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PREFACE






When I began work on this book, in the spring of 2007, the American debate about global warming finally seemed to be shifting from science to politics, from whether climate change was real and caused by human activity to what we were going to do about it. I wanted to understand why it was so hard for our political system to respond to this threat—why Americans, virtually alone among people in the industrialized world, had not agreed to cap their greenhouse gas emissions. So I spent the next three years talking to hundreds of people from all sides of the Climate War, choosing key figures to follow in this narrative. Somewhat naïvely, perhaps, I hoped to write a story with a happy ending, a chronicle of how America finally knuckled down and started getting the hard work of climate action done.


Three years later, the Climate War is still raging, America is still debating whether and how to reduce carbon emissions, and a loud minority continues to insist that global warming isn’t real or caused by man. So what you are about to read is an epic without an ending. It is the story of a group of people who set out to save the planet—or, more precisely, to preserve the planet’s habitability—through political action, and the story of those who stood against them. Their battleground was the American political system, which gave a natural advantage to the opponents of climate action. The U.S. Congress, designed by the Founders to make it difficult “for colossal tax and regulatory burdens to foxtrot into law without scrutiny,” as the Wall Street Journal phrased it, had become so distorted by special interest dollars and partisan bile that it now seemed to block progress of any kind, no matter how urgent. The system treated climate campaigners as just another special interest group—and an underfunded one at that. And it treated their wealthy foes with far more deference.




Environmentalism was also changing in those years, as it completed its journey into the mainstream. Just about every corporation boasted about its commitment to sustainability. The fight against climate change was mostly portrayed in the media as a lifestyle choice, a matter of righteous consumerism, as if we could stop global warming simply by filling our shopping carts with the right products. Books and magazines were filled with stories of ostentatious self-denial, written by people who proudly evaporated their own sea salt or went without electric lights and toilet paper for a year. Those personal responses may have been valid and enriching, but fighting climate change in an industrial society requires political action at the local and—especially—the national level. This book is about people who understood that, and set out to be effective. It is about people who went to war, and learned what war costs.


—ERIC POOLEY
 March 7, 2010



















PART ONE


BALI


DECEMBER 2007




If there’s no action before 2012, that’s too late. What we do in the next two to three years will determine our future. This is the defining moment.


RAJENDRA PACHAURI,
 CHAIRMAN, INTERGOVERNMENTAL PANEL ON CLIMATE CHANGE
 NOVEMBER 17, 2007
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“We Haven’t Done a Damned Thing”






It was the rainy season in Bali, but the rains had not come. December is summertime on the island, one of the 17,000 volcanic pearls that make up the vast Indonesian archipelago, and normally that means very hot and wet. But like so many places in the world, Bali was living through some weird weather in 2007. The heat had arrived on schedule, but the twelve inches of rainfall that soak the island in an average December were not to be found, so the humidity gathered and grew, a pregnant, vaporous shroud that cloaked the long line of people waiting to get through the metal detectors and into Nusantara Hall, in the luxury beach resort of Nusa Dua, on the evening of December 13.


Eleven thousand people—diplomats, civil servants, lobbyists, activists, and journalists from nearly 190 countries—had come to Nusa Dua to begin negotiating a successor to the Kyoto Protocol on global warming. The “Bali Road Map” was supposed to lead to a new treaty by December 2009, when many of those same people would reconvene in Copenhagen. But the talks had run into an American roadblock. The administration of George W. Bush was doing everything it could to obstruct progress. With just a year left in office, Bush was running out the clock.


During the first week of the conference the mood in Bali had turned giddy, like a little boy who has eaten too much candy. The sugar rush was fueled by news from America: a Senate committee had passed the Lieberman-Warner Climate Security Act, the first serious federal attempt to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. To people who didn’t understand the gridlocked ways of Washington, it sounded as if the U.S., after a decade of denial and delay, was finally ready to take action.


In the second week, the sugar high ended with a familiar crash. The leaders of the U.S. delegation arrived in Nusa Dua, and the world remembered who was running things in Washington. President Bush had only recently conceded that climate change was real and anthropogenic, or caused by human activity.* His delegation, led by Undersecretary of State Paula Dobriansky, was doing an enthusiastic job of making sure nothing got done in Bali. After James Connaughton, the former industry lobbyist who ran the White House Council on Environmental Quality, tried to claim the mantle of leadership—“The U.S. will lead, but leadership also requires others to fall in line and follow”—protesters staked out the convention center hallways and fell into line behind him whenever he appeared, following, following, following in a shame-on-you conga line. And on the conference’s final day, delegates from most of the 190 nations booed Dobriansky loud and long—a sustained global jeer that won American acquiescence on a small point and let everyone sign the Bali Road Map, such as it was, and go home.


As the delegates waited in line on December 13, that dramatic moment was days away and the fate of the talks was very much in doubt. Europe and many developing countries wanted the Road Map’s preamble to make a nonbinding reference to the painful scientific conclusion that greenhouse gas emissions needed to be reduced 25 to 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2020 if the world was to avoid the worst impacts. This target was far beyond anything the U.S. and its allies—Canada, Japan, and Russia—were willing to contemplate, so they made sure that no such reference was made. At one point, the Russians proposed a sentence about “the dangerous implications of climate change,” and the Americans moved to strike the phrase. The Russians dutifully praised this American “improvement.”


In response, European officials threatened to boycott the next round of talks in a Bush climate sideshow called the Major Economies Meeting on Energy Security and Climate Change. Yvo de Boer, the executive secretary of the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), which ran the global climate process, said he feared Bali was heading for failure. Delegates debated whether it was worth blowing up the process to call attention to American obstruction. They argued that it was the only way to make the world see what the U.S. was really up to in Bali. Now, in Nusantara Hall, another American was going to try to defuse those arguments and get the talks back on track.


Al Gore stepped onto the low stage and waited for the ovation to subside. Gore had flown in from Oslo, where he had accepted the Nobel Peace Prize three days earlier; he was profoundly jet-lagged and a bit nervous, because he was about to do something that, as a patriotic American and former high officeholder, he was reluctant to do: stand on foreign soil and rip into the U.S.A.


 


When Gore landed in Bali the day before, leaving the airport in the bustling commercial district of Tuban for the ride to Nusa Dua on the southeastern coast, he was running on caffeine, adrenaline, and the rush of global acclaim. His acceptance of the Nobel Prize—along with Rajendra Pachauri, chairman of the U.N.’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the underfunded, voluntary group of 2,500 experts from 130 countries whose job it was to assess the risk from anthropogenic global warming—capped an extraordinary two-year period in which the U.S. finally began to catch up with the rest of the industrialized world in its comprehension of the climate threat. Though the American public remained confused and divided (Democrats and independents mostly understood that the planet was warming and humans were to blame; many Republicans still did not), what had started as an elite issue—identified as a crisis by a few hundred scientists and taken up as a cause by a few thousand activists—finally showed signs of becoming a truly popular concern.


The change had been triggered in late August 2005 by the devastation of Hurricane Katrina. (The great storm that slammed into the Gulf Coast wasn’t “caused” by global warming, but it was the kind of hugely destructive weather event that a warmer world made more likely.) And the attitude shift accelerated after the May 2006 release of Gore’s documentary film An Inconvenient Truth, which seemed to wake America, or at least the part of America that watches progressive documentaries, from a decade-long climate trance. The climate issue–attention cycle peaked in early 2007, when a New York Times poll found that an overwhelming majority of those surveyed—90 percent of Democrats, 80 percent of independents, 60 percent of Republicans—favored “immediate action” to confront the crisis, though Gore noticed that they weren’t sure what form it should take and didn’t want to pay more for gasoline as a consequence. Yet even then, he knew, climate action wasn’t a top agenda item; when other pollsters asked people what issues they wanted their leaders to tackle, global warming came in at or near the bottom of the list.


Some leaders had the clarity to act anyway. In September 2006 California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger signed a bill that put his environmentally conscious state on course to become the first to require cuts in greenhouse gas emissions. Hundreds of cities and towns across the nation enacted climate plans of their own, and half of the states joined regional initiatives to cap carbon emissions from power plants. State utility commissions swatted down scores of applications for new coal-fired power plants. And millions of Americans began worrying about their own carbon footprints, though actually shrinking them proved difficult, what with their new flat-screen TVs and all the other power-sucking accoutrements of American life.


Changes in individual behavior could help, but this was an industrial-scale problem—which was why Gore kept saying we had to change laws, not just lightbulbs. Eventually, Gore knew, Americans would have to transform the way they powered their cars, generated their electricity, manufactured their goods, and grew their food, and these changes needed to be driven by economic incentives imposed at the national level: a mandatory, declining cap on U.S. carbon emissions was the essential first step. So he was heartened when influential groups from outside the green movement—evangelical Christians concerned about caring for God’s creation, retired generals worried about the national security implications of climate refugees—came forward to push for federal legislation. Perhaps most important, American business’s monolithic opposition to climate action also began to crumble. In January 2007, the U.S. Climate Action Partnership (USCAP), a coalition of ten Fortune 500 corporations and four environmental groups, came out in favor of a cap, challenging business’s longstanding veto on climate legislation. A few months after that, in April, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 5–4 that the Environmental Protection Agency had the power to regulate CO2 as a pollutant—clearing the way for federal controls whether or not Congress mustered the will to pass a bill.


All of which explains why Gore’s two-day journey by commercial carrier had been gratifying as well as arduous: Norway to Sweden to Germany to Hong Kong to Bali, with travelers stopping to congratulate him all along the way. Of course he was honored to receive the Nobel Peace Prize, almost seven years to the day after newspapers published his political obituary when the Supreme Court stopped the Florida recount in 2000 and handed the White House to Bush. Gore was amazed to learn that Alfred Nobel, the inventor of dynamite, created the prize in 1895, exactly seven years after he picked up a paper and read his own obit, published by mistake and calling him “the Merchant of Death.” Each man had survived a kind of near-death experience, then made a bid for redemption by devoting himself to a larger cause.


Gore knew the prize was a political statement—a spotlight on the climate crisis and a slap at Bush for doing nothing about it—and he approved. As he said in his acceptance speech in Oslo, “today we dumped another seventy million tons of global-warming pollution into the thin shell of atmosphere surrounding our planet, as if it were an open sewer.” Doing something about that—transforming our industrial economy from one that ran on fossil fuels to one that ran on renewable energy—meant capturing the public imagination in order to defeat the oil and coal lobbies and change the laws. The technological breakthroughs would come if we summoned the political will to require emissions cuts, Gore was sure of that, but so many powerful interests had a stake in keeping things the way they were that only a moral crusade—a galvanic, once-in-a-generation movement—could lead to that political breakthrough. There were too many people offering seductive arguments for inaction, from skeptics who claimed global warming wouldn’t get that bad to high-tech prophets who promised that a suite of silver-bullet technologies known as “geo-engineering” would magically make it go away.


In his darker moments Gore felt the Nobel Committee had rewarded him for failure. “I have tried to do everything I know how to do, and so have plenty of others, yet so little has changed,” he said during a quiet conversation behind the scenes in Bali. “Global emissions are still going up by two percent each year. By any measure that matters, we haven’t done a damned thing.”


People ridiculed Gore for his passion on the issue. They didn’t understand that when you saw what was coming, it took all of your self-control just to keep from hollering. A year before, Penn State climatologist Richard Alley had noted that the Greenland and West Antarctic ice sheets appeared to be shrinking “a hundred years ahead of schedule,” and things got even worse in the summer of 2007. Inland glaciers on every continent—part of the snowpack that provides irrigation and drinking water to billions—were wasting away. The vast ice sheet in Greenland was riddled with holes, called moulins; as meltwater poured into the moulins, it lubricated the underside of the glacier where it meets the land, accelerating its slow, grinding slide to the ocean. The loss of even half of the Greenland ice sheet would cause a catastrophic rise in sea level; no one could say how long it might take for this to happen—hundreds of years, a thousand, or as soon as the end of this century?—but it appeared to be coming if we didn’t change our ways. And the north polar ice cap, which always melted partially in summer and refroze in winter, was melting more, refreezing less. By August 2007, the Arctic had lost an additional area of sea ice the size of Alaska and Texas combined, stunning experts at the National Snow and Ice Data Center, who called the September ice minimum the lowest on record. The warming even opened the fabled Northwest Passage for the first time in human memory.


Our descendants will look back at us, Gore believed, and wonder how we managed to “sit around debating while the north polar ice cap—which had been there for three million years, give or take, equal in size the lower forty-eight U.S. states, give or take”—melted to half its usual summertime size. Would we keep doing nothing while the rest of it disappeared? How could we continue debating whether the cause was sunspots or water vapor or “natural variability” when the scientists were as clear as meltwater: we were causing it. We had to slash industrial emissions.


Everywhere Gore looked was another reminder of how hard that was going to be. To reach the Nusa Dua resort, he traveled along a stifling hot road called Jalan Raya Uluwatu, choked with taxis, trucks, minivans, and motorbikes four or five abreast, all of them sending forth oily clouds that hung in the air above the furniture stores, brickworks, police checkpoints, and open-air snack shops that lined the route. Here and there along the road places of commerce gave way to an ancient Hindu temple or a stretch of mangrove preserve. And everywhere were roadside banners saying PLANT TREES—SAVE OUR PLANET, messages to the delegates of the Thirteenth Conference of the Parties to the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change (or COP 13 for short). By COP 15, in Copenhagen two years hence, the diplomats were supposed to have a new global deal. It was going to take a heroic effort to get it done, and the breakthrough had to come first in the U.S., because America—alone in the industrialized world—had refused to ratify the Kyoto Protocol, the first global climate treaty. That refusal had consigned Kyoto to failure and allowed China and India “to hide behind our skirts of inaction,” as Republican Senator John Warner liked to say. The world simply wasn’t going to try again until the U.S. shook off its confusion and joined the effort. Gore had come to Bali to buy some time so America could make that happen.


 


Gore believed it was still possible for the U.S. and the world to act in time. But it wasn’t looking likely. Almost 150 years had passed since the British scientist John Tyndall demonstrated that carbon dioxide traps heat, and the basics of climate science were well understood. In 1965, the President’s Science Advisory Committee warned President Lyndon Baines Johnson that “we are returning to the air a significant part of the carbon that was slowly extracted by plants and buried in the sediments during half a billion years,” and that this “may have a significant effect on climate.” The report foresaw melting polar ice, rising sea levels, and warmer, more acidic oceans. “Man is unwittingly conducting a vast geophysical experiment,” it said, which “will almost certainly cause significant changes in the temperature.”


Almost three decades later, in 1992, the U.S. finally committed itself to voluntary climate action when the first President Bush signed and the Senate ratified the U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), dedicating the world to stabilizing greenhouse gas concentrations “at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic interference with the climate system.” But in the fifteen years that followed—including the eight when Bill Clinton and Al Gore were in office—the U.S. had done little because the opposition was just too strong. And now, the scientists of the IPCC said, it was almost too late.* It would take so long to slow, stop, and reverse the rate of emissions that we had to start now. This was the defining moment. If the world didn’t change the way it created and used energy, by 2050 it would double the concentration of heat-trapping gases in the atmosphere from the preindustrial level of 275 parts per million (ppm) to 550 ppm and beyond—which could lead to an average global temperature increase of as much as 6°Celsius by the end of the century, according to the IPCC’s worst-case scenario. Six degrees may not sound like much, but just a three-degree rise could mean that over the next century or more, one-third of all species on the planet would face extinction, sea levels would rise, coastal cities would be swamped, and millions of climate refugees would be driven from their homes. So by the time the nations of the world met in Bali, they had set a new goal: to keep the average temperature increase below 2.5°C by stabilizing greenhouse gases below 450. Yet the politicians were still debating policies that aimed for 450 to 550.


Now scientists were telling Gore that the new 450 target wasn’t good enough, either. The planet was more sensitive to the greenhouse effect than climate models had predicted, and scientists were concerned about “positive feedbacks,” vicious cycles that would kick in as the earth warmed—when permafrost melts, for example, it releases greenhouse gas—and accelerate the pace of climate change. At some point it wouldn’t matter if humans cut emissions or not. The earth would take over.


Gore had been hearing about these feedbacks* from James Hansen, director of the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies and Gore’s informal science adviser. Hansen was widely regarded as the preeminent climate scientist in the world, and he was among the most outspoken. Because of that he had become a target for opponents of climate action, just as Gore had. “Earth’s climate is nearing, but has not passed, a tipping point, beyond which it will be impossible to avoid climate change with far-ranging undesirable consequences,” Hansen told the American Geophysical Union in San Francisco in December 2005. “‘Business-as-usual’ scenarios…yield additional warming of 2° or 3°C this century and imply changes that constitute practically a different planet.”


By the summer of 2007, Hansen was telling Gore and others that the 450 target was simply too high. Atmospheric concentrations reached 383 that year—40 percent above preindustrial levels—and the impacts were already severe. The temperature had risen by 0.74°C due to industrial emissions, with at least another 0.6°C of warming in the pipeline, because some of the CO2 your great-grandfather’s Model T Ford sent into the sky was still up there warming the world. The safe target, Hansen now said, was not 450 but 350—a goal that struck most climate policy experts as unreachable in this century. Hansen wanted to kick himself for not recognizing the target earlier, though he was ahead of everyone else. His latest calculations suggested there could be as much as 2°C already in the pipeline. That would be devastating. If melting polar ice was the result of 383 before that extra warming kicked in, what would the world look like after a century at 450 or 550 or more, with the additional warming they implied? Eventually, it would be an ice-free planet.


Some climate scientists disagreed with Hansen and speculated that the climate’s sensitivity was not as high as he forecast, but Gore knew better than to doubt him on the science. A mild-mannered, endearingly awkward Iowan—Hansen was trying to rouse humankind to action but could barely look a stranger in the eye—he had been right on all the big points and was often out in front of his peers; it could take years for the consensus to catch up with him. Yet Gore had reservations about focusing on 350. The gulf between what the science said was necessary and what the politics said was possible had never been so deep or wide. Staring into that abyss could make people freeze up when the main thing was to get started.


Gore knew scientists who were coming to the conclusion that it was already too late, that we were on an unstoppable train to disaster. He understood why they thought that way, but he couldn’t allow himself to believe the game was over. It was sheer defeatism to say that the diplomats in Bali had already missed their chance. Gore wasn’t about to give in to that. He knew one thing: it was our moral obligation to try. “When people finally understand that this is urgent and solvable,” he said, “they will demand action. Until then, our politics won’t be equal to the challenge.”


The obstacles weren’t only political. They were psychological. Human beings didn’t respond well to big, slow-moving, seemingly abstract future threats, even if signs of impending doom were visible. We weren’t good at paying now to stave off catastrophe later. We didn’t want to think about it and hid behind the hope that it just wasn’t true or that, if it was, some high-tech solution would come along to save the day. But the reality was stark: though the impacts were still mostly in the future, the solutions needed to be put in place now, long before the worst consequences kicked in. The warming effect of carbon dioxide molecules in the atmosphere persisted for a century, and that lag time meant we couldn’t wait for a catastrophe to silence the skeptics. By then it would be too late.


Gore was always wrestling with these questions: how to sound the alarm without sounding so alarmist that he turned everyone off, how to break through the psychological defenses that kept people from seeing, feeling, and doing anything about what the scientists said was coming. Like other environmental leaders, he had made a tactical decision to ignore the professional climate deniers, who made their living spreading doubt. Some people didn’t want to hear it, but the basic science really was settled. You could debate how long it might take for the worst impacts to kick in. You couldn’t debate that we needed to get started. Yet we weren’t getting started. That was why Gore had tried in his Nobel speech to offer not predictions but descriptions of what was already happening. Severe water shortages in major cities. Farmers in crisis, island nations planning permanent evacuation, wildfires that almost toppled the government of Greece, flooding in Asia, Mexico, and Africa—all of it going on now. “The threat of climate crisis is real, rising, imminent, and universal,” he warned. “Once again, it is the eleventh hour.”


 


At the entrance to Nusa Dua, the clangor of modern Indonesia fell away. Gore’s car passed a soaring, ceremonial split gate, or candi bentar—an ancient Balinese symbol that reaches into the sky like outstretched arms or broken promises, depending on your mood—and entered a quieter and far more manicured place. Nusa Dua was an artificial playground for the global elite carved from the Balinese coastline in the 1970s by the Indonesian dictator Suharto. No one lived along its broad, tranquil boulevards, lined with frangipani and coconut palm and armed guards, which led to the gardens and lagoons of international resorts that could be anywhere in the tropical world. Nusa Dua’s guests flew in, paid handsomely to be pampered for a week or so, and flew out; the place embodied the sort of global tourism—unnecessary jet exhaust; blaring air conditioners—that contributed so much to climate change.


It was more than a little bizarre, in other words, for so many climate activists to be congregated there, but at least they hadn’t come to escape the cares of the world. The U.N. had chosen Bali for the conference because Indonesia was, after China and the U.S., the world’s third-largest emitter of greenhouse gases (due to the cutting and burning of its rain forests), and because its islands were already seeing serious impacts from climate change—more rainfall and flooding in the north; more drought in the south, on islands such as Bali; warmer, more acidic oceans, which would stress or kill off coral and other species; and rising sea levels, which could eventually swallow up the mangrove swamps, the road Gore had traveled in on, and even Nusa Dua itself, though no one could say how long that might take.


Few visitors to the conference in Bali disputed the science, but the place was seething with other arguments. The developed and developing nations squabbled about who should cut emissions first, and who should pay. (The developing world insisted that both obligations fell to the industrialized countries, since centuries of pollution had made them rich.) A second argument, unfolding in side events around Nusa Dua, was mostly among the Americans—policy experts, lobbyists, and lawyers bickering about when and how to get started with America’s emissions reduction program. The global argument couldn’t be resolved until the American argument was, and the American argument wouldn’t end as long as Bush was in office.


For Gore, the immediate goal was to prevent the process from imploding—a reprise of the role he had played in 1997, when the Kyoto negotiations were teetering on the brink of collapse and he flew in and brokered a compromise. The resulting treaty hadn’t done much for the global atmosphere, in part because the U.S. had refused to ratify it. A few of the countries that did ratify had gone on to reduce their emissions, but most had not come close. Kyoto had become a handy punching bag for people who didn’t want to do anything about climate change—see, it didn’t work. But though flawed and criticized for not coaxing action from developing countries like China and India, it had taught the world a great deal about what worked and what didn’t. Now it was time to apply those lessons to the Bali Road Map. Or at least that had been the plan before everything fell apart.


Gore understood why the delegates wanted to torpedo the conference to stick it to the U.S., but he thought it was a terrible idea. “As satisfying as that might be,” he said in Bali, leaning against a table in a small conference room, “if we had to start over from scratch we would waste years and years just getting back to the place we are now. When the urgency on this issue does erupt worldwide, as it will, having this process in place will be invaluable.” He had to come up with his second inspired speech of the week, getting the negotiations back on track without telling the world to knuckle under to America. The problem, he explained, “is that these countries need a commitment from the U.S. to justify taking the steps they need to take. It’s like the old business model: ‘If we had some ham, we could have some ham and eggs, if we had some eggs.’” The U.S. position was the eggs, and it was missing.


It was up to Gore to urge the world to act, even though the U.S. was refusing. For that message to be heard, he had to be honest about America’s failure to lead. So in Nusa Dua, he met privately with U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon and told him what he had in mind. Then he hopped onstage in Nusantara Hall and lit into the U.S.


“I am not an official of the United States and I am not bound by the diplomatic niceties,” Gore began, “so I am going to speak an inconvenient truth. My own country, the United States, is principally responsible for obstructing progress here in Bali. We all know that.” A cheer rang through the room, and Gore began to sketch out a strategy for circumventing the Americans. “You can decide to move forward and do all of the difficult work that needs to be done, and save a large, open blank space in your document,” he said. “And put a footnote by it. And when you look at the footnote, write…‘this document is incomplete, but we are going to move forward anyway on the hope that the blank will be filled in.’”


The blank space would be there for the Americans to fill in when the U.S. was ready. For this was Gore’s larger message: another American would soon be seizing the reins of power. “Over the next two years the United States is going to be somewhere it is not now. You must anticipate that.” He invoked the Canadian hockey legend Bobby Hull, famous for passing the puck not to where his teammates were but to where they were going to be. “You have to look to where we’re going to be.” Then he recited a favorite line from the Spanish poet Antonio Machado. “‘Pathwalker, there is no path. You must make the path as you walk.’” He lowered his voice, drawing in the big crowd. “There is no path from Bali to Copenhagen…unless you make it,” he said. “It’s impossible… but you can make a new path. You can make a path that goes around that blank spot. And you can go forward.”


A speech is just a speech, words in the air. But sometimes those words carry real force. Gore’s words in Bali were a promise to the world, at a time when it was badly needed, that there were two Americas. One was the America of oil and coal and a kind of heedless prosperity, the America of climate denial and delay—one that pretended “voluntary” measures were enough to solve this problem. The second America was just as proud of its prosperity but understood that climate action had to start now. Doing so would be difficult and possibly expensive—it would cost money in the short term, but save money in the long term—and it wouldn’t happen until a coalition emerged that included people from both Americas, coal people and oil people, Republicans and Democrats, people who found ways to act even if their short-term economic interests told them not to. In the back of the ballroom at the end of Gore’s speech, there was one small sign that this coalition might eventually emerge. A few members of Bush’s delegation, the same people tasked with delaying and obstructing in Bali, were cheering for the man who had just told the world to make a detour around them. “He was right,” one of them said later. “We just weren’t supposed to admit it.”
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Rumors of War






A mild young man and a striking young woman were sitting together off the lobby of the Grand Hyatt hotel in Nusa Dua, looking tired, happy, and a little sunburned; if you didn’t know better, you might have taken them for jet-lagged honeymooners just back from the pool. Their names were David McIntosh and Chelsea Maxwell, and they weren’t a couple, though they spent more time together than they did with their spouses. They worked for Senators Joe Lieberman and John Warner, respectively, and had written the Lieberman-Warner Climate Security Act, which meant they not only had drafted the bill but also had helped craft the deals that got it through the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, taking countless meetings with lobbyists, writing amendments to reel in reluctant senators, churning out talking points for their bosses, and finally pumping their fists in celebration when the bill cleared committee. Then they boarded a plane and flew for a day to Bali, where they sat by a pool for an afternoon, caught their breath, and walked into the Grand Hyatt—only to be accosted by some of the same lobbyists and lawyers and activists who had been hounding them in the halls of Washington.


Capitol Hill staffers like McIntosh and Maxwell were the unsung heroes of American politics, constantly frustrated by the dysfunctional legislative process. The rules of their workplace had been designed to impede progress; the founders didn’t want change to come easily in Washington, and two centuries of encrusted Senate tradition ensured that it did not. Any member could hold up a bill just by threatening to use the maneuver known as filibuster, a roadblock that required the votes of sixty out of the hundred members to overcome. Getting sixty of these cautious and self-obsessed personages to agree on anything was hard; getting them to agree on issues that threatened the moneyed interests who paid for their reelection campaigns was almost impossible.


McIntosh, the climate bill’s lead staffer, was a Hill hero of a specific kind. Unlike techno-geeks who loved the technological innovation that powered social change (Gore was one of those), he was a policy instrument geek—he loved the policy mechanisms that drove the innovation that powered social change. It was a subject most people never thought about. To wonks like McIntosh, it was life itself.


McIntosh’s job began where Gore’s speeches usually ended. Gore made the moral case for action but seldom confronted the main cause of inaction: the widespread fear, amplified and exploited by opponents, that climate solutions would prove costly and unworkable. To McIntosh, Maxwell, and their bosses, who needed to bring other lawmakers around to their point of view, Gore’s arguments were both a given and beside the point. “It isn’t as if people want to cook the planet,” McIntosh said in Bali. “The problem is they think the solutions will cook them.”


As McIntosh saw it, reducing carbon emissions was going to cost some money, though not nearly as much as the opponents pretended and far less than doing nothing about the problem and then coping with rising sea levels, droughts, and refugees. Cutting emissions would be good for society in the long run, but in the short run there would be winners and losers, economic disruption, jobs created and destroyed—the usual churn of the American economy, but amplified. The twenty-five states that got at least half of their electricity from coal-fired power plants would be especially hard hit, as the coal lobbyists never tired of pointing out. This was no reason not to move; those coal plants spewed one-third of all the global warming pollution in the U.S.* But it had turned out to be a reason for lawmakers from coal and oil states to delay the day of reckoning. This was going to be one of the great political battles of all time, McIntosh knew, a hurricane of screaming propaganda and lobbying cash and scared lawmakers looking to hide until their “stakeholders”—the most powerful corporations in their states—told them it was safe to come out. He knew this because he was a soldier in the climate war, walking point.


McIntosh’s task was to draw the enemies of climate action out of hiding by writing a climate bill that addressed their issues—by minimizing short-term compliance costs and price volatility, among other things—and then seeking them out to sell it to them and hear their concerns. The principal policy instrument he was using for all of this was called “cap and trade,” a once-heretical idea hatched in the 1960s by academic economists, championed in the 1980s by the policy rebels at the Environmental Defense Fund, and used in the 1990s to tame the sulfur dioxide pollution that caused acid rain. Now, twenty years later, it was all grown up and a little battered from political combat. The cap was a time-tested but misunderstood way to cut pollution, a market-based approach that had spread from the true believers at EDF to Republican policy makers in the George H. W. Bush administration, and then had slowly become the solution favored by most climate experts in government. In fact, one of the architects of EDF’s acid rain program, a policy wonk named Joe Goffman, was now Senator Lieberman’s legislative director—and David McIntosh’s boss.


Since the beginning of the Industrial Revolution, people had been able to dump their carbon for free; for much of that time, no one knew it caused harm. Eventually society realized this was a market failure, something bad for humankind that was being encouraged. There were basically two ways to make people pay for this pollution; society could impose either a cap or a carbon tax. Either would raise revenues from CO2 emissions and discourage fossil-fuel use. But taxes, especially energy taxes, didn’t fare well in American politics, and a carbon tax would not guarantee a specific level of emissions reduction; a well-designed cap would. By 2007, the countries that were most successful at cutting their emissions had both a carbon tax and a cap. The U.S., almost alone in the industrial world, had neither. Anyone in America could still dump tons of CO2 into the atmosphere without incurring a nickel’s worth of cost.


Changing that meant putting a ceiling on the amount of global warming pollution that industry could send into the skies (the cap), and then lowering it year by year. The government would set the cap by auctioning or giving away pollution credits, or allowances—each representing the right to emit one ton of CO2 during a year. Thanks to the cap, global warming pollution would become a commodity; the ability to pollute would have a value. To establish a price for it, companies would buy and sell the allowances on the open market (the trade). Each company could decide whether to spend money to reduce emissions, or to spend money on allowances. A company that was able to cut its emissions cheaply could sell its extra allowances, and a company that wasn’t could buy more. (If your power plant released CO2 without a permit, you got hit with a fine and had to buy another permit for the CO2 you had emitted.)


Over the years, as the cap was lowered and fewer allowances were distributed, the commodity would become scarcer, and the price would go up, giving companies and consumers incentive to invest in clean energy and energy efficiency. That would mean there was a profit motive for reducing emissions, and a cost associated with polluting. With the right to pollute costing more, clean and innovative companies would prosper, and those that spewed the most CO2 would either clean up their emissions, close down because their cost had become too high, or jack up their prices, giving an advantage to carbon-free fuels and accelerating the Great Energy Transition.


In other words, this was a market where reducing the pollution was what paid—so capital would flow to the most effective, lowest-cost technologies for emissions reduction. The trade was basically just a way to smooth out the costs; what really mattered was the cap, the declining legal limit on emissions. Cap and trade seemed complicated, but at heart it was simple: put a ceiling on the pollution, and ratchet it down over time.


People who didn’t understand how the cap worked might wonder why something as important as global warming pollution would be entrusted to a bunch of Wall Street traders. The answer was that it would not. Emissions limits would be set by law, measured and enforced, reduced year after year. That wouldn’t change no matter what the traders did. The declining cap would be set for big emitters across the economy—power plants, oil refineries, heavy manufacturers—but beneath the cap, individual companies would be able to use trading to help manage their costs. Over time this would affect millions of economic decisions, large and small, changing the way America powered its cars and factories and homes. Best of all, Congress didn’t have to pick the technological winners and losers, something it was lousy at. It could just set the cap and let the market figure out how to meet it.


The system’s design was crucially important—billions of dollars were riding on its nuances. That was why the same arguments that had been raging in Washington as the Lieberman-Warner bill moved through the committee were now raging here in Bali, a week later and halfway around the world. The same lobbyists and lawyers who had been standing guard in the Dirksen Senate Office Building were now crowding into events sponsored by the International Emissions Trading Association (IETA), dedicated to the creation of a global carbon market, and the Environmental Defense Fund, the most passionate advocate for the cap. The Americans left the Convention Center, made their way to the Grand Hyatt resort, and crowded into the Gianyar Room, a bland, super-chilled place with beige drapes closed against the Balinese sun. If new rules were being brokered, they were damn sure going to help broker them.


This corner of the Bali conference was a trade fair for a market that was still being born. The people in the Gianyar Room were citizens of this emerging carbon community—the traders of allowances; the peddlers of “offsets,” or carbon credits sold by green projects outside the system; the lobbyists and climate strategists for corporations and labor unions, all of whom stood to win or lose, depending on how the rules of the game were written. The global carbon market, valued at $63 billion in 2007, was expected to double the following year, but it wouldn’t explode until the U.S. passed a climate bill. The carbon people were sophisticated, knowledgeable, and poised to profit from the system—or, to hear them tell it, get put out of business by it—all depending on how Congress set the rules. In the Gianyar Room, America’s business and political elite was having a complex, private negotiation with itself, searching for a compromise that might not exist between U.S. growth and a reduction of the emissions that U.S. growth had always produced.


Climate activists hated it when the issue was expressed in those stark terms. They argued that pitting the environment against the economy was a false choice, that the clean energy economy would bring with it millions of green jobs and abundant, low-cost energy. And they would be right, if the cap engineered a smooth transition to the clean energy future, spurring innovation and accelerating new technologies quickly enough to keep the lights on and the power affordable. The Great Energy Transition required a leap of faith, because if those technologies didn’t come in time and people had to choose between the planet and their comfortable, cheap-energy lives, they would choose their comfortable lives. If clean energy turned out to be far more expensive than the dirty stuff—if electricity prices shot up by 40 percent—politicians would repeal the cap before they got thrown out of office, and another decade might be lost before America tried again. To be environmentally sustainable, the cap had to be economically sustainable.




In the Gianyar Room, four young Americans were onstage. They were policy staffers for U.S. senators, discussing the fine points of the Lieberman-Warner bill. The ones attracting the most attention were McIntosh and Maxwell, because they had their hands on the tiller. As the audience peppered them with questions and comments, the room shared a language that only the carbon cognoscenti could understand. They spoke of additionality and preemption and allocation, of safety valves and off ramps, terms that were incomprehensible to anyone not steeped in their ways. Why was the discussion cloaked in jargon? It wasn’t because the carbon people wanted to be willfully obscure. It was because they had invented these phrases to describe things that did not yet exist. To grasp their meaning was to understand why it was so difficult for the American political system to do something about global warming.


What made it so hard, of course, was money. The global industrial economy was made possible by the extraction and combustion of fossil fuels; it had served America so well that a carbon-constrained future seemed unthinkable to a great many people and scarily expensive to a great many others. Fossil fuels had always been far cheaper than carbon-free alternative energy; how we would get to a world of clean, abundant energy was a puzzle even to some of the true believers who knew in their hearts that it was where we needed to go.


As McIntosh and Maxwell began taking questions, the vast gulf between implacable climate science and dysfunctional climate politics came into view. A California environmentalist attacked the emissions-reduction targets in the bill because they wouldn’t deliver the cuts needed to avoid catastrophe.* McIntosh tried to calm the man down, pointing out that Lieberman intended the bill to be the core of a federal program, not the whole program. “It’s not realistic to expect that one bill will do everything required,” he said. But now the climate war was breaking out in Bali, and mild-mannered McIntosh couldn’t do a thing about it. The next questioner, a lawyer for the United Mine Workers named Gene Trisco, reminded everyone how hard it was going to be to take even this first step. “We are at risk of a double carbon tax!” he thundered. The same bill that wasn’t nearly bold enough for American enviros was far too bold for American industry—there was the vast gulf, right before your eyes. A version of Trisco’s argument—that cap and trade was nothing but a hidden tax, a sneaky and vaguely disreputable way to jack up people’s energy costs—was becoming a chief weapon of the opposition. And there were other weapons. There was the argument that cap and trade was too complicated, that it was just another scheme the bureaucrats could be counted on to screw up. There was the argument that capping U.S. carbon wouldn’t slow global warming unless China and India got on board as well. And there was the argument that cap and trade would throw Americans out of work and send their jobs to China.


The last one—the ultimate question, for many Americans—was raised in the Gianyar Room by a tall man with a winning smile named David Struhs, who was a White House environmental official under the first President Bush, ran Florida’s Environmental Protection Department under Governor Jeb Bush, and now was a lobbyist for International Paper, one of the world’s biggest pulp-and-paper manufacturers. Climate protesters were chanting outside the room as Struhs asked a sly question—one of the most chilling of the entire conference. “How do you feel about granting credits for the closing of industrial facilities? Because less efficient manufacturers will close down. That can help reduce emissions, but it will also cause enormous amounts of pain.” McIntosh tried to laugh it off with a joke—as long as you open up a new, energy-efficient facility in the same state, he said, Lieberman would have no problem with it—but it was no joke. If old facilities closed because of carbon regulations, the new facilities would likely open in countries that didn’t regulate their CO2 emissions, countries where there was no carbon price. The climate wonks had a word for this—“leakage,” because it meant emissions would leak outside the capped economy. But to most Americans, it just meant jobs lost and shipped overseas, and it was one of the reasons passing an effective climate bill was so hard. People like McIntosh spent their time designing policies to prevent that from happening. No one was sure if they would work.


This was why it was just too easy to argue, as some environmentalists did, that the lobbyists were simply agents of an evil empire, trying to stave off the clean energy future because it would kill their business model. There were real jobs at stake here, mouths to feed, bills to pay. If the policy wonks didn’t get this right, families who already spent too much of their paychecks on energy were going to end up paying even more. Some of them would be out of work as well. Avoiding such a fate was a more immediate concern to most Americans than avoiding a warmer climate in the future. That was why these policy issues were so important. It was why the advocates in the Gianyar Room were so passionate about their work—this was painstaking, thrilling stuff, like designing the movement of a high-end wristwatch during a hurricane. The cost issue was the reason cap and trade had been embraced in the first place—it was a way to get the emissions reductions society demanded without command-and-control regulations that would drive up prices. At heart, it was a compromise, one that had the power to break the old stalemate between preserving the environment and preserving the economy. The problem was, there were some very powerful people in the United States who didn’t ever want to see that stalemate broken.
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A Meeting with the Green Group






On December 14, a dozen Americans in search of a meeting made their way through the teak-and-mahogany lobby of the Ayodya resort, a grand, open-air structure held aloft by massive columns that rose from polished inlaid floors. Ceiling fans were pushing around air so hot that even the Balinese bellmen were sweaty. The middle-aged Americans didn’t have a chance. The heat sucked the moisture out of them, plastering their thin cotton shirts to their broad American backs and turning them into walking replicas of a local delicacy, pork steamed in banana leaf.


They were from the Green Group—a loose association of the leaders from thirty American environmental organizations, so informal it does not officially exist—and they were taking a break from the conference for a small, private gathering. After finding refuge in an air-conditioned conference room in the south wing of the hotel, they fanned themselves, swabbed away perspiration, and enjoyed the guilty pleasure of the artificial cool until the door opened and a large man in a dark suit and cowboy boots came into the room.


“Sorry, I’m a little late,” said Gore. “I was meeting with Mayor Bloomberg.”


His hair was damp and combed straight back; in a white shirt and metallic silver tie he looked crisp next to the sweaty environmentalists. As he came into the room they stood and applauded—for his Nobel, for his save a blank space speech the night before—and this was an irony that could not have been lost on him, since one major environmental group had endorsed his primary opponent Bill Bradley in 2000, and another had flirted with Bradley. The Green Group’s tepid support for Gore had helped Ralph Nader siphon away precious votes. That was before An Inconvenient Truth had joined Gore and these people in common cause, so no one was about to bring it up. They all understood the urgency.


Gore made his way around the table shaking hands: Alden Meyer, the bearded climate warrior at the Union of Concerned Scientists, who had kept vigil at every major U.N. climate conference. Carl Pope, the pugnacious executive director of the Sierra Club, America’s oldest and most politically powerful green group, with the clout to kill any environmental bill that didn’t meet his standards, but not to get one passed. Doing that required both wings, Sierra on the left and Environmental Defense Fund on the right. EDF, the most innovative of the groups—the champion of the cap that was the heart of the Kyoto Protocol—was represented by Peter Goldmark, an urbane former Rockefeller Foundation president who ran the group’s international climate program. A crucial swing vote in the center was the Natural Resources Defense Council, which might side with either EDF or Sierra in the debates that so often split the environmental movement. NRDC’s rep was David Doniger, a former EPA official who had been working on climate as long as anyone in the room.


Gore’s goal in the meeting was to sell these people on the new advocacy organization he was about to launch, the Alliance for Climate Protection. He envisioned it as the first big-budget attempt to use the tools of mass marketing on behalf of the planet, and he wanted the Green Group to see it as an ally, not a threat. So he needed to rev himself up. He needed caffeine. He fussed with an espresso machine that produced geysers of steam but no coffee, then gave up and listened as the environmental leaders briefed him on the talks—America obstructing, Russia enabling, Europe seething. “We’ve been cranking up our criticism of the U.S. delegation over the course of the week,” said one of the leaders, “and we want to get your counsel: is that helping or hurting?” Gore trotted out a line he had used many times. “I’ve recently begun to fear that I’m losing my objectivity when it comes to the Bush administration. I may not be the best witness. I’ve been at DEFCON 5 for seven years. I don’t think they’re moveable. I don’t think they care.”


Pope wasn’t so sure. “There is an element in the administration that doesn’t want to see climate become a wedge issue in the presidential election,” he pointed out. In an attempt to take climate off the table, Bush had set up his own climate conference, the Major Economies Meeting. “It’s the Potemkin Village version of the climate process,” Gore said, and the conversation moved on to the coming year in the U.S., with an election likely to bring to power a leader who was ready to take action. All the leading Democratic candidates—Hillary Clinton, John Edwards, Barack Obama—and several of the Republicans, notably John McCain, were in favor of a cap.


Some of the environmentalists in the room, such as Peter Goldmark of EDF, were solidly behind the Lieberman-Warner climate bill. Others, such as Pope, thought the bill was too weak and they’d be better off waiting until after the election to make a big push for climate action. Gore supported the bill publicly but privately agreed with Pope; it was too soon to start backing legislation. There was a vast amount of education to be done, and an election to be won. There was an army to be recruited.


Gore had concluded that the necessary first step was to build a movement—millions of people who together might break the deadlock. He thought that groups like EDF might be making a mistake by focusing on the details of a bill that Bush would never sign. This was a time for messaging. America needed a culture shift. He wasn’t sure the enviros really understood culture shifts.


They talked about getting the message out, and someone mentioned a perennial problem, the various groups’ natural competition with one another. They vied for media attention, for members, for fund-raising dollars, and it got in the way of coordination. They had harmonized their message in Bali, “but it only happens here,” one of the Green Group leaders said. “There’s no structure to help us build campaigns and strategy.”


Gore asked if that was something the Alliance could help with. He was treading lightly; he saw an opportunity to make the case for the Alliance, and he wanted to get it just right. He applauded the Green Group for fighting the lonely fight on climate change—he didn’t buy into the blasting of the enviros that was so fashionable in the media; God only knew where the issue would be without all they had done. And he sure didn’t mention what he had told friends privately, that he thought the Greens were doing a poor job marketing their issue. Gore had been thinking hard about mass persuasion; he’d just written a book, The Assault on Reason, that delved into the way politics and public policy were distorted by the dark arts of advertising, marketing, and polling. Gore and his team had decided that the enviros didn’t understand communications. Some enviros, in turn, were suspicious of Gore’s motives—they thought he might be staging a comeback presidential bid—and felt he was too polarizing a figure to take the issue where it needed to go. As one Green Group leader said later, “the guy is past his sell-by date.”




Flanking Gore at the table were two women who worked for him, Kalee Kreider and Cathy Zoi. Kreider was a vivacious activist from north-central Florida who, inspired by Bill McKibben’s global warming book The End of Nature, had left the Clinton Justice Department to work for Greenpeace—she ran their U.S. climate campaign at twenty-six, and was there the day they dumped a huge pile of coal on the steps of the U. S. Capitol. Now she was Gore’s spokeswoman as well as one of his policy advisers. Zoi was a precise, fair-haired Pennsylvanian, a trained engineer and results-oriented manager—she launched the Energy Star efficiency program at EPA, then ran Clinton’s Office of Environmental Policy. She had just returned from Australia, where she’d been a clean-energy capitalist and climate activist, to become CEO of the Alliance for Climate Protection. Gore told the group that he was creating the Alliance because he’d concluded that with all of the fossil fuel interests employing techniques of mass persuasion on a grand scale, it was time for someone to deploy those weapons on behalf of the planet.


In his speech the night before, Gore had predicted the rise of “the first global people power movement.” That groundswell will happen on its own, he said now, “but I think it can be pulled along much more rapidly if we stimulate it.” He told a story about the power of public opinion. “I remember when I was in the House, working on arms control. The Reagan administration came in, and if there was ever a hopeless day for arms control it was then. But then came the nuclear freeze movement. I really wasn’t a fan of the nuclear freeze, but when they got more than three-quarters of the American people to express agreement with a simple agenda, it dramatically changed the politics of nuclear arms control. It changed the range of possibility in Congress and the executive branch, and damned if it didn’t help end the arms race. A mass popular movement can shift the ground—you can’t overstate the importance of that. It opens up a whole different range of possibilities.”


Then he brought the story back home to the Green Group.


“Part of the logic behind the Alliance is to address the problem of donor confusion and overlapping competitive strategies,” he continued. “Everyone is faced with a continuing struggle for funding from donors. And the more this issue rises, the more it is used in all the appeals, and that’s fine; it helps in a way. But the message is chewed up and ends up not feeding the growth of a truly mass movement, because if there are a dozen groups with different messaging campaigns they just tend to cancel each other out. And the truth is there is a science of mass persuasion that’s very precise. And when done correctly, it works. It shouldn’t work, but it works! It is sort of anti-enlightenment in the sense that we all think logic should carry the day instead of the brute force of cleverly designed messaging. But dammit, if that’s what we have to use then that’s what we have to use!”


Five months before, the Alliance had sent a Request for Proposals to ten leading ad agencies, inviting them to compete for the right to “launch and maintain a historic, three-to-five-year, multimedia global campaign.” This was not some pro bono gig, but a $100-million-a-year effort to “move the world past a tipping point on the urgent and solvable global climate crisis.” The RFP offered good news and bad. “The good news: awareness of the issue as a whole is high, and awareness that the global climate crisis is caused by human beings is rising. The bad news: people rate environment/climate change as a very low-priority issue to act upon.”


By fall, Gore had narrowed the field to four finalists. Two stood out. Alex Bogusky of Crispin Porter + Bogusky was the 44-year-old It Boy of advertising at the time, and he wanted to run an imaginary presidential candidate from the Reality Party. “By the time this campaign’s finished,” Bogusky told Gore, “people who aren’t with us will be isolated—it’ll be like being a bigot at the end of the sixties.” Everyone loved Bogusky’s work, but Gore considered it too edgy for the early phase of the campaign, when the Alliance needed to establish its identity in a welcoming way. Bogusky cheerfully offered to stand by: “We’ll keep selling pizza until you call.”


The winner by a nose was the Martin Agency, the third-largest shop in the U.S. by billing, a mass-market power that created the Geico gecko. Gore had asked his friend Steve Jobs, the Apple CEO, for advice on choosing an agency, and Jobs had told him he would know in the first five minutes if one was right. Gore had a gut feeling about Martin’s idea: the we campaign, with an upside-down m forming the letter w. It was nonpartisan, optimistic, collectivist—it turned me into we, though that was left unspoken. It was flexible, so they could be nimble as the battle shifted.


Martin had already translated “we can solve it” into a zillion languages. “We’ve got it in Farsi!” said Cathy Zoi. “We’ve got it in Urdu.” But the campaign would begin in English in the U.S.; a global rollout would come later, when it was time to close a global climate deal to replace Kyoto. By the time Gore had collected his Nobel Prize, the Martin Agency and the Alliance had finalized their media plan.


“Our research shows that people don’t understand that it is urgent and they don’t understand that it is solvable. So the thrust of our campaign will be to fill that void with concrete solutions,” Zoi said in Bali, sitting in the great polished lobby of the Ayodya resort. “I come from the tech side. People are making this out to be a much bigger problem than it is. We have the capacity to solve it.


“The second goal is to break the partisan gridlock. This should not be a left/right issue. You’ve got wonderful Republican senators like John Warner supporting climate action, but he’s retiring. When it gets to a vote on the Hill, it ends up being party warfare. We have to change that and we have a strategy to do that.”


Their strategy would leave Gore out of the ads. He would use his ability to attract media attention at the launch, then let the campaign reach people he could not. It was a kind of projection—Gore’s issue without Gore. They would kick off during American Idol on Wednesday, April 2, 2008, with a call to action that sprang from the conclusion of Gore’s famous slide show: images of D-day, the 1963 March on Washington, and the first moon walk, and the steady voice of actor William H. Macy reminding people, “We didn’t wait for someone else to storm the beaches of Normandy. We didn’t wait for someone else to guarantee civil rights. Or put a man on the moon. And we can’t wait for someone else to solve the global climate crisis. We need to act, and we need to act now. Join us.”


On the day the Alliance rolled out that ad, New York University released the results of a poll that found that public concern over global warming was declining from its Katrina/Inconvenient Truth peak. The percentage of individuals who said it required immediate attention had dropped from 77 percent in 2006 to 69 percent in 2008. “Something’s not getting through to the public,” said NYU Professor Paul Light, who suggested that the climate campaign had been encumbered by a “top-down strategy and relatively complicated concepts such as ‘cap-and-trade’ that many Americans simply do not understand.” But if you looked closely, you noticed that the decline didn’t reflect an across-the-board issue fatigue. Overwhelmingly, the drop was coming from a single group: Republicans. The more they heard about global warming, the less they believed in it. That wasn’t so surprising, considering what they were hearing on the subject, and who they were hearing it from.

















PART TWO


THE DENIERS’ CONVENTION




“Public opinion” was largely an artifact of the groups that mobilized to defeat reform. They created opinion with their grassroots and media efforts. Then they invoked that public opinion to convince, or provide a rationale for, the members of Congress who for reasons of self-interest wanted to vote no.


HAYNES JOHNSON AND DAVID S. BRODER
 THE SYSTEM
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The Stages of Climate Denial






“I believe the science is settled,” a grandfatherly man with an enigmatic smile announced to five hundred people in a New York City hotel ballroom. “We have evidence that most of the climate change taking place today is caused by natural forces and not by human activity. I believe the IPCC is exactly wrong on this point.” The man’s formal cadences, and the ghost of an accent in his gravelly voice, hinted at his youth in Austria, which he fled when it was under Nazi rule. “If we are correct, the consequences are far-reaching. If climate change is primarily caused by natural forces, this means it is unstoppable, CO2 is not a pollutant, and there’s no point in trying to control the emissions of greenhouse gases.”


Siegfried Frederick Singer, 83 years old at the time—his white mustache and the fringe of white beard on his jowls neatly clipped, his face suffused with an air of faint amusement—was the marquee attraction at the climate deniers’ convention (official title: “Global Warming Is Not a Crisis!”) held on two cold, rainy days in early March 2008 at the Marriott Marquis Hotel in Times Square. The conference was designed to look like a forum for serious scientific inquiry, but its sponsor, the Chicago-based Heartland Institute—an advocacy group opposed to the regulation of cigarettes and CO2, which received funding over the years from Philip Morris and ExxonMobil—told insiders that its purpose was “to generate international media attention” and offered $1,000 apiece to those willing to appear.* The cosponsors were a panoply of other antitax groups that also enjoyed the support of tobacco and oil companies: Americans for Prosperity, Americans for Tax Reform, the Frontiers of Freedom Institute, the George C. Marshall Institute, and the Competitive Enterprise Institute, think tanks that gave the movement to delay climate action whatever intellectual heft it could claim. Their fellows, scientists, and resident scholars reviewed one another’s books and papers, attended one another’s panels, and teamed up on conferences like this one. Though Singer’s work had little standing in the world of peer-reviewed scientific inquiry, he was a star in this parallel universe, which had been designed to create the illusion that the basic consensus—more carbon in the atmosphere means a warmer planet—was crumbling, and to spread that falsehood to as many Americans as possible. Inside this universe, which some climate activists called the Denialosphere, the Earth wasn’t warming; it was cooling. The scientists of the IPCC weren’t experts; they were liars, twisting results to win grants. Gore and Hansen weren’t leaders who sounded the alarm; they were hoaxsters who cooked their data,* while Singer belonged to “the upper echelon of truly great scientists in the world,” as the young man who introduced him assured the crowd.


The dubious findings of Singer and his colleagues were trumpeted far and wide by the think tanks, by a cadre of communications specialists such as Marc Morano, who worked for the noisiest climate denier in the U.S. Senate, James Inhofe of Oklahoma, and by a viral explosion of climate skeptic Web sites. The deny-and-delay movement was helped in its crusade by reporters trained to report “both sides” of the issue by giving the outlier skeptics equal footing with mainstream scientists. In this case, offering the semblance of balance meant distorting the story, amplifying voices of disinformation that positioned themselves as an alternative to the peer-reviewed scientific consensus.† The contrarian PR blitz had been effective: while the rest of the industrialized world tended to understand what was happening to the earth’s climate, many people of goodwill in the U.S. did not. About 70 percent of Americans agreed the planet was warming but only about 50 percent understood that human actions were causing it. A survey at the time by Gore’s Alliance for Climate Protection indicated that 44 percent of Americans considered themselves either “activists” or “engaged” in the crisis; that left 38 percent in “fear and confusion”—they didn’t know what to think or who to believe—and 18 percent in “ignorance and denial.” The professional deniers running the conference could take some credit for the many Americans who doubted that humans were causing global warming. George W. Bush could take some too. No one should have been surprised that Americans were confused. It hadn’t happened by accident.


Singer and his colleagues couldn’t stand being called deniers; they wished to be known as skeptics, contrarians, or, remarkably, realists. Some argued that denier was slanderous because it associated them with those who tried to refute the historical fact of the Holocaust. But though contrarian was a decent description of many of the well-intentioned audience members at the conference, armchair scientists who were being fed misinformation, denier was the most accurate term for what the paid professionals were up to onstage. Skeptic didn’t capture it, because skepticism was integral to the scientific method: the presentation of hypotheses, tested through rigorous peer review and refined or refuted as new facts emerge. Inside the peer-reviewed journals, skeptical scientists were debating the likely speed and severity of climate change, questioning how rapidly seas would rise and whether hurricanes would become more frequent. But they accepted the consensus that an accumulation of heat-trapping gases would warm the planet over time.


Singer did not.* A paid consultant for the antitax think tanks and the oil and power industries, over the years he had refused to accept a great deal of hard science. In the 1980s he disputed the link between the industrial chemicals called CFCs and ozone depletion (and was proved wrong when CFCs were banned and the ozone hole began to repair itself). In the 1990s he disputed the link between secondhand tobacco smoke and cancer. And for two decades he had been disputing the idea that greenhouse gases were warming the planet, pointing to satellite readings that sometimes contradicted the rising temperatures recorded on the earth’s surface and saying they proved that “global warming is not happening.” By 2006, after that argument crumbled (the satellite data he relied on turned out to be wrong), he declared that global warming was “unstoppable” and caused by natural forces. In 2007, he cowrote a paper in the peer-reviewed International Journal of Climatology identifying an anomaly in a data set—then issued a press release claiming that the paper’s “inescapable conclusion” was that “climate warming is naturally caused and shows no human influence: Carbon dioxide (CO2) is not a pollutant.” The paper itself came to no such conclusion. Soon after, Singer began billing himself as a corecipient, with Al Gore, of the Nobel Prize.*




At the Heartland conference, copies of Singer’s book, Unstoppable Global Warming: Every 1,500 Years, were tucked inside the goodie bags given to attendees, along with a DVD from the Center of the American Experiment (a Minnesota think tank responsible for such studies as Why Are American Jews So Liberal?) and a filmed lecture by the Viscount Monckton of Brenchley, the Denialosphere’s foremost upper-class Brit. With panels and lectures on paleoclimatology, climate impacts, economics, and politics, the conference was meant to be a perfect mirror image of climate conferences where scientists present peer-reviewed evidence. It even issued its own report and called it, mimicking the IPCC, a “Summary for Policymakers of the Report of the Nongovernmental International Panel on Climate Change,” or NIPCC.


In his speech at the conference Singer again misrepresented his 2007 paper, claiming it proved CO2 plays no role in climate change and that “greenhouse gases are not responsible for global warming.” He also touted a new paper he had edited, “Nature, Not Human Activity, Rules the Planet,” which turned out to be the same work billed as the “Summary for Policymakers.” It was later criticized as lacking the data to back up its assertions, and it had not been subjected to peer review. Why does that matter? In a 2005 study of 928 climate science articles published in peer-reviewed journals between 1993 and 2003, University of California San Diego professor Naomi Oreskes found that not one rejected the basic consensus that warming is real and caused by anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions. More recent studies have found that at least 97 percent of climatologists agree with that conclusion.


While Singer believed variations in solar activity were the primary cause of climate change—a theory that had been rejected by peer-reviewed studies—his younger colleague Patrick J. Michaels, who worked for the libertarian Cato Institute and was also a speaker at the conference, had more evolved views. He conceded that humans were warming the planet but maintained that the damage wouldn’t be severe: warming would reach three degrees Fahrenheit by 2100, he predicted, crab-walking back from his earlier position yet still arguing that no action was necessary.


In fact, there were presenters at the conference to support whatever stage of climate denial an attendee happened to be in: it’s not happening; it’s happening and it’s unstoppable, since we’re not the cause; it’s happening and we’re the cause but it won’t be so bad. What united these positions was the conviction that nothing should be done. The older men who made up the majority of attendees were unanimous in their hatred for the proposed solutions: regulation and intervention in the markets was an eco-socialist conspiracy, led by the climate profiteer Al Gore, to control the energy supply and stifle free enterprise.* That’s why so many were affiliated with groups that opposed taxes and regulation. They were motivated by ideology, conditioned to duck whenever liberals started crying about some awful new problem that would need a fat tax increase to fix. When it came to climate, their thinking moved from effect to cause—they loathed the solutions so much that they had decided there was no problem to be solved. And when they heard someone say we were running out of time to deal with this, that sounded like more eco-liberal hype.


You didn’t have to be politically conservative to be an armchair skeptic; anyone would prefer for global warming not to be real. And here was a group of apparent experts saying it was nothing to worry about. People sat in the meeting rooms while the pros dived into the murky waters of climate science and bobbed back up with the simple reassurance the audience craved. “We ought not be worried about CO2 emissions,” said H. Sterling Burnett of the National Center for Policy Analysis. “We are not worried about warming of two or three degrees. People retire to Florida, not Minnesota. Whatever warming we have is going to be regional, it’s going to be modest—mostly in the north, mostly at night.” There were graphs and charts and plenty of numbers purporting to disprove this or that detail of climate science, then leaping to the conclusion that if the detail was wrong, none of it could be true.


The audience members were obviously sincere—they were true believers that global warming is a fraud, as fervent in their view as any climate action activist. It is possible that Singer and the others on the dais were equally sincere, even though many were paid to espouse these views.† Though the climate activists liked to dismiss these scientists as liars-for-hire, fossil fuel money alone didn’t explain their position any more than grant money explained why most climatologists embraced the consensus. Not only the deniers’ livelihoods but also their identities came from this work. Many of the presenters at the Heartland conference simply loved intellectual combat; they saw themselves as flinty truth tellers trying to stop the world from adopting solutions they hated in response to a problem they didn’t think existed. “We all joke about the fact that we’re all here at the behest of Exxon,” a climate-skeptic public relations man named Todd Meyer said during one panel. “We get a good chuckle out of that, and we should, because it’s nonsense. It’s as if we suddenly had these thoughts occur to us when somebody paid us a check.”


Just outside in the lobby was another PR man, a Canadian named Kevin Grandia who made it his business to track the leading figures of the Denialosphere. Grandia, who was busy handing out fact sheets on Singer and others, worked for Vancouver public relations executive James Hoggan, who had become so disgusted by the misuse of PR tools by the opponents of climate action that he launched a Web site, DeSmogBlog, to expose them. Hoggan worried that by declaring the science settled and refusing to wrestle with the professional deniers, Gore and the Green Group had left a vacuum for the deniers to fill. So Hoggan, Grandia, and their colleagues, building on the work of investigative reporter Ross Gelbspan, set out to publicize the secret history of the Denialosphere. “It was the least we could do,” said Grandia, “given the way these people abused the methods of our profession.”


 


The Denialosphere began spinning around 1988, in response to an increasingly outspoken scientific community, led by James Hansen, Michael Oppenheimer of the Environmental Defense Fund, and other scientists around the world who saw that climate change was real, caused by man, and a potentially grave threat. On a ninety-eight-degree day in June 1988, Hansen told a Senate committee that he could say with 99 percent certainty that “the greenhouse effect has been detected and it is changing our climate now.” Hansen’s warning made the front page of the New York Times and touched off the first wave of U.S. public concern. That year, the U.N. created the IPCC, which every five years or so assembles and publishes the best work from 2,500 experts around the world. In response, the denial-and-delay industry began to gear up.


In 1990, Singer founded the Science and Environmental Policy Project (SEPP), a contrarian clearinghouse. In 1995, he released the “Leipzig Declaration on Global Climate Change,”* in which eighty scientists and twenty-five TV weathermen agreed, “There does not exist today a general scientific consensus about the importance of greenhouse warming.” When a Danish journalist tried to reach the thirty-three European scientists on the petition, twelve denied signing it. Some had never heard of it.


Peer-reviewed climate science was still evolving, as science always is; the IPCC in 1995 concluded only that “the balance of evidence suggests a discernable human influence,” and it wasn’t until 2001 that it cited “new and stronger evidence that most of the observed warming over the last fifty years is attributable to human activities.” Industry-funded PR and lobby shops amplified that legitimate scientific debate and used it as an excuse for inaction. The Global Climate Coalition, the most powerful of these early industry opponents, was founded in 1989 and operated at first out of the offices of the National Association of Manufacturers;† it helped fund the work of scientists like Singer and argued at first that global warming wasn’t happening—even though by 1995 some of its own scientists were concluding that “the scientific basis for the Greenhouse Effect and the potential impact of human emissions of greenhouse gases such as CO2 on climate is well established and cannot be denied.” The coalition quashed that report.


The Global Climate Coalition was not aggressive enough for some of its members, so in 1991, the Edison Electric Institute, the power industry’s main lobby shop, and the National Coal Association teamed up with the Western Fuels Association, a coal supplier owned by a consortium of rural electric co-ops, to bankroll another group, the Information Council on the Environment (ICE). By then, the U.N. was moving ahead with plans for the Earth Summit to be held in Rio the following year, where the nations of the world would be called upon to commit to the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. George H. W. Bush had just signed an acid rain cap-and-trade bill over the objections of industry, so the Coalition and the ICE set out to make sure that anything that came out of Rio would be voluntary, not mandatory. They needed to do for climate science what Big Tobacco had done in the 1960s for cancer research: sow public doubt about the credibility of the science.


The ICE’s goal, according to a strategy paper written by its pollster, was to “reposition global warming as a theory (not fact)” by targeting “older, less-educated males” and “younger, lower-income women” in congressional districts that get their electricity from coal. With a mix of paid advertising (“How much are you willing to pay to solve a problem that may not exist?”) and paid scientists, ICE was one of the groups that helped ensure that Bush agreed only to voluntary steps at Rio. The treaty he signed there called on countries to return emissions to 1990 levels by 2000. Since voluntary reductions tend not to happen, when 2000 came around, U.S. emissions were 14 percent higher than in 1990.


By the time the Kyoto Protocol was being negotiated, in 1997, the Denialosphere was splitting in two. Some groups softened their opposition in response to the increasing scientific certainty of the IPCC. Under pressure from members who had come to believe that denial was a losing public relations strategy, the Global Climate Coalition no longer disputed that the earth was warming but still did its best to make sure that the U.S. didn’t join the response. The coalition launched a series of television ads designed to turn Americans against Kyoto (“It’s not global and it won’t work”).* BP/Amoco pulled out of the coalition around that time, and other corporations followed; the Coalition disbanded in 2002. But other parts of the Denialosphere dug in deeper and fought harder.


Singer’s Science and Environmental Policy Project took part in one of the most effective hoaxes of the era. In April 1998, SEPP helped circulate a petition that would become a model for others like it in the years to come. It was written by SEPP’s chairman, physicist Frederick Seitz, a former president of the National Academy of Sciences who had become a climate skeptic and medical adviser to the R.J. Reynolds tobacco company. Seitz teamed up on the petition with Arthur Robinson, a fundamentalist Christian who ran a group called the Oregon Institute of Science and Medicine. Robinson was not a climate scientist, and his institute was not affiliated with the state of Oregon—it sold DVDs about homeland defense and surviving nuclear war, and a homeschooling kit for parents concerned about “socialism in education.” The Oregon Petition invited people to sign their names to a statement urging the U.S. government to reject Kyoto because “proposed limits on greenhouse gases would harm the environment, hinder the advance of science and technology, and damage the health and welfare of mankind.”* The petition was posted on the Internet and mailed to people who held undergraduate or graduate-level science degrees. Included in the mailings was a paper written by Robinson, his son Zachary, and two scientists affiliated with the Exxon-funded George C. Marshall Institute (Seitz was chairman of that group too). The paper was made to look like a reprint from the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences but was not. “We are living in an increasingly lush environment of plants and animals as a result of the carbon dioxide increase,” it said. “Our children will therefore enjoy an Earth with far more plant and animal life than that with which we now are blessed.”


You didn’t have to be a scientist to sign the petition; you just needed a bachelor’s of science degree. And though the real National Academy of Sciences hastily put out a statement exposing the fraud,† some 17,000 people signed it in the months after its release, most with no background in climate science. (According to the Oregon Institute’s Web site, the number of signatories had reached 31,000 by April 2009.) Some of the people who supposedly signed it were fictional—Hawkeye Pierce and Frank Burns from M*A*S*H were on an early list—and some were pop confections: the name of Geri Halliwell, better known as Ginger Spice, appeared as well. Among the real people who signed were weathermen and a basketball player turned dentist. None of this mattered to the denial industry, which promoted the petition as proof that the scientific community was divided.


What of the purported benefits of carbon dioxide? While it is true that CO2 is essential to photosynthesis, Robinson’s paper left out some key facts. Commercial greenhouse operations can regulate the amount of heat and sunlight within their environments, preventing burn-up. The earth can’t. The world got a taste of what elevated temperatures could do to the carbon cycle during the European heat wave of 2003, probably the hottest in Europe since 1500. Temperatures in Britain hit 100°F for the first time since record keeping began in the 1870s, and parts of Switzerland hit an all-time high of 106.7°. As many as 50,000 people died of heat-related causes. Damage to crops was estimated at $12 billion, wildfires in Portugal caused $1.5 billion more in losses, and some of the glaciers of the Alps lost as much as 10 percent of their mass. But the scariest thing about it, the part that gave the lie to the Robinson paper’s rosy view, was this: during the heat wave, according to a study in the journal Nature, plant growth across the continent dropped 30 percent, because photosynthesis in trees and plants began to shut down due to the extreme temperature and drought. The process, known as “carbon starvation,” is just one reason scientists are so sure that climate change poses a grave risk to the natural world.


On Earth Day in April 1998, the same month that the Oregon Petition was released, the Western Fuels Association, one of the groups that had launched the Information Council on the Environment, formed a new front group called the Greening Earth Society to promote “positive environmental thinking” and reposition CO2 emissions not as a threat but as a boon to mankind. After all, CO2 was “a benign gas required for life on Earth,” as Western Fuels executive Fred Palmer liked to say, and “an amazingly effective aerial fertilizer,” so global warming would leave the planet healthier and happier by increasing crop yields and making trees, plants, and vegetables grow faster. “Grasses will grow where none grow now,” one of the Society’s videos predicted, “and great tracks of barren land will be reclaimed.”


“Every time you turn your car on and you burn fossil fuels and you put CO2 into the air,” Palmer said, “you’re doing the work of the Lord.”


Palmer, an Arizonan with sparkling, ice blue eyes, was among the coal industry’s loudest voices on the global warming issue. “Someone had to speak in defense of coal-fired electricity,” wrote Ned Leonard, who worked for Palmer. Palmer realized that it would be foolish to deny everything, so he stipulated that carbon dioxide was a greenhouse gas and that its atmospheric concentration had increased. But he argued that there was no reason to believe that more CO2 in the air would mean catastrophic warming—there might be “some mild warming, which is nothing to be concerned about at all,” but anything more than that was just speculation, and “you can’t live your life based on speculation.”




Ten years later, that kind of seductive nonsense was still the core message at the Heartland Institute’s deniers’ convention. But the pseudoscience unspooling on the fifth, sixth, and seventh floors of the Marriott Marquis turned out to be the least interesting thing about the conference. The riveting stuff took place in the “Sky Lobby” atop one of the building’s towers, a long, narrow space flanked on either side by curved walls, one of cement and one of glass, that overlooked the electronic billboards of Times Square. On this cold, rainy day, canvas blinds were drawn down against the glass wall, making the space feel like the inside of an army Quonset hut—which was appropriate, since it was the scene of a combat briefing by the colonels who devise strategy for the Denialosphere. The movement’s scientists may be mostly curmudgeons, but its political operatives are professional soldiers, chilly and effective. And in the Sky Lobby, they told everyone exactly how they planned to kill the climate bill.
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The Executioner’s Song






“Fiji water,” said the man on the dais, holding a plastic bottle aloft so his audience could see it. “This is the most politically incorrect bottled water—I encourage you to seek it out.” Myron Ebell said this with a tone of delight in his own naughtiness. He was the sort of man who enjoyed saying things he hoped others would find outrageous. His eyes twinkled behind wire-rimmed glasses and his thin lips curled into a smile. “It comes to you direct from Fiji, so it’s very energy inefficient; the only thing that could improve it would be to carbonate it.” Ebell savored a long swallow of the stuff, and many of the 150 people in the room reached for their bottles and joined him in a rebel toast.


Ebell, the Competitive Enterprise Institute’s director of global warming policy, is a superstar of the Denialosphere, a chief mouthpiece of the movement, a ready quote for unsuspecting reporters seeking journalistic balance, and the strategist who chairs the “Cooler Heads Coalition,” a loose alliance of groups dedicated to denial and delay. “I’m a very contrary person,” Ebell told the crowd at one point, and it may have been the most honest thing he said all day. Ebell was a contrarian down to his bones; he so loved to contradict others that when someone in the audience asked about the drubbing the climate deniers were taking in the court of public opinion, and a fellow panelist replied with a Pollyanna line about how “the truth prevails over time,” Ebell responded with a typically tart rejoinder: “I don’t think truth has anything to do with it.”


He had never let it stand in his way. Ebell over the years conceded just enough of the science to seem credible to the uninformed (carbon dioxide was a greenhouse gas, and increased concentrations of it had caused “a little bit of warming, but it’s very modest and well within the natural variability”). But after that, hang on to your hat. All the evidence that the Earth is dangerously hotter was the result of bad methodology and “cooked” surface temperature readings. Evidence that the oceans were warming was “made up.” Hansen was “not a climate scientist.” Polar bears—which even the Bush administration conceded were threatened—were in no danger. And even if the Earth did warm up faster than Ebell expected, well, “people prefer warmer climates. They do better in them.” In 2007, journalist Michael Shnayerson submitted these and other Ebell positions to a thorough debunking by the world’s most prestigious climate scientists. Ebell never let it slow him down.


Ebell enjoyed casting aspersions on Hansen because the scientist trained in a related field before devoting thirty years to climate science. Yet Ebell wasn’t any sort of scientist at all. After growing up on a ranch in Oregon and attending Colorado College as a “pointy-headed intellectual” who “loathed the counterculture,” as he told Shnayerson, he studied politics at the London School of Economics and history at Cambridge, then moved to Washington, D.C., where he worked as a legislative aide. He became policy director at Frontiers of Freedom, a group founded by former Wyoming Republican Senator Malcolm Wallop that became a key part of the emerging network of think tanks that found their special purpose in opposition to climate action. At Frontiers of Freedom, Ebell hit on his life’s work as an “informed layman” who saw through the great global warming conspiracy. In 1999, he moved across town to the Competitive Enterprise Institute, which had a more serious veneer than his old shop.


It was tempting to dismiss Ebell as a quotable industry gadfly—CEI, after all, was in those years the single biggest beneficiary of ExxonMobil’s largesse. But in George W. Bush’s Washington, he was more significant than that suggests. He helped shape the disinformation campaign that the administration spread through official channels for eight years—a campaign that confused the public and diffused pressure for climate action. One of Ebell’s allies in this campaign was Philip Cooney, who spent fifteen years as a lobbyist for the American Petroleum Institute and led API’s “Global Climate Science Team.” Ebell, Singer, and an industry lobbyist and public relations man named Steven Milloy were also members of the team, which wanted to ensure that federal climate policy was consistent with the goals of the petroleum industry. In 1998, API produced a “Global Climate Science Communications Action Plan” that was quite frank: “Victory will be when average citizens ‘understand’ uncertainties in climate science,” and their doubts become “part of the ‘conventional wisdom.’” Three years later, to better achieve those goals, Cooney left API and became chief of staff at the White House Council on Environmental Quality, which was run by James Connaughton, a once and future lobbyist for the power industry.


At CEQ, according to whistleblowers and congressional investigators, Cooney and others began a systematic effort to mislead the public and minimize the significance of climate change by editing scientific reports produced by the federal bureaucracy. This was not a rogue operative single-handedly trying to undermine the integrity of American science; it was a concerted action by the administration that has been thoroughly documented by journalists as well as by the House Oversight Committee. Ebell was in the thick of it.* Cooney’s campaign came to an end in June 2005, when New York Times reporter Andrew Revkin wrote about what was going on. Two days after the scandal broke, Cooney resigned from the White House. A week later, he went to work for ExxonMobil. Inside the Denialosphere, Cooney wasn’t a censor—he was an American hero fighting to prevent “alarmism” from infecting federal reports. “Cooney was trying to get the science right in the document he was editing,” Ebell later wrote. “What Cooney was trying to do was correct the National Assessment text by replacing the most obvious junk science.”


So infamous had Ebell become, so bedeviling to the climate activists, that one of them created a Web site devoted to tracking and debunking him alone. “The Myron Ebell Climate: Chronicling His Part in the Suicide of the Human Species” was launched in November 2004. According to its mission statement, “Myron Ebell is a professional liar whose sole objective is to sabotage public and political understanding of climate change by lying about the soundness of the science and promoting the work of seriously flawed reports and researchers…. No news reporter should ever interview him.”


 


In the Sky Lobby, Ebell was briefing the crowd on his strategy for strangling climate legislation. If confusing the American people about the science was no longer enough, he would terrify them about the costs. “This conference’s motto is, Global Warming Is Not a Crisis,” he said. “And what I want to propose today is that the alarmist consensus is [also] that global warming is not a crisis. They say it’s a crisis…. But I am going to propose to you that they don’t actually believe that. I think in fact global warming is a solution in search of a problem. The solution is energy rationing—that is the goal.”


The environmental movement, Ebell postulated, “is based on a bias against human power over nature. What gives us power over nature? Energy. Therefore they have been waging war on the use of energy ever since the first Earth Day, on Lenin’s birthday in 1970, April 22.” Citing the oft-repeated goal of a World War II–style mobilization of society, Ebell invited his audience to imagine a world war in which “the purpose of the war were to have rationing coupons…rather than defeating the enemy. That is what the modern environmental movement is! The purpose is the rationing coupons! That’s the end goal! The science really doesn’t matter! The people who will profit from this,” he concluded, “are the people who will be running the rationing coupon system. This is all about centralizing political and economic power in the hands of an elite—the environmental elite.”


With that theoretical framework established, Ebell turned to the task ahead. He moved briskly through a series of statistics about global energy demand: 85 percent of the world’s energy comes from hydrocarbon fuels, and by 2030, he claimed, there will be a 70 percent increase in global energy use, and 85 percent of the energy will still come from hydrocarbons. (The official U.S. projections were much lower than his apocalyptic numbers.) “The goal of the alarmists is to reduce hydrocarbon consumption from 1990 levels to 60 percent below those levels by 2050,” Ebell said. “What would that take? Well, in 1990 the world emitted about 18 gigatons of carbon dioxide. The world in 2050 will be emitting close to 40 gigatons and we’re supposed to get below 10 gigatons to stave off this catastrophe.”


Ebell is right about this much: the task is astonishingly difficult. Simply visualizing a gigaton of emissions beggars the imagination. The Dutch climate scientist Pavel Kabat says one gigaton of emissions is like putting 142,857,142 African elephants into the atmosphere—enough elephants to stretch from the earth to the moon and halfway back. So there was no need for Ebell to exaggerate its magnitude; instead, he reveled in it. “To get rid of one gigaton, you’d have to build 273 zero-emission coal-fired power plants of 500 megawatts each. Right now there are zero of those plants in the world. You would have to install 1,000 carbon capture and storage sites like the one in Norway; there are three of those in the world today. This is to get rid of one gigaton, and we’ve got to get rid of thirty. You could build 136 new nuclear power plants of 1 gigawatt each, that’s one-third of current worldwide capacity. We have not built a new nuclear power plant in this country in thirty years. We could deploy 273 million new cars that get forty miles to the gallon instead of twenty miles to the gallon. What this is all about,” he said happily, “is a looming train wreck.” The environmentalists wanted to choke off energy supply without providing any alternative sources. They pretended to be for wind and solar, he warned, but they would soon oppose those sources as well. “As soon as any energy technology becomes vaguely feasible and competitive, the environmental movement will come out against it.” They wanted to bring the nation to its knees!


“The other side has a very huge megaphone,” Ebell said later. “A thousand times bigger than ours. So yeah, we’ve had the tar beaten out of us. But what’s on our side is reality. Reality cannot be manipulated by PR. Reality is on our side and that’s why we’ll win. But the other side can do a huge amount of economic damage. In any war, everybody recognizes at some point that one side is going to lose and one side is going to win. But that doesn’t mean you don’t still lose millions of men, because the war has to be fought out. So there’s going to be a lot of carnage here.”


To describe the carnage, Ebell ceded the stage to Marc Morano, a big, blustery guy with a perpetual five o’clock shadow. Morano had been an aide to two of America’s most significant deniers, Rush Limbaugh and James Inhofe. In 2004, before becoming Inhofe’s communications director, he had worked for a conservative Web site called Cybercast News Services and written the first article spreading the calumnious tales of the Vietnam “Swift Boat Veterans for Truth” who helped destroy the presidential candidacy of Senator John Kerry. In the Sky Lobby, Morano boiled his battle plan down to basic talking points.


“I try to keep this simple,” he said, then launched his first point, that recent climate change is “well within the earth’s natural variability.” (According to the IPCC, that’s not true: there is cyclical weather variability, the ups and downs Morano was alluding to, and then there is climate change, a clear long-term upward trend.) “You start with that premise, and then you get to Point Two: all fear is driven by unproven computer models.” (That isn’t accurate, either; the loss of Arctic sea ice and the melting of permafrost are observed facts, not modeling predictions.) “Put the burden of proof on them!” he roared happily. “They have to prove it’s a climate crisis!” So far, Morano’s talking points came straight out of the infamous 2002 climate memo written by Republican political consultant Frank Luntz, designed to teach GOP candidates how to talk about the environment. Luntz advised Republicans to use the term “climate change” instead of “global warming” because it sounded less severe. “The scientific debate remains open,” Luntz wrote. “Voters believe that there is no consensus about global warming within the scientific community. Should the public come to believe the scientific issues are settled, their views about global warming will change accordingly. Therefore, you need to continue to make the lack of scientific certainty a primary issue in the debate…. The scientific debate is closing [against us] but is not yet closed. There is still a window of opportunity to challenge the science.”


Having issued that challenge, Morano then moved out of the science and into the economics—the Alamo of the denial-and-delay crowd. “Cutting emissions would cost $1.8 trillion, it’s a $4,500 climate tax, and it will do nothing to alter the climate,” he thundered. “This is what the American people are being asked to do at a time of recession, at a time of high gas prices.”


Then he spread out his battle map. “When it comes down to it, our goal is to get talk radio and the Internet—we’re going to wake the sleeping giant of America and ask a couple questions. What impact will the climate bill have on the climate? Nothing. What impact will it have on energy? Higher gas, higher home heating prices, it’s going to hurt the poor. What’s the latest science say? Study after study debunking the alarmism. The American people will be outraged. As we like to say, it’s all economic pain for no climate gain.”


At the end of Morano’s session, an older gentleman from Colorado approached him. “How are you?” the man said sympathetically. “It must be depressing—lonely, I mean.”


Morano, one of the most combative men on Capitol Hill, did his best to look thoughtful. “Sometimes you feel like a lone wolf,” he conceded. “But then I come here and feel all this support—it really helps.”


“Keep your chin up. Keep fighting the good fight.”


Morano gave a wolfish grin. “This recession is really going to help us.”


The man looked startled. “Though you hate to say things like that, right?”


Morano just kept smiling, because he knew in his heart that something Ebell had said was true. “If you want to fight this stuff,” Ebell had told the crowd, “just remember: It’s a tax. It’s a tax. Just keep repeating that, it’s a tax. All this stuff is about raising money from consumers and giving it to someone else…. We will win this debate if we just keep pointing out it’s a tax!


“Cap and trade is another term for tax.”
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