy” (Small 2015; Parinandi 2020). Similarly, Ohio’s RPS

—passed by a Democratic governor and a majority Republican legislature in 2008—established a 12.5

percent renewable energy goal by 2026 but was “frozen” for two years beginning in 2014 due to opposition

by coal companies, utilities, think tanks, nonpro�t foundations, and political action committees (Beirne

2015; Weiner and Hasemyer 2017). Currently, 5 percent of Ohio’s energy is produced from renewables, and

commitment to the state’s RPS remains a dubious prospect (Small 2015; US Energy Information

Administration 2019c).

Research on state and other subnational energy politics and policies considers the factors that might cause

variation in states’ RPS programs. One obvious possibility is that the importance of fossil fuel extraction to a

state’s economy a�ects its adoption of RPS programs and willingness to permit fossil fuel sources to be used

for RPS requirements. Coal mining has played a signi�cant role in West Virginia’s economy since the mid-

nineteenth century. Today, West Virginia is the nation’s second largest producer of coal, after Wyoming,

and 90 percent of the state’s electricity comes from coal (US Energy Information Administration 2018a). Yet

research suggests that while state a�uence and regional economic competition are important, the

relationship between the economic importance of fossil fuel and support for RPS programs is not so simple

(Chandler 2009; Dincer, Payne, and Simkins 2014; Fredriksson and Millimet 2002a; Matiso�, 2008;

Matiso� and Edwards 2014). Rather, research conducted in the 2010s supports Rabe’s (2006) claim that

state RPS programs are mostly “home grown.” Carley and Miller’s (2012) cogent review suggests that while

state RPS programs vary in stringency—measured in terms of requisite share of the electrical load and rate

of change in renewable generation over time—there are commonalities. Early work indicates that politics, 

especially “partisanship and political culture” (Fowler and Breen 2013), best accounts for states’ RPS

adoptions and variations among their speci�c requirements (Huang et al. 2007; Lyon and Yin 2010; Matiso�

2008; Matiso� and Edwards 2014; Yi and Feiok 2012). Dincer, Payne, and Simkins (2014) underscore the

greater import of citizens’ demands and lobbyists’ in�uence rather than regional political-economic

p. 386
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competition, even though RPS programs in the Northeast, Midwest, and West tend to be more stringent

than those in the South.

Other research suggests that the geographic pattern of successful state commitments to renewable energy

targets and RPS programs explains the variation among states. Voters in some regions may be more willing

to sustain the costs of these policies. RPS programs typically impose short-term costs on utility companies,

which must upgrade their infrastructure to comply with new, more stringent fuel requirements and

emissions standards. Many states allow utility companies to pass some of the costs of upgrading

infrastructure on to consumers, meaning rates may rise in the short term. While the costs of compliance and

electricity rates vary across states and can be volatile (Borenstein and Bushnell 2015), a recent survey

(Stokes and Warshaw 2017) suggests that consumers’ support for RPS programs depends on “how a policy

is designed and presented” (Stau�er 2017). Stokes and Warshaw’s (2017) strongest �nding is that

consumers are least likely to support their state’s RPS if they believe residential energy costs will rise. This

result is consistent with related research on public responses to policies and regulatory changes that might

increase energy costs (Aklin and Urpelainen 2013; Bang, Hovi, and Sprinz 2012; Besley and Coate 2003;

Bushnell et al. 2017). Speci�cally, energy costs are more salient to voters’ choices regarding public utilities

commissioners than they are in gubernatorial or legislative elections (Besley and Coate 2003), possibly

because whereas commissioners are evaluated on capacity to establish rates equitably and ensure

uninterrupted electricity and gas power services, elected o�cials, including governors and state legislators,

are judged more broadly (Aklin and Urpelainen 2013; Bang, Hovi, and Sprinz 2012). Besley and Coate (2003)

argue that electricity prices are lower in states where voters select commissioners and expect them to

prioritize low cost over environmental protection.

The diversity of states’ RPS programs notwithstanding, there have been attempts to synchronize climate

change policies at the regional level (Byrne et al. 2007; Lutsey and Sperling 2008). These include the

Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI), a cap and trade program that currently commits nine

northeastern states to reduce carbon dioxide emissions from power generators; the Western Climate

Initiatives (WCI), which includes compatible cap and trade programs for GHG emissions covering California

and the Canadian provinces of Ontario and Quebec; and the Paci�c Coast Collaborative (PCC) among the

northwestern states, provinces, and cities (British Columbia, Washington, Oregon, California, British

Columbia, and the cities of Vancouver, Seattle, Portland, San Francisco, Oakland, and Los Angeles), which

together constitute the world’s �fth largest economy and have committed to increasing resilience to climate

change by transforming power grids and transportation systems. The RGGI is the most advanced of these

initiatives (Murray and Manilo� 2015; see also Mildenberger and Stokes in this volume). While states

have enforcement authority internally, participation is voluntary (Engel 2006, and states can withdraw

freely, as New Jersey did in 2011 pursuant to then governor Chris Christie’s executive order (Engel 2006;

Ranson and Stavins 2016). The RGGI is also not an e�ective substitute for national involvement in designing

and implementing a cap and trade system; while the compact reduced electricity-related emissions in the

Northeast and mid-Atlantic regions, many observers argue that a national solution is necessary to achieve

signi�cant reductions in carbon dioxide and other GHG emissions (Bryner 2012; Engel 2006; Sovacool 2008;

Weatherholtz 2017; Wallach 2019).

p. 387

Contrary to scholars’ and policy makers’ claims that subnational policies could ful�ll national climate

action responsibilities (Cooper 2018; Meckling 2015; Stokes and Warshaw 2017), research suggests that

states—alone or in regional collaboration—are unlikely to serve as federal energy policy leaders. Ensuring

adequate supplies of a�ordable, if not always increasingly “green,” energy remains central to sustaining

national security and global economies, whatever their impact on climate change and the natural

environment more generally. Moreover, the only well-supported case of state leadership is California, with

respect to auto emissions standards (Allison et al. 2016; Fredriksson and Millimet 2002b). The “California

e�ect” (Vogel 1997) refers to the 1970 Clean Air Act Amendment, which includes an exemption for
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California to enact lower emissions standards than those required nationwide (Bryner and Hankins 2018).

Once adopted, section 177 of the Clean Air Act permitted other states to sign on, and fourteen states had

done so as of 2018 (Jervey 2018). The Trump administration’s opposition to stringent fuel economy and

tailpipe emissions standards represents the �rst threat to California’s air quality authority in nearly �fty

years (Mernit 2018). As this chapter goes to press, the Trump administration has announced it will repeal

the waiver. Still, revoking California’s Clean Air Act waiver would be burdensome for the EPA, which would

have to prove in court that the state’s “compelling and extraordinary circumstances” with respect to air

pollution no longer exist.

RPS programs and regional initiatives, such as the RGGI, illuminate an emerging debate in the literature on

US federalism concerning states’ strategic adoption of energy or environmental policies to in�uence federal

legislation or rulemaking. Research on this issue suggests that states seeking to protect fossil fuel industries

are more likely to preempt federal action than catalyze it (Byrne et al. 2007; Peterson and Rose 2006; Willie

2011). Ohio is one of three states (the others are Michigan and West Virginia) that adopted RPS programs

within a year of Obama’s election as president. Ohio relied heavily on increasingly costly coal imports,

making the state long ripe for a transition to alternatives, including wind and solar (Union of Concerned

Scientists 2018). By 2011, conservative political advocacy groups, including Americans for Prosperity and the

American Legislative Exchange Council (ALEC), had begun to champion natural gas—an economical source

of energy due to developments in hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling (see chapters by Coburn,

Mildenberger and Stokes, and Tutuncu in this volume)—in opposition to renewables (Fisk 2016; Wiener and

Hasemyer 2017). Natural gas production in Ohio was 28 percent higher in 2018 than it was in 2012 (US

Energy Information Administration 2019c). While there is no direct evidence that Ohio’s, or any other

state’s, RPS or fracturing regulations impacted the CPP promulgated by the Obama administration, that

plan did support greater reliance on natural gas as part of a larger decarbonization strategy that also

supports the growth of renewable energy sources (Bushnell et al. 2017; Davis, Bollinger, and Dijkema 2016;

Peters and Hertel 2017).

p. 388

Local Energy Politics in the United States

The persistence of state and regional energy politics underscores Rabe’s (2011) claim that climate change,

the central context for energy, and environmental, policymaking, is “far more complex than originally

anticipated” and requires an “intergovernmental lens to understand the factors that foster and deter policy

formation at multiple governmental levels as well as the interactive dynamics across them” (495). That lens

increasingly must incorporate local energy politics. Metropolitan areas are major sources of GHG emissions,

and those who live there su�er most from the pollution, extreme weather, and harm to natural

environments associated with climate change (Kammen and Sunter 2016; International Panel on Climate

Change 2018). Despite the logic of collective action (Olson 2009), which would obviate municipal action in

favor of free riding on the e�orts of state and federal governments, many cities—individually and

collectively—have developed GHG emissions reporting programs, committed to regional RPS programs,

and created their own climate action plans in addition to participating in state-level plans.

Much of this undertaking occurs under the auspices of Local Governments for Sustainability, a global

network of local and regional governments committed to urban sustainability, or the US Mayors’ Climate

Protection Agreement (MCPA), signed by over one thousand US mayors pledged to reduce their carbon

dioxide emissions to below 1990 levels (United States Conference of Mayors 2019). Though these

commitments are not binding, they accurately re�ect US cities’ authority over climate and energy policy,

including electrical power production and transportation (Krause 2011). By 2019, six—Aspen, Colorado;

Burlington, Vermont; Georgetown, Texas; Greensburg, Kansas; Kodiak Island, Alaska; and Rockport,

Missouri—of the ninety-nine cities committed to 100 percent renewable energy had achieved the goal of
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reducing emissions below 1990 levels (Kaldjian and Barua 2019). These cities are small, with populations

ranging from 977 (Greensburg) to 49,562 (Georgetown); middle class (incomes range from $38,571 in

Greensburg to $64,594 in Aspen); and sustained by industries that do not rely on fossil fuels.

Academic scholarship is circumspect regarding subnational energy initiatives. Krause’s review (2011) of

intergovernmental relations and climate action suggests that municipal “best practices” (see Betsill and

Bulkeley 2006; Bulkeley 2013) emphasize local co-bene�ts of renewable energy and related climate policies;

elevate local leaders; and focus on less costly “low hanging fruit,” which might include incentives for

car- and/or ride-sharing or energy conservation. While energy conservation represents a long-standing

strategy for modifying and reducing energy demand, neither popular nor scholarly research to date

suggests car-sharing (e.g., Zipcar, auto rental, or Lyft) or ride-sharing (e.g., Uber Pool, cabs, and employer

van pools) necessarily reduces energy demands or GHG emissions (see Bliss 2018; Jung and Koo 2018). The

few studies that seek to explain cities’ motivations to advance these strategies do not support the municipal

vulnerability narrative (Krause 2011; Zahran, Brody, et al. 2008). Rather, cities with high levels of human

capital in demographic terms—for example, income, education, left partisanship, and environmental action

—are more likely to participate in climate action networks and enact energy and transportation policies to

reduce GHG emissions (Krause 2011; Zahran, Brody, et al. 2008; Zahran, Grover, et al. 2008). In contrast to

the literature on states, cities that are more dependent on manufacturing and other industries associated

with high levels of GHG emissions are less likely to encourage transitions to renewables or other, cleaner

fuel sources (Krause 2011; Zahran, Grover, et al. 2008). Also contrary to research on state energy initiatives,

clean—that is, e�cient and/or low carbon—energy commitments do di�use among cities (Krause 2011),

more so in states with RPS programs (Yin and Powers 2010).

p. 389

State politics and local politics also di�er in their relationships to national energy policy. Historically, cities

followed states, which adopted positions on water and the natural environment (e.g., Crowder et al. 2006),

public hazards (e.g., Schneider 1992), and energy and climate change (e.g., Bulkeley 2013; Bulkeley and

Betsill 2013, Byrne et al. 2007), re�ecting an amalgam of municipal concerns and positions on these issues

(Bulkeley 2013; Bulkeley and Betsill 2013; Wright, Weber-Burdin, and Rossi 2013). That calculus is di�erent

today, due to the obvious and imminent threat of climate change for communities (Bulkeley 2013; Bulkeley

and Betsill 2013). Bulkeley and Betsill (2013) argue that local governments have become “fundamental” to

restructuring intergovernmental relations around “carbon control.” Cities do continue to support state

initiatives in some cases; San Francisco, New York, and Miami have rallied behind state clean energy

initiatives. San Francisco is notably one of ten California municipalities that recently committed to 100

percent renewable energy, following the state’s enactment of legislation mandating that all of the state’s

electricity come from clean power sources, by 2045—one of only two states (the other is Hawaii) to do so

(Daly 2018). Because transportation is the greatest source of GHG emissions in California, local support for

the state’s decision to continue strengthening auto emissions standards annually, with the support of major

automakers (Ford, Volkswagen, BMW, and Honda as of summer 2019), is signi�cant (Chavez 2019; State of

California 2019).

Cities increasingly also oppose state positions with respect to the policy direction taken by the federal

government. Municipal opposition to the “localized costs” of “fracking” is a case in point (Fisk 2016). The

2005 Energy Policy Act e�ectively divorced the federal government from regulation of fracturing by

exempting “underground injection” from meeting the requirements of the Safe Drinking Water Act (Energy

Policy Act 2005, 102). This maneuver altered the balance of regulatory power over nonconventional

sources of energy in favor of state and local governments and created a disconnect between fossil fuel

advocates championing potential state “venues” of operation and environmentalists seeking greater federal

regulation (Davis 2014; Davis and Ho�er, 2012). As a result, environmentalists have allied with residents in

communities opposed to the noise, migrant gas workers, water pollution, and earthquakes associated with

nearby fracturing operations. In Youngstown, Ohio, a drastic increase in seismic activity is linked to

p. 390

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/edited-volum

e/40698/chapter/348421651 by U
niversity of C

olorado at Boulder user on 01 Septem
ber 2022



Federalism and Energy Politics in a Changing Climate

wastewater disposal from fracturing, and the combined wastewater-earthquake crisis has allowed for the

formation of common cause between residents and environmental groups (Fischetti 2012).

This situation has created dilemmas for state and local governments seeking to increase economic growth

and local investment provided by gas companies, while also hoping to assuage increasingly hostile

constituents upset over the social and environmental costs related to fracturing. Research (Goho 2012;

Warner and Shapiro 2013) suggests that energy and environmental regulators at the state level tend to

endorse jobs and develop rules ensuring a fair and predictable environment for gas companies. Local

responses have ranged from cooperating with gas companies to ensure environmental protection without

jeopardizing job growth, to regulating where fracturing can occur without undue harm to residents and

natural environments, to outright confrontation—moratoria and bans (Fisk 2016). Although a city’s

response choice depends on its experiences with oil and gas extraction, Fisk’s (2016) examination of

municipal de�ance in Colorado, Ohio, and Texas—three of the US shale gas �ashpoints—suggests that

better-resourced, more autonomous cities are more likely to strengthen “environmental” regulation at the

expense of expanding energy production (Davis 2012, 2014; Davis and Fisk 2014a, 2014b). Still, “states win”

due to preemption clauses in state oil and gas statutes, according to Davis (2017), except when state

constitutional provisions elevate environmental concerns over other issues, as in New York and

Pennsylvania (Davis 2014, 2017; Rabe 2014).

An Agenda for Future Research

The research discussed in this chapter explains the development of energy policy in the United States in

terms of a complex, intergovernmental distribution of regulatory authority; the increasing integration of

energy and environmental policies; and the politics of state local action to reduce air and water pollution

and respond to climate change challenges. This history and review of research suggests fruitful avenues for

future research on federalism and energy politics in a changing climate and an “energy democracy” that

integrates “radical” federalism with the decarbonization of energy.

Current research and politics (see Pew Research Center 2017) support the prioritization of transitioning to

renewable energy sources to improve water and air quality but remain ideologically divided over how to

do so. Those on the political Right champion the lower carbon footprint of natural gas and believe market

forces are su�cient to limit pollution. The political Left expects that increasing the production and use of

even the cleanest fossil fuel (natural gas) will delay the transition to renewables and trusts government

regulation, rather than markets, to reduce pollution associated with fossil fuel combustion. The Left’s

opposition to expanded reliance on fossil fuels is so strong that a majority, including Green New Deal

champions, would support nuclear power as well as renewable sources (Meyers et al. 2018; Roberts 2019).

So would most conservatives (Roberts 2019). Zero emissions nuclear power is a climate action star, but it is

more expensive to produce than solar or natural gas; hence, as of 2018, while ninety-nine commercial

nuclear reactors remained in operation, fourteen were scheduled for shutdown by 2025 (Abdulla 2018), and

no US state is moving forward with building new nuclear power plants (Fitzwater, Tidwell, and Schneider

2015).

p. 391

2

This situation raises a number of questions to motivate future research. What are the likely economic,

social, and environmental implications of relaxing regulations on coal production? How would any changes

in the balance among the nation’s use of fossil fuels, renewables, and even nuclear power impact future

energy politics? While zero-sum framing of fossil fuels and renewables can make political compromise on a

future energy strategy di�cult, Kumar, Fujii, and Managi (2015) are among those who demonstrate that
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Energy Democracy

fossil fuels and renewables are often complementary sources in key industries, such as food and pulp.

Scholars might interrogate the bases for either (fossil fuels) or (renewables) thinking and explore the ways

in which new technologies enable the use of renewable energy sources and processes to mitigate carbon

production. The use of geothermal energy to support carbon sequestration is one such possibility

(Rahmouni et al 2014; Randolph and Saar 2011).

Thinking more politically than technically, how might the US withdrawal from its international

commitments to lower GHG impact, or be impacted by, its (local, state, and) federal energy and

environmental policies? Could broad-based support for nuclear energy, despite associated safety risks,

reverse its ongoing decline (Abdulla 2018)? Can the political polarization around energy policy and

environmental regulation be reduced in this or some other way to at least the point of bipartisan support for

climate action reached in 2008 (Ja�e 2017)? If not, is there a path toward leveraging the e�orts of state and

local governments to rely more on renewable sources of energy and regulate environmental quality more

stringently (Guy et al. 2014)? Can the California e�ect provide not only lessons (Allison et al. 2016) but also

leadership (see Bulkeley and Schroeder 2012; Engel 2006; Fredriksson and Millimet 2002a, 2002b)?

Answers to these questions bear heavily on global e�orts to implement market-based polices, such as

carbon taxes or cap and trade systems to reduce carbon dioxide emissions (see Hughes in this volume).

Whether the US federal government takes decisive action, as some analysts argue will be necessary (see

Weatherholtz 2017), or “follows” states and/or local governments (Engel 2006; Sovacool 2008) may depend

on what voters believe it will “cost” them directly. Stigler (1971) argues that organized special interests—

for example, the fossil fuel sector—pay closer attention to regulatory issues than the public does and are

better able to in�uence policy makers; Parinandi and Hitt’s (2018) critique shows that elected o�cials

side with ordinary voters instead if they expect electoral “punishment” for endorsing organized interests

and higher costs. Another fruitful direction for future researchers would be to examine how to sustain

voters’ attention on the virtues of renewable energy as a means of incentivizing politicians to respond to

voters rather than organized interests.

p. 392

Considering the signi�cant role of subnational governments and politics in the development and

implementation of energy policy and related environmental regulations, a wide-open area for future

research is energy democracy. Energy democracy is a social movement for renewable energy transitions that

embodies resistance to fossil-fuel extraction, the fossil fuel industry, and the governments and politicians

that endorse dependence on hydrocarbons for energy and advocates for democratically restructured energy

regimes. It refers to both “the normative goal of decarbonization and energy transformation, and existing

examples of decentralized and mostly bottom-up civic energy initiatives” (Szulecki 2018, 23). Given public

support for renewable energy and the activity of (state and) local governments on the energy and

environment front, energy democracy o�ers a means for reconceptualizing and advancing energy politics in

the United States (see Burke and Stephens 2017). Meng (2018) argues that contemporary con�icts around

fracturing embody the essence of energy democracy. Speci�cally, achieving energy justice in this context

requires attending to the expected bene�ts—local as well as national—and the personal and environmental

costs of unconventional fossil fuels and engaging all relevant stakeholders.

Most research concerning such radical democratic politics around energy issues focuses on disenfranchised

communities outside of the United States; however, studies of local resistance associated with the siting of

polluting industries o�er many relevant examples of homegrown, bottom-up politics (Pellow and Brulle

2005; see also Szulecki 2018). Furthermore, in addition to Meng (2014, 2018), Can�eld, Klima, and

Dawson’s (2015) study of deliberative democracy and energy policy in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, which

explores the role of knowledge in shaping public perceptions and opinions on climate change and adaptive
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energy policies, represents the kind of detailed research required to understand the ideological foundations

for contemporary energy politics on a warming planet. An energy democracy framework might prove

particularly useful for studying local renewable energy transitions, such as those under way in California.

San Diego County’s Regional Comprehensive Plan, for example, is supported by the Fourteenth Amendment

(US Const. amend. XIV) and President Clinton’s Executive Order on Environmental Justice (Clinton 1994), as

well as California legislation, including SB 115 (1999), the �rst state-level statute on EJ, and SB 375 (2006),

which requires a bottom-up approach to regional planning to achieve the state’s targets for reducing GHG

emissions.

A more provocative venue for studying the potential for energy democracy would be communities that have

historically depended on coal production. The idea of reviving the US coal industry is popular in the

nation’s coal-mining regions, despite the social injustices associated with coal mining and combustion—

for example, environmental degradation and health risks, including respiratory disease and cancer (Morrice

and Colagiuriits 2013)—and poor chances of long-term success (Carley, Evans, and Konisky 2018). The

decline of the US coal industry invites research on what members of these communities understand about

available energy resources, climate change, and the mining industry’s capacity to in�uence their social and

economic prospects. How do these communities seek to balance attachment to place with the desire for

better health and social welfare prospects? What means are available for them to mobilize and empower

themselves to manage the local impacts of ongoing decarbonization? How might they guide the transition

from coal to cleaner energy sources and also improve their economic situations, mental and physical health

outcomes, and social welfare (Linn and McCormack 2019)?

p. 393

Notes

1. InflationData.com, with data provided by Plains All American pipeline (https://inflationdata.com/articles/inflation-
adjusted-prices/historical-crude-oil-prices-table/).

2. Some scholars and policy makers argue that nuclear energy is a renewable energy source, though most contend nuclear
energy cannot be considered renewable. Nuclear reactors do not produce air pollution or carbon dioxide while operating;
however, the processes for mining and refining uranium ore and making reactor fuel all require large amounts of energy.
In addition, nuclear power plants are constructed out of metal and concrete, which require additional energy to
manufacture. “If fossil fuels are used for mining and refining uranium ore, or if fossil fuels are used when constructing the
nuclear power plant, then the emissions from burning those fuels could be associated with the electricity that nuclear
power plants generate” (US Energy Information Administration 2019b).
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