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Policy Brief: Problem, Background, and Possible Solutions   

How can the United States drop energy sector CO2 

emissions quickly enough to help avoid the worst 

effects of climate change?  

The Problem 
Anthropogenic climate change, also known as global 

warming, presents a host of catastrophic risks to the 

United States. These risks will be extremely difficult to 

predict and will vary by region. They will affect every 

sphere of American life – from national security, to the 

economy, to basic food security. Steep energy sector 

emissions cuts would help the ship around. But we have to 

act now.  

The Background  
The United States cannot afford to ignore climate change 

any longer – scientists predict that catastrophic effects 

will begin within twenty years (Tollefson 2018). The 

Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 

recommends that the industrialized world limit worldwide 

temperature increase to 1.5 degrees Celsius above the 

preindustrial average by the year 2020, which would limit 

1.5 ° 
 IS THE MAGIC NUMBER  

US Population Flood Risk

Safe At Risk

12.5% of the population, or 41 million people, are at risk 

for extreme flooding (Wing et al 2018) 
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The 30 states in green generate most or part of their 

power from nuclear energy. Put together, nuclear plants 

generate 20% of the country’s electricity (US Energy 

Information Administration 2018).  

Solutions 
In order to stay below the 1.5 degree limit, the United 

States must reform its private sector energy grid. As 

shown above, above a quarter of the country’s 

emissions come from electricity creation, and private 

consumers may not be able to change their 

consumption habits quickly enough to avoid 

detrimental effects. We must change how electricity 

itself is produced.  

Cap and Trade  
Under cap and trade programs, power plants are 

required to “cap” certain types of emissions and allowed 

to buy and sell “pollution permits,” or permissions to 

emit a certain amount of CO2 per year. California and 

the European Union both instituted cap and trade 

programs in 2012 and 2005 with mixed results 

(Schmalensse et al 2017). Often, weak emissions caps 

and broad pollution allowances handicap cap-and-trade 

policies (Schmalensse et al 2017). The United States 

may not be able to spare the time it takes to iron out 

these programs.  

Reforestation 
Reforestation may pull enough carbon out of the 

atmosphere to offset America’s energy sector carbon 

emissions. Ecologists suggest that conservation and 

restoration of America’s forests may reduce the country’s 

carbon emissions by as much as 21 percent. (Fargione et 

al 2018). The cost of reforesting unused or logged land 

may be cheaper than the cost of existing subsidies that 

encourage clean energy (Fargione et al 2018). However, 

reforestation cannot be the whole solution. To work 

properly, it must be implemented alongside stringent 

energy sector reform.  

Transition to Nuclear, Reforest the 
Country – Recommended Energy Policy 
The United States should phase out the rest of its coal-

fired plants and phase in nuclear plants. This has excellent 

precedent – France generates three-fourths of its 

electricity through nuclear power (IEA 2018). Coal-fired 

power plants are on their way out. Their total energy 

production fell from 39 percent of America’s total 

electricity production in 2014 to just over 27 percent in 

2018 (USEIA 2018). Because nuclear power creates steam 

through radioactive fuel rods and not through 

combustion, it emits negligible amounts of carbon 

dioxide (IEA 2018). The emissions cuts associated with a 

nuclear transition, coupled with a 21 percent reduction in 

the country’s carbon emissions from reforestation 

programs, would set the United States well on its way to 

meeting the 1.5 degree target by the year 2020. 

 

the worst effects of global warming (Bindi et al. 2008). 

Emissions cuts to the energy sector – which currently 

account for 28 to 34 percent of America’s total carbon 

emissions (Inventory of US Greenhouse Gas Emissions 

2019) – will help the United States reach this goal.  

What Happens If We Do Nothing? 
• Our Eastern seaboard will be lost to the Atlantic 

Ocean. Scientists predict that the sea level will 

rise between eight inches and six feet within the 

next hundred years, flooding most of the Atlantic 

and the Gulf Coasts and submerging the state of 

Florida (Parris 2017). 

•  Our national security will be compromised. 

Climate change threatens two-thirds of all 

American military bases (United States 

Department of Defense 2019). 

• Our food security will begin to erode. Droughts 

and floods may cause recurrent failed harvests 

throughout the Midwest. Longer, more intense, 

and more frequent heat waves may kill livestock 

en masse (Reidmiller 2018).  

• Our forests will burn. Rising temperatures 

contribute to longer fire seasons, which only 

exacerbates Western forest fires (Westerling 

2006).  

 

 

 

 

 

 



CLIMATE CHANGE: DROPPING AMERICAN ENERGY-SECTOR CO2 
EMISSIONS | Issue #  

3 

 
 
 

Citations  
 

Bindi, Marco, et al. "Impacts of 1.5°C of Global Warming on 

Natural and Human Systems." In Global Warming of 

1.5°C: An IPCC Special Report on the Impacts of Global 

Warming of 1.5°C above Pre-industrial Levels and 

Related Global Greenhouse Gas Emission Pathways, in 

the Context of Strengthening the Global Response to the 

Threat of Climate Change, Sustainable Development, 

and Efforts to Eradicate Poverty. Edited by Jose A. 

Marengo, Joy Pereira, and Boris Sherstyukov. Geneva, 

Switzerland: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change, 2018. 

"Electricity Information 2018." Electricity Information, 2018. 
doi:10.1787/electricity-2018-en. 

From the International Energy Agency. 
 
Fargione, Joseph E., Steven Bassett, Timothy Boucher, Scott D. 

Bridgham, et al. "Natural Climate Solutions for the 
United States." Science Advances 4, no. 11 (November 
14, 2018). doi:10.1126/sciadv.aat1869. 

 
Parris, A., et al. Global Sea Level Rise Scenarios for the US 

National Climate Assessment (2012). NOAA Tech 

Memo OAR CPO-1. 37 pp. 

Reidmiller, D.R., et al. Impacts, Risks, and Adaptation in the 

United States: Fourth National Climate Assessment, 

Volume II (2018). U.S. Global Change Research 

Program, Washington, DC, USA, 1515 pp. doi: 

10.7930/NCA4.2018. 

Schmalensee, Richard, and Robert Stavins. "Lessons Learned 
from Three Decades of Experience with Cap-and-
Trade." Review of Environmental Economics and Policy 
11, no. 1 (March 11, 2017): 59-79. doi:10.3386/w21742. 

 
Tollefson, Jeff. "IPCC Says Limiting Global Warming to 1.5 °C 

Will Require Drastic Action." Nature562, no. 7726 

(October 08, 2018): 172-73. Accessed March 7, 2019. 

doi:10.1038/d41586-018-06876-2. 

United States. Department of Defense. Under Secretary of 
Defense for Acquisition and Sustainment. Report on 
Effects of a Changing Climate to the Department of 
Defense. January 2019. Accessed March 7, 2019. 

 
United States. Environmental Protection Agency. Inventory of 

U.S. Greenhouse Gas Emissions and Sinks. Washington, 

DC: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. ES-1-S-29. 

United States. U.S. Energy Information Administration. 
U.S. Federal Statistical System. Electric Power 
Monthly, With Data For December 2018. 

 
Wing, Oliver E J, Paul D. Bates, Andrew M. Smith, Christopher 

C. Sampson, Kris A. Johnson, Joseph Fargione, and 

Philip Morefield. "Estimates of Present and Future 

Flood Risk in the Conterminous United States." 

Environmental Research Letters 13, no. 3 (2018): 034023. 

doi:10.1088/1748-9326/aaac65. 

 
Westerling, A. L., et al. "Warming and Earlier Spring Increase 

Western U.S. Forest Wildfire Activity." Science 313, no. 

5789 (August 18, 2006): 940-43. Accessed March 7, 

2019. doi:10.1126/science.1128834. 

 
 
 


	The Problem
	The Background
	What Happens If We Do Nothing?
	Solutions
	Cap and Trade
	Reforestation
	Transition to Nuclear, Reforest the Country – Recommended Energy Policy
	Citations

