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How, if at all, should the United States work to combat climate change?
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CENTRAL QUESTION

In October 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)—an international body of scientists formed 
by the United Nations (UN)—issued a report suggesting that the immediate consequences of climate change are much 
more serious than previously believed, and that avoiding the impacts will require a rapid, drastic transformation of the 
global economy. In this Close Up in Class Controversial Issue in the News, we will examine the major findings of the IPCC 
report and challenge you to weigh the pros and cons of the various paths forward.

What Is Climate Change? Climate change is a term used to describe a shift in worldwide weather patterns associated 
with an increase in global average temperatures. This global warming is generally attributed to the greenhouse effect, 
in which certain gases released into the atmosphere prevent the Earth’s heat from escaping.1 The major greenhouse 
gases are carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide.2

The most important greenhouse gas is carbon dioxide, which accounted for 81 percent of U.S. greenhouse gas emis-
sions in 2016.3 Carbon dioxide occurs both in nature and as a result of human activities. In nature, carbon dioxide is 
produced by volcanoes, by the combustion and decay of organic matter, and by respiration.4 Humans create carbon 
dioxide by burning fossil fuels (such as oil, natural gas, and coal), solid waste, and trees.5 Over the past 20 years, nearly 
three-fourths of human-caused emissions have come from the burning of fossil fuels, according to the U.S. Department 
of Energy.6

As of 2017, the global average amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere was 405 parts per million—the highest 
level in at least 800,000 years, according to the U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.7 The height-
ened presence of atmospheric carbon dioxide has fueled concerns about an increase in global temperatures, with 
many scientists predicting more frequent and worsening droughts, the extinction of certain plants and animals, and 
changes in global climate patterns as a result.

INTRODUCTION

BACKGROUND



  What are the major greenhouse gases?

What Is The IPCC? The IPCC was established in 1988 by the UN Environment Programme and the World Meteorological 
Organization, with the intent of providing policymakers with regular assessments of (1) the scientific basis of climate 
change, (2) the risks and impacts of climate change, and (3) options for adaptation and mitigation.8

During a UN summit in 2015, the United States and 194 other countries forged a pact that became known as the Paris 
Agreement. This pact included a goal of holding this century’s increase in the global average temperature “to well be-
low 2°C above preindustrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C above preindustrial 
levels.”9 As of October 2018, only 182 nations are parties to the Paris Agreement.10 President Donald Trump announced 
in June 2017 that the United States would withdraw from the pact (a process that is expected to take at least three 
years). He argued that remaining in the agreement would cost the United States trillions of dollars, slash jobs, and harm 
the oil, gas, coal, and manufacturing industries.11

In the meantime, the signers of the Paris Agree-
ment invited the IPCC to prepare a report to assess 
the implications of the pact’s goals. The report was 
written and edited by 91 lead authors and editors 
from 40 countries, who analyzed more than 6,000 
scientific studies.12

What Did The IPCC Conclude? The IPCC’s report 
focused largely on (1) what it believes would be 
required to limit global warming to 1.5°C and (2) 
its projections of the impacts of 1.5°C of warming 
compared with 2°C.13 According to the report:

• The IPCC estimates that human activities 
have caused approximately 1.0°C of global 
warming above preindustrial tempera-
tures. (The period from 1850 to 1900 is 
often used to approximate preindustrial 
global averages.) The IPCC believes global 
warming is likely to reach 1.5°C between 
2030 and 2052 if the temperature contin-
ues to increase at the current rate.14

• At 1.5°C of global warming, the IPCC proj-
ects that the Arctic would lack summer 
sea ice once per century; at 2°C, this would 
likely occur at least once per decade.15

• At 1.5°C of global warming, the IPCC proj-
ects that coral reefs would shrink by 70 to 
90 percent; at 2°C, they would likely shrink by 99 percent.16

• At 1.5°C of global warming, the IPCC projects that six percent of insects, eight percent of plants, and four per-
cent of vertebrates (of 105,000 species studied) would lose over half of their climatically determined geo-
graphic ranges. At 2°C, the same would likely occur for 18 percent of insects, 16 percent of plants, and eight 
percent of vertebrates.17

So, what does the IPCC suggest that the global community do in response?

• To stay below 1.5°C of global warming, the IPCC suggests reducing carbon dioxide emissions by 45 percent 
(compared with 2010 levels) by 2030 and reaching net zero by 2050.18

http://www.nytimes.com/video/us/100000002496111/dolly-the-sheep.html]
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• To help reduce carbon dioxide emissions, the IPCC believes a tax on carbon dioxide would be necessary. It sug-
gests that taxes range from $135 to $5,500 per ton of carbon dioxide emitted in 2030, and $690 to $27,000 per 
ton by 2100.19

• To prevent 1.5°C of global warming with limited overshooting (going above 1.5°C and then back down), the 
IPCC suggests cutting coal power by 61 to 78 percent of 2010 levels by 2030, and by 73 to 97 percent by 2050.20 
It calls for increasing renewable sources of electricity from 20 percent today to between 48 and 60 percent in 
2030 and between 63 and 81 percent in 2050.21

• The IPCC suggests converting between 0.4 million and 2.7 million square miles of land to grow bioenergy 
crops; it also suggests adding up to 3.86 million square miles of forest by 2050.22

• The IPCC estimates that it would cost approximately $54 trillion to transform the global economy in such a 
way.23

  Read the IPCC Summary for Policymakers

For its part, the Trump administration reacted to the IPCC report with caution. “I’m not denying any climate change 
issues,” said Larry Kudlow, director of the National Economic Council. “I’m just saying do we know precisely, and I 
mean worth modeling, how much of it is man-made, how much of it is solar, how much of it is oceanic, how much of it 
is rainforest, and other issues? I think we’re still exploring all of that.”24

U.S. officials also criticized the UN for leaving out the benefits of fossil fuels in the report’s summary. “The [summary] 
fails to note that recent decades have seen the fastest declines in global poverty in both numbers and proportion of 
population even as fossil fuel use has exploded,” U.S. officials wrote to the UN ahead of the report’s release.25 Further-
more, some conservatives questioned the reliability of the report’s computer models. “The IPCC’s report is the latest in 
a series of dire warnings of tipping points and last chances dating back to the 1980s,” said Myron Ebell, director of the 
Center for Energy and Environment at the Competitive Enterprise Institute. “The good news is that the rate of global 
warming since 1980 is much lower than that predicted by the computer models used by the IPCC.”26

So, what happens next? The UN is holding climate change talks in Poland in December 2018, and the IPCC report is 
expected to frame the agenda as governments aim to establish rules based on Paris Agreement targets.27

EVALUATION OF PROPOSALS

How, if at all, should the United States work to combat climate change?

The following pages contain six proposals that the United States could incorporate into its energy and environmental 
policies. Consider the pros and cons of each proposal, conduct any additional research, and answer or discuss the fol-
lowing questions:

• Which proposal(s), if any, do you favor? Why?

• Which proposal(s), if any, would you change? How?

• Which proposal(s), if any, would you reject? Why?

• Are there any other proposals that you would put forward? Explain your answer.

http://www.nytimes.com/video/us/100000002496111/dolly-the-sheep.html]
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How, if at all, should the United States work to combat climate change?

OPTION WHAT SUPPORTERS SAY WHAT OPPONENTS SAY
1. The government should study 
climate change further to deter-
mine whether or not there is a 
serious problem before imple-
menting any new policies.

Although many environmental activ-
ists like to refer to climate change 
as settled science, the very nature of 
scientific study is to doubt, to ques-
tion, and to examine every angle. 
Some scientists argue that the Earth 
has always warmed and cooled, that 
the Earth is warming but the human 
contribution is not yet well enough 
understood, and that the computer 
models used in climate change stud-
ies are far from reliable.28 “I’ve been 
trying to understand how there can 
be such a strong consensus, given 
these uncertainties,” said Judith 
Curry, the former chairperson of the 
School of Earth and Atmospheric 
Sciences at the Georgia Institute 
of Technology.29 Climate change 
activists are demanding that the 
United States essentially blow up its 
economy—placing jobs, livelihoods, 
and entire industries at risk—on the 
basis of uncertain threats. “I don’t 
think we should panic,” Kudlow said. 
“I don’t think there’s an imminent di-
saster coming, but I think we should 
look at this in a level-headed and 
analytic way.”30

A strong majority of climate scien-
tists believe that the Earth is warm-
ing, and that human activities are 
very likely the cause of this warming 
trend. Many of the leading scientific 
organizations in the world have is-
sued statements that endorse this 
position.31 As for the IPCC report, it 
was written and edited by 91 lead 
authors and editors from 40 coun-
tries, who analyzed more than 6,000 
scientific studies.32 Therefore, the 
time has come for people and gov-
ernments to stop stalling and to do 
the hard work required to preserve 
the planet for future generations. 
There is simply not enough time to 
study the problem of climate change 
further, as fossil fuels continue to 
burn and fill the air with greenhouse 
gases. According to the IPCC, in as 
little as 12 years, the Arctic could be 
facing summers without sea ice and 
coral reefs could decline by another 
70 to 90 percent. Governments must 
act now. 

2. The United States should rejoin 
the Paris Agreement, which com-
mits parties to (1) limiting the 
increase in global temperatures 
to 2°C this century, (2) pursuing 
domestic measures to address cli-
mate change, (3) reporting regu-
larly on emissions and progress, 
(4) supporting climate change 
mitigation efforts in the develop-
ing world, and (5) helping to raise 
$100 billion in annual funding for 
environmental initiatives through 
2025.33

As the largest economy (and the 
second largest emitter of carbon 
dioxide) in the world, the United 
States has a responsibility to lead by 
example on important issues such as 
climate change. Global warming is a 
worldwide threat that requires a uni-
fied response, and the Paris Agree-
ment is a valuable tool for ensuring 
international cooperation. Rejoining 
the pact will help the United States 
maintain its status as a global su-
perpower, help build international 
momentum to tackle this issue, and 
provide the United States with the 
authority to pressure other countries 
(such as China, the world’s larg-
est emitter of carbon dioxide) into 
changing their behavior.

Despite all the hopeful talk about the 
Paris Agreement, this pact is ineffec-
tive and unenforceable, and would 
lead to economic ruin in the United 
States while letting other countries 
off the hook. To keep global warming 
below 2°C in this century, the Paris 
Agreement asks countries to make 
voluntary reductions in emissions—
without detailing how they should 
do so or defining a punishment 
should they fail or not try.34 And so 
far, the pledges put forth under the 
Paris Agreement would still lead to 
global warming of 3°C by the end 
of the century.35 The United States 
cannot afford to destroy its energy, 
agriculture, and automotive indus-
tries in order to help make up for a 
lack of action by other countries.



OPTION WHAT SUPPORTERS SAY WHAT OPPONENTS SAY
3. The government should make 
it easier to develop and license 
advanced nuclear reactors, and 
the United States should boost its 
production of nuclear power.

If Americans are serious about 
reducing carbon dioxide emissions, 
they must boost their reliance on 
nuclear power, which is reliable and 
cost effective, and does not produce 
greenhouse gases. Nuclear power 
generated 20 percent of the nation’s 
electricity in 2017, using uranium (a 
relatively common element mined 
from the Earth’s surface) as fuel.36 
One pellet of uranium contains the 
same amount of energy as 17,000 
cubic feet of natural gas, one ton 
of coal, or 149 gallons of oil.37 And 
nuclear power is safe. Worldwide, 
there are 450 commercial nuclear re-
actors operating in 31 countries; 16 
of those countries depend on nuclear 
power for at least a quarter of their 
electricity.38 And in the entire history 
of commercial nuclear power (more 
than 17,000 cumulative reactor-
years), there have been only three 
major accidents, only one of them 
in the United States—and that one 
harmed no one and brought about 
key reforms in engineering, radiation 
protection, and regulation.39

Nuclear power is not renewable, as 
uranium is a finite resource that will 
eventually run out; plus, these power 
plants require billions of dollars in 
capital to construct. But more impor-
tant is the fact that nuclear power is 
not safe. This form of energy creates 
radioactive materials as part of its 
normal production process—waste 
that must be properly stored and iso-
lated to prevent any human exposure 
to deadly or cancer-causing radia-
tion. As of 2018, commercial nuclear 
power has created more than 80,000 
metric tons of spent fuel that is 
stored at sites in 35 states, as the 
federal government does not have 
one central waste repository.40 There 
have also been three major accidents 
in the history of commercial nuclear 
power, including one (Chernobyl in 
the Soviet Union) that killed 30 plant 
workers and could eventually kill as 
many as 9,000 people from cancers 
related to the accident, according to 
the World Health Organization.41

4. The government should incen-
tivize the development and use of 
renewable fuels (including hydro-
electric, wind, biomass, solar, and 
geothermal power), by providing 
tax credits and grants for research 
and development, and by making 
direct market interventions.

Renewable fuels created 11 percent 
of the energy and 17 percent of the 
electricity consumed in the United 
States in 2017.42 These numbers 
show that renewables are viable, 
they are worth investing in, and they 
offer potential for growth, develop-
ment, and prosperity. In fact, the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics reported 
in October 2017 that the top-grow-
ing job classification over the next 
decade will be solar panel installer, 
followed by wind turbine service 
technician.43 The government must 
harness this growth potential and 
make smart, targeted investments in 
a clean energy future. After all, the 
government has already made sev-
eral wise investments in renewable 
power over the years. The Hoover 
Dam was partially financed by 
federal loans, and Tesla Motors Inc. 
repaid its $465 million government 
loan nine years ahead of schedule.44

At a time when the United States 
is struggling with more than $21 
trillion in national debt, it is not ap-
propriate for the federal government 
to play the role of the risk-taking 
venture capitalist. The government 
has already made several high-pro-
file mistakes when doing so. In 2011, 
the solar panel start-up Solyndra 
filed for bankruptcy and defaulted 
on a $535 million loan guaranteed by 
the Department of Energy. Two years 
later, taxpayers lost $139 million 
in loans when the electric car com-
pany Fisker Automotive Inc. filed for 
bankruptcy.45 The truth is that some 
renewable energy technologies re-
main unreliable, expensive, uncom-
petitive, and inadequately tested. To 
avoid wasting scarce government 
resources, the government should 
allow the private sector to take the 
lead on making such investments.



OPTION WHAT SUPPORTERS SAY WHAT OPPONENTS SAY
5. The government should keep in 
place strict Obama-era fuel effi-
ciency standards for cars, which 
would boost the average fuel 
efficiency of new cars sold in the 
United States to 54.5 miles per 
gallon by 2025.46

According to the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency (EPA), the transpor-
tation sector generates the largest 
share of greenhouse gas emissions 
in the United States (28.5 percent 
in 2016), through the burning of 
fossil fuels for cars, trains, ships, 
and planes.47 Therefore, the Trump 
administration must keep in place 
(or even build upon) the strict fuel 
efficiency standards implemented 
by President Barack Obama’s admin-
istration. These regulations would 
help improve the market competi-
tiveness of cars made in the United 
States and encourage Americans to 
invest in hybrid and electric vehicles. 
And even if strict fuel efficiency stan-
dards lead to higher prices for new 
cars, they will encourage Americans 
to become less reliant on driving 
and more dependent on bike-riding, 
walking, and using cleaner forms of 
public transportation. 

In August 2018, the Trump admin-
istration announced that it would 
freeze the Obama-era fuel efficiency 
standards at 2020 levels (about 37 
miles per gallon) through 2026—
and for good reason. If the govern-
ment boosts fuel efficiency standards 
to an unreasonable level, it does little 
more than drive up the price of new 
cars and encourage people (espe-
cially poorer people) to drive their 
older, less-safe, higher-polluting cars. 
In fact, the National Highway Traffic 
Safety Administration and the EPA 
estimated in 2018 that freezing fuel 
efficiency targets (rather than con-
tinuing to 54.5 miles per gallon by 
2025) would save consumers $2,340 
on the price of a new car, reduce 
highway deaths by 1,000 each year, 
and save the country $500 million 
in overall costs.48 The auto industry 
provides work for approximately 
seven million Americans, and the 
government cannot afford to endan-
ger those jobs by making new cars 
unaffordable.49

6. The government should imple-
ment a per-ton tax on carbon 
dioxide emissions.

If the United States is committed to 
avoiding the catastrophic effects of 
climate change, it must make the 
burning of fossil fuels—oil, natural 
gas, and coal—a thing of the past. 
For well over a century, fossil fuels 
have accounted for at least 80 per-
cent of U.S. energy consumption.50 
The only way to break this depen-
dency is by taxing the carbon dioxide 
emissions that fossil fuels create. 
After all, those who are causing the 
damage should pay the price. This 
is hardly a new idea; in fact, as of 
2018, at least 40 countries are pric-
ing carbon in some form and ten U.S. 
states are doing the same.51 Now, it 
is time for the federal government to 
catch up and implement this policy 
nationwide. The revenue from such 
a tax could be used to pay down the 
national debt, reduce Americans’ 
payroll taxes, provide household 
rebates, or invest in carbon capture 
technologies.

A carbon tax may sound harmless, 
but in the United States, it has the 
potential to devastate the economy. 
The United States is the world’s 
top producer of oil and natural gas 
hydrocarbons, and it is the single 
largest holder of proven coal re-
serves (with 24 percent of the global 
total).52 A carbon tax would punish 
the very development and use of 
those vast domestic energy reserves, 
slashing jobs and depriving Ameri-
cans of energy they need to build 
cities, reduce poverty, and boost 
standards of living. The IPCC sug-
gested that in order to be effective, 
carbon prices could range from $135 
to $5,500 per ton in 2030, and from 
$690 to $27,000 per ton by 2100.53 
Such immense rates would result in 
higher gasoline prices and higher 
electric bills for everyday consumers. 
This regressive tax would also harm 
the poor more than the rich, as the 
poor spend a larger percentage of 
their income on energy services.54



  What is the Paris Agreement?

  What is the debate over nuclear power?

  How do U.S. fuel efficiency standards compare with the rest of the world’s?

  What is a carbon tax?

For more on the debate over developing advanced nuclear reactors, please see The Advanced Nuclear Technology Develop-
ment Act in Controversial Issues in the News. 

For more on the debate over greenhouse gas emissions, please see Methane Emissions in Controversial Issues in the News.

This discussion has largely focused on energy and environmental policies that the federal government could enact, 
but there is also much that individuals can do to take care of the environment. Research and write a short essay that 
answers the following questions:

What can individuals do to address climate change? How can governments (at the local, state, or federal level) work 
to encourage individual action?
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Carbon dioxide

Carbon dioxide is a colorless, odorless gas produced by respiration, certain chemical reactions, and the burning of fos-
sil fuels, solid waste, and trees and wood products. Plants absorb carbon dioxide. It is a greenhouse gas that traps heat 
in the Earth’s atmosphere, accounting for 81 percent of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions.

Climate change

Climate change is a term used to describe a shift in worldwide weather patterns associated with an increase in global 
average temperatures. 

Emission

An emission is the production or discharge of a gas.

Fossil fuel

A fossil fuel is a source of energy that is formed in the Earth from the remains of plants and animals. Oil, natural gas, 
and coal are all fossil fuels.

Fuel efficiency standards

Fuel efficiency standards are government regulations that aim to improve the average fuel economy of vehicles. In 
other words, they aim to make auto manufacturers produce vehicles that use less gasoline per mile driven.

Global warming

Global warming is a gradual increase in the temperature of the Earth’s atmosphere. It is generally attributed to the 
greenhouse effect, in which carbon dioxide, methane, and other greenhouse gases trap heat in the atmosphere.

Greenhouse gas

Greenhouse gases, which include carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide, absorb heat from the Earth’s surface, 
trap that heat in the atmosphere, and contribute to the greenhouse effect.

Mitigation

Mitigation is the act of reducing the seriousness of something.

Renewable energy

Renewable sources of energy include hydroelectric, wind, biomass, solar, and geothermal power. Renewables replen-
ish naturally and will never run out.
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