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GOP advances in attempts to “repeal” climate science

Story Repair | By Mike Alberti | Environment

April 13, 2011 — Votes in both houses of Congress last week demonstrate strong support for the denial 
of climate science, despite the sweeping scientific consensus that supports it.  While some Republi-
cans have been frank about denying the science, many other Republicans (and some Democrats) at-

tempted to frame the votes to amend the Clean 
Air Act and strip the Environmental Protection 
Agency of its authority to regulate greenhouse 
gases as responses to EPA “overreaching.” In 
fact, the charge of overreaching appears to be 
largely an attempt to obscure the fact that some 
members of Congress are unhappy that EPA 
went ahead and used the authority the Supreme 
Court has confirmed that the Agency possess-
es. The charge also diverts attention from the 
decision made by some members of Congress 
that action on climate change is less important 
than protecting the short-term interests of local 
industries.

On Apr. 7, every Republican in the House ex-
cept for five who did not vote, along with 19 
Democrats, voted for the “Energy Tax Preven-
tion Act.” The measure would effectively nullify 
the authority of the EPA to regulate greenhouse 
gas emissions for the purposes of addressing 
climate change, as the Agency has just recently 
begun to do, in connection with the emissions of 
factories, oil and gas producers, power plants, 
and other large polluters.

Additionally, the Act would repeal the EPA’s scientific findings, published in 2009, in which the Agency 
states, among other things, that climate change is occurring as a result of greenhouse gas emissions 
and that those emissions “endanger both the public health and the public welfare of current and future 
generations.”

WHAT IS STORY REPAIR?

In this feature, we select a story that appeared in 
one or more major news outlets and try to show 
how a different set of inquiries or observations could 
have produced a more illuminating article. For repair 
this week, four Apr. 7 articles: “House Votes to Stop 
EPA From Regulating Greenhouse Gases” (Wall 
Street Journal); “Senate rejects measure to stop 
EPA on climate” (Reuters); “House Passes Anti-EPA 
Legislation” (US News); and “U.S. House Passes 
Repeal of EPA Carbon Rules Over White House 
Objections” (Bloomberg).

A reader looking at any of those stories would have 
little or no way to know that those supporting the 
legislation were: (a) denying scientific consensus on 
climate change; (b) presenting an argument about 
an “overreaching” Environmental Protection Agency 
that is apparently belied by the Agency’s existing re-
sponsibilities as determined by the Supreme Court; 
and (c) were largely unwilling or unable to support 
their talking points with evidence beyond a desire to 
assist local industries regardless of environmental 
impact.

http://www.pnas.org/content/early/2010/06/04/1003187107.abstract?loc=interstitialskip
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BILLS-112hr910eh/pdf/BILLS-112hr910eh.pdf
http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/BILLS-112hr910eh/pdf/BILLS-112hr910eh.pdf
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/01/03/us-climate-epa-fb-idUSTRE7023OZ20110103
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/01/03/us-climate-epa-fb-idUSTRE7023OZ20110103
http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/endangerment/downloads/Federal_Register-EPA-HQ-OAR-2009-0171-Dec.15-09.pdf
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704101604576249371174457668.html?mod=googlenews_wsj
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424052748704101604576249371174457668.html?mod=googlenews_wsj
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/04/07/us-usa-climate-congress-idUSTRE7357T220110407
http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/04/07/us-usa-climate-congress-idUSTRE7357T220110407
http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2011/04/07/house-passes-anti-epa-legislation
http://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2011/04/07/house-passes-anti-epa-legislation
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2011-04-07/u-s-house-passes-repeal-of-epa-carbon-rules-over-white-house-objections.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2011-04-07/u-s-house-passes-repeal-of-epa-carbon-rules-over-white-house-objections.html
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2011-04-07/u-s-house-passes-repeal-of-epa-carbon-rules-over-white-house-objections.html
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Sen. Jim Inhofe (R-OK) and Rep. Fred Upton (R-MI) authored 
the bill. In 2003, Inhofe famously called the threat of global 
warming “the greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American 
people.” Upton, who chairs the House Committee on Energy and 
Commerce, has said that while he believes that climate change 
is occurring, he does not believe that it is “man-made.”

According to David Doniger, the policy director for the Climate 
Center at the Natural Resource Defense Council (NRDC), Con-
gress has never overruled or repealed the EPA’s scientific deter-
mination on a pollutant in the more than 40-year history of the 
Clean Air Act.

“It would be unprecedented to step in as politicians and dictate 
what the science says,” he stated. “It would be like repealing the 
Surgeon General’s report that smoking causes lung cancer.”

Also last week, Senate Republicans proposed to amend an un-
related small business bill to include provisions nearly identical to 
those passed by the House on climate change and EPA author-
ity. The effort garnered 50 votes; four Democrats (Mary Landrieu 
of Louisiana, Joe Manchin of West Virginia, Ben Nelson of Ne-
braska, and Mark Pryor of Arkansas) voted in favor, and one 
Republican (Susan Collins of Maine) voted against.  Opponents 
of EPA’s attempts to regulate greenhouse gases were heartened 
by the fact that, in the course of a series of related votes, a total 
of more than 60 Senators recorded support for limiting, delaying, 
or ending EPA authority to regulate greenhouse gases.

Taking climate change seriously?

The House bill was notable for a provision apparently designed to 
convey the impression that Congress was taking climate change 
seriously — one element of which said that “the United States 
has a role to play in resolving global climate change matters on 
an international basis.” But votes on a series of amendments, 
both in committee and on the House floor, made clear that a 
majority of the House was indeed refusing to accept climate sci-
ence or the need for immediate and significant domestic action 
to limit greenhouse gases.

HOUSE DEMOCRATS VOTING 
TO REPEAL EPA’S AUTHOR-
ITY TO REGULATE GREEN-

HOUSE GASES

The following 19 Democrats 
voted in favor of repealing the 
EPA’s findings and prohibiting the 
EPA from regulating greenhouse 
gases.

• Jason Altmire (PA)

• John Barrow (GA)

• Sanford D. Bishop, Jr. (GA)

• Dan Boren (OK)

• Leonard L. Boswell (IA)

• Ben Chandler (KY)

• Jim Costa (CA)

• Jerry F. Costello (IL)

• Mark Critz (TX)

• Henry Cuellar (TX)

• Joe Donnelly (IN)

• Tim Holden (PA)

• Jim Matheson (UT)

• Mike McIntyre (NC)

• Collin Peterson (MN)

• Nick J. Rahall II (WV)

• Mike Ross (AR)

• Kurt Schrader (OR)

• Terri Sewell (AL)

http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/C?r112:./temp/~r112dEWlhq
http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/C?r112:./temp/~r112dEWlhq
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During the House bill’s mark-up in the Energy and Commerce Committee last month, Democrats had 
proposed a series of amendments that would have affirmed that climate change is occurring, that it is 
caused by human emissions of greenhouse gases, and that those gases are harmful to public health. 
(See box identifying what the provision passed by the House included, and what it left out.)

Those amendments were voted down in Committee along party lines. When the bill came to the House 
floor for a vote last week, Rep. Henry Waxman (D-CA) proposed another amendment that reprised the 
previous Democratic proposals in consolidated form. The Waxman amendment failed, garnering only 
one Republican vote from Dave Reichert (R-WA).

Additionally, three Democrats — Dan Boren (OK), Collin Peterson (MN), and Nick Rahall (WV) — voted 
against the Waxman amendment. None of their offices responded to repeated requests for comment on 
why they did so. Rahall has previously justified his opposition to EPA regulation on his desire to protect 
the coal industry; similarly, Boren opposes EPA regulation because of its costs to oil and gas producers; 
and Peterson has said that agricultural producers in his district would welcome climate change because 
“[t]hey’ll be able to grow more corn.”

Language matters

In the bill passed by the House, there is a provision that doesn’t shout the rejection of climate 
science, but an examination of the phrasing of the provision, as well as a look at alternative 
provisions that were voted down in committee makes clear that the provision rejects the sci-
entific consensus on global warming. 

(1) there is established scientific concern over warming of the climate system based 
upon evidence from observations of increases in global average air and ocean temper-
atures, widespread melting of snow and ice, and rising global average sea level;

(2) addressing climate change is an international issue, involving complex scientific and 
economic considerations;

(3) the United States has a role to play in resolving global climate change matters on an 
international basis; and

(4) Congress should fulfill that role by developing policies that do not adversely affect 
the American economy, energy supplies, and employment.

On the House floor, Rep. Waxman proposed an amendment that stated: “Congress accepts 
the scientific findings of the Environmental Protection Agency that climate changes is occur-
ring, is caused largely by human activities, and poses significant risks for public health and 
welfare.” The House rejected the amendment on a largely party-line vote.

http://www.rahall.house.gov/index.cfm?sectionid=10&sectiontree=5,10&itemid=1449
http://www.house.gov/apps/list/press/ok02_boren/2011_03_03_delegation_EPA_release.html
http://online.wsj.com/article/SB124562888789635773.html
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EPA “overstepping”?

Other Members of Congress who voted in favor of the House and Senate measures last week justified 
the attempt to repeal the EPA’s scientific findings by claiming that the Agency had “overstepped” its 
authority in regulating greenhouse gases.

For example, Rep. Pete Olson (R-TX) said in a press release after the vote, “The Clean Air did not in-
clude greenhouse gases and Congress, not EPA, is the one with the authority to amend that law.”

Some Democrats echoed that sentiment, as well. Sen. Joe Man-
chin (D-WV), who voted for the Senate bill, said: “The EPA’s 
overreach is destroying jobs in my state and all over the country, 
and it must be stopped. I am committed to using every tool at my 
disposal to put this Agency back in its place.”

While the Clean Air Act did not include greenhouse gases on its 
list of harmful air pollutants when first enacted, it does contain 
several provisions that require the Agency to update its stan-
dards as new scientific evidence becomes available. The Act 
also gives the EPA the authority to regulate new air pollutants if 
those pollutants are deemed harmful to public welfare.

In 2007, during George W. Bush’s second term, the Supreme 
Court heard arguments on these issues. The EPA argued that 
the Clean Air Act did not give it the authority to regulate vehicle 
emissions, while several states argued that it did and required 
regulatory action on the part of the Agency. The Court ruled 

against the Bush-era EPA, writing: “On the merits, the first question is whether…the Clean Air Act au-
thorizes EPA to regulate greenhouse gas emissions…in the event that it forms a “judgment” that such 
emissions contribute to climate change. We have little trouble concluding that it does.”

Writing for the majority, Justice John Paul Stevens added that the Court found “nothing suggesting that 
Congress meant to curtail EPA’s power to treat greenhouse gases as air pollutants.”

The Court then ordered the Agency to judge whether carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases 
contribute to global warming and, if so, to regulate them accordingly by setting standards and issu-
ing permits. Two years later, the Agency issued its “endangerment” findings in which it concluded that 
greenhouse gases are harmful and contribute to climate change (the endangerment findings that would 
be “repealed” under the bill). The process of issuing permits began earlier this year.

“Those members of 
Congress who claim that 
EPA or the Supreme 
Court made this up are 
just plain wrong. The 
Congress wrote the law 
and the Supreme Court 
interpreted it correctly and 
the EPA is now following 
it after a long period of 
paying it no mind.” — 
David Doniger, NRDC

http://olson.house.gov/index.cfm?sectionid=158&sectiontree=21,22,158&itemid=625
http://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/05-1120.ZO.html
http://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/05-1120.ZO.html
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“The argument that the EPA has somehow overstepped its authority here has no basis in fact,” said the 
NRDC’s Doniger. “Those members of Congress who claim that EPA or the Supreme Court made this 
up are just plain wrong. The Congress wrote the law and the Supreme Court interpreted it correctly and 
the EPA is now following it after a long period of paying it no mind.”

Bill Snape, senior counsel with the Center for Biological Diversity, agreed. “The legal part of this is really 
not that complicated,” he said.

Remapping Debate made repeated requests for comments from six of the Republicans and seven 
of the Democrats in the House and Senate who justified their vote by saying that the EPA had over-
stepped its authority under the Clean Air Act (or who had previously made such claims). None took the 
opportunity to explain their positions.

Covering one’s tracks

For some members of Congress, it has apparently become preferable to focus attention on making 
arguments against the EPA than to focus on rejecting climate science on the merits.

For example, when asked by Remapping Debate why the provi-
sion to repeal the EPA’s greenhouse gas findings was in the leg-
islation, Robert Sumner, the press secretary for Rep. Ed Whit-
field (R-KY), who co-sponsored the House bill, did not say that 
Whitfield included it because he believed that the findings were 
erroneous.  Instead, he said that Whitfield justified the provision 
on the basis that the findings were “the predicate for all of EPA’s 
actions in this area,” and that Whitfield believes that the Agency 
should have Congressional authorization before going forward 
with its regulations.

When pressed as to whether that means that Whitfield accepts 
the EPA’s scientific findings, Sumner said, “This isn’t about the 
science. It’s about the Clean Air Act not being an appropriate 
vehicle for regulating greenhouse gas emissions.”

When pressed further on Whitfield’s beliefs on the existence on climate change caused by human ac-
tivities, Sumner said simply, “We’ll defer to our previous statements.”

While EPA needed to make findings as a predicate to action, no one suggests that Congress does not 
have the power to legislate limits on actions to control global warming without having to undo EPA’s 
findings. But Bill Snape argued it would be more difficult for lawmakers to justify their decision to roll 
back the EPA’s authority if they left the scientific justification for action in place.

Bill Snape of the Center 
for Biological Diversity 
argued it would be more 
difficult for lawmakers to 
justify their decision to roll 
back the EPA’s authority 
if they left the scientific 
justification for action in 
place.
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Snape said, however, that it was increasingly apparent that much of the public and many lawmakers do 
not accept the denial of climate science as a basis for refusing to regulate emissions.

“I don’t think there’s much of a stomach for arguing over [the reality of human-caused climate change] 
anymore,” he said.

That, Snape said, explains why the House bill contained the provision designed in part to suggest Con-
gress concern about climate change.

Remapping Debate spoke with some Democrats who do accept both the EPA’s findings and its author-
ity to act on those findings. Jake Thompson, a spokesperson for Sen. Ben Nelson of Nebraska, said 
that Nelson does not dispute either point:  “He thinks the amount of carbon should be reduced, obvi-
ously.” But, Thompson said, Nelson voted to strip EPA of authority to regulate in the area because “he 
thinks that it should be done with incentives, not regulations from the top down.” Thompson went on to 
explain that Nelson is concerned that the EPA’s regulations would prove too costly for businesses and 
individuals in Nebraska, a position Nelson has made repeatedly in the past.

But according to Doniger, “There’s no serious pollution problem that’s ever been solved by voluntary 
action.”

A different kind of conservatism

The Conservative Party in the United Kingdom, which is currently in power, has made ad-
dressing climate change a high priority, in stark contrast to the Republican Party in the U.S.

According to Neil Parish, a Conservative Member of Parliament who sits on the Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs Committee in the House of Commons: “There is a general consensus 
that man-made climate change is occurring and that the UK, as a developed and industri-
alised nation, has a moral duty to play a leading role in combating climate change.”

This sentiment was repeated by a spokesperson for the Energy and Climate Change Commit-
tee, who was not authorized to speak on the record and declined to be quoted directly.

The spokesperson added that many conservative politicians in the U.K., including Tim Yeo, 
the chair of the Committee, have spoken very candidly about the long-term costs of failing to 
regulate greenhouse gases.

The spokesperson said that the Republican Party in the U.S. appears to have a very different 
attitude, and speculated that the difference has to do with several factors, including the much 
greater leverage carried by lobbyists in the U.S. and the influence of an extreme brand of con-
servatism, embodied by the Tea Party faction of the GOP, that often refuses to acknowledge 
problems that require a government solution.

http://bennelson.senate.gov/press/press_releases/012110-01.cfm
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Denial specific to American conservatives?

The GOP position on climate change stands in stark contrast to conservative platforms in other coun-
tries. In England, for example, the facts that climate change is happening, that it is caused by human 
activities, and that it needs to be controlled by the government are actually part of the Conservative 
Party’s official position. (see box on a different kind of conservatism).

In a 2009 speech before Congress, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, the leader of the conservative 
Christian Democratic Union Party, told Congress: “We cannot afford failure with regard to achieving the 
climate protection objectives scientists tell us are crucial. That would not only be irresponsible from an 
ecological point of view, but would also be technologically short-sighted, for the development of new 
technologies in the energy sector offers major opportunities for growth and jobs in the future.”

Doniger sighed. “This seems to be a particularly American problem.”

This content originally appeared at: http://remappingdebate.org/article/gop-advances-attempts-repeal-climate-science?

http://www.conservatives.com/Policy/Where_we_stand/Climate_Change_and_Energy.aspx
http://www.spiegel.de/international/europe/0,1518,659196,00.html
http://remappingdebate.org/article/gop-advances-attempts-repeal-climate-science?

