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Preface 

Climate change is a major problem. This is a scientifically definable fact: with eighteen 

of the nineteen warmest years on record coming since 2001 and atmospheric carbon dioxide at 

its highest levels in 650,000 years (NASA), climate change is an undeniable phenomenon. Given 

that this specific example and lots of other climate change data comes from government-run 

organizations (EPA), it is an easy assumption to make that our government is fully aware of 

climate change and the threat that it poses. 

The relevance, both politically and intellectually, of environmental regulation cannot be 

questioned and yet our government seems to resist any regulation that would require even the 

smallest of changes. This topic is still too broad, however, so I am focusing on the case of 

Market-Based Instruments (MBIs) of environmental policy. More specifically, I will attempt to 

answer the following question: why does the United States political system refuse to implement 

the instruments of environmental regulation that fit best with the political and economic 

structures of the United States (Schreurs)? MBIs align with the values of free-market capitalism 

and a weak federal government, and yet we are behind even the European Union, with one of the 

most involved central governments in the Western world, in terms of MBI usage (Horák et. al). 

Given that those in positions of elected power have access to more experts, scientific studies, and 

information on the subject than a layperson could imagine, this lack of action is astonishing 

(Werrell and Femia).  

 In my research, I have come across many hypotheses for why the United States has 

resisted implementing major environmental regulation. Some of these posit that it is simply a 

matter of an opportunity not arising (Repetto) and some say that our politicians have simply 

made the choice to spend their time on issues where they feel they can enact actual change 
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(Araral). My working hypothesis combines threads of three established theories on the subject 

while taking into account two concepts embedded in every step of the policy process: framing 

and political capital. The three aforementioned theories are as follows: Multiple Streams theory, 

of which I ascribe to the Three Streams model (Kingdon), Punctuated Equilibrium theory with its 

ideas on leptokurtic policy distributions (Repetto), and Rational Choice theory with a specific 

focus on Institutional Rational Choice (Ostrom). Though I as yet cannot tell which of these three 

theories will provide an answer, or if I will have to combine the strengths of each theory to find 

such an answer, I am confident that by the conclusion of my research I will be able to present a 

solution to my research question that will pass muster.  

I will utilize a comparative model for my analysis, evaluating three recent examples of 

significant MBIs in the United States. One passed into law, one passed several bureaucratic 

hurdles but failed due to other circumstances, and one did not make it over any such hurdles. The 

1990 Clean Air Act Amendments are the seminal example of successful MBI usage in the United 

States (MacNeil, 23). Under a Republican president, George H. W. Bush, the United States 

government created a market for sulfur dioxide emissions that is still in use today. On the other 

side of that coin is the 2007 Boxer-Sanders bill (Global Warming Pollution Regulation Act), 

which actually would have been another set of amendments to the Clean Air Act (Schreurs, 181). 

This bill, if enacted, would have focused on increasing performance standards for motor 

vehicles, with an emissions cap in place to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 15% by 2020 

and 83% by 2050 (Schreurs, 181). The 2009 Waxman-Markey Bill (a.k.a. American Clean 

Energy and Security Act) is a case that fits somewhere in between the preceding two. This bill 

was similar to the Clean Air Act Amendments in may ways: it looked to create an emissions 

trading system, encountered the same bureaucratic hurdles, and addressed a well-known and 
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scientifically studied phenomenon that threatened American lives. It passed the House, but 

unfortunately a bill of its kind needs a similar bill to be passed in the Senate, after which the two 

bills would then be combined and put to the President (Brinkmann & Garren, 15). Unfortunately, 

no such bill has yet passed in the Senate, so the Waxman-Markey bill is dead in the water. 

Why, despite such similarities, did the Amendments pass where the Waxman-Markey 

and Boxer-Sanders Bills failed? Was it an issue of institutional change being impossible? Did the 

problems, policy, and politics of the bills not intersect at the right time? Or did the government 

simply think that passing the latter pair of bills was irrational? These are just some of the ‘sub-

questions’ that I will have to answer in analyzing each of my case studies with my three chosen 

theories on policymaking. 

Environmental Regulation and Second-Tier Research 

Environmental regulation has always been a controversial topic. Outside of a few years in 

the 1970s that built the foundation for most, if not all, regulatory bodies and policies, consistent 

action on environmental regulation has been nigh on nonexistent (Eisner, 18). There are many 

reasons for this, some of which can be attributed to interactions between the gap in ideology 

between political parties and the confirmation biases that all people carry with them in their 

subconscious (Severson et. al). Many scholars have made it their business to ask why there has 

been an appalling lack of action in this area, with some reaching tentative conclusions. However, 

no such work has been done specifically on Market-Based Instruments in recent years. This is 

the gap in research that I hope to fill: rather than asking why environmental policy as a whole has 

been difficult to pass, I ask why Market-Based Instrument bills specifically have had little luck in 

maturing into law since the passage (and, over time, success) of the 1990 Clean Air Act 

Amendments. Environmental policy as a whole is not passed for one main reason: opponents to 
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climate change are typically extremely powerful companies, lobbying groups, and interest 

groups, who have the monetary and political capital to heavily influence the framing around and 

opportunity cost of environmental regulation: in sum, these influences can be looked at as ‘the 

Market’ (Driesen). This means that in cases where a politician wants to pass some form of 

environmental regulation (MBI or otherwise) in addition to other policies, environmental 

regulation typically will take a backset because of the level of opposition it faces. And once a 

politician has put major effort into another issue, they do not have enough time, money, or 

political capital to push through or gradually work toward passing a major environmental policy 

(Schreurs, 188). Even in this same context, which underwrites my analysis, it does not make 

sense that these same groups push back as heavily against Market-Based Instruments. After all, 

MBIs allow for both environmental controls and perpetual economic growth into the future 

(Keohane), so the question must be asked: what exactly are conservatives and private interest 

groups waiting for?  

Market-Based Instruments first rose out of the policy muck in the mid to late 20th 

century, as shifts in the sociopolitical culture of the United States called for an answer to 

environmental action, resulting in two dominant models of market-based climate policy being 

created: carbon levies/taxes and emissions trading systems (MacNeil, 22-23). However, passing 

these new forms of environmental regulation has been difficult to say the least. Some scholars 

have taken this issue head-on, trying to figure out what exactly prevents conservatives from 

embracing climate change regulation. The easy answer is ‘bigger government’ and the resistance 

of Conservatives in the United States to any expansion of federal influence, but the best example 

of successful MBI usage came under a Republican president, George H.W. Bush (Church & 

Nakamura). One scholar believes that the cause of this fear is “regulatory thickening”, a term 
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coined to mean the strengthening of infrastructural power (Rea, 1175). Infrastructural power, 

Rea says, comes into being as the manifestation of state control over pollutants that are 

externalities of free-market economics, and is the ‘poison pill’ causing conservatives to refuse 

even market-based environmental regulation (Rea). Additionally, since the days of George H.W. 

Bush, Republicans have stubbornly resisted any new MBI usage despite the success of the SO2 

cap-and-trade system that he put into place (EPA), a trend that is clear in the behavior of his son. 

Even after H.W. passed the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, W. refused to sign the Kyoto 

Protocol and proposed an alternate plan that would have allowed emissions to keep rising 

(Bayon). This resistance did not end with a Democratic president being elected, however: despite 

even President Obama’s best efforts, 15 system-wide carbon pricing bills have been vetoed by 

Congress (MacNeil, 31). These examples clearly demonstrate that although the differences in 

ideology are stark, and Liberals are more likely to embrace the regulation of the free market and 

the environment, the regular failed implementation of MBIs since 1990 cannot simply be put 

down as a partisan issue. It must be more complex that that, given the structure of MBIs and U.S. 

Federal government infrastructure (Driesen). 

One of the most significant problems with MBIs generally is that they are highly 

complicated legal structures, preventing most ‘average’ people from knowing about them and 

making them seem threatening. However, in reality they are fairly uncomplicated: a carbon tax 

or carbon levy involves a regulatory body setting a price per unit of pollution or emissions, 

allowing emissions to rise as long as a firm is willing to pay the price, which itself increases as 

volume of emissions increases (MacNeil, 22). An emission trading system/cap-and-trade system 

is similarly simple: a regulatory body puts a hard cap on the amount of emissions for a market or 

subsection of the market and distributes emissions ‘permits’, which firms and companies are 
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allowed to sell for any price in an unregulated market for emissions, similar to how Wall Street 

trades in debt and ‘insurance’ against investments, commodities that are not ‘real’ but are 

assigned value by the market (Keohane, 58). Many scholarly works analyze the performance of 

these two kinds of MBI, with one such article analyzing the effectiveness of the emission trading 

system that the EU put into place in 2005 and concluding that the EU ETS, in conjunction with 

liberalization of the energy market (which the US has already seen to) has helped secure the 

environmental and economic results that the U.S. Federal government needs and hopefully is 

working towards (Horák et. al). Leiter, Parolini, and Winner performed a similar quantitative 

study of the effectiveness of carbon taxes and emissions trading systems in the late 2000s and 

came to similar conclusions- the authors found that increased regulation had a positive impact on 

investment such that a 10% increase in spending on environmental protections was associated 

with a 1.5% increase in overall market investment (Leiter et. al, 767). Their results provide 

demonstrable proof of the base characteristic that makes MBIs fit so well with the U.S. political 

economy; the ability to increase environmental regulation and give future generations the best 

chance at a long and happy life while simultaneously providing for the perpetual economic 

growth that is the main goal of so many private interest groups, politicians, and lobbyists.  

Another piece of the puzzle is that public opinion seems to favor MBI usage, with one 

author finding that there was more support for than opposition to economic incentive programs 

being used to control air pollution, with environmental groups being the principal dissenters 

(Cook). I find the fact that environmental groups are the chief dissenters to MBI usage very 

interesting, and another way to emphasize the differences between MBIs and ‘normal’ 

environmental regulation. Where ‘normal’ environmental regulations take a chunk out of the 

economy in their quest to help the environment, MBIs split the damage between the two, 
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creating overall a positive return on both ends. Another chink in the armor of MBIs is the fact 

that they are, inherently, long-term pieces of legislation (Ebert and Welsch). This makes them 

easy to frame a message against and hard to advocate for: in a world of decreasing attention 

spans and immediate gratification, selling a long-term policy choice is extremely difficult, 

especially for a inexperienced or uncertain candidate. This furthers the issues with MBIs that I 

have already touched upon, and makes advocating for their many benefits all the more difficult 

when these benefits will likely be felt not by a voter, but by said voter’s children. 

Scholarship on environmental regulation as a whole points to environmental regulation as 

difficult but not impossible to pass, and studies on Market-Based Instruments have demonstrated 

their effectiveness both at regulating the environment and allowing for the perpetual economic 

growth that is the goal of capitalist business and politicians in the United States. Sex might sell, 

but nothing gets someone re-elected like an economy demonstrating short-term growth. The 

context surrounding MBI usage is highly important, however, and must be acknowledged. In an 

effort to do this, I detail briefly two main pillars of policy context whose influence will be felt 

throughout my analysis. These two ideas are Framing and Political Capital. 

Framing deals with the idea that the way a message is worded, presented, and 

contextualized influences public opinion on a subject, thus influencing policy choices and 

preferences. Due to the complicated nature of environmental regulation as a whole and MBIs 

specifically, framing is vital in the battle for climate regulation. MBIs are easy to frame a 

message against, due to their obscure inner workings and focus on long-term benefits. MacNeil 

makes the point that one effective strategy of private interest groups and politicians opposed to 

MBIs involves casting them as an overburdening of the working class to mobilize opposition to 

even the concept of climate regulation (MacNeil, 22). This, combined with the long-term nature 
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of MBIs that makes it hard to demonstrate immediate short-term benefits to a constituency, 

usually can convince a group that MBIs ought not to be used. Entman further demonstrates that 

in accruing support from two groups that have the most influence over public policy, framing is 

the most important factor: people without strong ideological/partisan links and the sociopolitical 

elite (Entman, 406). MBIs are an appropriately polarizing topic, and so winning the sentiments 

of those still undecided on a subject is absolutely critical to gaining passage for MBI legislation. 

However, framing is not only used to drum up support for a policy- it can also be utilized by 

private interest groups or simply those with power to oppose policies that they want to see fail. 

The sociopolitical elite mentioned here use the “market logic” of maximizing profits to reduce 

employee benefits, public social programs, etc., disproportionately affecting the poor and 

underprivileged as they see themselves under attack from the state (Nath, 1114-1115). This is a 

way of ‘shifting risk’ for a policy onto the less fortunate, which they weaponize in the context of 

Market-Based Instruments to convince this same group of people that they will see the short-

term losses (i.e. another tax on their already stretched-thin income) without realizing the long-

term benefits. This places the battle for framing of MBIs in context; in the same way that 

opponents of MBIs and environmental regulation as a whole work to frame these policies as 

another unnecessary burden on the working man, advocates for these policies must work to 

promote the long-term benefits for our children and our children’s children and change the 

discussion to one about values and the greater good (Severson et. al). 

The second of two pillars that support the sociopolitical context around MBIs is political 

capital, its value and limits, and how it is used. Political capital theory says that political actors 

make varying types of investments in an effort to develop political capital, a stock of which 

allows one to exert political influence (Fisch, 19). One study on this topic established that the 
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influence of economics and private sector driven interest groups increases as the market in a 

country becomes less regulated and more open (Nee and Opper). This helps to partially explain 

the stunning levels of influence that the free market has over policy in America, since our 

economy is one of the most ‘free’ free markets across the globe. In fact, we as a country have 

prided ourselves on that as far back as the 1800s, when America was the ‘Land of Opportunity’. 

As we already established in our discussion of framing, MacNeil demonstrated that private 

interest and lobbying groups commonly work against environmental regulation by stoking fear or 

anger towards a given policy within the working class. This phenomenon was clearly 

demonstrated by an examination of the case of Australia and their political climate following the 

refusal of access to the MV Tampa in 2011 (Burnside). Though this article is a journalistic article 

rather than scholarly work, its validation of fear as making people “heartless and harsh” towards 

a subject shows that those opposing MBIs and environmental regulation only have to make a 

group fearful of them to mobilize against these objectively beneficial policies (Burnside, 16). 

This fear is relatively easy to stoke, as we know by now that the inherent complex nature of 

MBIs make them hard to understand for those who do not know a lot about them and that 

framing a message against MBIs is startlingly easy in this context. 

So far, I have touched on the history of environmental regulation, what makes both forms 

of MBIs tick, and the pillars of political context that I have operationalized for my analysis. 

Moving forward, my focus will be in two areas: contextualizing my working hypothesis within 

three theories of public policymaking and detailing the ins and outs of said theories, and 

exploring the scholarship on my three chosen cases.  

Analytical Structure 
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My analysis of my three chosen cases will be structured into three individual sections, per 

each case. These sections will not follow a one-theory-per-section model, instead being aimed at 

maximizing the contribution of each theory I utilize. These three sections are Opportunity, 

Framing, and Mobilization. Three established theories will be underwriting the analysis in my 

first two sections: Punctuated Equilibrium theory, Multiple Streams theory, and Rational Choice 

theory. The third section, Mobilization, will be driven by Resource Mobilization theory though 

my other three theories will contribute as appropriate. To make sure that the literature on each 

theory is as applicable to my hypothesis and chosen cases as possible, in two theories I have 

narrowed my focus: under the Multiple Streams theory umbrella I will be focusing primarily on 

Kingdon’s Three Streams model, and within Rational Choice theory I have found Institutional 

Rational Choice theory to be the most appropriate for the broader environmental policy process. 

Following an analysis of PE, MS, and IRC theory, I will describe specifically how they will 

support my analysis in the Opportunity and Framing sections, ending with my Mobilization 

section via an analysis of Resource Mobilization theory. 

Punctuated Equilibrium theory originated in biology and the study of evolution, but in the 

social sciences it is used to analyze long-term processes and is usually applied to policymaking 

in political science. PE theory emphasizes issue definition and agenda setting as keys to policy 

acceptance, wherein existing policies are either reinforced or questioned (Howlett et. al). This 

factor demonstrates one of the theory’s strengths for my analysis; PE theory readily accepts the 

widespread influence of how a message is framed and how actors utilize their limited political 

capital. It posits that there are long periods of policy action equilibrium with little to no major 

change; yes, there will be some bills made into laws here and there, but these will be minor 

(Baumgartner et al). These periods are referred to as “negative feedback processes”, a slight 
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misnomer that focuses on a cycle instead of actual feedback from the public: a lack of 

institutional change begets a lack of policy change, a lack of attitude change, and thus creates a 

“negative feedback” loop resulting in static public policy (Baumgartner et al). For my 

hypothesis, these negative processes are especially relevant, given that the conservative nature 

and needlessly convoluted infrastructure of American politics causes most issues to be dealt with 

within small groups of ‘experts’ who make decisions with broad implications and see very little 

turnover within these groups (Eisner). This example introduces a major strength of PE theory 

with regard to my analysis: it is accepting of long periods of little to no change and while also 

detailing periods in which major change is not only possible, but probable. 

PE theory also says that at some point, a ‘punctuation’ occurs wherein timing and 

situation line up to make major policy change possible either in one specific area or in the 

general policy sphere. These punctuations don’t last long, but are sustained by “positive 

feedback processes” that can make wide, sweeping change possible (True et al). These “positive 

feedback processes”, much like their negative counterparts, are not composed of actual feedback. 

Though public opinion matters to policymakers’ decisions, these positive processes in actuality 

refer to the buildup of small changes over a short time frame that create a snowball effect and 

make major change possible, creating a policy punctuation. These punctuations are one main 

aspect from PE theory that I integrate into my own hypothesis, as Baumgartner demonstrated 

that the distribution of major policy changes in America is “leptokurtic”, or akin to instances of 

friction between tectonic plates that are usually minor but occasionally result in large 

earthquakes (Baumgartner et al). This principle of leptokurtic distribution of major policy change 

is one I believe can be taken as true; since the 1990 Clean Air Act amendments, there has been 

no major implementation of MBIs at the federal level in the United States, and the history of 
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public policy demonstrates that agendas are “invariably punctuated” (Baumgartner et al). 

Scholars generally seem to agree upon this distribution of policy change: that positive feedback 

processes result in major change and that much more common negative feedback processes 

result in long periods of equilibrium of inaction. One weakness of this theory with regard to my 

hypothesis is that these same scholars don’t seem to come to consensus on what exactly causes 

these punctuations and why they happen. Is it the long and drawn out policy process that makes 

change so difficult to enact (Baumgartner et. al)? Or is it instead the high levels of friction 

between political parties and branches of bureaucracy that sticks American politics in the mud 

for long periods of time (True et. al)? This uncertainty with regard to the ‘why’ and ‘what’ 

questions surrounding periods of major policy change is the main reason that I kept looking for 

more theoretical explanations even after discovering PE theory: despite its many strengths with 

regard to my analysis of MBI implementation at the federal level, it is nowhere close to 

infallible. 

Multiple Streams theory encompasses a number of different models, each with their own 

number of streams, some including ‘stages’ in the policy process at which certain streams merge 

and others do not (Howlett et al). However, I find the vast majority of these models to be too 

complicated for their own good; without the time and resources to take on a long-term 

examination of public policy, how am I supposed to operationalize seven individual streams and 

three stages? In my research, however, I came across one model that I find to be complex enough 

to address federal policymaking while being simple enough to operationalize and discuss in the 

span of my thesis. Kingdon’s Three Streams model hypothesizes that there are three streams with 

influence over outcomes of policymaking- problems, policy, and politics. Each of these streams 

has a unique effect on the policymaking process, but no single stream can make policy change on 
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its own (Zahariadis). The ‘problems’ stream is, in essence, every problem that could be 

addressed by policy. This encompasses most everything, but problems are only properly 

recognized once they stop being ‘conditions’ (which we believe we can’t do anything about) and 

become ‘problems’ (which we believe we can affect change about) (Kingdon). The policy stream 

is a fancy way of simplifying the idea that all ideas/solutions to hypothetical problems that float 

exist within ‘policy communities’ (Kingdon). And, once the public “softens up” to an idea, or a 

condition makes the transition to problem, a policy community will present its ideal solution for 

evaluation. The politics stream is composed of many things, including public mood and 

administration changes (Kingdon). These three streams are one of the aspects of Kingdon’s 

model that I find most beneficial for my analysis; they take into account a wide range of factors 

and explain the ‘why’ behind major policy change, an area that PE theory is demonstrably weak 

in. However, change doesn’t just happen - the streams need to be “coupled”, or brought together, 

in order for change to occur (Howlett et al). The coupling process occurs when policy 

entrepreneurs, also called policy advocates, recognize that a window of opportunity (“policy 

window”) for change in their area of interest has opened, and act on this window by actively 

bringing their solution (“policy”) to politicians they have already made contact with in 

advocating for their preferred policy option (“politics”) to address an issue that has now been 

acknowledged by the wider political sphere (Kingdon). As you can see from this hypothetical 

construction, MS theory in the context of MBIs will be able to provide deep insight into the inner 

mechanisms of politics as relevant to MBIs, showing us the ins and outs of policy choices that 

otherwise may have remained obscure if only looked at through the lens of PE theory. 

Like Punctuated Equilibrium theory, Kingdon’s Three Streams model does a good job of 

describing the no action/rapid action paradigm that rules policymaking in the United States by 
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embracing some of the same concepts (policy window = punctuation) and similarly accepting 

that a wide variety of factors are in play when seeking to create major policy change. One area 

where MS theory provides more support for my hypothesis than PE theory is in its examination 

of why exactly these policy windows or punctuations happen. The coupling process that is 

undertaken by policy entrepreneurs claims that the punctuations, which PE theory merely 

observes and speaks of like rolling a snowball down a hill, are attributable to the agency of 

certain members of the policy process (Zahariadis). This allows MS theory to further engage the 

concepts of framing and political capital in each of Kingdon’s three streams: framing is present 

in the perception of every problem and every policy option, while political capital is an essential 

concept for policy entrepreneurs and advocates to be aware of when pushing for their preferred 

policy option to be accepted. However, like PE theory, MS theory is not infallible and falls apart 

at a later stage of the policy process. Where PE theory fails to completely explain the reasons 

behind punctuations that make major policy change possible, MS theory struggles to address the 

final decision making of political actors both individual and institutional (Howlett et al). The 

three streams model does a great job up until the last portion of the policy process, however, so I 

knew that if I could only find one more theory that was strong in terms of explaining the voting 

tendencies and policy selections of individuals and groups, I would be that much closer to 

explaining why MBIs have had so much difficulty in being implemented since 1990. 

Rational Choice theory states that every actor makes choices to try to maximize goal 

achievement, and if every actor has the ability to choose rationality, then they ought to choose 

the best option every time (Araral). In Institutional Rational Choice (IRC) theory, which I will be 

focusing on due to its wider scope of application in the policy process, the same assumption 

applies. The difference in IRC theory versus normal rational choice theory is that firms and 
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institutions are also considered to be ‘actors’ with the ability to choose the right course of action 

(Tsebelis). With regard to my analysis, this is a portion of the theory that I am most excited for; 

this theory explains the voting decision and general policy choices made by Congress, the 

Senate, and the Presidential administration much better than either of my previously chosen 

theories. However, no one field of study can encompass institutional analysis, which due to the 

size and complexity of institutions must include many levels of analysis (Ostrom). The 

complexity of institutional analysis only deepens as you move further into the policy process, as 

‘ceteris paribus’ doesn’t apply- you need to be able to identify, and operationalize, every variable 

in your analysis (Araral). This is one area in which I am hesitant to fully endorse IRC with 

regard to my analysis- where PE and MS theory can explain the lead up to decision making 

effectively and efficiently, IRC requires me to do much more preliminary analysis and 

identification to find the event that influenced a cascade of other events. Institutional choices are 

guided by the same structures of rationality and goal maximization as individual choices are, 

with an additional stricture of rules/laws and guidelines that bind institutions (Tsebelis). 

Institutions, and individuals, are constantly playing games on many different levels. And, the 

more important/involved an actor is, the more games they have to juggle. In contrast to my 

earlier identification of a analytical weakness of this theory, we have now come upon a strength- 

IRC helps to explain why some choices of political actors and institutions seem to not be the best 

choice at a given time. This will help me to look at choices that politicians made in endorsing 

certain policies that may not have been the ‘right’ choice, such as President Obama’s quest to 

achieve passage of Obamacare that ended up hamstringing his subsequent efforts to pass a 

system-wide environmental regulatory program (Brinkmann and Garren).  
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Institutions, therefore, are concerned with goal optimization in a much more complicated 

situation than an individual (Tsebelis). This is the main strength of this theory: it takes into 

account the many factors that go into every choice that institutions and individual actors make, 

and with appropriate time and effort I am confident that an IRC analysis of environmental 

regulatory decisions made at the federal level would yield a concrete answer for why MBIs are 

not implemented more often. More so than the other two theories I focus on, IRC theory provides 

me with a way to reconcile choices from actors and institutions that may not fit with a 

conception of the ‘ideal choice’ in a given situation. Additionally, the fact that IRC theory is 

backed by most if not all traditional economic theory lends some extra weight to any support it 

eventually will lend my theory. Unfortunately, IRC theory does provide much support for my 

analysis prior to the moment of decision making- beyond talking about ‘nested games’ and 

discussing the numerous variables affecting an individual or institutional actor, its focus 

ultimately is purely on the actor and not on external factors that influence the actor’s situation, 

making it almost the inverse of Three Streams theory in that effect. Thus, IRC theory’s strengths 

in analyzing the complicated games and choices surrounding policy decisions are effectively 

balanced out by its critical weaknesses in explaining the external factors that influence these very 

things (Araral), as it seems to refuse to look outside the normal bounds of games to the areas of 

politics and policy that MS theory and PE theory examine in great detail. 

Opportunity 

Opportunities for major political and/or legislative change are central to each of my 

chosen theories. Punctuated Equilibrium theory and Multiple Streams theory, specifically, have 

much to say on the topic. PE theory posits that without a ‘punctuation’, major change cannot 

happen; the legislative and bureaucratic structures of the United States Federal government 
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creates an environment in which minor changes can only snowball into major changes within a 

short span of time. PE theory goes on to provide evidence that there are long periods of policy 

action equilibrium that result in little to no political change, outside of some smaller bills that do 

not affect any effective change (Baumgartner et al). These are the ‘negative feedback processes’ 

in which a lack of institutional change begets no major policy change or shifts in attitude, and so 

a feedback loop is created in which change typically does not happen (Baumgartner et al). This is 

why these ‘punctuations’ are not more common, and why they are highly difficult to predict 

ahead of time. PE theory does not actually delve too deeply into why punctuations happen, 

which is where MS theory is so valuable to my analysis. MS theory says that at least two streams 

have to intersect for major change to be possible, but change is almost certain when all three 

streams in Kingdon’s model align (Howlett et al). This ‘coupling’ process involves policy 

entrepreneurs recognizing that the problems, policies, and politics around their issue of interest 

have aligned, which creates a window of opportunity (Kingdon). They still must yet act on this 

window by pringin their chosen solution from the policy stream to politicians that are interested 

enough to propose their solution and affect change (Kingdon). MS theory, thanks to this analysis 

of why some ‘punctuations’ morph into actionable windows of opportunity for political change, 

thus underwrites the majority of my analysis of the Opportunities surrounding my chosen cases. 

Institutional Rational Choice theory still has a place in my analysis, however, and comes 

to the fore when considering that politicians and policy entrepreneurs have many options to 

choose from at every turn, and so must take into account the opportunity cost of pursuing each 

opportunity for change (Nath). Opportunity cost is especially important at the federal level in the 

United States, as the bills that each Presidential administration chooses to ignore are just as 

important as those it makes a central focus. Resource Mobilization theory further considers the 
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phenomenon of political opportunities, acknowledging that they come and go at a rapid pace and 

that those with the lion’s share of power will often utilize their influence to shut down 

movements they don’t agree with (McAdam). Other RM theorists argue that the presence of an 

opportunity is one of the first prerequisites for complete mobilization of an activist group 

(Lofland). Each of my four theories of analysis acknowledges that political opportunities are 

uncommon, yet vital to legislative change - MS theory goes further than this, detailing why 

exactly some windows turn into actionable periods of change, and so will provide the base of my 

analysis of the Opportunity surrounding each of my cases. 

Framing 

Discussions of Framing are often more nebulous than Opportunity in my chosen theories, 

but none of my theories wavers in terms of acknowledging that framing is absolutely vital to 

crating major political or legislative change. Adherents to PE theory, for one, believe that 

framing can disrupt or completely derail a punctuation. Because a major part of punctuations 

resides in public and political perception of issues (and the solutions to these issues), without 

public and political support for a particular problem, a punctuation simply will not occur (True et 

al, Baumgartner et al). Framing holds massive importance in PE theory, as punctuations are nigh 

impossible to predict or measure, but effective framing on the part of an interested party with 

clout can help a punctuation build momentum or popular support (Repetto). MS theory also 

accepts that framing is vital to affecting political change, as it is a major factor in the Problems, 

Policy, and Politics streams. The Problems stream is all about the public’s perception of 

problems that could be addressed by public policy, while the Policy stream is all about 

perception of policy options and the Politics stream focuses on political clout and how it is 

compiled or utilized (Zahariadis, Howlett et al). In all three streams, if you can control the 
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framing and messaging around an issue, policy option, or group, you control the policy outcome 

(Kingdon). 

Institutional Rational Choice theory is all about the choices that individuals and 

institutions make, and so accounts for their perceptions of everything that factors into making 

major choices. Every message an individual sees affects their decision-making process in some 

way, and when individual decisions are affected so are the group’s decisions. Framing can 

control and alter perceptions at the individual level, and therefore can do the same at the 

institutional level (Ostrom). Effective framing can convince others to adopt your position on an 

issue, and ineffective framing can do the opposite (Tsebelis). Proponents of Resource 

Mobilization theory, finally, see Framing as one of the few ways in which groups can increase 

their influence over groups that do not already agree with their ideas. Mobilization, according to 

them, arises from a sense of solidarity and shared interests in the face of an opportunity for 

change - framing directly affects these first two factors, and so has great influence over activist 

mobilization (Fireman & Gamson). Other RM theorists say that though mobilization is a variable 

scale, maximum mobilization is impossible without a strong messaging base (Lofland). 

Mobilization 

This section will be driven mostly by Resource Mobilization theory, and as such RM 

theory will be the focus of my time here. However, each of my other three theories must be 

mentioned beforehand. PE theory accepts that mobilization has a major part to play in affecting 

major political and legislative change. PE theory says that if a group is unable to mobilize 

quickly, they will likely not be able to take advantage of a punctuation, as punctuations take 

place over very short periods of time (Repetto). MS theory, for their part, furthers this idea by 

showing that policy windows (which arise at intersections of the three streams) similarly do not 
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have long lifespans and so policy entrepreneurs have to be ready with their preferred policy 

solutions so as to capitalize on any window of opportunity that may arise (Kingdon). Finally, 

IRC theory does not spend as much time on mobilization as the previous two theories, but does 

accept that the short time frame that individuals and groups are given to make choices puts 

pressure on them to make the right ones. 

Resource Mobilization theory has much to say about why political or legislative change 

does not happen more often, and starts by demonstrating that even when an opportunity for 

major change arises, a group’s prospects for actual change creation lie in their ability to utilize 

the “organizational vehicles available to the group at the time the opportunity presents itself” that 

dictate if a movement can or will progress beyond its simplest form (McAdam). Further, and 

perhaps most important for my more modern cases, RM theory describes how private interests 

are becoming more and more powerful, and now have the ability to manipulate and distort 

political priorities, “as members of Congress devote more time to fund-raising and to cultivating 

relationships with the lobbyists who lubricate the system, they inevitably attend more closely to 

the interests of lobbyists and donors and less to those of the general public” (McAdam). Other 

RM theorists show that environmental activism is largely a decentralized phenomenon, while 

traditional private interest groups and industry muscle represent centralized movements 

(Freeman). Decentralized groups’ main concern is organizational survival, and they have more of 

an affect on personal orientation or ideals, while centralized movements can focus all of their 

resources on short-term goals (Freeman). However, this is not a guarantee of success for 

centralized movements - the success of organizations is often dictated by their ingenuity at 

finding obscure leverage points from which to apply political or social pressure (Freeman, 

Doherty).  
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RM theory depends largely on the assumption that rational action (on the part of rational 

actors, which people are assumed to be) involves calculations of personal costs and benefits by 

individuals before they act (Doherty). Institutions and movements are also actors, and so have to 

make these same calculations, but since they consist of alliances of many individual actors they 

have many more competing interests to balance than their individual actor counterparts, and so 

RM theory must be utilized parallel to an understanding of an organization or group’s chosen 

identity (Doherty). This alludes to one of the keys to RM theory - legitimacy on the part of the 

groups attempting to affect mobilization, “to be successful, a social movement must not only 

achieve legitimacy but also acquire resources from both mass and elite publics” (McLaughlin & 

Khawaja). Legitimacy + resources from a diversified base of support is a necessity as a group 

looks to build new organizations and defend network boundaries while engaging in the various 

types of collective action that promote the movement’s own views over or in place of those from 

the dominant group (McLaughlin & Khawaja, Sawyers & Meyer). Resource mobilization, at the 

end of the day, is the coalescing of many disparate factors that are all controlled to some degree 

by a centralized or decentralized movement that makes choices aligning with its institutional 

goals. As such, it is a complicated phenomenon involving everything from public opinion to the 

political clout held by supporters of a movement (Marx). 

Case Studies 

1990 Clean Air Act Amendments 

The 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments were highly divisive. There was intense debate 

even before they were enacted (Schulze, 40), with some scholars even calling for the original 

1970 Clean Air Act to be replaced in full, though this was a fringe ideal (Rich). Many scholars 

believe that the Clean Air Act was ill-suited to the task of regulating greenhouse gases (Carlson), 
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but other scholars argue that this is not the case, with more recent studies favoring the latter. 

These newer studies have proven the Clean Air Act, especially the 1990 Amendments, to be a 

malleable yet solid method of regulating greenhouse gases (Carlson, Chan et al). Additionally, 

such studies demonstrate impressive and uncharacteristic Congressional foresight in enacting the 

original Clean Air Act in 1970 as well as the 1977 and 1990 amendments (Carlson). Many of 

these scholars have argued that, while not the best way to regulate emissions, the 1990 

Amendments “[were] successful in reducing SO2 emissions at a cost much less than a 

traditional-regulatory approach would have incurred (and less than had been predicted)” (Chan et 

al, 447).  

The 1990 Amendments are not the first instance of using the Clean Air Act to regulate 

emissions, but they have proven to be the most effective. The 1990 Amendments contain several 

“statutory mechanisms” that have been massively important in regulating the emission of 

greenhouse gases and reflect “the qualities that have contributed to the Clean Air Act as a 

dynamic, adaptive statute” (Carlson, 121). The Clean Air Act has spurred people-driven action, 

wherein the EPA has been forced into action against specific problems or pollutants when 

citizens or coalitions have filed lawsuits under one section or another of the Act (Carlson). 

Without including citizen participation in the language of the Clean Air Act, there really 

wouldn’t be any notable federal climate policy under the Clean Air Act, and the 1990 

Amendments likely would never have been passed. Carlson makes this point to ensure that 

people not forget the importance of early action – without the progressive action of the 1970s, 

we almost certainly would be dealing with much worse climate conditions today. 

Scholarship specific to the 1990 Amendments has largely come in the form of studies on 

their effects on the environment. One such study examined in-depth the effects of the 1990 
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Amendments on ambient concentrations of particulate matter (PM10) in California cities from 

1990-2000 (Auffhammer et al, 1). Particulate matter refers to microscopic pieces of dust and 

debris in the air that can cause a range of health problems, which are usually respiratory issues 

but are not limited to one area. Unfortunately, these scholars found that the direct impact of the 

Amendments was not significant in explaining the raw data their study returned (Auffhammer at 

al, 16). However, given that these were the first ten years after the Amendments passed, and 

given that pollution and emissions are a long-term issue, these negative results must be taken 

with a grain of salt. Additionally, this study reported that improvements in air quality they 

observed stood in stark contrast to expected results of population growth in the same time period 

(Auffhammer et al, 16). The authors of this study concluded that measuring the effects of climate 

regulation ought not to be done at a micro level, given that the climate is a macro entity and the 

benefits of climate policy occur over long periods of time. We didn’t heat up the Earth in a day, 

and we won’t be able to cool it down in a day either. 

Other works focused on the 1990 Amendments analyze not their effects, but their 

implementation and issues therein. One exemplar study examined the legal phrasing of the 

Amendments and found several inconsistencies. The author pointed out that due to 

inconsistencies between sections 165 and 168 of the 1977 Amendments, many legal scholars 

expected that the same issues would arise in the 1990 Amendments (Schulze, 40). The author 

subsequently argued that, “every title of the Amendments seems to contain inconsistencies, 

mistakes, problems with timing, or provisions that defy scientific logic” (Schulze, 40). The 

issues the author notes are largely due to diction, but could arise from a range of deeper issues 

such as a lack of information, lack of experience with this form of legal document, and an overly 

complicated legal structure (Schulze). Unfortunately, the innate complex nature of a cap-and-
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trade system necessitates complicated legal documents, so part of the blame for these 

inconsistencies can be shifted onto how cap-and-trades work. And even though portions of the 

1990 Amendments did contain clerical errors when first drafted, it has to be taken into account 

that this was the first cap-and-trade system of its kind to be implemented on this scale in the 

entire world. The problems that arose in the drafting of the 1990 Amendments are not an 

indicator that cap-and-trade systems are deeply flawed. Rather, they are the result of drafters of 

the bill having no experience with cap-and-trade systems because no one had any experience 

drafting a cap-and-trade system at this scale. 

More recent scholarship on the 1990 Amendments has focused on the economic and 

environmental effects they had. One recent work on the Amendments focused on the many 

economic benefits of Title IV of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, also known as “the Acid 

Rain Program and the SO2 allowance-trading system” (Chan et al). This system was the first 

large-scale usage of an environmental cap-and-trade system being put in place, and its success 

has been mirrored by efforts in the EU but not repeated at the federal level in the United States. 

By nearly any economic measure, this system was productive, as it saved 15%-90% on costs and 

proved to be much more cost-effective “than traditional command-and-control policies would 

have been” while also being cheaper even than government and industry analysts had projected it 

to be (Chan et al, 424). The authors of this study reinforce that, since the pessimism of early 

years has melted away, “there is broad agreement that the SO2 allowance-trading system 

provided a compelling demonstration of the cost advantages of a market-based approach” (Chan 

et al, 426). This program demonstrated that MBIs can save the government money while 

generating private-sector benefits; in fact, even a modest scholarly projection that estimated the 

cost per household to be less than average 1990 household expenditures on tobacco and alcohol 
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(Rich, 46) fell far below the actual cost efficiency that the SO2 allowance-trading system has 

achieved thus far. This study did not stop at proving the economic benefits of the allowance-

trading system Title IV put in place, “the intended benefits of the program were associated with 

reduced acidification of aquatic ecosystems, primarily in the Northeast. However… by far the 

greatest benefits were in the form of avoided health damages from reduced levels of airborne 

fine particles derived from SO2 emissions… [that] appear to be on the order of $50 billion per 

year by 2010…[compared to] estimated program costs on the order of $0.5 billion” (Chan et al, 

422-423). Even in economic terms, the environmental benefits of the 1990 Amendments have 

been widespread, with many fringe benefits exposed by focused research (Rich). 

In sum, scholarship on the 1990 Amendments has many strengths, but points out several 

weaknesses. The process of responding to citizen and group complaints has been cumbersome at 

times, though overall individual and group proactivity has been rewarded, and the EPA has 

repeatedly been forced to work at a disadvantage due to the wording of documents governing the 

EPA as a whole (Carlson). Additionally, the complicated nature of cap-and-trade systems 

combined with a widespread lack of experience when the 1990 Amendments were drafted led to 

price uncertainty and issues with diction resulting in legal debates (Chan et al; Schulze 41-42). 

However, the Amendments have helped the Act as a whole adapt to the world around it while not 

losing the dynamism that has been so crucial in encouraging and rewarding citizen and coalition 

involvement in the policy process (Carlson). This is in addition to the many economic and 

environmental benefits that have come of the 1990 Amendments and their usage of a cap-and-

trade system, saving the government and the people money while helping keep our environment 

livable for a while longer (Chan et al; Rich; Carlson). 

2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill 
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 Unfortunately, due likely to the shorter timespan since their proposal and the fact that 

neither passed, my next two cases both had substantially less scholarship on them than the 1990 

Amendments. I have been able to find mentions of both bills in various works on environmental 

policy and economics. Additionally, I have utilized a website that compiles open-source data to 

provide regular updates on bills, their main provisions, and even full-text versions of the bill 

itself to increase my understanding of the bill. The 2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill (Sandbox) had 

several basic targets it wished to attain, some of which are over-enthusiastic in hindsight and 

likely next to impossible to achieve in the present time frame without other drastic action, but 

admirable nonetheless. Sandbox aimed to hold emissions steady by 2010, reduce to 1990 

emissions levels by 2020, reduce emissions by 1/3 of 80% below 1990 levels by 2030, 2/3 of 

80% below 1990 levels by 2040, and by 80% below 1990 levels by 2050 (Paltsev et al, 399). 

Some studies have taken an economic tack, analyzing long- and short-term economic 

costs and benefits to figure out which economically viable bills have the best chances of 

regulating the environment. And, of all the bills analyzed in one such study, Sandbox would have 

had the most long-term environmental benefits by a wide margin (Paltsev et al, 406). This study 

makes the point that economic losses from the climate change combating policies they analyze 

would range between “1.5 and just under 2% [of GDP] by 2050” (Paltsev et al, 418). This 

analysis balances out another of the sources representing scholarship on Sandbox, which argues 

that any environmental bill will have far graver economic consequences than environmental 

benefits (Kreutzer). Paltsev and the other authors of this study further contend that environmental 

regulatory bills, while effective, will require “concerted efforts from much of the world” over 

long periods of time to truly realize the benefits that humanity needs in order to be able to live on 

Earth in the distant future (Paltsev et al, 419). The authors conclude by stating that the most 
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important factor in environmental regulation isn’t the actions of one individual, but rather 

collective worldwide action. Despite the focus of this analysis not being Sandbox, this work does 

represent a wider set of scholarship that focuses on environmental regulation as a whole but 

includes Sandbox into that discussion as a key exemplar of market-based regulatory practices.  

Another work on Sandbox that I found very applicable to my analysis is an economic 

analysis of market-based environmental regulation as a whole. The author argues that global 

warming “may have economic costs that exceed benefits, but cutting CO2 emissions will not 

necessarily improve matters… warming caused by human activity cannot be divorced from the 

benefits that human activity generates” (Kreutzer, 6). This author’s biases cannot be ignored, as 

the publication that he wrote this piece for is a “research and educational institution whose 

mission is to build and promote conservative public policies” (heritage.org). This bias is evident 

in every facet of his writing, from the diction he uses to his intentional misconstruing of 

environmental data – he talks about global warming like it is the only environmental problem 

arising out of climate change, rather than it being one symptom of a much wider swathe of issues 

(govtrack.us). Be that as it may, we cannot ignore this point of view – it is a commonly held one 

and Kreutzer does make some good points about the economic costs of Sandbox and other 

environmental regulations. The author says that if we put a market-wide regulatory system in 

place “net losses [would reach] hundreds of trillions of dollars by the century’s end. On the other 

hand, faster growth could insulate the economy from the impacts of global warming” (Kreutzer, 

6). This is a classic Promethean mindset, one that many conservatives have adopted towards 

climate change: they say that human ingenuity will always outpace threats to humanity and that 

we will be able to figure out a solution to every problem, given time (Dryzek). Despite my 

disagreement with Kreutzer, he demonstrates classic conservative tactics towards climate change 
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regulation: exacerbate negative economic externalities while intentionally misconstruing and 

misinterpreting climate data. This is the kind of opposition Sandbox faced, and in retrospect is 

the main reason for its downfall rather than any issue inherent to the bill itself. 

Occasionally, scholarly works have focused on the support or lack thereof that Sandbox 

received in the lead-up to being proposed. One such study pointed out that this bill had staunch 

support from a core of advocates, “the full backing of the environmental community” (UT-

Dallas). Support from environmentalists and green liberals counted for quite literally all the 

official support the bill received: there were 19 cosponsors, and all 19 were Democrats from 

mostly liberal states (govtrack.us). Conservatives, even the most moderate of them, refused to 

lend support to the bill and were instrumental in its rejection based simply on not saying 

anything and standing on the side of their party’s interests (UT-Dallas). 

Other works on Sandbox have taken a funnel approach – they focus on environmental 

regulation as a whole, then hone in on an aspect of Sandbox that they find intriguing. Aldy and 

Pizer’s examination of how to effectively design U.S. climate policy takes this angle, focusing 

primarily on “questions of cost effectiveness and distribution” (Aldy and Pizer, 181). This study 

emphasizes that pieces of Sandbox acted both as advantages and disadvantages. Because 

Sandbox proposed an market-wide cap, they would only have to set one emissions standard 

instead of fiddling with individual caps for each market (Aldy and Pizer, 185). However, this 

wide market cap is also a weakness; private interest groups and political conservatives were able 

to frame it as an over-extension of government power and effectively mobilize interests groups 

against it (govtrack.us). A second double-edged part of Sandbox’s demise is the fact that most of 

the specific regulatory decisions were to be delegated to the EPA, as the EPA would have had 

“discretion to implement a market-based allowance program to achieve [the proposed] cap” 
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(Aldy and Pizer, 185). This ended up only reinforcing the sense that this bill would have 

expanded government power beyond the limits that conservatives and even moderates set, losing 

more votes in the process. Despite the recent failures of system-wide climate change regulation, 

the study concludes “the likelihood of a mandatory GHG mitigation program is increasing” 

(Aldy and Pizer, 203). They further suggest that programs with broader coverage of the market, 

more cost certainty, a hybrid structure of offsets and free allocation of emissions permits, 

provisions for competitiveness in specific markets, and programs that emphasize an increase in 

research and development of anti-climate change technologies will find more success in the 

future than programs that fail to provide these same benefits (Aldy and Pizer, 205). 

Literature on the 2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill is not as common as on the 1990 Clean Air 

Act Amendments or even the 2009 Waxman-Markey Bill, as it did not make it through any 

legislative hurdles and so did not gain as much notoriety as the other two. With regard to my 

analysis, there is a significant gap in the literature in that every scholar seems to assume that the 

bill did not pass simply because Conservatives said no to it. However, I believe the true 

explanation is more complicated than this, and merits further study under Multiple Streams, 

Punctuated Equilibrium, and Rational Choice theory. 

2009 Waxman-Markey Bill 

 Possibly due to the controversial nature of the bill as it passed the House by an extremely 

narrow margin, scholarly works on the 2009 Waxman-Markey Bill (Waxkey) have been easier to 

find than for the 2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill. Many of the sources I have found are semi-scholarly 

investigative reporting articles that are either clearly from liberal or conservative sources, but I 

have ben able to include works that emphasize data and fact more than opinion. 
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 I chose to cite two sources in this preliminary literature review that are chapters from the 

same book: James Boyce’s Economics for People and the Planet. I separate the two for the 

purposes of demonstrating differences in literature, though the book as a whole is a holistic 

resource for information on Waxkey and environmental policy as a whole. Climate Policy as 

Wealth Creation is the first I cite, and Boyce starts by detailing two forms of policies with which 

to attack carbon emissions, “[one] operates on the demand side of the picture… The other set of 

policies operates on the supply side” (Boyce, 109). Demand-side policies work by lowering 

demand for fossil fuels at any given price by engaging one of a range of options such as 

subsidies for renewable energy or more investment in research and development of fuel 

alternatives, to name two. Supply-side policies are intended to reduce the available supply of 

fossil fuels, and again there are a several strategies from which to choose, with an emissions cap 

being the most recognizable of the bunch. Boyce makes the point that price and supply based 

policies take less time to realize their full impact than demand-side policies, and so he argues 

they both ought to be part of the policy mosaic and will “be critical in reducing demand over the 

longer run” (Boyce, 109). 

In the section of this chapter specific to the Waxman-Markey Bill, Boyce focuses on the 

debate that swirled around Waxkey and environmental regulation as a whole. In 2009, “the 

Speaker of the House of Representatives, John Boehner, claimed… that its cap-and-trade system 

for carbon emissions would ‘drive up the prices for food, gasoline, and electricity’… 

Congressman Mike Pence declared that it would be ‘the largest tax increase in American 

history’” (Boyce, 111). These two quotes demonstrate intense hyperbole, but they’re not entirely 

false: due to the lack of recent action against climate change, with the 1990 Clean Air Act 

Amendments as an outlier, by necessity a cap on carbon emissions today would be something 
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like a tax increase. Additionally, the cap would have to be substantial to bring about the changes 

in consumption patterns we will need to achieve if we are going to keep the Earth livable for our 

great-grandchildren. Some have pointed to this change as having to be an 80% reduction in 

emissions by the year 2050, with other projections going even higher (Rich). Boyce runs with 

this thread, detailing how during the 2008 Presidential campaign all the major candidates were 

saying they were in favor of a cap-and-trade policy, and gas prices went up. Now, correlation is 

not causation, but “both Clinton and McCain said this was a terrible burden on the American 

people” and called for the government to halt the federal gas tax temporarily to ease the burden 

on the American people (Boyce, 112). Boyce finishes the section by making the point that, “the 

federal gasoline tax is about 18 cents a gallon – it’s really not that much” and that the 18 cents 

per gallon would round to about zero in the face of price increases that may accompany a poorly-

designed serious climate policy (Boyce, 112). Boyce argues in this chapter that climate policy 

will be a necessity in the near future, but that the costs of an ill-fitting policy will outweigh is 

benefits. And so, he concludes, the best policy for America’s future will be the first well-

designed policy that our federal government can agree on. 

Another form of scholarship on Waxkey takes the form of science-based papers written 

from the perspective of an average American who would like to have a deeper understanding of 

the debates surrounding climate policy. Layzer takes this tactic in her work on the early years of 

Obama’s presidency, detailing how and why certain policies didn’t pass when others flourished. 

She goes through the process that led to Waxkey’s proposal and details how “the bill established 

a cap-and-trade program for reducing carbon-dioxide emissions 20 percent below 2005 levels by 

2020… and 83 percent by 2050” (Layzer, 332), while leaving room for negotiations by not 

detailing how emissions permits would be distributed. She tells how Waxman and co. sold it as 
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an economic bill rather than an environmental bill, “[t]his legislation will create millions of clean 

energy jobs, put America on the path to energy independence, and cut global warming pollution. 

Our goal is to strengthen our economy by making America the world leader in new clean energy 

and energy efficiency technologies” (Layzer, 332). Republicans nonetheless attacked the bill, 

alleging that the Democrats weren’t connecting with the plight of working people and that the 

cap-and-trade (they referred to it as cap-and-tax) system would cause energy prices to skyrocket 

despite projections from the Congressional Budget Office, EPA, and Energy Information Agency 

all concluding that any cost to the American people would be “modest” (Layzer, 335). And, the 

author shows us, it wasn’t just Republicans who opposed the bill. Efforts to win over 

Midwestern democrats in energy-producing states were a centerpiece of the push to pass this bill 

(Layzer, 333).  

Layzer goes into intense detail on the proceedings in the House and Senate later in this 

chapter, which will provide much assistance to my actual analysis of the bill itself, but cannot be 

discussed in much detail here. She additionally notes how the 219-212 passage of Waxkey in the 

House was the result of “the most extraordinary whip effort” one veteran Democratic staffer had 

ever seen (Layzer, 334), involving not only the heavy influence and support of the White House 

but also lots of hard work on the part of Speaker Pelosi, who established a strict legislative 

calendar and rejected suggestions from allies that she focus on healthcare instead. Unfortunately, 

due partly to the decision of the White House to make healthcare the seminal issue of the early 

Obama administration, Waxkey was not passed in the Senate. Another major factor in its failure 

was that the Senate passed a resolution, the same day Waxkey was released, “that any climate 

bill must achieve its goals ‘without increasing gasoline or energy prices’” (Layzer, 335). 
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Obviously this is nigh on impossible, was meant to cripple any climate-based action that even 

slightly disturbs the economy, and spelled the beginning of the end for this bill. 

The second chapter of Boyce’s book that I detail here is entitled Forging a Sustainable 

Climate Policy, and deals with how to make climate policy a tolerable entity in a political and 

economic context that so heavily emphasizes progress in the here and now rather than long-term 

gains. He shows how, “Republican opponents denounced its cap-and-trade plan as a massive 

hidden tax on American families” (Boyce, 137). While this is a stretch, so was the Democratic 

response that it would only cost the average American household the equivalent of one postage 

stamp a day. The truth lies somewhere in the middle, but there would certainly be costs that we 

would likely be unable to mitigate immediately and would have to convince the American people 

who are unable to understand a long-term point of view of the benefits of this bill being felt by 

their children and children’s children. He further details some of the more controversial or new 

and untested portions of the bill, “ [t]he Waxman-Markey bill, for example, proposed to allocate 

15 per cent of the carbon rent to low-income households” (Boyce, 138-139). This on the surface 

is an effective and efficient way of mitigating the impact of carbon pricing on those who could 

not afford to change their lifestyle to fit the new requirements, but Boyce does point out that the 

negative externalities could outweigh the positive if various provisions of the bill are not 

constructed carefully. 

The final point I will take from Boyce’s work is one section of the chapter in which he 

details a conference call he was on that was discussing how to get the bill passed. Waxkey 

proponents on the call were insisting that without giving something to gas corporations and big 

business, no bill could ever gain the backing of any fossil fuel lobbying group. When Boyce 

asked about gaining support from the American people, he received a patient explanation that 
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lobbyists, not voters, command the votes in elections that matter. The exchange that followed is 

crucial to my analysis, “[m]y response was, ‘Let us assume a democracy.’ This provoked much 

laughter” (Boyce, 140). This really drives home the importance of lobbying, private interest 

groups, and their influence over the policy process. These factors may be why Waxkey had more 

success than the Boxer-Sanders bill: it embraced the capitalist nature of the American political 

system, and though it did not ultimately make it into law, it got closer than most any proposed 

environmental MBI has in the past few decades. 

As I mentioned earlier, much of the scholarship on Waxkey is either biased articles or 

data-focused scholarship, with some articles bridging the gap between the two. My next source 

does this effectively, beginning with an analysis of how Waxkey would actually work. Pontius 

starts by examining Waxkey’s two-pronged approach to reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 

“first is a set of mandates requiring efficiencies on industry and consumers without regard to 

costs and benefits…second is a cap-and-trade program that sets absolute limits on total emissions 

of greenhouse gases” (Pontius, 20). Title I addresses clean energy through a variety of programs, 

ranging from carbon capture and sequestration legislation to clean transportation provisions 

(Pontius, 20-21). These provisions of the bill are highly similar to command-and-control variants 

of environmental regulation in that they would simply act as rulings from the government that 

the private and public sectors would have had to follow. Title II of the bill required greater 

efficiency in the home and public institutions, with new industry standards set for lighting 

products and various consumer appliances (Pontius, 21-22). Both of these titles fall under the 

first group of efficiency-focused requirements for industries and consumers, and Pontius 

continues with an examination of the ins and outs of Waxkey. 
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This examination will be extremely useful in my analysis, but includes too much detail to 

explore in my literature review. By the end of the article the author comes to his central 

argument. Pontius argues that if the bill is enacted, “[e]nergy prices will rise with an expected 

drop in income and employment” (Pontius, 26). He goes on to cite a number of statistics that run 

contrary to the projections at the time from government bodies and private auditors, claiming 

that the US GDP would take a $300 billion per year loss and that in some years the losses could 

exceed $500 billion (Pontius, 26). Putting aside the exacerbation of minor truths at the heart of 

these statistics, Pontius’ argument is indicative of the view of most conservatives and virtually 

all opponents to Waxkey: the economic impact of cleaning up our environment would be too 

great and would put perpetual economic growth at risk. This is clearly a failing of perception – 

what does it matter if our economy takes a relatively minor hit if our grandchildren get to inherit 

a livable world? Without a significant environmental regulatory bill passing soon, we may not be 

able to guarantee them even that small courtesy.  

My final chosen representative source is another that bridges the gap between reporting 

and data-based scholarship, containing probably the deepest analysis of the policy process 

surrounding Waxkey, which as before I will not include here for brevity’s sake. Marshall and 

Wolpe make the point that Waxkey passed the House by a razor-thin margin thanks to “a crucial 

handful of Republican votes but did not become law because of the stifling opposition it received 

in the Senate, opposition that included several Democrats from energy-producing states” 

(Marshall and Wolpe, 20). This was an interesting point, and one that ran counter to my 

assumptions when I came across it. I had assumed that environmental regulation was a partisan 

issue, and that Democrats always supported it while Republicans opposed it, and I as yet was 

unaware that Midwestern Democrats had opposed the bill themselves. Additionally, another 
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portion of this literature I will take into my analysis is the heavy emphasis on the importance of 

political capital. The authors highlight that after Speaker Pelosi and President Obama used so 

much of their political capital on getting Waxkey through the house while also prioritizing 

nationwide healthcare initiatives, they did not have much political clout left. The authors expand 

on this theme by employing an old adage from Washington inner circles, “the best ideas mean 

nothing without the votes… if you cannot convince 218 members of the House of the merit of 

your proposal, it is not going anywhere” (Marshall and Wolpe, 22). This quote, and their 

examination of its verifiable truth in the American political context is actually quite chilling. 

Without enough political capital and social connections or the ability to effectively frame your 

message at every turn in the policy process, you will never get your idea passed or sell it to the 

American people. Waxkey, according to Marshall and Wolpe, fell victim to these factors in the 

opposition it faced in the Senate. 

Additionally, despite the fact that I now know that environmental regulation is not always 

a partisan issue, the authors demonstrate how GOP leadership pressured all Republicans in the 

Senate, even those who may have personally supported the bill or whose specific constituencies 

supported the bill, to not cooperate at all with Waxman and Markey. A private briefing with 

Republicans on the relevant committee was “tough. Their leader, Joe Barton (TX)… does not 

accept the science, and he really has problems with the cap-and-trade provisions” (Marshall and 

Wolpe, 23-24). Barton claimed that the country couldn’t accept a cap-and-trade bill at that time. 

But that begs the question, when could the country ever accept any environmental regulation if 

not in 2009? The economy was in a tailspin and needed to be restructured or at least altered to 

find new ways of creating sustainable profit. Instead, the Republicans decided to push the same 

agenda of ‘perpetual growth’ and ‘strict free-market’ policies that they always do, refusing to 
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even debate a climate change legislation that embraces the regulatory capacity of the free market. 

This is the opposition that I find so hard to understand: in the face of a phenomenon that will 

cause avoidable deaths and tear apart the fabric of our society if we don’t do anything, 

Conservatives (and even some Liberals) remain shockingly shortsighted and have eyes only for 

next month’s economic gain. 

Scholarship on Waxkey was eye-opening. It demonstrated some of the same factors that 

arose in scholarship on the 1990 Amendments and Sandbox, leading me towards some possible 

explanatory factors to evaluate in my analysis. Additionally, statistics and examinations of the 

policy process surrounding the bill have demonstrated methods that I may employ in my own 

analysis. At times, opposing MBIs has seemed delusional to me, but in evaluating scholarship on 

my three cases I have come to appreciate the point of view of conservatives and other opponents 

to MBI usage. Hopefully, this knowledge will help me in providing policy recommendations and 

ideas on how to circumnavigate the opposition these recommendations would face. 

Final Thoughts 

 The literature surrounding my research puzzle is simultaneously rich and lacking in 

critical areas. In terms of the policymaking theories I employ for my analysis and the general 

topics of environmental regulation and MBIs, I was hard pressed to find a major gap in the 

scholarly work as it pertains to my research. However, the literature on my cases specifically has 

proven harder to come by. I have had to do extra digging to find scholarly works on each of my 

three cases, though my oldest case had the most readily available scholarship. Be that as it may, I 

have found ample primary and secondary source materials. By and large, I have found no serious 

gaps besides those I expected to find, and am tentatively optimistic that the results of my analysis 

will uncover an explanation to my research puzzle. 
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1990 Clean Air Act Amendments 

 The original Clean Air Act was passed in 1970 as politicians and policy advocates looked 

to address smog and air pollution, though it has been derided repeatedly over the years for being 

an inflexible and ill-fitting piece of regulation (Carlson, 120). Despite these debates it has proven 

to be one of the few examples of functional federal environmental policy in the United States 

thanks to its usage of several statutory devices and two sets of amendments in 1977 and 1990, 

respectively (Carlson). When the 1990 Amendments to the Act were proposed, some of these 

same questions were raised: did these Amendments fit the issues of the day, would they be too 

costly, and would the government be able to implement them? With hindsight we know that the 

Amendments were effective and fit their proposed purpose, but there were moments when their 

fate hung in the balance and their passage was not assured.  

I argue that in the case of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, climate activist groups 

were able to capitalize upon broad sociopolitical trends to unlock an opportunity for political 

change, out-frame private interest groups and conservatives to win over public opinion, and 

mobilize enough of their resource bases to get the Amendments through federal government. 

Though this did not result in a runaway victory for climate activists, the variables of 

Opportunity, Framing, and Resource Mobilization exhibit at least minor positive results for their 

side. Compromise prevailed, but the passage of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments was an 

overall win for climate activists, with the mobilization of fringe actors in the general public 

playing a major part in pushing back against pressure from private interest groups to remove the 

most stringent requirements of the Amendments. 

Opportunity 
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Opportunities for major political or legislative change are uncommon and unpredictable. 

One theory, specifically, describes the distribution of these periods of potential change as 

‘leptokurtic’, or akin to the distribution of earthquakes as tectonic plates rub against one another, 

alternately sticking in place and quickly slipping, creating seemingly random patterns (Chang et 

al). Other theories agree with this proposed model of opportunity distribution, but additionally 

posit that three variables (problems, policies, and politics) surrounding an issue must line up for 

such an opportunity to arise (Kingdon). Thus, we must examine or at least define the values for 

each variable around the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments. I argue that the 1990 Amendments 

came into prominence with the backing of a lively and active policy community, with acid rain 

and aerial pollutants being a major problem in the public conscience at the time. Additionally, 

bipartisan politics and policy compromise was not uncommon in the 1980s, meaning that the 

political climate further lent itself to the evolution and passing of a bipartisan bill such as the 

1990 Amendments. Each of these three variables, on the surface, seems to have lent itself to the 

creation of a political opportunity, yet whether the underlying characteristics do as well remains 

to be seen.  

 For the policies variable to lend itself to the creation of a political opportunity, it must 

exhibit the characteristics of an active and lively policy community. As such, we must examine 

the climate surrounding the Clean Air Act up to and through this time period. In public policy, 

the hardest policies to pass are those without any predecessors, without any legislation already in 

place that works in a similar manner or addresses the same problems. Fortunately, the Clean Air 

Act exhibits both of these characteristics: originally created in 1970, it had been amended several 

times since its inception (ProQuest). The main set of amendments that passed into law did so in 

1977, though in the 1980s the environmental policy was lively. More than 35 bills or sets of 
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amendments to the Clean Air Act were introduced between 1980 and 1987 (ProQuest), 

demonstrating that cleaning up American air was a major issue in this time period. Not all of 

these propositions would have restricted the private sector, however: bills were proposed that 

would have benefitted both climate activists and private interest groups. For example, H.R. 3615, 

introduced by Ralph Regula (R-OH) attempted to see military vehicles and equipment exempt 

from regulation under the Clean Air Act (Regula), while H.R. 3196, introduced by John Dingell 

(D-MI) would have ‘ensured consumer safety’ by addressing the regulation of mobile sources of 

pollution under the Clean Air Act (Dingell). Though none of the major proposed changes were 

enacted, this lively and active policy community around the Clean Air Act was ready and waiting 

for a political opportunity that would allow them to push for major change (Zahariadis). These 

characteristics show us that the policy community surrounding the Clean Air Act specifically and 

clean air legislation in general was active and important. There was a range of policy options, 

with policymakers and policy entrepreneurs on both sides of the issue working on bills that 

would address similar problems. Both climate activists and industry muscle were ready to put 

their support behind a clean air bill, should one emerge from the primordial policy soup that they 

found acceptable. 

 The next variable to operationalize is that of problems directly related to the issue of air 

pollution. The problems stream is vital to political opportunity, because without a problem there 

is no need for a solution. Ergo, for a problem to justify legislative action, it must garner enough 

public attention to be seen as an issue, and also must be seen as urgent enough to merit being 

addressed immediately. This is key to the problems variable because windows of political 

opportunity do not stay open long, and if the activists surrounding an issue miss their opportunity 

for change they may not get another chance. Quantifying public perception of an issue is not 
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usually simple, but in this case air pollution had been a major public issue for years, and we can 

track its evolution into an urgent problem.  

 With the original Clean Air Act being passed in 1970, it seems that 1970 is a fitting proxy 

start date for climate issues being discussed in or at least considered for major public forums. 

From 1970 to 1975, I found no surveys of public opinion that even mentioned the phrase “acid 

rain”. Instead, I used “air pollution” as a substitute, and though this is not an ideal swap, it 

brought some interesting results that shed light on the early stages of a widespread eco-

consciousness that developed in the coming years. In February of 1970, participants in a survey 

were asked if they would be willing to spend $15 a year more in taxes to fund federal programs 

that would have addressed air and water pollution (Harris Survey). For context, $15 in 1970 

money would equate to roughly $102 today, accounting for inflation and purchasing power 

changes (DollarTimes). 54% of individuals said they would be willing to pay this additional cost, 

while 34% were unwilling and 12% were not sure one way or another (Harris Survey). As far 

back as 1970, there is evidence that the American people felt a connection to their environment 

and were willing to pay a relatively small price to protect it, though it would be interesting to ask 

a similar question today. This is relevant because it demonstrates a sort of baseline for climate 

activist success in terms of general public awareness of air pollution as an issue. In January of 

1975, individuals were again surveyed about the climate, and were asked how serious of an issue 

air pollution was in America (Harris Survey). They were given four options, and 46% of 

respondents selected “very serious”, the most extreme at that end of the scale (Harris Survey). 

These surveys are not special for any reason aside from their subject matter, but they do 

demonstrate that in the 1970s, though climate science was generally lagging behind the desires 
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of climate activists, the general public clearly felt connected to and responsible for their 

environment.  

 Moving towards 1990 from the original Clean Air Act, public awareness of air pollution 

as an issue would be vital to an opening of a window of opportunity. In the 1980s, the phrase 

‘acid rain’ began to enter the mainstream vocabulary surrounding environmental issues. In 1980 

specifically  the following question was asked of respondents to a national survey, “Acid rain is 

caused when gasses from burning coal combine with the water in the air. The rain that results 

from this when it comes down is particularly acidic and can damage crops and wildlife - 

particularly fish. How concerned would you say you are about the potential for increased 'acid 

rain' from burning more coal? Are you very concerned, somewhat concerned, only slightly 

concerned, or not concerned at all?” (Cambridge Reports). I quote the entirety of this question 

here because I feel it is important to note that immediately before answering said question, 

respondents were given a crash course in acid rain’s mechanisms and effects. Regardless, 32% of 

those surveyed responded ‘very concerned’, 35% said ‘somewhat concerned’ and only 10% said 

‘not at all concerned’ (Cambridge Reports). Though these results ought to be taken with a grain 

of salt, they indicate that the American public was able to comprehend the extent of acid rain’s 

effects on the world. Acid rain is an unnerving concept, and people did not like its potential 

ramifications. In 1985 a report from the Roper Center asked a question that reads almost as a 

follow-up to the previous query, and did not provide any such leading information for 

respondents. This question was part of a series, and so again I must quote it in full with the 

introduction in parentheses, “(Here are some of the things that environmentalists have said are 

problems for us. Would you read down that list, and then tell me for each one whether you think 

it is one of our most serious environmental problems, or no more serious than other 
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environmental problems, or one of our least serious environmental problems?)... Acid rain” 

(Roper Report). 48% of those surveyed said that acid rain was one of their most serious 

problems, 26% said it was no more serious than other issues, and only 9% said it was in the 

bottom tier of severity with a further 17% being unsure of how to respond (Roper Report). These 

results show that though there was not a gradual linear increase in public awareness about acid 

rain, they reveal that for years in advance of the Amendments being proposed, debated, and 

eventually passed, the American public was well aware of issues stemming from air pollution. 

Additionally, once ‘acid rain’ became a mainstream phrase, the American public understood its 

potential severity, lending credence in the future to any proposed legislation that would address 

it. 

In January of 1991, 74% of people surveyed in a national Cambridge Reports poll 

indicated that they thought that acid rain was a serious problem (Cambridge Reports). As we saw 

in our examination of public perception of acid rain and air pollution in the 1980s, awareness 

around the issue was generally rising, though not in a linear fashion. Despite the difficulty in 

understanding the nature of the cap-and-trade system contained in the 1990 Clean Air Act 

Amendments, the American public was coming to understand the term “acid rain”. Acid rain is 

the main problem the 1990 Amendments addressed, and air pollution generally had been an 

untreated wound on the public consciousness since the original Clean Air Act was proposed and 

passed in 1970. In a similar Gallup Poll from April 1991, 30% of participants indicated they 

worried a ‘fair amount’ about the effects of acid rain, and 34% worried a ‘great deal’ (Gallup). 

Additionally, in an August 1991 poll entitled Sorting Out the Garbage, 37% of respondents said 

they were somewhat personally concerned about the effects of acid rain while a further 27% said 

they were ‘very personally concerned’ (Roper Center). However, in an era of building but still 
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lackluster environmentalism, what did people think about acid rain’s effects on our biome? In a 

Cambridge Reports survey from September of 1991, participants were asked to rate the effects of 

acid rain (on people) on a ‘threat scale’ from one to seven, with seven indicating the highest 

threat level: 30% of respondents rated a seven, 15% chose six, and 19% said five, with seven 

representing the mode, or highest portion of responses (Cambridge Reports). When asked to rate 

the effects of acid rain on environmental quality, 33% rated a seven, 17% rated a six, and 21% 

rated a five (Cambridge Reports). Again, seven was the mode of responses: these answers 

demonstrate a widespread acknowledgement of acid rain’s severe negative hold on the 

environment and on people. Problems surrounding acid rain and air pollution were garnering 

attention, drawing in the American public, and making them more open-minded towards 

environmental legislation as a result. So, short answer - yes, the problems variable does 

contribute to the opening of a window of opportunity around environmental legislation in 1990. 

 The politics variable may be the trickiest to operationalize, as it contains everything 

happening in politics and must account for wider trends as well as the possibility of change in 

subsequent voting periods. In the case of the 1990 Amendments, federal political power 

structures were divided along partisan lines. In both houses of Congress, the Democratic party 

held a slim majority while the Presidential administration was headed by George H.W. Bush, a 

Republican. However, President Bush was historically moderate, having gone across party lines 

to vote for the Civil Rights Act of 1968. Additionally, bipartisan policy was less the exception 

than the rule in this era thanks to the 1977 Food Stamp Act, 1983 Social Security Act, and 1986 

Tax Reform Act (Bipartisan Policy Center). Bipartisan political efforts like those listed above are 

often the most progressive policy decisions of government bodies, and as such, evidence of 
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bipartisan political efforts around the 1990 Amendments would contribute to the opening of a 

window of political opportunity. 

There is evidence that the 1990 Amendments were yet another instance of bipartisan 

politics centered around compromise and progressive policymaking, not unlike the above three 

initiatives between 1977 and 1986. The bill itself was proposed by the Republican White House 

administration and sponsored by members of the Democratic party (USEPA). However, there 

was no easy route to the finish line: both environment-oriented groups and industry muscle 

pushed for hard-line additions to the bill but accepted compromise in the end. In March of 1990 

an amendment to the proposed changes was brought by Senators Wirth and Wilson - a bipartisan 

effort, the proposal would have added back strict limits on vehicle emissions that were dropped 

during negotiations with the White House. This amendment was tabled by a vote of 52-46 (R 25-

19, D 27-27) and the bill moved on (epa.gov). One example of the political climate around the 

1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, this shows that both climate-positive and industry interest 

groups did not want to push too hard for their ‘best solution’. Additionally there was concern on 

the part of the Democratic Congress that if they tried to play hardball with the Republican White 

House administration, they would kill any chance of environmental/clean air legislation for the 

foreseeable future in the process (epa.gov). The political climate surrounding the 1990 

Amendments was one of compromise, which as we saw from our examples from the 1970s and 

1980s is key to progressive policymaking. Each of the three variables of problems, policy, and 

politics surrounding the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments demonstrates the characteristics 

needed to create a window of political opportunity. However, for major change to happen, the 

variable need to be brought together by an external actor or actors who facilitate the social and 
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political processes leading to change (‘coupling’). This is where climate change activists and 

environmentalists needed to actively help the process along. But, did they? 

Operationalizing the coupling process is difficult, as it often takes place behind closed 

doors with no public record kept. However, Congressional hearings on the Amendments show us 

which groups were active and present, calling for action from our elected representatives. 

Specifically, hearings on the Amendments give us a range of climate change activist groups from 

disparate fields that actively brought the variables together to facilitate change. In the first round 

of these hearings, testimony was heard from the New York State Department of Environmental 

Conservation, New Jersey Department of Environmental Protection, National Governors 

Association, Northeast States for Coordinated Air Use Management, South Coast Air Quality 

Management, National Conference of State Legislatures, State and Territorial Air Pollution 

Program Administrators, American Lung Association, National Clean Air Coalition, and Sierra 

Club (PL101-549). This is not an exhaustive list of activist groups involved socially, as there is 

no listing of groups that were canvassing the general public or contacting their respective 

representatives. Rather, this list demonstrates the breadth of action across the board as climate 

activists did what they could to ensure the passage of these Amendments and bring together 

characteristics of the time that lent themselves (passively) to the creation of a political 

opportunity. In the same round of hearings, private interest groups and conservatives called on 

their own advocacy units to plead for the restriction of pollution controls and a more generous 

cap on sulfur dioxide emissions. These groups were: the Motor Vehicle Manufacturers 

Association, Detroit Diesel Corporation, Manufacturers of Emission Controls Association, 

Automobile Importers of America, and the Engine Manufacturers Association (PL101-549). 

Though this is a shorter list, it nonetheless demonstrates that private interest groups were also 
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fighting to couple these variables, recognizing the potential for major legislative action against 

their respective industries. Each of these groups brought a unique perspective and constituency, 

from state environmental departments to private coalitions made up of concerned citizens, from 

groups of professional environmental scientists to organizations of doctors, the pressure to pass 

or block the Amendments came from many different areas. Coupling, therefore, would not be a 

problem - on the contrary, it seems as though both sides were fighting to be the one to pull it all 

together and have more influence than the other over the final product. 

The problems, policies, and politics variables may seem to deal with sociopolitical trends 

outside the realm of political opportunity, but each of them are vital to the appearance of such a 

window. In the case of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, each of these individual variables 

exhibits the characteristics necessary for the creation of a window of political opportunity. The 

final piece of the puzzle, the coupling processes that open the window itself, was not far behind. 

Climate activist groups were active in the federal government, making public opinion known and 

bringing together the three key variables in creating a political opportunity. The 1990 Clean Air 

Act Amendments had everything needed to create a window for major political change: public 

desire for action against a central problem, a lively issue-focused policy community, bipartisan 

policy initiatives, and activist groups coupling the variables together to facilitate political change.  

Framing 

Framing is, as I have already shown, important for every piece of legislation and 

politician. In the case of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, the messaging in newspapers and 

on television was even more important than today, since social media was a nonfactor and social 

commentary was largely limited to these two areas, notwithstanding magazines and other 

periodicals. As such, we must examine the messages utilized by both sides to try to drum up 
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support for their point of view. The main frames utilized by climate activists and other pro-

amendment groups largely fell under three headers, with crossover among the three: messages 

meant to create an emotional connection between the reader and the problems of acid rain and 

aerial pollutants, messages targeted at demonstrating the urgency of our need for action against 

said problems, and messages demonstrating the severity of acid rain and air pollution through 

rising climate science. Groups opposing the amendments, chiefly industry muscle and 

conservative politicians, utilized two frames that in many ways were similar: some of their 

messages were aimed at creating reactions of fear and/or anger that could be controlled, and 

messages that manipulated or twisted economic and environmental studies to aid their point of 

view. Each of these frames had potential to win the day, but their ability to do so must yet be 

delineated. 

Support for the Amendments came from a wide range of private and public interest 

groups. However, I have found in my research that the messaging picked up by mass media 

outlets were rehashings of messages that core activist groups had been pushing for years. One 

exemplary group is the National Clean Air Coalition, which does not exist in the same form 

today but was one of the first groups to publicly demand government action with regard to 

reducing pollutants in our air (NewsBank). In a similar fashion, the Coalition was active early 

and often in asking the general public to call for action against air pollution. The Chairman of the 

Coalition, Richard Ayres, made sure his organization’s voice would be heard, saying in a press 

release, “we need a good bill, not just any bill. A bill that is simply a shell of the Clean Air Act is 

not a bill worth having” (Ayres). The Coalition was not on its own in pushing this anti-

compromise message - many environmental groups were warning lawmakers against 

compromising “too much” on aerial pollution controls during the closed talks on the 
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Amendments (Ayres). This is one example of a frame used early and often by climate activists as 

they tried to gain the support of the American public by extracting an emotional response to the 

danger to their society that their government wasn’t addressing. While the White House worked 

to pass the bill quickly by compromising between two extremes, climate activists promoted the 

idea that this bill addressed a vital issue and that such compromise defeated the purpose of the 

bill.   

Climate activist groups did not just ask the government not to compromise the integrity 

of the bill, however - they also called for urgent action to address what they called an immediate 

problem (Kleinfelter). Groups such as the National Wildlife Federation, utilizing the widespread 

visible effects of acid rain to their advantage, worked to convince the public that legislation to 

curb air pollution was vitally important and that time was of the essence. They focused on the 

effects of acid rain on animals and ecosystems, but at times spoke in more broad terms or made 

their executives available for public comment or interviews. For example, one of their lobbyists 

was quoted in a newspaper article as saying, “these are issues that aren’t going to go away. These 

are the issues of the 1990s” (Kleinfelter). Legislation to curb the effects of pollutants in the air, 

climate activist groups knew, had to happen quickly or acid rain could worsen and evolve into a 

much more impactful phenomenon. One of the most prevalent environmentalist groups since its 

founding in 1892 is the Sierra Club. They were similarly active in promoting immediate action, 

“The number of days during which the Philadelphia region’s air is so polluted that it presents a 

health risk is nearly twice that reported by the federal government, according to a study issued 

yesterday by the Sierra Club… ‘What we have…,’ Katz said, ‘is in fact nothing short of a smog 

epidemic’” (Jaffe). In funding this study the Sierra Club was trying to make a point: the federal 

government did not fully grasp the severity of the air pollution problem. Natalie Katz, then-
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Director of Sierra Club’s Eastern Pennsylvania Group, said as much in the rest of the article. 

They were trying to demonstrate to the general public that air pollution was not an issue that 

could be solved with half-measures. However, not all of the frames and messaging efforts from 

pro-Amendments factions originated in ‘official’ activist groups. For example, in 1988 TIME 

magazine named “Endangered Earth” the “Planet of the Year” (TIME), and though this example 

surely reached more people than others, secondary messaging did not always come from major 

worldwide publications. At times, individuals also made their voices known on a grander scale. 

One such message from a secondary source came from Mark Abramowitz. In 1984, Mr. 

Abramowitz filed a lawsuit alleging that the EPA was allowing Southern California to have air 

dirtier than the requirements set by the federal government to combat public health concerns 

(Yarnall). In 1985, the EPA and Mr. Abramowitz reached a settlement requiring the EPA to 

ramp up their work on air quality in Southern California. The urgency frame comes into play in 

the leadup to the proposal of the Amendments. Mr. Abramowitz reactivated his old lawsuit in 

1990 to draw attention to the lack of serious federal action in cleaning up the air in Southern 

California: despite the passage of the Clean Air Act in 1970 and EPA-imposed landmarks for 

cleaning up the air, the results simply were not there. He fielded many calls for interviews, and 

said that the federal government of the time had “as much backbone as a jellyfish” and that the 

work the EPA was doing was, “little more than a paper exercise” (Yarnall). Mr. Abramowitz 

drew major attention to this lawsuit (which he eventually won), and was appointed President of 

the South Coast Air Quality Management District Appeals Board (Yarnall). He furthered the 

notion that acting to clean up American air was an urgent task whenever interviewed, “‘The fight 

goes on… I call the Clean Air Act the ‘Dirty Air Act’... a lot of the urban smog provisions [have 

been] weakened’” (Yarnall). Mr. Abramowitz drew so much attention with his promotion of 
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urgent environmental action that, after his successful lawsuit against the EPA, Congress 

deliberately included an ‘Abramowitz clause’ in subsequent drafts of the Clean Air Act 

(Yarnall). Along with the efforts of the National Wildlife Foundation and National Clean Air 

Coalition, Mr. Abramowitz’ yearslong push is indicative of the urgency frame utilized by climate 

activists of the time as they worked to draw people’s attention to the necessity of cleaning the air 

sooner rather than later. They tried to create emotional connections to acid rain, and usually did 

not attack specific industries or companies but rather demanded government action to address an 

issue they cast as urgent. And, it must have worked to some degree: 76% of Americans called 

themselves “environmentalists” in 1990 (environmentalhistory.org). 

Conservatives and private interest groups by and large shared many of the same tactics in 

framing messages against climate change activists. As opposed to messaging from climate 

activists, which came from many sources at once and contained frames that could be grouped 

under one header, messaging from private interest groups and conservative politicians emanated 

from individuals or groups with substantial influence and trickled down to those surrounding 

them. Messages from this side of the divide came early, often, and with clear frames. One such 

frame that came early and often was an effective counter to the emotional frame that climate 

activists utilized. In countering the emotional appeals of climate activists, conservatives and 

private interest groups attempted to create reactions of fear and anger through this frame. This 

strategy originated in the political sphere, with one example being when Senator Mitch 

McConnell said, “coal miners… will pay the ultimate price for reducing acid rain in this country. 

The price they will pay is their jobs, their very livelihood” (ProQuest). This is indicative of the 

framing utilized when private interest groups and conservatives addressed the negative effects of 

an acid rain abatement program. When Senator Byrd initially introduced the amendment Senator 
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McConnell later addressed as above, he utilized a similar frame, “The mine worker faces as a 

matter of course in his daily routine, dangers on a par with those on the battlefield. He may get 

no medal or applause, but he serves his country, too… Miners are haunted men” (ProQuest). 

Conservative politicians were working to elicit a guttural emotive response from those listening 

by speaking about miners like front-line soldiers. They were trying to cast the effects of the 

Amendments in the worst possible way, to incite fear and anger against the Clean Air Act from 

the lower-middle working class. A third Republican cosponsor of this amendment, Daniel Ray 

Coats from Indiana, utilized this frame when allowed to comment after Senator McConnell, but 

placed it over a more moderate message focused on keeping communities alive. In doing so, he 

broadened the potential effects of the frame, “there is going to be an impact on high sulfur coal, 

and that impact is not only going to be felt on an economic basis-not just just numbers and 

statistics and lines on a chart or points on a graph-it is going to be reflected in the indivdual [sic] 

lives of many families and many individuals and many communities who will directly feel the 

impact of lost jobs” (ProQuest). Framing messages by casting the effects of legislation in its 

worst possible light can be a useful strategy. Not content with targeting specific socioeconomic 

demographics, Conservatives preached doom and gloom around the Clean Air Act towards the 

nationwide economy, “For the past two weeks, the American economy has been in a race for its 

very life against the insanity of Washington politics and… the Clean Air Act” (Brookes). From 

the Washington Times, this article refers to many conservative politicians and uses similar 

structures to those in Senator McConnell and Byrd’s quotes above, “The Clean Air Act’s unduly 

stringent and extremely costly provisions could severely threaten this nation’s economy” 

(Brookes). By focusing their sentences on the adjectives they employed to reinforce the Clean 

Air Act’s negative externalities (e.g. ‘the ultimate price’, ‘haunted men’,’unduly stringent’), they 
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looked to ensure that what people would remember was not the actual details of the 

Amendments, but rather that the Amendments would do serious harm to the American economy. 

Regardless if a message was extreme or more moderate, aimed at provoking an emotional 

response or a calculated one, this frame dictated that each message utilized such sentence 

structure and diction to cast the Amendments in the worst possible light.  

 A second dominant frame employed by conservatives and private interest groups is 

economic and based in skilful manipulation of statistics. This kind of message came from private 

citizens, politicians, and industry muscle alike, and in most every case it seemed that the 

statistics were suspiciously perfect for their argument, with rarely a hint of uncertainty. However, 

there was rarely a hint that the public was being told the whole truth, either. For example, one 

op-ed piece specifically said, “government now consumes 37 percent of U.S. GNP… there is no 

Bush plan to cut spending. Indeed, the White House has an expensive new agenda… a Clean Air 

Act that will add billions to business costs” (Buchanan). This is a spreading criticism of the bill 

and government-sponsored programs that demonstrates the dominant frame I found to be placed 

over this economic message: any climate-change bill is too expensive and imposes needless costs 

on business operations because any benefits of a clean air bill would be far outweighed by the 

cost to the American taxpayer. Even moderate Republicans employed this frame, though they 

typically tempered their comments, “I strongly support the goal of cleaning up our 

environment… However, despite almost two months of negotiations and Senate floor 

consideration, the final bill remains unnecessarily expensive, unworkable and unfair to 

Oklahoma… The bill is advertised as costing consumers and industry ‘only’ $21 billion each 

year. Yet, industry calculates the bill will cost at least $47 billion per year. This additional annual 

cost to businesses will more than double the $32 billion currently spent each year to comply with 
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existing clean air laws” (Nickles). This is where the manipulated statistics come into play: by 

utilizing data from studies funded, sponsored, or done by the industries they were trying to 

protect, conservatives and private interest groups were able to support their arguments with 

‘science’ without fear of being called out for bad data.  

In July of 1991, Edward Krug wrote an op-ed entitled Save the Planet, Sacrifice the 

People in which he discussed the economic effects of an acid-rain rectification program. He 

begins by stating, “this new legislation will cost our nation, conservatively, $40 billion a year” 

(Krug). He also discussed the rise of the Green Party in America, casting it in a horrific light. He 

made it seem as if the Green Party would put trees and blades of grass above human life, 

manipulating statistics related to government spending, “90 percent of these funds go to support 

political activities, not environmental improvement” (Krug). Though this is technically true, he 

fails to mention that ‘political processes’ counts towards social programs that would benefit the 

very people he says the Green Party disregards. Pseudo-statistics also were used to again target 

the working class of America, “A typical American household pays about $500 a year for cleaner 

air… proposals would heap an additional $1,700 a year on top of that bill” (Embrey). This quote 

came after an initial claim that the bill would cost big business some $104 billion per year on top 

of existing business costs (Embrey), and was aimed at demonstrating to the working class how 

much it would cost them. Many of the messages that utilized this frame took a big-picture 

approach, citing large numbers and trying to show that the Amendments would hurt the economy 

as a whole. This is a pivot to give people statistics they can quote in conversation, an effort to 

turn middle-class America against the bill that would improve the nation’s air quality as a whole. 

These examples demonstrate how conservatives and private interests worked to use statistics, 

which supposedly cannot lie, to kill the Amendments. They targeted the nation’s economy as a 
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whole as well as the working class, and consistently failed to mention the positives that would 

come with a slight rise in cost. The statistics said what they made them say. 

The question remains, however: which side of the issue was better able to frame their 

messaging to help them amass political and social influence? It would be best if there was one 

clear answer for this question, and I wish I could say that this is a case where the climate change 

activists won going away. However, I cannot do so- climate change activists did a great job in 

framing their messaging to the wider public. They were able to sway public opinion to their side, 

as we saw in the various public opinion polls detailing ‘air pollution’ and ‘acid rain’ as one of the 

main issues of the day. Be that as it may, the dominant message from both sides by the time the 

bill was in its final stages of genesis was one of hard-fought compromise. The hard-line groups 

on either side were angry with the goals they were unable to reach, while they crowed about 

goals they were able to stop the other side from achieving. Both sides similarly made 

concessions with the final bill: climate change activists had to back off on tailpipe emissions 

controls while industry muscle had to accept that this bill was going to cost the economy some 

money in exchange for environmental benefits in the coming years. The framing battle over the 

1990 Clean Air Act Amendments was nearly a draw, with climate activists pulling ahead by a 

nose thanks to the rise in public awareness around the negative effects of acid rain, which cannot 

be attributed entirely to their efforts but was certainly affected thereby. 

Mobilization 

In the case of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, the dominant resource mobilization 

strategy of climate activists was to attempt to build popular support for their cause and thereby 

beget secondary mobilization on the part of groups that had not allied with climate activists in 

their efforts in previous years. Climate activist groups, even today, are at times on their own in 
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pushing for more sudden action. They attempted to combat this in 1990 by employing two main 

tactics: promoting the rise of improving climate science and proliferating its thoughts, and 

supporting the mobilization of activism in demographic groups that typically were not active in 

climate issues. Private interest groups, on the other hand, tried to counter this push mainly by 

creating corporate conglomerates dedicated purely to fostering anti-climate activism 

mobilization beginning in the late 1980s, but seemed to be prepping for future efforts in the 

sense that they did not enact many programs directly aimed at countering the 1990 Amendments. 

What made climate activists’ strategy effective in this case was that climate issues were 

gathering speed rapidly in the late 1980s, and once these issues gained momentum, they helped 

climate activists to achieve high levels of mobilization.  

In earlier sections of this chapter, I discussed the messaging that climate activist groups 

propagated as well as the rise in public awareness of and animosity towards air pollution and 

acid rain. These were the result of the resource mobilization techniques of climate activists, as 

they hoped to mobilize the most vital intangible asset for any social movement: the people 

(Sawyer & Meyers). Fortunately, this push came at the same time as climate science was 

beginning to catch up to the sensibilities of climate activists. In 1988, NASA scientist James 

Hansen presented models and testified before Congress that he was “99 percent” sure that global 

warming was real, was caused by people, and was happening at that very moment (history.com). 

This was the first major instance of a climate scientist testifying before a federal government 

body as to the severity of the climate problem, and it had a major impact. The very next year, in 

1989, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change was established under the UN 

(history.com). This led to researchers across the globe digging into the consequences of a 
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warming climate, as they warned of: severe heat waves and droughts, more common and more 

powerful hurricanes, and cities across the Eastern seaboard being flooded by 2100 (history.com).  

With the rise in warnings issued by climate scientists and government action being taken 

across the world came the push from climate activists for federal legislation. Additionally, there 

was a rise in grassroots climate activism across the United States defying demographic 

separations. In fact, there is a significant parallel between today’s climate activism and efforts in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s: youth-driven climate activism. Grade-school age children in the 

late 1980s were aware of the negative effects people were having in the environment. They were 

unable to create the kind of mass protests that we have seen today, likely due in part to the 

difficulties in bringing together a decentralized movement without the technological advantages 

that Greta Thunberg’s movement has had. However, their campaigns drew major attention and 

played a major part in “Endangered Earth” being named “Planet of the Year” in 1990 by TIME 

Magazine (Worland).  The children of 1960’s activist-era parents, this group was dubbed the 

‘ecokids’ by TIME magazine, “a new generation of conservation-conscious, environmentally 

active schoolchildren” (Waxman). The parallels between the ‘ecokids’ and today’s Greta 

Thunberg-led droves of climate activists are strong, from their tactic of forming clubs in school 

to circulate petitions calling for action from local government to the more direct letter-writing 

campaigns to their representatives in Congress (Waxman). With the advancements in technology 

and the advantages of social media, these strategies have evolved to coordinated school walkouts 

and mass protests, but their goals are the same: draw older groups’ attention to an issue by 

showing them that even children know that there is a problem. Grassroots activism was not just 

the lot of the young, however.  
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Many activist groups formed in low-income or underprivileged communities, from the 

1988 creation of West Harlem Environmental Action (environmentalhistory.org) to a series of 

marches in Louisiana (Hersher). Specifically, in 1989 the Louisiana Toxic March protested the 

horrific pollution levels in Louisiana’s so-called “Cancer Alley”, where “catfish taste oily, the 

river shrimp have vanished… Residents complain of miscarriages and chronic headaches. The 

lung cancer rate [is] one of the highest in the country… So polluted is the 80-mile stretch along 

the Mississippi River from Baton Rouge to New Orleans that environmentalists have dubbed it 

Cancer Alley, the Chemical Corridor, the Deadly Delta… the road is flanked by oil refineries, 

chemical plants, hazardous waste dump sites and solid waste landfills, more than 80 in all” 

(Schmich). With the assistance of one of the most significant climate activist groups in the 

world, Greenpeace, these marches caught the attention of state and federal government. Some of 

these groups are even still active, demonstrating that these issues grasped the attention of all age 

groups regardless of how much they understood about the science behind the problem 

(Schmich).  

The rise in environmentalism in minority communities was significant enough to merit 

academic study, as these groups have often faced environmental problems much closer to home 

than economically comparable white people. Minority groups have historically been forced into 

living much closer to the factories or processing plants that have poisoned our air and water 

supplies, and so have much more of a personal connection to the problems they create (Schill & 

Austin). A 1991 paper entitled Black Brown, Poor, and Poisoned sums up their situation nicely 

in its title. The authors go on to discuss how the expansion of civil rights finally was giving these 

groups a voice, “The extension of voting rights has increased the number of local and state 

public officials who are from minority groups or are responsive to complaints coming from poor 
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minority citizens…interest in environmental problems makes industry susceptible to 

embarrassment and governmental authorities shy about ignoring environmental complaints. 

Although the media is generally accused of paying too little attention to protests in low-income 

minority communities, environmentalism there as elsewhere is attracting a readership” (Schill & 

Austin). The rights in question ought to have come around much sooner, but regardless these 

minority groups, now that they were legally permitted to use their collective voice and were 

more educated on environmental science, were working to lead an environmental charge that 

needed a boost (Schill & Austin). Although climate activist groups may not have physically 

reached out and helped fund the organization of many of these groups, the mobilization of 

underprivileged minority communities combined with the efforts of children show that the 

efforts of climate activists in resource mobilization were effective in mobilizing fringe groups to 

affect mobilization of the highest order (Sawyer & Meyers). 

 On the side of conservative and private power interests, resource mobilization was more a 

question of how to counter the rapid increase in scientific studies and proof of anthropogenic 

climate change. As such, in 1989 the National Association of Manufacturers launched the 

benign-sounding Global Climate Coalition (Climate Investigations Center). The GCC, despite its 

name, was industrial America’s “primary vehicle of climate change science denial and regulatory 

delay during its existence until 2002” (Climate Investigations Center). GCC leadership consisted 

almost entirely of, “coal-vested electric utility interests, fossil fuel companies (oil, coal) and their 

trade associations, and heavy manufacturing (i.e. steel, aluminum, railroads, and automobiles)” 

(Climate Investigations Center). Unfortunately for the industry muscle, the vast majority of their 

efforts did not pick up steam until after the Amendments passed, but the founding leaders and 

coalition members demonstrate just how deeply vested anti-climate science interests and 
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individual companies were: Phillips Petroleum’s Tom Lambrix was named Chairman, and the 

highlights from the founding membership list include the American Petroleum Institute, the 

National Coal Association, the Petroleum Marketers Association of America, coal miner 

Peabody, Shell Oil, Texaco oil and gas, coal miner BHP-Utah International, Chrysler, Ford, 

General Motors, Eastman Kodak, American Electric Power, and Pacific Gas and Electric 

(Climate Files). This list is far from exhaustive, but is indicative of the serious nature and 

massive monetary resources backing this coalition’s climate denial efforts.  

Additionally, much of the mobilization efforts in this era seemed to be aimed at preparing 

for the future. In a 1988 confidential Shell report entitled The Greenhouse Effect, Shell’s 

“Greenhouse effect working group” published internally a report on the climate science of the 

day, finding fossil fuels to be the main driver in climate change and global warming (Climate 

Files). However, in a funny twist, Shell “does not advocate delaying robust consideration of 

possible solutions” to the greenhouse effect (Climate Files). This is telling, as not all oil and gas 

companies were outwardly pushing against the Amendments, despite their membership in the 

GCC (Climate Files). In fact, in contrast to Exxon’s push to stifle climate science, Shell’s report 

said, “policy options need to be considered much earlier. And the energy industry needs to 

consider how it should play its part” (Climate Files). Though this attitude is commendable, and 

delayed the later outward efforts to deny climate science and climate change, it seems to have 

died out after the 1990s (Climate Files). Unfortunately, the groups that persisted beyond the 

1990s were those that fully backed the oil and coal industries’ “right” to deny climate science 

and advocate for their own profit margins over lives and the environment. These groups, 

however, were unable to garner the full support of their industry communities and so theri 

outward mobilization efforts were minimal, limited to releasing reports, sponsoring op-eds, and 
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contributing to political campaigns (Climate Files). They were unable to do too much in the late 

1980s, surely had an effect on the perception of climate science moving into the future. 

 The question of which groups were more able to effectively mobilize their resource bases 

is, really, not much of a question. Climate activist groups were able to mobilize widespread 

support for the Amendments and government action against climate change, aided by the late-

80’s upswing in climate science’s time in the spotlight. They also mobilized support from fringe 

demographics such as minority groups and literal children. On the other side, private interest 

groups were seemingly caught off-guard by the rapid sea change around the climate problem, 

and tried to counter with denial and deflection. Fortunately they were unable to do so in the 

moment, as there was uncertainty even within the oil industry, but they set themselves up to not 

be caught off-guard in a similar fashion again. Overall it is clear the climate activist groups did a 

better job of mobilizing their resources, especially the “most important” intangible resource for 

all social movements - the people (Sawyer & Meyers).  

So What? 

The 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments are one of the pieces of legislation that I believe 

the American people can be most proud of. Our government took action against a problem 

affecting the whole of the American people and crossed the partisan divide, though said divide 

was much smaller at the time. Each operationalized variable demonstrated a value conducive to 

legislative action, though the framing battle was fought almost to a standstill. Be that as it may, 

climate change activists were able to garner support from a broad range of fringe actors and 

create an environment of “white-hot” mobilization (Sawyer & Meyers). The Amendments are an 

example of how social activist groups can affect change at the political level while remaining 

true to the values and ideals that were at the core of their first push into relevancy. 
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2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill 

 The 2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill (Sandbox), officially called the Global Warming Pollution 

Reduction Act of 2007, was a bill proposed to reduce carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas 

emissions. It would have increased performance and emissions standards for vehicles and power 

plants by establishing a cap-and-trade system that would have begun in 2010 and reduced 

emissions 15% by 2020 (110 S. 309). There was a secondary goal of reducing emissions 83% by 

2050, which would have set a landmark for the rest of the developed world to match (cite). There 

were a number of other clauses and goals in the legislation, but these were its most prominently 

discussed provisions. This bill was co-written by Senator Bernie Sanders (I-VT) and Senator 

Barbara Boxer (D-CA), with the assistance of seventeen cosponsors, and brought to the Senate 

floor on January 16, 2007, when it was immediately referred to the Senate Environment and 

Public Works Committee and died before being brought to the floor for debate (110 S. 309).  

 Much like my first case, the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, Sandbox was in fact 

another set of amendments meant to modernize and strengthen the original Clean Air Act. 

Despite this, it failed to even be brought up for general debate, instead languishing in a Senate 

committee until a new session of Congress was enacted. I argue that this happened because, 

although a slim opportunity for legislative change was present, climate activist groups were out-

framed and out-mobilized by private interest groups and their conservative allies. Because 

climate activist groups and liberal politicians were unable to capitalize on their chance for 

change, Sandbox did not receive public support like the 1990 Amendments did, and so did not 

have the momentum to become a law. This case demonstrates what happens when a MBI is not 

adequately supported despite being an acceptable solution for environmentalists and hardcore 

capitalists. 
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Opportunity 

Whether or not an opportunity for major legislative and political change was present in 

2007 rests in the same categories as in 1990: the problems, politics, and policies surrounding 

environmental legislation. In 1990, these came out as a clean sweep for climate activists and 

their political allies: they were able to capitalize on the opportunity presented by the economic, 

political, and social characteristics of the day and create a wide avenue through which to drive 

political change. Political opportunity in this case is less clear-cut than in 1990, but I will analyze 

sociopolitical characteristics and trends of 2007 and attempt to put the time period in the context 

of these three ‘streams’. Political opportunity in 2007 is not as cut-and-dried as in 1990, but 

political instability, combined with social uncertainty coming from economic conditions of the 

day as well as multiple wars in the Middle east, created dissatisfaction among the American 

public with regard to the regime that had held power for eight years. The variables that create 

this atmosphere lend themselves to major legislative change, though perhaps not directly 

pertaining to environmental legislation, and thus the opportunity for the 2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill 

was less clear cut than for the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments. Despite this, I argue that there 

was enough federal political instability and socioeconomic uncertainty to create an opportunity 

for major legislative change, should the framing and mobilization battles go well for the climate 

activists. 

For environmental legislation to have a chance at making it through the federal 

government, said government needs to be receptive to, or at least comprehend the necessity of, 

said legislation. 2007 heralded the end of George W. Bush’s time as President of the U.S., and 

the rapidly approaching end of this regime created much uncertainty on both sides of the partisan 

divide. When the party with the lion’s share of power is perceived as being on shaky ground, it is 
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more likely that political opposition groups will be able to convince their constituencies that 

change is necessary. Democrats gave speeches and press releases decrying the Republican 

party’s ability to create a favorable economic climate in an effort to erode Republicans’ base of 

support. One such speech was given by Carolyn Mahoney, the Democratic representative for 

New York’s 14th Congressional district, “Americans are becoming increasingly pessimistic 

about this economy. Two separate measures of consumer attitudes plunged drastically, posting 

their largest declines in decades… Americans have never had much confidence in the Bush 

economy. The President has the worst job creation record since Herbert Hoover… wages and 

incomes are not keeping up with the cost of living. The gap between the haves and the have-nots 

continues to grow” (ProQuest). This speech is indicative of an economic tactic from Democrats 

in this time period, as they pointed to the Bush administration’s hypocrisy in preaching solid 

economic policy yet affecting increases in socioeconomic inequality. The Republican party’s 

attempts to nullify the effects of Democratic data-focused speeches by trying to keep the public’s 

focus on the ‘benefits’ of the Bush administration. Virginia Foxx, a Republican from North 

Carolina’s Fifth district, gave a speech in which she explicitly utilizes this tactic, “despite 

Members of the minority party's attempts to distort our economic agenda… [in June] our robust 

economy created more than 144,000 jobs. The recent rise in our economy's production reflects 

the largest surge in utility output in 16 years, and the outlook for our country's growth is sitting 

well with consumers” (ProQuest). This 2007 speech shows us how one-off Republican party 

speeches or press releases addressed the situation: rather than attempt to discount opposition 

facts, they would counter with their own data points. This tactic may seem familiar, as it is 

similar to those employed by private interest and conservative groups against the 1990 Clean Air 

Act Amendments. However, the greatest effect of this tactic in 2007 was to simply increase 
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general uncertainty around the political sphere. This uncertainty lends itself to the creation of an 

opportunity for legislative change, as the public and elected officials are more likely to call for 

change at the highest levels in efforts to abate said instabilities. 

Democrats in both houses of Congress were unhappy with the way the markets were 

going, but that is relatively unsurprising knowing what we now know about 2008. What is more 

surprising is the extent to which Democratic representatives were willing to openly express this 

discontent, and the lengths that Conservatives were willing to go to deflect responsibility and 

distract from the truth of the matter. On Halloween of 2007, only slightly more than a year from 

President Obama’s election, Representative Chris Murphy (D-CT) gave a speech on the floor of 

Congress that was followed by a series of addendums from like-minded Democrats and some 

classic partisan debate. Rep. Murphy’s speech had a clear message, “Mr. Speaker, there are short 

memories on the other side of the aisle… The Republicans had 12 years of responsibility over 

the Federal budget…. This President with a Republican-controlled Congress in the House and 

the Senate, with a Republican-controlled administration inherited a budget surplus and turned 

that in just a few years into a record budget deficit... It took 42 Presidents 224 years to build up 

$1 trillion of foreign debt. And it has taken this President 6 years to go to $1.19 trillion” 

(ProQuest). The clear, measured diction and simple presentation of fact is characteristic of the 

rest of Rep. Murphy’s speech, as is his focus on the inability of a fully Republican Federal 

government to effectively do the very things they prided themselves on doing.  

Representative Murphy was not the only Democrat to speak - he was followed by Sen. 

Altmire (D-PA), Sen. Ryan (D-OH) & Sen. Meek (D-FL) (ProQuest). Each of these individuals 

spoke to the same main points and with the same measured approach that Rep. Murphy 

exemplified. However, the focus of each of these individuals was slightly different from Rep. 
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Murphy. Sen. Altmire focused on the tax policy and structure imposed by the Republican 

government, addressing tax cuts that they never followed through on and policies that hurt more 

than helped middle America (ProQuest). Sen. Ryan followed Altmire by moving the agenda to a 

discussion of the backwards nature of how and from whom the Federal government was 

borrowing massive amounts of money, along with the programs that were supposedly too 

expensive for the American people (ProQuest). As he pointed out, “We're actually going out to 

China and OPEC countries and borrowing the money to give tax cuts, and then we borrow the 

money from OPEC countries to fund the war to get oil from the Middle East… we had all the 

leadership of the Republican Party tell us how somehow funding education, lowering tuition 

costs, reducing the amount of student debt that our students are going to have to incur, funding 

community health clinics is somehow not an important priority… that somehow when those vets 

get back, they do\'t need health care, their kids don't need health care… they don't need 

education, they don\'t need increased Pell Grants to send their kids to school” (ProQuest). Each 

of these elected Democratic representatives made excellent points, clearly supported their 

arguments with fact, and moved the entire Democratic position forward. The Republican 

response, however, was only an effort to avoid answering any of these questions and drag out the 

conversation so that nothing would ever get done. Paul Ryan (R-WI) was the main Republican 

participant in this debate, and instead of presenting his own facts or putting forth a well-reasoned 

argument, he utilized a bizarre analogy involving toys to try to point out that all the spending 

from the Republican federal government was getting us something. Or rather, that it was getting 

us many things, “We've got a Rudy Guiliani situation here. Purple Halloween pails with witch 

decorations. We've got the Sponge Bob Square Pants Address Book and Journal. We've got the 

Thomas and Friends Wooden Railway toys. We've got the Go Diego Go Animal Rescue Boats. 
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Very Cute Expressions. Children's toys gardening tools and the Robbie Ducky Kids watering 

can” (ProQuet). This kind of response is indicative of why political uncertainty was already high 

and still increasing in this time period: one side would present facts, and the other would respond 

with a non sequitur that would cripple rather than progress the conversation. However, political 

uncertainty is not only the lot of those elected to deal with the ins and outs of American political 

structures - it reveals itself in the people who elected these officials and their moods in this time 

period. 

The American people, as Representative Maloney said in her speech, were becoming 

increasingly downhearted about their economic chances in 2007, which deeply affected the 

public perception of the Bush administration. In fact, some two years before Representative 

Maloney’s speech, public polling results already showed the effects of President Bush’s policy 

choices. ABC News and the Washington Post took a public poll in October of 2005 that asked 

two questions: first, respondents were asked whether their confidence in the Bush administration 

was changing. 49% of respondents indicated their confidence in the Bush administration was 

decreasing, as opposed to only 2% of respondents who said their confidence in Bush’s 

administration was increasing (Roper Center). This shows us that the general public was 

becoming increasingly unsatisfied with how the administration was conducting itself. The second 

question asked respondents about their level of confidence in the Bush administration: a great 

deal, quite a lot, some, very little, or none. 8% of respondents indicated that they already had no 

confidence in the administration, while 41% said they had very little confidence (Roper Center). 

These twin results demonstrate that public confidence in the Bush administration was already 

very low and yet still rapidly decreasing; combined with Representative Maloney’s speech from 

2007 and the debates swirling in Congress, these points of debate clearly show that political 
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uncertainty was rearing its ugly head in 2007. As Democrats in Congress called for more action 

and agitated for structural change, the American people’s confidence in their Federal government 

kept falling. 

Political uncertainty was not the only factor playing into 2007’s potential for a major 

political sea change. Social uncertainty was just as important, and played itself out in three main 

areas of public perception: economics and the markets, wars in the Middle East, and our very 

own neighbors. Looking back on 2007 as an era of economic uncertainty may seem silly, but at 

the time America was entering uncharted economic waters. With the housing market reaching 

record highs yet showing signs of being a massive bubble, the general public was beginning to 

realize that maybe things were not as they seemed. Many polls asked the public about their 

feelings towards the economy, but not all polls were focused on black and white yes/no 

questions. In December of 2007, on the eve of the housing market bubble bursting, Americans 

were asked how important housing prices were to them. With five total options, two garnered 

almost 60% of responses: 28% said they were very important while 29% said they were 

extremely important (AP & Yahoo). The American people were wired into the housing market, 

which was important to many consumers for a variety of reasons - many people were buying 

houses, flipping houses, or having their house foreclosed on. A second poll asked the American 

public how long it would be “before the US (United States) housing market recovers from the 

problems caused by home foreclosures and subprime mortgages” (Roper Center). In this poll, 

46% of individuals guessed that recovery would take two to three years, and 34% of respondents 

guessed four or more years. These two polls demonstrate that although people knew the housing 

market was important to the economy and in some trouble, they were unaware of the true extent 
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of the potential fallout. This situation, with little short-term concrete knowledge and a range of 

possible negative outcomes, fostered serious social uncertainty in the economic realm.  

The next factor playing into the increased public uncertainty was the Iraq War and 

conflicts in the Middle East. War always creates social anxiety, and these conflicts in particular 

were major factors in the American social consciousness. In December of 2007 23% of 

respondents to a CNN/Opinion Research Corporation poll chose the Iraq War as the most 

important factor in casting their vote for President in 2008 (CNN & ORC). We already know that 

the economy (29% in the same poll) was in a tailspin at this point, and the Iraq War was no 

different - 2007 was the deadliest year on record for American troops fighting in Iraq, with 852 

deaths as of November 6 (Cave). This was the result of President Bush’s ‘troop surge’ strategy 

that was an attempt to provide security to Baghdad and the Al Anbar Governorate. President 

Bush authorized the deployment of more than 20,000 soldiers into Iraq and an extension of the 

length of tours of duty for Marines and Army troops already deployed in these areas (Cave). This 

strategy may have contributed some positives to the American side of the conflict itself, but it 

contributed to the social unrest building in 2007. This unrest further showed itself in how 

Americans were beginning to perceive each other and feel suspicious of even their closest 

neighbors. 

Public uncertainty is a good thing for creating major legislative change, as the public is 

more likely to call for a shift at the highest political levels in order to alleviate said uncertainty. 

However, this distrust of other Americans may have had a detrimental effect. In a joint 

Gallup/USA Today poll from June of 2006, a national cross-section of respondents were asked 

about their views of Americans around the country. Taken in tandem, the results I present here 

demonstrate that in 2007, people were less likely to trust in their neighbor’s moral compasses. 
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First, when asked if other Americans were tolerant of other points of view, 54% of overall 

respondents said yes compared to 44% who said no (Gallup). However, when those results are 

parsed by the age of different respondents, they do change a bit. 67% of respondents aged 65+ 

said that other Americans were tolerant individuals and only 28% were not, while a further 61% 

of respondents aged 50-64 said that other Americans were tolerant and 35% were intolerant 

(Gallup). These two groups, who were slowly aging out of the ‘Bell curve’ of American 

demographics, still thought that others were tolerant individuals and could be trusted. However, 

the largest (and youngest) group surveyed had different ideas: those aged 30-49 were split 50/50 

on other Americans being tolerant or intolerant, with only two respondents in the age group not 

picking one or the other (Gallup). A second Gallup/USA Today question asked, “please tell me if 

you think [the statement] applies to more Americans today than it did five years ago, if it applies 

less to Americans today, or if there has been no change in the past five years… are tolerant of 

other points of view” (Gallup). Only 27% of people said that this statement was more true in 

2007 than in 2002, with 48% believing it applied less in 2007 than 2002, 23% seeing no change, 

and 2% not knowing how to respond (Gallup). The results of these two questions demonstrate 

that the general American public did not have as positive a perception of their fellow Americans. 

Especially in younger demographics, people were more suspicious and less likely to think 

positively of their neighbors and coworkers. Additionally, across the board Americans had a 

downhearted view of tolerance over time, thinking that the American public was gradually 

becoming less tolerant of other points of view as time passed. Though this contributes to the 

social uncertainty which makes major political change more plausible, it may have been a bridge 

too far. As rising numbers of Americans began to distrust their neighbors’ moral compasses, it is 

possible that this affected their willingness to listen to individuals or groups with differing 
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sociopolitical views. Though this cannot be definitively proven, perhaps the opportunity for 

legislative change was not as open as it seemed in 2007. 

Just like in 1990, the problems, policy, and politics ‘streams’ seemed to align and create 

an opportunity for major change. Political uncertainty, a prerequisite for the realization of a 

political window of opportunity, was clearly present at the federal level in 2007 and caused the 

politics ‘stream’ to be open to major change and coupling processes (Repetto, Chang et al). The 

policy ‘stream’ was in a similar state, as both the American public and Democratic minority in 

Congress were upset with choices made by President Bush, from his troop surge to financial 

practices of borrowing and spending that had greatly expanded the national debt and economic 

inequality. The problems ‘stream’ was also clearly ready for change, as the American public was 

aligned upon the issues of the economy and conflicts in the Middle East as being simultaneously 

the most important areas in upcoming elections and the Bush Administration’s greatest 

shortcomings. With the 2008 elections right around the corner and public satisfaction with the 

Republican-led federal government falling, the American people had an opportunity to make 

major political change possible. The three ‘streams’, then, show us that every data point was 

pointing towards the creation of a political opportunity. All that was left was for the climate 

activists and climate-positive politicians to effectively bring these characteristics to a head with 

their framing and mobilization skills. 

Framing 

Framing around the 2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill would be a much different battleground 

from the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments. For one thing, in 1990 ‘facebook’ was merely 

shorthand for the yearbooks that people would write messages to each other in at the end of the 

school year. By December of 2005 facebook.com had six million users, and by September of the 
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following year was opened to everyone aged 13+ with a valid email address (Facebook). The 

media landscape, with the addition of social media and the expansion of the internet, was 

reforming at a rapid pace. Social media largely acts as an echo chamber for many of its users, 

and so framing and messaging campaigns would be that much more important: which side of the 

climate change debate would be able to break into the mental spheres of those who do not 

already agree with them? Framing would be crucial to any piece of legislation, only more so for 

a bill addressing a topic as divisive as climate change. Climate activist groups did not change up 

their main frames all that much, focusing ever more on climate science, sticking to facts and 

logic, and trying to create emotional connections to the issue of climate change. However, they 

did change: they embraced climate-conscious religious groups, and focused more on the 

messages being promoted by their most famous and powerful allies, which led to ‘creative 

caching’. Anti-Sandbox interests, on the other hand, evolved their strategies a lot. Thanks to the 

Global Climate Coalition (GCC), they developed twin strategies of explicit and implicit denial, 

doubling down on the guttural reactions of fear and anger that are so powerful in human nature.  

The GCC, a leading climate denial group run chiefly by oil and coal interests, was shut 

down by 2007. However, climate denial was already in full swing. In its 18 years of existence, 

the GCC helped grow climate denial into a full-fledged industry all on its own and develop new 

ways of convincing the American public that it was a hoax or that the scientists proving its 

existence were frauds. Climate denial groups would prove to have a major effect on Sandbox, 

though they were not the only important players in this game.  

Climate change activist groups, despite the 17 year gap between the 1990 Amendments 

and Sandbox, did not drastically change their framing strategies. Perhaps this is because they had 

success and expected to find that same success again, or maybe there are underlying reasons. The 
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fact remains that these groups didn’t change their approach to trying to influence public opinion, 

and we can demonstrate that by and large they failed to do so. The core focus of climate change 

activists in 2007 was the mounting scientific evidence that climate change was influenced by 

human civilization, and not for the better. Groups put out press releases, wrote op-eds, went on 

news broadcasts, and undertook many other efforts to try and convince the average American 

that they were right (NewsBank). This was the same as 1990: they focused on climate science, 

trying to disprove notions that anthropogenic climate change was no threat to the Earth.  

One such article noted that this extended to political debates in Congress, “Is the threat of 

catastrophic climate change ‘the greatest hoax’ [former House Environment and Public Works 

Committee Chairman Jim Inhofe], or a ‘crisis’ [Barbara Boxer]” (Hall). This quote contains 

paraphrasings from two speeches to Congress, one from Jim Inhofe and one from Barbara Boxer. 

Mr. Inhofe is most famous for his book The Greatest Hoax: How the Global Warming 

Conspiracy Threatens Your Future, the title of which makes his stance on climate change crystal 

clear. Ms. Boxer, on the other hand, was a writer of the Sanders-Boxer bill, and so was fighting 

for its political life by this point. Mr. Inhofe represents the opposition that climate change 

activists were trying to defeat: conservatives who claimed climate change was a hoax and that 

climate activist groups were communists, socialists, or anarchists trying to disrupt the ‘American 

way of life’. Sen. Boxer’s approach, much like Rep. Murphy’s in his debate with Paul Ryan, was 

to remain calm and measured, endeavoring to make her points through fact and logic. Focusing 

on climate science in the buildup to Sandbox did not only constitute filling messaging campaigns 

with numbers and statistics. Some climate activist groups were utilizing climate science in ways 

to have a more personal impact with readers. For example, an op-ed in the Northwest Arkansas 

Times penned by Bill Chamiedes from Environmental Defense (formerly the Environmental 
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Defense Fund), one of America’s foremost climate activist groups, demonstrates this tactic. The 

article was titled Why hurricanes are getting stronger and what we can do about it, and 

addressed the climate science behind rising numbers of storms sweeping in off the Gulf of 

Mexico, “All Americans - whether they live in Miami or Fayetteville - need to understand the 

simple connection between climate change and stronger hurricanes. As demonstrated by research 

at MIT and Georgia Tech, warmer ocean temperatures are providing more energy and destructive 

power to storms as they form over the Atlantic Ocean… But there is more; melting arctic ice 

from global warming is causing sea levels to rise and this makes coastal communities even more 

vulnerable to storm surges from hurricanes… There's still time to tackle climate change and head 

off the most dangerous impacts… The best way to address climate change is to put a national 

limit on greenhouse gas pollution” (Chamiedes). By utilizing climate science but keeping to 

focus on the affected groups, Environmental Defense was attempting to broaden the 

effectiveness of their fact-focused strategy while maintaining its scientific integrity. And, despite 

the more colloquial language of this article and other examples in the same vein, climate activist 

groups were yet endeavoring to not be drawn into the emotionally charged language of climate 

denial groups and conservative politicians. 

However, in 2007 climate activist groups were not only looking to political figures and 

scientific studies to try to directly affect legislative change. Almost as a direct evolution of their 

1990 push to mobilize marginalized groups who were not usually politically active, in 2007 

climate activists were promoting the messaging campaigns of their most famous and powerful 

supporters alongside those of less politically active latecomers to the party. They had recognized 

that perhaps their most valuable resource was the support of people outside the scientific realm - 

without abandoning the climate science-focused approach that had served them well in 1990, 
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they would ‘tack on’ messages from fringe groups that they hoped to gain support from. By 

2007, climate change was not only a scientific issue: climate activist groups were getting some 

help from religious groups. Notably, some Christian evangelists had joined the fight for climate 

action, “human-induced climate change is real; the consequences of climate change will be 

significant, and will hit the poor the hardest; Christian moral convictions demand our response to 

the climate change problem; and, the need to act now is urgent” (Hall). Instead of saying that 

God would figure it out, climate-active Christians and Catholics argued that it was their religious 

duty to take care of all of God’s creation, from the environment to the people that would be 

hardest hit by the negative outcomes of climate change. Some such churches, specifically 

evangelical Christian churches, began to take direct action in working for climate change 

legislation. An editorial from February 2006 noted that churches have driven sweeping social 

and legislative changes in the past and were acknowledging that similar action was needed 

against climate change, “American churches have often been the instruments of change, as they 

were in the drives for abolition of slavery, women's suffrage and civil rights, and in leading the 

opposition to the Vietnam War. Today, some churches are prepared to play another leading role - 

this time, in saving the planet. Praise the Lord! Eighty-six evangelical Christian leaders, 

organized under the banner of the Evangelical Environmental Network, have announced plans to 

mobilize American Christians in a fight against global warming” (Press). Though 86 Christian 

leaders does not put much of a dent in the millions of adherents to the Christian faith in America, 

it is significant that a wide enough section of the evangelical population was galvanized into 

creating an official body for Christian climate activism. This frame, though not nearly as 

widespread as the climate science-focused messages that had been around since 1990, typically 

accompanied a climate scientists’ message. This message was no exception, as the author 
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explains why the Evangelical Environmental Network came into being, “[climate change is] 

already here. And the signs are everywhere around the globe. January 2006 was the warmest 

January in recorded history. The world's glaciers are disappearing. The Arctic and Antarctic ice 

caps are melting… In Russia , entire cities are sinking through the permafrost… In Alaska, 

native Inuit villages must be moved inland because the shoreline is eroding. What more evidence 

do you need” (Press). However, the addition of some small percentage of religious groups would 

not be enough to get climate activists’s case over the proverbial hump. For that push, they looked 

to the most famous and attention-getting climate activist of the time. 

Climate activist groups, with regard to their more famous allies, typically allowed them 

to frame their own messages. An Inconvenient Truth, Al Gore’s cinematic project that shed light 

on the dangers of greenhouse gases, anthropogenic climate change, and our rough road ahead, 

came out in 2006 (Climate Reality). The messages it contained, along with the ensuing media 

campaign from Mr. Gore, are representative of this messaging strategy. The documentary 

sparked a short-term climate movement unlike anything that had happened before, garnering 

serious public support for climate initiatives in a short period of time and leading other 

celebrities to attend and promote events such as the Live Earth concert series, which I will 

discuss in more detail later (Climate Reality, NewsBank). The central message of the film was 

that people can do as much good for the planet as bad, and all was not lost if we would band 

together against this common enemy (Gore). The messaging around AIT focused on the science 

behind climate change, but additionally emphasized the urgency of the need to act against 

climate change. And, after AIT came out, Al Gore was called to Congress to testify to its validity 

and the urgency of its messaging, much like NASA scientist James Hansen in 1988 after he 

published research saying he was “99% sure” that anthropogenic climate change was a real threat 
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(Gore). Gore tried to remain measured and calculated like Sen. Boxer and Rep. Murphy in their 

speeches, “‘This is not a normal time. We are facing a planetary emergency,’ Gore said in the 

afternoon Senate hearing. ‘I'm fully aware that that phrase sounds shrill to many people's ears. 

But it is accurate’” (ProQuest). Despite his calm demeanor and word choice, Gore still delivered 

a message of urgency. This quote shows the patience with which he was mediating his 

comments; like Mr. Hansen in 1988, Gore knew that the climate crisis was real and urgently 

needed to be addressed, but also knew that inciting mass panic would not lead to the kind of 

action that was needed. Al Gore was the figurehead of the environmentalist movement in 2007, 

and the frame of urgency that he employed was picked up and utilized by everyone from climate-

conscious politicians like Sen. Boxer and Rep. Murphy to smaller environmentalist groups 

spurred by the success of An Inconvenient Truth.  

Finally, Gore was one of the originators of a new frame utilized by climate activists in 

this era: ‘creative caching’. Gore utilized creative caching to try to connect with the portion of 

the general public that did not respond well to the exhortations of scientists and the utilization of 

data points. Gore did so by creating analogies that casted the American people in their central 

role, in one instance testifying to Congress that if climate change could be solved through a 

bipartisan effort, they could “say to the future generations ... 'This was our Thermopylae. We 

defended civilization's gate'” (Gore). Many people could not grasp the extent of the damage that 

had been done by 2007 when it was put in terms of numbers or scientific models. However, he 

attempted to connect with these individuals by employing the most famous battle in the 2006 hit 

movie 300, in which an outnumbered army led by King Leonidas of Sparta held back a vastly 

superior invading Persian force. Utilizing a pop-culture reference with deeper historical 

connotations is a perfect example of creative caching: Gore framed his message of climate 
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science as urgent through colloquial language that reached out to a wider audience than any 

scientific jargon would have. The article from Bill Chamiedes for the Northwest Arkansas 

Times, which we already discussed in terms of its focus on climate science, also demonstrates 

how colloquial language was used by climate activists to connect with this wider audience. 

Especially in such areas as would be served by the Northwest Arkansas times, colloquial 

language would have a much wider effect than any number of statistics or citation of studies. 

After establishing that climate change is real and affects the hurricanes that so decimate the 

American southeast through climate science, Chamiedes switches his focus, “Arkansas farmers 

will benefit from expanded markets for clean biofuels and payments from industry for 

agricultural practices that absorb or reduce greenhouse gases. Most of America's global 

competitors are already following this path. That means foreign companies are getting a windfall 

of new investment to develop energy efficient technologies. Arkansas business can get in on the 

action if the United States joins the effort to limit greenhouse gas pollution. Many Arkansas 

companies have already started researching and developing biodiesel and analysts believe this 

could be a big area of investment - bringing high tech, high wage jobs to Arkansas” 

(Chamiedes). A main concern of every voter, especially in rural areas, is the economy. By 

cleanly pivoting from a base-level explanation of climate science underlying the worsening 

hurricane season to a colloquial, simplified explanation of how addressing climate change at a 

national level would benefit the local Arkansas community, Chamiedes effectively demonstrates 

both of these framing strategies. This is not as innovative as Gore’s utilization of 300 as a vehicle 

for his climate change message, but it is an example of how climate activists and climate-positive 

politicians were trying to find new and different ways to cache their science-focused messages. 
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Al Gore was awarded the 2007 Nobel Peace Prize for his work against climate change, 

but his popularization of ‘creative caching’ in tandem with a focus on data and science was his 

main contribution to the framing efforts of other climate activists and groups. One method of 

‘creative caching’ came about from climate activist groups recognizing that conflicts in the 

Middle East had overtaken climate-related issues as a core concern of the American people, and 

trying to use this to their advantage. In doing so, they would compare and contrast the threat of 

these conflicts with the threat of climate change. They knew that war in the MIddle East was on 

everyone’s mind, and despite the lack of a direct connection they knew that joining the issues 

would affect a different subsect of the population than traditional climate frames, “If we learned 

that al Qaeda was secretly developing a new terrorist technique that could disrupt water supplies 

around the globe, force tens of millions from their homes and potentially endanger our entire 

planet, we would be aroused into a frenzy and deploy every possible asset to neutralize the 

threat. Yet that is precisely the threat that we're creating ourselves, with our greenhouse gases… 

a series of new studies indicate that we're cooking our favorite planet more quickly than experts 

had expected” (Kristof). By caching climate change as a hypothetical weapon of al Qaeda, the 

hope of climate activists and climate-positive politicians was to shock people into paying 

attention to the dangers of climate change. Climate activist groups thought that by using 

attention-grabbing topic sentences and introductory lines, they could sneak science and data 

points into their messages without alienating individuals who make decisions on emotion and gut 

feel rather than logic. They thought that by showing people that we pose a greater threat to 

ourselves than al Qaeda, they could spur rapid calls for action and major shifts in public opinion. 

Conservatives and private interest groups, on the other hand, changed in order to march 

in lockstep with how people make decisions. Instead of appealing to rationality and the ability of 
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people to make accurate judgements, this alliance played on people’s emotions and denied the 

vast majority of scientific data utilized by climate activists. This denial can be seen in the first 

example I employed earlier in this section: Representative Jim Inhofe, as a member of the House 

Environment and Public Works Committee, has access to every scientific study and data point. 

However, he claims that climate activists are simply enacting “the greatest hoax” in human 

history, going so far as to write a book on the topic (Hall). There are two ways in which this kind 

of messaging plays off of everyone’s confirmation bias: the first deals with fact and the second 

with belief. Factual confirmation bias dictates that people search for or favor data that aligns with 

things they already think of as true. For example, industry interest groups take data produced by 

their own scientists and push it to their political allies and media groups. This sets a baseline as 

consumers see that information presented as truth via the news or social media. Then, a directly 

related or parallel group embarks on their own messaging campaign using similarly collated 

statistics. Consumers of the first round of messaging are more likely to agree with the second 

round of messaging because it goes along with what they already know to be ‘true’. 

Confirmation bias also plays on beliefs, but the key is that people believe what they want to 

believe - an individual can make rational decisions, but groups of people tend to operate on 

groupthink rather than rationality. People want to believe that the world isn’t changing and 

everything is fine, and so it is easier to believe someone denying that climate change is a 

problem than a climate activist presenting facts. By 2007, with the efforts of the Global Climate 

Coalition and other climate denial groups such as the Exxon-backed Competitive Enterprise 

Institute, the frames employed by conservatives and private interest groups were evolving to prey 

on all possible responses to climate science. 
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This evolution led to the development of twin strategies: explicit denial and implicit 

denial. Explicit denial is the kind of denial employed against the 1990 Clean Air Act 

Amendments and by Jim Inhofe, in which climate science is outright rejected. Implicit denial is 

more underhanded and psychological, as it can present itself as a ‘middle ground’ between the 

two extremes. Implicit climate denial is defined by the acceptance of the broad scientific 

consensus that climate change is real and caused by human actions combined with a rejection of 

its seriousness or a lack of ability to come to terms with what the science actually means. 

Explicit climate denial was not only the lot of climate denial groups, however. Some prominent 

scientists were employing explicit denial, even those whose life’s work consisted of studying the 

atmosphere. One such scientist was Bill Gray, a longtime professor in the atmospheric science 

department at Colorado State University (Achenbach). To and through the mid-2000s, Gray 

railed against the rise in climatologists and atmospheric scientists definitively proving 

anthropogenic climate change and its negative symptoms for humankind. His diction and bearing 

were typical for those following his lead, as he eschewed reasoned debate in favor of “public 

shouting match[es]” with former students at weather conferences, when he was supposed to be 

engaging in academic debate with a fellow atmospheric scientist (Achenbach). His stance, and 

the message he perpetuated, is simple, “Global warming is a hoax… ‘I've been in meteorology 

over 50 years. I've worked damn hard, and I've been around. My feeling is some of us older guys 

who've been around have not been asked about this. It's sort of a baby boomer, yuppie thing.’ 

Gray believes in observations. Direct measurements. Numerical models can't be trusted. 

Equation pushers with fancy computers aren't the equals of scientists who fly into hurricanes. 

‘Few people know what I know. I've been in the tropics, I've flown in airplanes into storms. I've 

done studies of convection, cloud clusters and how the moist process works. I don't think 



84 

anybody in the world understands how the atmosphere functions better than me’” (Achenbach). 

Gray goes on, in this article, to engage in ad hominem attacks against the author of the piece (his 

interviewer), other climate scientists, and especially the younger generation of climatologists and 

atmospheric scientists whom he scathingly and repeatedly refers to as ‘yuppies’ (Achenbach). He 

contends that the widely accepted science around global warming cannot explain the cycles of 

warming and cooling, when it in fact does. He is proud of the fact that he is on record as saying, 

“Gore believed in global warming almost as much as Hitler believed there was something wrong 

with the Jews”, agreeing that, “Yes, I am incendiary… The etiquette of science has long ago 

been thrown out the window” (Achenbach). Gray’s approach to explicitly denying the science of 

climate change is, unfortunately, representative of the kind of opposition that still exists in the 

realm of climate science. He and his ilk argue that climate science is not consensus, but rather 

‘uncertainty’, and that the models that have proven to be accurate are anything but. This is how 

explicit denial evolved in 2007: it became less precise but more likely to offer ‘alternatives’, less 

likely to engage in debate and more likely to attack the person or group bold enough to utilize 

data and fact in their argument. However, this was not the most insidious strategy of climate 

deniers. That honor goes to implicit denial, which was the main difference in their 1990 and 

2007 strategies. 

The following prime example of implicit denial demonstrates how to implicitly deny our 

part in creating climate change while not outright rejecting the science behind it, “How can we 

tell whether this warming is due to human influences, such as the rise in atmospheric greenhouse 

gases (mainly carbon dioxide from the burning of fuels), or whether it is simply another natural 

fluctuation?... Climate models, run on giant computers, give scary results, but these are simply 

theoretical exercises, not to be confused with real evidence… Since it is unlikely that the current 
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warming has much of a human component and also unlikely that something substantial could be 

done to reduce carbon dioxide growth, what is the point of having a vast and costly program for 

mitigation, when most likely, a warmer climate would have positive rather than negative effects” 

(Singer). This form of messaging preys on people’s hopes that climate change is not serious and 

is a natural phenomenon, using confirmation bias to cause people to believe that everything is 

okay because that is what they want to believe. Implicit denial also twists factual confirmation 

bias: by saying climate science is ‘not to be confused with real evidence’ despite being the result 

of thousands of studies, by misconstruing data sets that show the Earth to have had warmer and 

cooler periods in the past and by saying that climate change might be a good thing, it allows 

people to replace scientific fact with the comfort that everything will be fine. Implicit denial also 

made its way into academia, creating more ‘pseudo-climate science’ for climate deniers to use in 

their speeches and press releases. 

In 2007 Richard S. Lindzen was the Alfred P. Sloan Professor of Meteorology at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. He was also a practitioner of implicit denial, and was part 

of the dangerous “middle ground” that emerged between 1990 and 2007. It should be noted that, 

though he is an academic at a world-renowned institution, Lindzen’s research was always funded 

exclusively by the U.S. Government, which at the time was Republican-directed (cite). Lindzen 

said, “The current [climate] alarm rests on the false assumption not only that we live in a perfect 

world, temperature wise, but also that our warming forecasts for the year 2040 are somehow 

more reliable than the weatherman's forecast for next week. A warmer climate could prove to be 

more beneficial than the one we have now” (Lindzen). This is a key example of the dangerous 

‘middle ground’ of implicit denial: Lindzen gives an out to anyone willing to question climate 

science, especially if they want to be able to point to short-term negatives of programs 
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addressing climate change. Lindzen loved to do this in his writing, “actions taken thus far to 

reduce emissions have already had negative consequences without improving our ability to adapt 

to climate change. An emphasis on ethanol, for instance, has led to angry protests against corn-

price increases in Mexico, and forest clearing and habitat destruction in Southeast Asia” 

(Lindzen). By not outright denying that climate change is real, he lends credence to the rest of 

his arguments and helps the case of conservatives and private interest groups. The threat of 

implicit denial comes from this central tenet - a lack of outright rejection of science allows 

implicit deniers to claim some form of legitimacy, when in reality they have none. This creates 

the ‘middle ground’ that so many conservatives and private interest groups began to utilize 

around 2007, especially when it came to the ‘middle ground’ of conversation. 

Around 2007, some climate deniers began to utilize implicit denial to cast themselves as 

looking to ‘create a conversation’ or ‘foster reasonable debate’, when in reality they were simply 

preaching denial by another name, like Mr. Lindzen. One such writer was Bjorn Lomborg, who 

said in a 2007 Kansas City Star op-end, “the discussion about climate change has turned into a 

nasty dustup, with one side arguing that we're headed for catastrophe and the other maintaining 

that it's all a hoax. I say that neither is right. It's wrong to deny the obvious: The Earth is 

warming, and we're causing it. But that's not the whole story, and predictions of impending 

disaster also don't stack up. We have to rediscover the middle ground, where we can have a 

sensible conversation” (Lomborg). A deeper look at this quote reveals just how far the reach of 

industry-funded climate denial groups such as the GCC and CEI had extended. Lomborg appears 

to accept climate science, but still rejects its seriousness. This runs counter to everything that 

climate science stands for, and yet he sees no reason why he shouldn’t be able to say “the Earth 

is warming, and we’re causing it” alongside “predictions of impending disaster also don’t stack 
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up” (Lomborg). By ‘accepting’ the science but denying what it proves, implicit denial allowed 

conservative politicians and private interest groups to appeal to a much wider range of potential 

constituents. 

It is clear that, in the case of the 2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill, conservatives and industry 

advocates managed to ‘out-frame’ climate activists. Climate activists did change up their strategy 

a bit, continuing to focus on mobilizing marginalized groups while putting more precedence on 

the messages of those activists with the public eye on them. They still preferred to focus on 

appeals to rational decision making through science, though, while conservatives and industry 

groups evolved significantly. They were able to diversify their old strategies of deflection and 

pseudoscience through the work of climate denial groups like the GCC and CEI, developing 

implicit denial to go along with ‘normal’ explicit denial. This diversification allowed them to 

target a much wider range of potential adherents than in 1990, as they still were able to appeal to 

confirmation bias triggers of belief and fact. This evolution of strategy helped them to bring 

public opinion to bear behind their push against Sandbox. Individuals can be smart and rational, 

which climate activists were counting on. Unfortunately, they did not take into account that 

groups of people are emotionally driven, illogical, and prone to agreeing with what they believe.  

Mobilization 

Compared to the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments, resource mobilization would prove to 

be much more important for climate activist groups in 2007 thanks to the rapid globalization that 

accompanied the spread of advanced communication technologies. Additionally, acid rain was a 

highly visible public issue that did not discriminate based on socioeconomic status, race, or any 

other demographic factor - everyone got rained on. However, Sandbox was meant to address 

climate change, a much more nebulous problem that does not affect everyone equally. Climate 
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activists’ main mobilization tactics in 2007 were fairly simple: they got behind Al Gore and his 

highly publicized An Inconvenient Truth publicity tour, promoting his messages and trying to 

capitalize on the rising wave of climate activism that was bringing people with more money and 

power to the fore of the movement. They did this in order to try to combat the gap in tangible 

resources, such as money and lobbying manpower, that private interest groups cultivated. 

Sandbox received high levels of support from groups who generally support climate action: 

climate activist groups, scientists, left-wing Democrats, and especially Green Party adherents. 

Every corner of the environmental movement was represented in the group supporting this bill 

(cite), while the general public lagged behind in recognizing and addressing the threat of climate 

change. Private interest groups and conservative politicians, on the other hand, weaponized this 

gap in tangible resources: their main tactic was simple to out-spend and out-lobby climate 

activist groups. This resulted in a stark partisan divide: of the 19 cosponsors of the bill, all 19 

were Democrats by and large representing liberal states (110 S. 309).  

This lack of a bipartisan base of support held the bill back from being a major issue of the 

day: Sandbox was introduced to the Senate with remarks from Sen. Sanders and was referred to 

the Senate Committee on Environment and Public Works that very same day, with no further 

action taken thanks to a one-sided push for its importance (110 S. 309). However, bipartisan 

support was not the only issue - resource mobilization theorists discuss two types of movements: 

centralized and decentralized (Freeman). Industry muscle and private interest groups are clearly 

centralized movements thanks to their hierarchical structures and unified resource bases - they do 

not have to worry about organizational survival, and so can spend a higher portion of their time 

and resources on short-term mobilization and goal achievement (Freeman). The climate 

movement, on the other hand, is for better or worse a classic example of a decentralized 
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movement. Its strongest assets are intangible assets, such as people, values, or ideologies. 

However, combined with the scattered organization of the climate movement as a whole means 

that these groups have to spend more time and resources on ensuring the survival of the 

movement (Freeman). This is why fringe mobilization is so important for the environmental 

movement - it fills gaps in their resource base that industry groups can plug with massive wads 

of cash.  

These are the gaps that climate activist groups hoped Al Gore could fill: he had money, 

power, and the eyes of America on him thanks to his An Inconvenient Truth-related efforts that 

garnered a 2007 Nobel Peace Prize. The momentum that Gore had thanks to AIT was the main 

driver of this hope. Climate activists hoped this momentum, like the fringe mobilization that 

brought demand for the 1990 Amendments to a fever pitch, would offset the discrepancy in 

tangible resources between themselves and the private interest groups fighting them. And, in 

truth, it did (in part) - climate activism was beginning to affect changes. On September 27 2006, 

California became the first US state to impose a hard cap on greenhouse gas emissions 

(environmentalhistory.org). These changes were not all at the state level, however. On April 2, 

2007 the US Supreme Court ruled that states were allowed to regulate greenhouse gasses in the 

landmark Massachusetts v. EPA case, dealing a blow to the Bush administration’s efforts to stop 

government regulation of the markets (Climate Investigations Center). Maybe the best example 

of this fame-and-money driven wave of environmental activism was the global series of Live 

Earth concerts. On July 7, 2007 the North American Live Earth concert was held in Giants 

Stadium in East Rutherford, New Jersey (environmentalhistory.org). This concert functioned as a 

high-profile fundraiser for climate change efforts, with a list of performers and presenters 

including Kevin Bacon, John Mayer, Leonardo DiCaprio, Al Gore, Ludacris, Fall Out Boy, 
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Akon, Alicia Keys, Bon Jovi, Alec Baldwin, NASA scientist James Hansen, and Kanye West 

(Climate Files). Clearly, Al Gore’s efforts to bring climate change into the mainstream were 

gaining momentum - people were paying attention, and even the Pope was talking about climate 

change. Literally: on Christmas Day 2007, Pope Benedict XVI appealed to the world for peace 

and environmental protection through his annual Christmas message (environmentalhistory.org). 

In a news article from that same day, some Americans continued to insist that people who 

‘believed’ in climate change were “just a ‘cult’” (environmentalhistory.org). Regardless, climate 

activists were seemingly beginning to affect broader public activism, but were fighting an uphill 

battle.  

Climate activist groups and their new celebrity allies were, still, woefully outstripped in 

key areas such as money, tangible resources, connections, and private-sector power that allow 

activist groups to mobilize a wide bank of support in a short period of time (Climate Files). This 

gap between private interest groups and climate activist groups in terms of tangible resource base 

was simply too large for the climate-focused to overcome in this case. Nowhere is this more 

clear than in terms of the lobbying efforts around Sandbox. 113 unique organizations registered 

to lobby on Sandbox, according to opensecrets.org, with these 113 organizations combining for 

366 individual lobbying efforts over the lifespan of the bill (opensecrets.org). Only one of the top 

25 organizations, by number of individual instances of lobbying around Sandbox, was a climate-

positive group: the Earthjustice Defense Fund (opensecrets.org). The rest were all coal or oil 

interests, with Peabody Energy, Chevron Corporation, Duke Energy, Exxon Mobil, Bituminous 

Coal Operators, and the Ford Motor Company as a few examples (opensecrets.org). As a whole, 

of the 113 organizations, only nine were climate-positive (opensecrets.org), and only two of 

these groups lobbied for Sandbox three or more times (opensecrets.org). Though this does not 
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tell us definitively how much money or time each group spent on the bill, it does show that 

private interest groups spent much more of both on Sandbox than climate activists could or did. 

Private interest groups’ lobbying efforts were aided even more by the climate denial groups that 

sprung up to fill the void left by the Global Climate Coalition.  

We have already discussed how these groups created twin explicit and implicit denial 

strategies, and how these strategies helped private interest groups to expand their audience of 

potential adherents. Additionally, the efforts of Exxon specifically merit discussion here. Exxon 

began funding the Competitive Enterprise Institute, an ultra-conservative climate-denial think 

tank, in the 1980s after doing their own studies into climate change and its potential effects 

(Climate Investigations Center). This led Exxon to become one of CEI’s main boosters from the 

1980s until September 2006, when they stopped funding CEI after being called out for doing so 

in a letter from The Royal Society, Great Britain’s most prominent (and the world’s oldest) 

independent scientific body (Climate Files). A letter from Ken Cohen (ExxonMobil Vice 

President of Public Affairs) to the Royal Society was recovered and put up on climatefiles.com, 

and the text is revealing: in addition to denying that they are a climate denial group, he pointed 

out technicalities in their charter’s diction that protected them from any actual legal liability for 

saying climate change is not real (Climate Files). This exemplifies the transition from explicit to 

implicit denial and demonstrates the vast resources backing climate denial efforts, as the denial 

groups (e.g. GCC, CEI) and their backers (e.g. Exxon Mobil) were beginning to understand how 

to game the system so as to never be culpable for their own transgressions.  

Further, a letter to Rex Tillerson (Exxon Chairman and CEO) from Senators John D. 

Rockefeller IV and Olympia Snowe was also recovered for climatefiles.com, criticizing Exxon 

for its climate denial efforts and its funding of CEI (Climate Files). The Senators wrote that 
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Exxon’s monetary and ideological support for climate denial groups had compromised the 

United States’ “moral clarity” and international standing (Climate Files). The letter revealed that, 

“studies show that Exxon is the primary funding source for no less than 29 major climate denial 

organizations, including the Competitive Enterprise Institute and has contributed over $19 

million to climate skepticism” (Climate Files). The Senators urged Exxon to end their support of 

these groups, invest in technological innovations to counter climate change, and “come clean” on 

the topic of the industry’s long activities in propagating climate denial (Climate Files). Publicly 

elected officials at the highest levels of government, thanks to being more informed than the 

average person, are fully aware of the money and time that Exxon Mobil has put into halting 

climate activism and climate change legislation. However, the most damning piece of evidence 

in the Exxon Mobil climate denial case is that, this entire time, the independent scientific studies 

they had been doing were revealing the same trends as climate scientists the world over were 

aware of. They knew what was going on, and yet still placed profit over human and natural life at 

every turn. In a speech at CERAWeek 2007, a gathering of international energy sector officials 

and policymakers, Tillerson pushed an agenda of climate denial at every turn. He talked about 

the efforts of the energy industry in “ongoing improvements in environmental performance”, and 

says “many fail to fully appreciate the tremendous strides [the oil] industry has made toward 

reducing environmental footprint” (Climate Investigations Center). However, when directly 

asked about these improvements in a later media session, he was unable or unwilling to provide 

any such specifics. Tillerson further admitted that climate change was real, that the Earth’s 

temperature was rising and that emissions were also increasing, but maintained that climate 

science was “insufficient at predicting future impacts” (Climate Files). Exxon’s efforts to 

propagate implicit denial of climate change are horrifying when taken into context. This is one of 
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the most profitable firms in the history of American markets, making money hand over fist. They 

have been doing climate science research for decades, and though they have found the same dour 

results as climate-positive scientists (Climate Investigations Center), they have continued to fund 

and promote the messages of climate denial groups. Exxon is but one example of how the coal 

and oil industries have thrown their considerable resource bases behind the efforts of climate 

denial groups and in doing so completely outdid all efforts of climate activists to raise money 

around and awareness of Sandbox. 

 In addition to the efforts of climate denial groups, there is the question of whether 

Senator Sanders’ presence was a benefit for the bill. Sanders had recently introduced a bill with 

Hillary Clinton that would have placed even more stringent controls on emissions of greenhouse 

gases, but that bill failed even more spectacularly than Sandbox (ProQuest). In introducing yet 

another revolutionary climate change bill, trying to whip the votes, and pushing for action upon 

action, Senator Sanders may have exhausted his political capital. His constant push for climate 

action, though admirable, hamstrung his efforts to push Sandbox to the Senate floor. Perhaps, if 

he had taken his foot off the gas earlier or been more selective in his pushes for revolutionary 

action, Sandbox could have had more success.  

 In the end, it is clear that conservatives and private interest groups were able to out-

mobilize climate activists in this case. Despite the efforts of Al Gore and other celebrities, 

despite being able to mobilize some religious groups to their cause, and despite having 

momentum from the 2006 release of An Inconvenient Truth, the gap in tangible resource bases 

was too wide for climate activists to bridge. Additionally, the efforts of Exxon, the Global 

Climate Coalition, and the Competitive Enterprise Institute (among other climate denial groups) 

lent strength to the politicians and drivers of political action working for industry interests. 
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So What? 

 The case of the 2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill demonstrates what the vast resource bases of 

private interest groups can do when effectively utilized with a clear goal in mind. Though there 

was an opening for political change, no other factor went the direction of the climate activist 

groups. With the onset of the internet and social media, framing and mobilization efforts would 

prove to be highly important for creating change, and private interests were able to counter the 

efforts of climate activists at every turn. The lack of fringe mobilization on the part of climate 

activists likely was a major factor in their doom, as they were unable to generate any momentum 

on the part of Sandbox and were outdone by a country mile in terms of lobbying efforts. In 

closing, the reasons for the 2007 Boxer-Sanders Bill never making it past Congress are manifold, 

but private interest groups’ vast resource bases and ability to evolve their frames were key to 

pushing the bill out of the public consciousness and onto the cutting room floor. 

2009 Waxman-Markey Bill 

 On June 26, 2009, the House of Representatives approved the American Clean Energy 

and Security Act of 2009 (111 H.R. 2454). Colloquially referred to as the Waxman-Markey bill 

(Waxkey), this piece of legislation would have established an emissions trading system modeled 

after the Emissions Trading Scheme the EU implemented in 2005 (111 H.R. 2454). The bill 

would have put in place a national market cap on greenhouse gas emissions from 2012 to 2050, 

with two key quantifiable goals: a 17% reduction from 2005 levels by 2020, and an 83% 

reduction by 2050 (111 H.R. 2454). Though these goals were lofty, the nature of the trading 

system was such that it assuaged many fears held towards ‘government interference’ or ‘over-

regulation’ in the markets by allowing entities to freely buy and sell emissions allowances with 

no government control over the emissions trading market after its initial distribution of 
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allowances (111 H.R. 2454). When Waxkey passed the House, it was “the first time either house 

of Congress had approved a bill meant to curb the heat-trapping gases scientists have linked to 

climate change” (Broder). This was a watershed moment for environmental legislation in the 

United States, but unfortunately it was never brought to the floor of the Senate for a vote or as a 

topic of discussion (Walsh). 

 Waxkey was a bipartisan effort, which undoubtedly helped it get as far as it did. 

However, just being a bipartisan bill is clearly not enough to force a passage into law. Just like in 

1990 and 2007, in 2009 the political and social characteristics of the day were conducive to 

major political and legislative change. With the first ever black President and a Democrat-

controlled Congress coming out of the 2008 electoral season, America was primed for 

progressive policymaking. Unfortunately, the Framing and Resource Mobilization battles did not 

go as well as climate activists had hoped. The number and influence of climate denial groups 

was steadily increasing, as was their ability to respond to climate activists’ messages. I argue that 

although climate activist groups succeeded in exposing an opportunity for major political 

change, this was canceled out when conservative politicians and private interest groups both out-

framed and out-mobilized them. Waxkey was ultimately never brought to the Senate for debate 

or a vote, which in itself is puzzling. Why would those months of work be thrown away? There 

are many theories on this question, but the fact is that climate activists were out-framed and out-

mobilized, and even a double majority with a newly sympathetic Presidential administration was 

not enough to completely overcome those obstacles (Bogardus & Reilly).  

Opportunity 

In comparison to 2007, which had much more uncertainty towards where the pendulum 

of power would swing, 2009 held a real sense of positivity with regard to climate legislation, as 
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now-President Obama’s campaign was founded on affecting change in Washington (Broder, 

Revkin et al). This was the constant in Obama’s campaign: changing the White House, changing 

the way Washington politics worked, changing the healthcare system, and changing the economy 

(Revkin et al). This change is one of the main factors that contributed to the receptiveness of the 

sociopolitical sphere to a major legislative change, with Obama being elected and Democrats 

achieving a double majority in Congress. Additionally, studies showed that the public felt that 

such change was necessary due to the rampant instability that remained after the 2008 elections 

and financial crisis, and more attention was being paid to climate science. However, one factor 

that must be taken into account is that Obama made healthcare reform, not climate legislation, 

the centerpiece of his first term in office. All of these factors, and more underlying pieces, made 

a political opportunity present in 2009, though perhaps the window of opportunity was not as 

open as it seemed.  

Be that as it may, a message of change accompanying sweeping shifts in political power 

align with the necessary factors for legislative change in each of the theories I employ in my 

analysis: in punctuated equilibrium theory, the main drivers of legislative change are shifts in 

societal values and in political power (Repetto). When the values of an authority structure shift, 

the range of policies with a chance at passing into law shift as well. Additionally, President 

Obama had made climate change one of the seminal issues of his campaign. He introduced 

several quantifiable goals for mitigating climate change, such as doubling fuel economy 

standards within 18 years and requiring all transportation fuels to contain 5% less carbon by 

2015 and 10% less by 2020 (Broder). When compared to President Bush’s final term in office, 

President Obama’s administration had different values, different goals, and a much different 

political calculus.  
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These shifts in power were not limited only to the Oval Office, however. In the 2008 

elections, Democrats expanded upon their Congressional double majority into the 111th 

Congress (ProQuest). The 110th United States Congress ended with a House of Representatives 

containing 235 Democrats, 198 Republicans, and two vacant seats, while the 111th 

Congressional House began with 256 Democrats, 178 Republicans, and one vacant seat 

(ProQuest). Senate membership tells us a similar story from the 110th to the 111th Congress: the 

110th Congress wound up with 48 Democrats, 49 Republicans, and two independents caucusing 

with Democrats, while the 111th began with 55 Democrats, 41 Republicans, and still two 

independents caucusing with Democrats (ProQuest). The situation facing the Boxer-Sanders Bill 

in the 110th Congress was not unattractive, but with a House and Senate split much more evenly 

and an unfriendly Republican Presidential administration, the prospects for major change were 

not peachy. Compared to 2007, the Congressional battlefield for the Waxman-Markey Bill was 

much more welcoming: a more pronounced Democratic advantage in both houses of Congress, 

and a President who had pledged to address climate change through the entirety of his campaign 

(Broder, Revkin et al). 

Legislative change, however, does not happen just because a new regime comes into 

power and promises change. Some social instability or at least the perception of instability is 

necessary, as the public needs to feel that change is necessary. When there is a measure of 

uncertainty or instability in the sociopolitical sphere, political scientists have shown that it is 

easier for fringe groups to affect change (Repetto, Zahariadis, Opper & Nee). When instability 

characterizes the sociopolitical world, groups holding power have less influence over the general 

public and official channels of change: they have been unable to mitigate whatever is causing 

this instability, so there is a greater chance that ‘solutions’ from fringe groups will be accepted. 
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Compared to 1990 and 2007, 2009 had no shortage of social instability: the first black President 

in office, a severely damaged economy, a housing market in free-fall, and various conflicts in the 

middle east. There was a real sense that this was a turning point in American history, and 

Obama’s election could mark that turning point (NewsBank). One of the main measures of social 

instability is how people feel about the economic situation as it pertains to their own financial 

security. In an ABC News poll from June of 2009, respondents were asked for their thoughts on 

job stability during and after the recession (Roper Center). 51% of respondents to this poll 

believed that job stability would be worse (i.e. less certain) after the recession than before the 

recession, with another 4% saying that they didn’t know (Roper Center). Jobs in times of 

economic instability are not catch-all measures of how the public feels about their future 

economic prospects, but they do help to tell the story. When people feel as if their jobs are not 

the safety net they used to be, this can amplify the negative effects of any unforeseen expenses, 

such as medical problems or home repairs. In an RBC Cash Index poll from June of 2008, 

respondents were asked the following question, “Compared to six months ago, are you now more 

or less confident of your ability to invest in the future, including your ability to save money for 

your retirement or your children’s education” (Roper Center). Though this poll was taken months 

prior to my first example, 57% of people said they were less confident in their ability to invest in 

retirement or the education of their children, and 14% said they had seen no change in their 

confidence levels (Roper Center). Even before 2009, when the effects of the Great Recession 

were starting to be felt, people were already worried about their financial futures and their 

children’s financial futures. A final exemplar of social instability in economic matters is the 

public’s perception of the federal government and those whose job it is to monitor and 

manipulate the markets for the betterment of the American people. In September of 2009, well 
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after my two previous polls were taken, an Allstate/National Journal Heartland Monitor poll was 

conducted across middle America (the Heartland) (Roper Center). Participants were asked a 

series of questions about the various branches of Federal government, with one such question 

reading, “compared to twelve months ago, [tell me] whether you are more confident or less 

confident that they are making good financial and economic choices on decisions that affect your 

personal financial situation” (Roper Center). The ‘they’ in this question referred to federal 

economic regulatory bodies, and the responses were not a good reflection on the job they were 

doing: 15% were more confident in their decision-making, 25% of people saw no change in their 

confidence, and 56% of people were less confident with a further 4% refusing to answer (Roper 

Center). On the eve of one of the worst multi-year economic spells in the history of the United 

States of America, people were unsure if they would have or be able to hold down a job, did not 

think they would be as able to save for their own retirement or plan for their children’s 

educations, and had low confidence in the federal bodies whose jobs it was to remedy the 

situation. It is clear that the economic climate or the time was creating social uncertainty, and 

was contributing to the potential for major legislative change. 

Another factor in social instability, especially by 2009, was the growing attention being 

paid to climate change in an increasingly fragile world environment. While it is true that 76% of 

Americans called themselves ‘environmentalists’ in 1990, in 2009 climate science had made 

massive advancements and was becoming easier to understand as well as more accessible via the 

internet. The wider public was more knowledgeable about climate change and the threats it 

posed than in years past, but the ongoing efforts of the GCCs and CEIs of the world were having 

an effect. Climate change was still not a very well-understood phenomenon, and climate deniers 

were doing everything they could to convince people that climate scientists presented the worst 
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possible potential outcome, rather than the timeline of externalities we now know them to be. In 

September of 2008 Yale and George Mason Universities put out the Climate Change in the 

American Mind survey, one question of which asked respondents how many people would be 

injured or become ill in 2059 due to global warming - 50% said they didn’t know, 8% said 

hundreds, and 15% said none at all (Roper Center). The 15% of respondents who said no one 

would be hurt or made ill by climate change counted for more than said hundreds, thousands, or 

millions of individuals. At this point in climate history, more people were unsure about the 

negative outcomes of climate change than understood even just the breadth of its effects. 

However, as I mentioned earlier, the general public was slowly accepting that climate change 

was a problem despite the rise in climate denial groups in the early to mid 2000s (Roper Center). 

ABC News, Planet Green, and Stanford University collaborated on a poll in July of 2008 that 

asked people, “if nothing is done to address it do you think the effects of global warming will or 

will not pose a serious threat to people within the lifetimes of today’s children” (Roper Center). 

This is by no means a catch-all measurement of public acceptance of climate change, but 73% of 

respondents said that climate change would be a threat, 25% considered it to be no threat, and 

2% had no opinion one way or the other (Roper Center). Despite the battle over the validity of 

climate science, people were beginning to accept that it would pose a threat in the near future. 

Additionally, in 1990 and 2007 addressing climate change was thought of as a stretch, to say the 

least. This change did not happen overnight, but the Presidential campaigns of 2008 signaled a 

major shift: both John McCain and Barack Obama made it clear that climate change was an issue 

and that they would, if elected, work to address it (Revkin et al). McCain, a moderate 

Republican, lending his support to cap-and-trade legislation was especially important, and 

though he was not elected he still had influenced the mindsets of moderate Republicans. Even 
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with McCain’s influence, in the general public outside of climate activists and Green Party 

adherents, climate change was seen as something that could be stopped merely by recycling a 

few bottles and bringing reusable grocery bags once in a while. By 2009, people were coming to 

terms with the reality of climate change being a major issue that would be impossible to fight 

without a countrywide policy in place. A Clean Energy Alternatives Survey in September of 

2008 asked participants about various policies to address the issues with renewable energy. One 

question in particular is revealing, “Do you agree or disagree with the following statement? ‘A 

sound energy policy is central to solving some of the most urgent problems facing our country. 

An energy policy that promotes clean power would encourage innovation, create new jobs and 

make for a stronger economy. It also allows the US (United States) to disentangle itself from 

unstable and hostile regions of the world while also reducing harmful greenhouse gas 

emissions’” (Roper Center). The structure of this question is such that it basically asks the 

respondent whether passing the American Clean Energy and Security Act (Waxkey) was a good 

idea.  

Now, the internal workings of Waxkey were as complex as any other cap-and-trade bill, 

but these are its core principles. Waxman and Markey had deliberately included clauses aimed at 

strengthening America’s national defense system as a way of quelling some discontent from 

Republicans and their private interest backers. Regardless, 48% of respondents strongly agreed 

with the statement, 38% somewhat agreed with the statement, 8% somewhat disagreed, and 3% 

each either strongly disagreed or were not sure (Roper Center). The American public, as 

compared to 1990 and 2007, was in 2009 beginning to accept that (1) climate change was a 

threat to our well-being and our children’s future and (2) that federal policy would be an 

effective way to address it. However, despite rising public awareness of climate change, 
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mounting financial insecurity does not by itself create the kind of social uncertainty that makes 

legislative change possible.  

The third pillar of 2009’s rising social instability was the wars in the Middle East. Two 

years after Bush’s 2007 ‘troop surge’ strategy sent 20,000 soldiers to Iraq and extended tours of 

duty for Army troops and Marines already deployed, the American people were becoming fed up 

with our involvement in a war that had not returned many tangible benefits. One of the main 

factors in the public’s distrust of the wars was that people were starting to acknowledge that 

these wars were making it extremely difficult for the political powers that be to address domestic 

issues making American lives more complicated. December of 2009 marked the end of the first 

calendar year of Obama’s Presidency, and coincided with the release of a USA Today/Gallup 

Poll which addressed the war and many parallel issues. One question on the survey asked how 

worried respondents were that the war in Afghanistan would make it more difficult for the 

federal government to address domestic problems: 32% of respondents said they were ‘very 

worried’, 41% chose ‘somewhat worried’, and only 10% said they were not worried about this at 

all (Roper Center). While war efforts have brought the American people together in the past, 

notably in WWII, they have also torn apart America’s social fabric, like with the Vietnam war. 

Conflicts in the Middle East in this time period seem to have fallen somewhere in the middle. 

We were not yet seeing massive protests against the wars, but people were beginning to become 

upset with our involvement in international disputes despite also wanting to combat the threat of 

terrorism. There were additional worries about the actions taken by countries parallel to those we 

were at war with at the time. A FOX News and Opinion Dynamics poll from September of 2009 

asked a very simple question, “Are	you	worried	about…	Iran	developing	a	nuclear	weapons	

program”	(Roper	Center).	77%	of	respondents	said,	yes,	they	were	worried,	while	22%	said	
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no	and	1%	were	not	sure	how	to	respond	(Roper	Center).	Despite	the	phrasing	of	this	

question,	it	does	reveal	that	people	were	not	fond	of	the	possibility	of	our	involvement	in	

the	Middle	East	rising	any	more	or	resulting	in	threats	to	America	itself.	These	problems	

reached	the	election,	becoming	one	of	the	most	important	issues	when	people	were	

selecting	who	to	vote	for.	In	a	New	Models	National	poll	taken	November	2008,	right	after	

the	election,	people	were	asked,	“On	a	scale	of	1-9,	please	tell	me	how	important	each	issue	

was	in	determining	how	you	voted	in	this	(2008)	election,	with	1	being	not	important	at	all	

and	9	being	extremely	important…	The	war	in	Iraq	and	war	on	terror”	(Roper	Center).	The	

average	response	was	a	7.22,	indicating	that	the	Middle	East	was	a	hot-button	issue	in	the	

elections,	and	that	Obama’s	message	of	change	attracted	many	who	were	worrying	about	

the	Middle	East. 

However, these factors together may have created too much instability. Social unrest is 

theorized to be a necessary condition for major political or legislative change by all of the 

theories I employ for analysis, but when society is distracted from a long-term problem like 

climate change by a series of short-term issues, instability can hold back long-term change. 

When instability and uncertainty is the rule of the day, fringe groups will find it easier to affect 

official legislative change (Repetto, Zahariadis, Opper & Nee). But when the issues creating this 

instability do not align with those that the fringe group in question would address, they distract 

from the areas in which said fringe group is trying to affect change. Perhaps there were too many 

problems on the social consciousness for climate change to make a significant dent? Could it be 

possible that the general public was simply too short-sighted, or was it more a matter of wanting 

to save American lives and American jobs? I argue that this is the case: in 2009, conflicts in the 

Middle East were affecting sociopolitical uncertainty, but were not contributing overmuch to 
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affecting political change with regard to climate legislation. The reverse is true - these were 

short-term issues in the realm of national security, which was drawing attention away from 

climate change, a long-term, globalized problem of a much greater scale. 

These levels of social instability meant that President Obama had to make some very hard 

choices early on in his administration. The public wanted action in several areas, but every 

politician has a limited amount of political capital to employ. President Obama was considering 

two different pieces of legislation as a centerpiece of his first term in office: the bill that became 

Obamacare, and the Waxman-Markey Bill (NewsBank, ProQuest). The elections that birthed the 

111th Congress gave President Obama a dual Democratic majority, and with control over both 

houses of Congress there was optimism that the Obama administration could get two major 

pieces of legislation passed. However, deciding which would be 1A and which to make 1B 

would have long-term repercussions, as there was no guarantee of the success of both bills.  

One of the main factors in the political calculus surrounding this decision had to do with 

public opinion. The Pew Research Center took a survey in October of 2009 that addressed 

climate issues and public knowledge about MBIs (Roper Center). One question from this survey 

asked people what area ‘cap-and-trade legislation’ referred to: 48% of respondents did not know, 

13% believed it addressed banking reform, 11% thought it was related to health care, and 5% felt 

that it would have taken on unemployment (Roper Center). These results are indicative of one 

reason Obama chose to place healthcare reform higher on his list of priorities than climate 

change legislation: healthcare was easier to sell to the general public because it was simpler for 

them to understand and therefore harder for the political right to oppose. Everyone, regardless of 

their stance on the issue, understands what healthcare is and how it affects our day-to-day lives. 

Climate change was by definition a long-term issue in 2009, and despite Al Gore’s An 
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Inconvenient Truth and other climate activist efforts to ‘normalize’ climate science, it was not 

yet understood by a majority of society (Roper Center). However, it was not only a question of 

which bill the public could understand, but the bill it wanted. In a poll from February 2009, CBS 

News and the New York Times asked people what they wanted the Obama administration to 

focus on most in its initial years in office: 40% chose healthcare, 27% chose education, 22% 

chose social security, and a mere 5% of people wanted him to focus on climate change (Roper 

Center). This lack of understanding seems to be deeply ingrained in the American public by 2009 

- it went much further than this poll demonstrates. An earlier poll, prior to the presidential 

campaign of 2008 with both McCain and Obama discussing environmental issues, sheds light on 

just how far this misunderstanding went. In February of 2008, a Harris poll asked participants a 

simple question, “What do you think are the two most important issues for the government to 

address?” (Roper Center). They were given a long list of options, with the economy (41%), war 

(26%), healthcare (22%), Iraq/Saddam Hussein (14%), and immigration (12%) topping the 

results (Harris Poll). The environment garnered a measly 2% of votes, in line with issues such as 

homelessness, housing, and public safety (Roper Center). This clearly shows that the public was 

not aware of how much of an issue climate change was, and that their desires for action led the 

Obama administration in a different direction. One of the main factors in political calculus is the 

opportunity cost of addressing one issue over another - this poll demonstrates the low 

opportunity cost that came with prioritizing healthcare over climate change. Healthcare was a 

hot-button issue and the American people wanted politicians to address the problems 

surrounding it. On the other hand, though a (very) small sector of the public knew climate 

change was an urgent problem and had to be addressed as soon as possible, the majority of the 

public did not grasp this and so making climate change legislation the centerpiece of Obama’s 
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early years would have been a risky proposition. After all, the public did not understand the true 

breadth of the climate change problem, and in general still do not understand the importance and 

mechanisms of cap-and-trade or carbon levy systems. This means that though there was certainly 

enough instability to create an opportunity for political change, what avenue that political change 

would take was still uncertain, and much would depend on Obama’s choice in the early years of 

his Presidency. 

Cap-and-trade systems are hard to understand, yes, and more of the public wanted Obama 

to act on healthcare than climate change, but if healthcare was not a major problem the 

opportunity cost for not addressing it would have been lower. And if the opportunity cost for not 

addressing healthcare was low, Obama could have put his political capital behind Waxkey and 

pushed it through Congress. In a November 2009 Gallup poll, when asked how they would 

describe the United States healthcare system, 21% of respondents said it was in a state of crisis, 

50% said it had major problems, and only 2% said they could see no problems with the current 

system (Gallup). Not only did the public want action on healthcare, but they saw it as a major 

issue that had to be addressed immediately, while climate change was thought of as a long-term 

problem when it was thought of at all. Despite climate scientists' projections that by 2030 we 

would be feeling the negative effects of climate change, climate change was looked at in the 

same light as homelessness and public safety. This was the nail in the coffin for Waxkey’s 

prioritization over Obamacare for the Obama Administration's initial years. Obama chose, of the 

two options he had, the option that had the higher opportunity cost if left unaddressed.  

While there was certainly an opening for legislative change in 2009, there were problems 

with this time period that did not affect the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments or 2007 Boxer-

Sanders Bill. In 2009, part of the problem was that Obama decided his administration would 
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tackle healthcare for all before going after climate change. In 2007, on the other hand, President 

Bush was still in power and had never seriously considered climate legislation, having refused to 

sign the Kyoto Protocol (Climate Files). Additionally, he was more focused on the impending 

economic downturn, wars in the Middle East. The importance of political capital cannot be 

overstated for Waxkey, since Obama knew that the chances were slim that he would be able to 

pass a healthcare bill if he chose to promote Waxkey first, but the chance was slightly better that 

Waxkey could be passed after any healthcare legislation. In 1990, by contrast to both 2007 and 

2009, the Clean Air Act Amendments were the hot-button bill. They had the eyes of the country, 

and everyone was pushing for action to clean up our air. In 2009, after Obama introduced his 

healthcare initiative and framed it as the core piece of legislation for his initial time in office, 

conservatives and private interest groups did not have to combat the levels of political capital 

and focus that were brought to bear behind Obamacare. While an opportunity for Waxkey to be 

passed was certainly present, it was not as clear of an opening as it could have been, and 

certainly was not as open as in 1990. Much would depend on climate activists’ abilities to frame 

messages and mobilize popular support. 

Framing 

In 1990, climate activists effectively disseminated messaging campaigns that were able to 

sway public opinion on acid rain to their way of thinking, and thereby ‘win’ the framing battle. 

In 2007, private interest groups and conservatives utilized their dual strategies of implicit denial 

and explicit denial along with the extensive work of climate denial organizations to completely 

‘out-frame’ climate activists. By 2009 climate activist groups had had the same general framing 

strategy for years, and perhaps the only way to get Waxkey passed would be to adopt new 

framing and messaging strategies. In the same way that climate deniers underwent change 
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following their defeat in 1990, climate activists needed to learn and grow following their defeat 

in 2007. However, climate activists did not make the type of changes they needed to make in 

order to make a significant dent in the ground they lost in 2007. Their main frames utilized more 

or less the same basic strategy: sticking to climate science and trying to convince people to make 

rational decisions via emotional connection to the problems. In 2007, a moderate evolution 

happened, in which climate activist groups were more silent and instead focused on backing 

climate activists with more fame and money, like Al Gore. 2009 heralded a more major shift: in 

both 1990 and 2007, climate activists put out their data-focused messages to a broad public and 

did not undertake much targeted messaging. By 2009 climate activists were adapting by 

employing frames that targeted groups of people who were supporting climate deniers by 

simplifying the language they used, reducing the ‘jargon’, and trying to create more 

conversational messages. Climate deniers, on the other hand, stuck with the strategies that had 

worked so well in 2007: explicit and implicit denial, employed across the board by a wide range 

of sources. Both sides of the issue recognized this as a watershed moment in American political 

history, and spent much money and time on their messaging campaigns.  

One of the main targets of climate activists’ new strategy was ‘middle America’, mostly 

composed of ranchers, farmers, and other rural laborers. The strategy of climate denial groups in 

targeting this demographic was to utilize simple language and evoke basic knee-jerk reactions on 

a bill or form of legislation being good or bad; they created black/white dichotomies that were 

simple to follow. However, climate positive groups did not completely abandon their focus on 

science. One way they still employed datasets as central to their messaging was in academic 

studies. Several studies were directly aimed at demonstrating why climate legislation would be 

good for rural ‘middle America’, “‘Overall, the research suggests U.S. agriculture has more to 



109 

gain than lose with the passage of HR 2454,’ said Bill Golden of the Department of Agricultural 

Economics at KSU, the team’s leader. ‘The bill specifically exempts production agriculture from 

emissions caps, provides provisions to ease the transition to higher fertilizer prices, and fosters 

the development of carbon offset markets, which will likely enhance agricultural revenues’” 

(Pore). By employing research from Kansas State University that analyzed and compared six 

economic studies of Waxkey, but framing the overall message in a colloquial rather than 

scientific manner, climate activist groups stayed true to their reliance on science but presented 

the research in a more fluid and easy to understand fashion. They did this in hopes of 

demonstrating the positives of cap-and-trade environmental legislation that had always been 

present, but were difficult to understand at a base level of knowledge on a subject. They tried to 

show these groups how the bill would help them in the short- and long-term, hoping that they 

would campaign for Waxkey’s passage into law. This combined their old approach, backed by 

traditional economic and rational choice theory, with their new approach, which was an attempt 

to counter the conservative and private interest group strategies that are less based in fact and 

more predicated on emotion.  

This strategy was not only employed to make scientific studies more accessible. It was 

also used to make reports from political sources seem less like they were ‘speaking down’ to the 

people of rural middle America and more like a conversation. One such article, entitled 

Greenhouse gasses are dangerous [sic], was published in the Indianapolis, Indiana-based NUVO 

magazine, and dealt with the fallout of the Copenhagen climate change summit. Many quotes are 

rephrased or deliberately taken from non-data centric portions of speeches, “EPA Administrator 

Jackson pledged in her address to the media that the problem of climate change would be 

approached "without putting a burden on small business or other sectors of the economy” 
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(NewsBank). Others, such as State Representative Matt Pierce, are quoted as saying similar 

things, “There will be many opportunities for new sectors of Indiana’s economy to develop. And 

electric utility consumers will be better off in the long run because renewable energy costs are 

much more stable and energy efficiency programs will lead to customers paying for less power” 

(ProQuest). A deliberate effort was taken to ‘de-science’ messaging campaigns around climate 

change, something that can be seen in many other articles as well. One such article, entitled 

Betting the Farm, took this tactic and attempted to use it to demonstrate that big agriculture 

lobbies’ pushes against climate change bills are pointless gestures, as such legislation would 

actually help the farms and small businesses they represent. The author points out the hypocrisy 

of the ag lobbies, “while most industries would be happy to win a total and unconditional 

victory, agriculture isn't like most industries… But everyone else doesn't have the power of the 

ag lobby behind them. ‘Farm Bureau’ may sound rural and heartlandish, but in reality it's a 

multibillion-dollar trade association… [with] close ties to agribusiness giants like Archer Daniels 

Midland and Novartis, not to mention a few dozen farm-state senators” (NewsBank). By 

publishing a piece like this in a Midwestern-distributed paper, climate activists were trying to 

show the people of the Midwest that the lobbies that supposedly represented them were in fact 

pushing for higher profit margins for the agriculture giants of the day while pushing their elected 

representatives to do the same.  

This strategy was still outnumbered by the messages espousing facts and science that 

climate activists still relied on. Unfortunately, the twin explicit and implicit denial strategies of 

climate denial groups were well-adapted to counter facts and science, so climate activists needed 

to find a new way to attack this. They did not do so. Rather, they seemed to double down on 

counting on people’s ability to make rational and smart decisions despite the amount of evidence 
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proving the opposite. This did have some minor effects, as individuals in rural America were 

slowly coming to accept and understand climate science. For example, in a letter to the editor of 

the Missoulian paper, Marty Essen said, “After reading yet another letter denying human-caused 

global warming, it’s time for a science lesson” (Essen). He goes on to explain that just because a 

day or week is “extraordinarily cold”, this does not mean that global warming is a hoax, and 

details the difference between “legitimate scientists (who actually study global warming) and 

public relations scientists (who represent the fossil fuels industry)” (Essen). I could not find any 

articles from the Missoulian or other papers available in Victor, Montana that would have given 

Mr. Essen this information, so this likely can be chalked up to the effects of the internet and of 

social media. Mr. Essen fully understood how industry muscle was working to turn his 

demographic against climate-positive legislation, and was attempting to act against it. 

Unfortunately, climate deniers were having more success than any individual or group efforts on 

the part of climate science, “Columnists expected a robust debate over the climate change bill in 

the Senate. What they did not foresee, however, was that Americans would begin to doubt the 

existence of climate change altogether. According to a new poll from the Pew Research Center, 

77 percent of Americans believed that the earth was warming in 2006. Only 57 percent of 

Americans do so in 2009… Why did the public come to doubt global warming? … Matthew 

Yglesias says conservatives are getting frighteningly good at playing with facts. ‘Pew reports 

that the right is having a great deal of success in trying to mislead people about climate change… 

The header Pew put on the graphic notes that the decline is 'across party lines.' … the Republican 

line has fallen way further, and from a lower base, than the Democratic line’" (Gay). Rising 

climate denial in the general public may have been a symptom of the success that private interest 

groups had in using denial against Sandbox in 2007, or an outcome of the work done by CEI and 
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the GCC. Regardless, it was certainly catching on at unprecedented rates. In a poll from Marist 

in April of 2009, people were asked, “Do you consider yourself an environmentalist or not? [If 

Yes, ask:] Would you consider yourself a strong or not strong environmentalist?” (Roper 

Center). A whopping 60% of respondents said they were not environmentalists, 38% said they 

were environmentalists (21% ‘strong’, 17% ‘not strong’) and 2% of people were unsure one way 

or the other (Roper Center). These two results are indicative of the massive effects that climate 

denial front corporations and conservative politicians were having; despite the massive advances 

in climate science since 1990, the percentage of people who called themselves environmentalists 

in national polls went down from 76% to 57% or 38%, depending which poll you believe more. 

This is astonishing, that despite having more methods of quantifying climate change than ever 

before, people were believing in it less than they did two decades ago. This is due to the work of 

climate denial front corporations, but also the ability of private interest groups and conservative 

politicians to evolve and utilize new strategies to combat facts and science.  

Specifically, I refer to explicit and implicit climate denial. The frames employed by 

conservatives and private interest groups in 2009 looked a lot like those they employed in 2007 

and 1990. They misconstrued facts, touted the verity of industry-supplied studies, and denied 

human culpability in climate change, preferring to say that it was a natural process, that the 

economy was more important, or that we could not accurately project its effects.. Many such 

messages looked a lot like this, “The Heritage Foundation’s Center for Data Analysis has 

crunched the numbers and found that by 2035, last week’s version of Waxman-Markey would: 

1) reduce aggregate gross domestic product (GDP) by $7.4 trillion; 2) destroy 844,000 jobs on 

average; and 3) raise an average family’s annual energy bill by $1,500… So what do Americans 

get for being $7.4 trillion poorer in 2035? Other environmental legislation has helped reduce acid 
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rain and slow the growth of asthma, so Waxman-Markey must offer some tangible benefits to the 

American people right? Wrong. Waxman-Markey is a truly unique piece of environmental 

legislation in that it does not offer a single tangible benefit to the American people.” 

(heritage.org). This quote is pulled from a guest commentary piece written by The Heritage 

Foundation, an ultra-conservative private think tank, that ran in the Hawaii Reporter and 

represents a significant swathe of the explicit denial messaging against Waxkey. Explicit denial 

is only half of their strategy, however. Implicit denial takes many forms, but one of the more 

vicious that arose between 2007 and 2009 was that of direct attacks against climate-positive 

people or groups. Rather than counter the science behind anthropogenic climate change, these 

messages went after those attempting to promote action against the phenomena itself. One such 

example comes from San Jose, a sizable city in a historically blue state, “The New President, 

anti-American Obama… [has] achieved little, except to push forward several very expensive 

bills, seemingly without reading them… 2) CHAI FELDBLUM, homosexual rights activist, who 

has worked feverishly for abortion rights and wants to legalize polygamy. 3) KEN FEINBERG, 

‘Pay’ Czar – deciding how much Execs make 4) TODD STERN, Climate Change Czar - the 

Czar of fake Science” (Hamilton). This is but a small excerpt from an article full of slander and 

libel directed at seemingly every member of the Obama administration. The portions in all caps 

are the same as the article itself, which goes on to lambast everything: saying ‘happy holidays’ 

instead of ‘merry christmas’, removing creationism from schools, anyone speaking any language 

other than English in schools, and repeatedly the science behind climate change (Hamilton). This 

is an example of how implicit denial did not just consist of creation and manipulation of dubious 

statistics: it also encompassed direct attacks against the credibility of the administration itself. 

The disregard for proven science was present throughout these messages, and these two 
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examples demonstrate the two sides of climate denial: one saying the science is flawed at best, 

and one stooping to attacks against the character of people pushing for a better world. Those 

opposing climate change remained true to the strategies that had shown success in the past while 

adapting to a new reality by becoming ever more willing to debase themselves.  

 Politicians adopted these messaging styles as well, “This bill has the potential to 

permanently damage the standard of living for every man, woman and child for decades to 

come… The cap-and-trade part of the bill creates a national energy tax that would do more harm 

to production agriculture, American industry and our standard of living than it will do any good 

for the environment. From higher energy costs to lost jobs to higher food prices, cap-and-trade 

promises to cap our incomes, our livelihoods and our standard of living while it trades away 

American jobs and opportunities” (Rep. Lucas R-OK). This excerpt shows how conservative 

politicians employed the same strategies of statistical manipulation and  misrepresentation of 

legislation (implicit denial), alongside outright denial of verified data (explicit denial) that had 

brought private interest groups and the Republican party success in their 2007 framing efforts. 

Industry muscle was similarly adapting to the new reality, “The National Association of 

Manufacturers (NAM) and the American Council for Capital Formation (ACCF) today unveiled 

a comprehensive study on the impact of The American Clean Energy and Security Act of 2009, 

also known as the Waxman-Markey Bill (HR 2454)... this study confirms that the Waxman-

Markey Bill is an 'anti-jobs, anti-growth' piece of legislation… Key findings include: Cumulative 

Loss in Gross Domestic Product (GDP) up to $3.1 trillion (2012-2030), Employment losses up to 

2.4 million jobs in 2030, Residential electricity price increases up to 50 percent by 2030, 

Gasoline price increases (per gallon) up 26 percent by 2030” (PR Newswire). Clearly, through 

manipulating privately-generated statistics (implicit denial) and outright lying about the structure 
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of Waxkey in saying that it was anti-jobs and wnti-growth (explicit denial), we see that across 

the board those who opposed climate legislation were adapting to the times and utilizing the new 

forms of denial that debuted in 2007. By 2009, they were widespread and could be seen coming 

from every corner of the anti-climate change camp.  

In fact, politicians and private interest groups rose up against anything seen as anywhere 

close to an indication that the government was trending towards acting against the effects of 

climate change. In response to the EPA releasing a study which determined that human-produced 

greenhouse gases threaten public health and welfare because they contribute to climate change,  

“Sen. James Inhofe (R, Okla.), the ranking Republican on the Environment and Public Works 

Committee and a leading skeptic on global warming, said the decision would ‘unleash a torrent 

of regulations that will destroy jobs, harm consumers, and extend the agency's reach into every 

corner of American life.’ The petroleum industry called the action ‘the EPA's single largest and 

potentially most complex assertion of authority over the U.S. economy and Americans' lifestyle.’ 

The manufacturing industry said the ruling would ‘burden an ailing economy while doing little 

or nothing to improve the environment.’ And the electricity industry predicted massive costs to 

the nation and its households if coal-fired generation were to diminish significantly as a result of 

new regulatory programs. ‘A more potent anti-stimulus package would be difficult to imagine,’ 

said Marlo Lewis, senior fellow of the Competitive Enterprise Institute, a conservative think 

tank” (NewsBank). These responses are vitriolic and demonstrate that both industry and 

conservative politicians were up in arms against climate change legislation, regardless if there 

was a hint of actual political progress in that realm or not. Not only were politicians and industry 

groups working against climate legislation; they were trying to counter the very science itself via 

threats and hyperbolic claims, passing over any logical debate or well-constructed argument. 
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The framing battle in 2009 looked much like it did in 1990 and 2007, with two notable 

exceptions. First, climate activist groups were wising up to the fact that climate deniers were 

having increasing pull over public opinion, and were actively trying to counter their ‘simple 

language’. Second, despite this, climate denial groups were having more and more success as 

time went on, “77 percent of Americans believed that the earth was warming in 2006. Only 57 

percent of Americans do so in 2009” (Gay). In tandem with a statistic that cited 76% of 

Americans calling themselves ‘environmentalists’ in 1990 (environmentalhistory.org), we see 

the effects that oil- and coal-funded climate denial groups were beginning to have. They 

developed new messaging and framing strategies between 1990 and 2007 (explicit + implicit 

denial), and perfected them between 2007 and 2009. Climate activist groups, on the other hand, 

were too slow to do the same. They stuck to the facts and were unable to sway public opinion 

back to their side of the debate despite an update to their strategies and targets. Private interest 

groups and conservatives clearly won the framing battle around the 2009 Waxman-Markey bill.  

Mobilization 

Just as in the cases of the 1990 Amendments and 2007 Sanders-Boxer bill, resource 

mobilization would play a big role in the life of Waxkey. Once the Obama administration chose 

to focus the majority of their political capital on passing healthcare for all, the onus was placed 

on climate activist groups and climate-positive politicians to garner the necessary social and 

political support that the initiative would need. Climate activist groups would have to be able to 

mobilize effectively and efficiently to get the bill passed. Their main tactics in this time period 

were pretty simple - they put all their money and power behind Waxkey, while trying to unite 

Congressional Democrats behind the bill by detailing the moral duty that we have as a country to 

combat the problems of climate change. Private interests had similarly simple tactics: they too 
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brought the bulk of their monetary and lobbying resources to the party, while amping up their 

explicit and implicit denial strategies in an effort to sway public opinion.   

When it counted, the climate activist groups managed to amass more money and clout 

behind this bill than ever before in environmental legislation, “At the height of the legislative 

push, during 2009, pro-environmental groups spent a record $22.4 million on federal lobby 

efforts. That is double the average expenditure between 2000 and 2008… Industry leaders — the 

Nature Conservancy, Environmental Defense Fund and World Wildlife Fund — hit hardest, 

investing more than $6 million. The US Climate Action Partnership, an unprecedented 

conglomeration of leading advocacy groups, energy businesses and some of the U.S. largest 

producers, spent $1 million independently” (Mackinder). Environmental groups knew that this 

was their best chance to get major environmental legislation passed since perhaps the 1990 

Amendments to the Clean Air Act, as there was more political muscle behind Waxkey than 

Sandbox and they had a sympathetic Presidential administration on their side. They poured a 

record-setting amount of dollars on lobbying efforts and messaging campaigns, doing everything 

they could to get the word out. Climate-positive politicians, on the other hand, would have to 

create the political support necessary in both the Senate and the House to then have a chance at 

whipping enough votes to pass Waxkey. However, the question of whether they would be able to 

outdo the conservatives and private interests still remained. 

One key to passing Waxkey would be the mobilization of fringe groups to the 

environmental movement as a way of making up the gap created by declining public acceptance 

that global warming was real and posed a threat. Back in 1990, there were climate marches 

taking place which were sponsored by major environmental activist organizations but originated 

from grassroots efforts to combat corporate pollution poisoning the environments of minority 
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groups. Notably, the Cancer Alley marches in Louisiana were helped along by Greenpeace and 

represented a major step forward for the environmental movement in this era (Hersher, 

Schmich). There were opportunities for marches of this kind, with similar regional 

environmental disasters around 2009 that well could have sparked such protests. For example, 

The Coal Ash Disaster: over a billion gallons of coal ash sludge spilled out into the environment 

surrounding Kinsport, Tennessee (environmentalhistory.org). This was a larger spill than a 

similar October 2000 problem at Inez, KY, and the mixture of ash and sludge contained, 

“significant amounts of arsenic, beryllium, boron, cadmium, chromium, chromium VI, cobalt, 

lead, manganese, mercury, molybdenum, selenium, strontium, thallium, and vanadium” 

(environmentalhistory.org). Despite this, the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) told residents of 

the area not to worry, that they should simply boil their drinking water and that the ash in the air 

was similar to gypsum (environmentalhistory.org). TVA continued to mislead residents for 

months after, and the outcry against TVA was significant, with dozens of media outlets decrying 

TVA and trying to affect government action against the group. Somehow TVA leadership 

managed to avoid getting fired, and the whole thing was swept under the rug with no evidence of 

a single major protest or march taking place regionally or nationally. It did not bode well for 

Waxkey that such a disaster garnered little activism, though physical activism (protests, marches, 

etc.) was nigh on invisible in the United States around this time.  

Though I scoured many environmental activism databases, I could find no instances of 

substantial physical in-person activism outside of the National Climate March in the United 

Kingdom in 2008 (CACC). This was an admirable effort, and surely contributed to the UK being 

one of today’s global leaders in renewable energy generation, meeting its power demands 

without burning a single lump of coal on April 21st 2017 for the first time since the Industrial 
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Revolution kicked off (Bennhold). Meanwhile, the United States lags far behind in this statistic, 

“Eighteen percent of all electricity in the United States was produced by renewable sources in 

2017, including solar, wind, and hydroelectric dams. That’s up from 15% in 2016” (Bennhold). 

Suffice it to day that in 2009, climate issues were not affecting the kind of tangible action that 

was so important to the passage of the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments. This was not due to any 

lack of effort from core environmental activist groups, but these groups were not helped by the 

DNC and its representatives.  

Democrats were somehow divided over the bill, despite its many positive factors and the 

growing support from moderates on both sides of the party line. Some Democratic ‘freshmen’ 

Senators and Representatives from conservative areas even voted against the bill to help their 

reelection chances (Sheppard). Decrying the morals of doing such a thing would be useless; the 

facts are that except for the most moderate of Republicans, the vast majority ended up voting 

against Waxkey, while the divide in the DNC did not help its prospects in the least. Many 

politicians were pushing for immediate climate action in 2008 and 2009, with John Kerry 

specifically speaking out against conservative climate deniers. In one speech, he said “The 

Senator from Oklahoma, Mr. Inhofe, has made some comments on the floor of the Senate that 

are either wrong on the facts or wrong in terms of the judgment politically… No. 1, suggesting 

that the science is somehow divided. That is myth… I suppose if your definition of divided is 

that you have 5,000 people over here and 2 people over here-who want to put together a point of 

view that is usually encouraged and, in fact, paid for by a particular industry or something-you 

can claim it is divided. But by any peer review standard, by any judgment of the broadest array 

of scientists in the world-not just the United States, across the planet-the science is not divided” 

(ProQuest). Kerry was working to directly combat the climate denial efforts of Senator Inhofe by 
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pointing out that the ‘divide’ that climate deniers were fond of pointing out was manufactured 

and not at all as even as they made it seem. Additionally, he began to allude to the fact that the 

United States has a responsibility, as the supposed ‘land of the free’ and ‘leader of the free 

world’, to lead the charge against climate change. This tactic was utilized by other politicians in 

trying to encourage federal climate legislation. For example, Senator Patrick Leahy said the 

following, “Earlier this week, Secretary of State Clinton announced on behalf of the United 

States the intention to work with other governments to raise $100 billion in long-term financing 

by 2020 to help developing countries address global climate change. This is an important 

commitment and an essential part of any comprehensive approach to global warming. If the 

United States is to play a leading role in addressing climate change, we must provide not only 

strong policies and resources here at home in our factories and on our farms, but also help poor 

countries adapt to rising sea levels and temperatures which affect agricultural productivity, and 

to reduce their own emissions of the greenhouse gases that affect every American as well as 

billions of others across the globe. The United States has been historically the major emitter of 

CO2, and we clearly have a responsibility to help address this global problem. Those who 

suggest otherwise ignore history. But this is a win-win situation: By exporting U.S. clean energy 

technology and expertise, we will also generate jobs here at home, help other countries reduce 

their emissions in a transparent, verifiable and accountable manner, and help to avoid the worst 

effects of global warming” (ProQuest). I planned to cut parts of this quote, but at every turn Sen. 

Leahy makes a point that arose in multiple other climate-positive speeches: the United States has 

the resources to lead these efforts, has a moral obligation to do so due to our role in creating the 

issues themselves, and can turn these efforts into a win-win situation with the right goals and 

processes. This divide, between staunch climate-positive Democrats and those more worried 
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about reelection, made the job of climate activist groups that much harder, as they would have to 

convince their own (supposed) allies of the bill’s validity. 

Even though their strategies did not change all that much, climate activist groups were 

striving to mobilize the wider public and try to capture the ‘maximum mobilization’ they 

experienced in 1990 when marginal demographics joined forces with core activist groups to 

demand the Clean Air Act Amendments be passed. Unfortunately, research suggests that the 

volume of messages from conservative politicians and private interest/climate denial groups far 

outstripped those of the climate-positive side of the issue. Their implicit and explicit denial 

strategies gave them a reliable go-to message that climate activists were not able to effectively 

counter: such bills are bad for the ‘average American’, needlessly harm the markets, climate 

change isn’t a proven science, and industry statistics are more reliable than scientific studies. 

They pushed this smear campaign early and often from many different sources, such as think 

tanks, politicians, and individual columnists (Sheppard, Pore). And, as we have already seen in 

polls demonstrating the growing band of climate deniers in the general public, they were having 

success. 

 Also, in terms of resources and spending power, the gap between climate activist groups 

and conservative interest groups was gargantuan. Despite the fact that climate activists set a new 

record for themselves and doubled their average annual lobbying expenditure, they simply did 

not have the resources to compete with private interest groups in a spending match. There were 

1,008 unique organizations registered to lobby on Waxkey, according to the Center for 

Responsive Politics (opensecrets.org). The top ten of organizations, ranked by number of 

individual reports on or specific issues with Waxkey, is as follows: Edison Electric Institute, 

Exxon Mobil, American Wind Energy Association, Peabody Energy, Duke Energy, Southern 
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Company, Air Transport Association of America, Wal-Mart Stores, Koch Industries 

(opensecrets.org). Of these ten, the only group that lobbied in favor of the provisions addressing 

climate change was the American Wind Energy Association, and the Environmental Defense 

Fund, one of the largest environmental lobbies in the country, came in a distant 23rd 

(opensecrets.org). Every member of the top ten was looking to restrict the bill’s effects on the 

coal, oil, and electricity generation sectors, which are indelibly connected. The statistics are even 

more shocking when looking directly at spending, “even as pro-environment groups seemed 

poised to capitalize on favorable [societal and political] trends, moneyed opponents girded for a 

fight with more financial capital than ever before. Clients in the oil and gas industry unleashed a 

fury of lobbying expenditures in 2009, spending $175 million — easily an industry record — and 

outpacing the pro-environmental groups by nearly eight-fold, according to a Center for 

Responsive Politics analysis” (Mackinder). Even in the face of the most significant efforts to get 

climate legislation passed, industry and Conservative dollars easily outstripped all efforts from 

climate activists. Spending more than eight times the money that climate activists did - or could - 

on lobbying won them the resource mobilization battle, a win borne out by the growing section 

of the United States populace that believed that climate change was a libaral hoax or not that big 

of a deal.  

Being able to spend eight times as much money on lobbying efforts while putting out a 

significant volume of media promoting your point of view make for a level playing field when 

comparing resource mobilization capacities. When climate activists spent $22 million and 

doubled their average yearly spending on lobbying efforts, conservatives and their industry 

backers responded by dropping a quiet $175 million, setting an industry record for lobbying 

spending (opensecrets.org). If climate activist groups had been able to improve or diversify their 
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tactics more by shifting their focus or changing the targets of their messages, they may have been 

able to succeed in the end by mobilizing marginal groups. Unfortunately, by continuing to focus 

on the science and data, and not having much of a ‘secondary strategy’, they doomed themselves. 

Private interests won the mobilization battle, effectively ending the Waxman-Markey bill’s 

chances at making it to the Senate. 

So What? 

 In 2009, as in 2007 and 1990, there was certainly an opportunity for political change. 

This time period had the potential to be the most open window of opportunity in years: with the 

first black President, an expanded Democratic supermajority, and optimism for change, 2009 

was a more likely turning point in the United States’ environmental history than 2007. However, 

since the Obama administration chose to put healthcare first, much would rely on the framing 

and mobilization abilities of climate activist groups. Unfortunately, in both cases industry muscle 

was able to outdo the climate activists. By utilizing implicit and explicit denial across the board, 

along with their classic pseudoscience approach, they wiped the floor with climate activists. 

Nowhere was this more apparent than in the growing numbers of people who believed that 

climate change was not real or was not a threat. Unfortunately for the Earth, the opportunity for 

major legislative change in 2009 fell flat, as climate activists were outmaneuvered and outspent 

at every turn. 

Is There Hope? 

 It is clear that, thanks to the overwhelming resource base backing climate denial in 

America, major environmental legislation regulating nationwide pollution will be nigh on 

impossible as long as the status quo holds. However, I argue that there is some measure of hope 

in this area, though much will depend on the events of the next few years, if not months. If 
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voting trends turn around and the American people acknowledge and look to correct the mistakes 

we have made in recent electoral cycles, change is very possible. The number of climate-

conscious, typically young politicians is rising and continues to do so. Particularly with regard to 

those that Senator Sanders has been a pseudo-mentor for, such as Alexandra Ocasio-Cortez, 

some of these young up-and-comers have the potential to affect major changes in American 

politics. Indeed, the Green New Deal may be our best shot at forestalling some of the symptoms 

of anthropogenic climate change since the Waxman-Markey Bill.  

 Unfortunately, as Americans proved in 2016 and continue to prove by our assault-rifle 

toting protests against a quarantine that will save thousands, we are more likely to support those 

with the most fame and fortune over those with a plan to better the lives of all Americans. This is 

what must change, and yet I believe this to be the most difficult task for my generation. If we do 

not signal a changing of the guard, the human race may be out of hope. However, I am loath to 

say this without knowing what will happen in the next few electoral cycles. We have an 

opportunity to be known as the next ‘Greatest Generation’, and lead our country and world into a 

new era of prosperity and eco-conscious economic development. Historians will look back upon 

the next few years, one way or another, as a tipping point in human history. Which way we go is 

up to our collective decision-making, and there is yet hope that climate science will win the day. 

How much hope exactly, no one can say - the only thing that is certain is the importance of now. 
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