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Abstract 
 

The U.S. political framework of environmental institutions, policies, and regulations has been 

labelled the American Green State. Developed throughout the last five decades, the Green 

State has considerably contributed to improving the lives of the American people. History has 

shown that environmental protection is a vital part of ensuring human health. However, due to 

disagreements on the size of the federal government, the scope of agency authority, and the 

efficiency of environmental regulations, the American Green State is currently subjected to 

great challenges. President Trump’s pro-growth and pro-business policies aimed at bolstering 

the American industrial economy, has brought negative consequences for the environmental 

policymaking framework in particular. The Environmental Protection Agency is facing its 

biggest challenge since its establishment. Perhaps most debilitating is the concealment of vital 

information and the dismantling of science and advisory boards. Substantial links are drawn 

to the Reagan administration’s deregulatory agenda aimed at reducing environmental 

regulations and federal overreach. Congressional gridlock and increasing political polarization 

are further exacerbating the already strained situation. Environmental protection has 

developed into a highly controversial topic which is reflected in the clear opposition between 

the Republicans and the Democrats. The future of the Green State is highly uncertain. 

However, the current administration is facing great opposition from the environmental 

movement, civil rights advocacy groups, scholars, scientists, and the Democratic Party, which 

can potentially mitigate future attempts to reduce environmental protection. Moreover, 

environmental policy is still enacted outside of the federal policymaking apparatus through 

innovative local state actions and private sector initiatives in particular, which have proven 

very effective in addressing complex issues like climate change. While these alternative 

pathways cannot replace the framework of the American Green State, in the future they could 

support innovative development of the Green bureaucracy. To effectively address the 

environmental issues of the twenty-first century, the Green State must restructure along the 

lines of state and private sector initiatives and collaborative, cross media approaches, only 

then can a progressive system of environmental governance be reestablished.  
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Introduction  
 

As an outspoken anti-environmentalist, President Donald J. Trump has promised to restore 

the United States to its former greatness sparing no expense. Environmental policy and 

regulations are perceived by the President and his administration as unnecessary hindrances 

on economic growth and job creation. Through this argument, they have begun the process of 

dismantling the national environmental political establishment which has been in place for 

almost five decades. The attempts to weaken environmental protection has faced great 

opposition from both the environmentalists and the general public. The administration’s 

deregulatory agenda is also to some extent held in check by the other two branches of 

government, Congress and the U.S. Courts. Yet, the future of the U.S. environmental political 

establishment remains uncertain. Nevertheless, there are areas outside of the federal 

government where environmental policy flourishes despite the current hostility. This could 

lead one to speculate that perhaps the future of U.S. environmental policy is not as dark as 

depicted by the media. 

 The purpose of this thesis is to explore the future of environmental policy regulation 

and the environmental bureaucracy in the United States. The main focus is devoted to 

clarifying if there are reasons for cautious optimism towards the future of U.S. environmental 

policy despite the current hostility from the Trump administration. Moreover, the thesis 

explores alternative pathways towards progress on creating effective environmental policy 

outside the federal policymaking framework. Finally, the thesis examines if aspects from 

these alternative pathways can contribute to reestablish a progressive system of environmental 

governance. 

This introductory chapter starts by clarifying the delimitations. It continues with a 

short historiography of the field of environmental humanities and a description of the methods 

applied in the thesis. Next, the interview subjects are presented before the literature is 

described and reviewed. Following is a description of relevant terminology applied 

throughout the thesis. The chapter concludes with a presentation of the structure of the thesis.     

 

Delimitation  
Some central delimitations characterize the analysis in this thesis. First and foremost, the 

research is limited to the situation of environmental policy within the United States. Unless 

otherwise noted, all policy and regulations mentioned are American policies. Secondly, the 
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analysis of the environmental federal bureaucracy is limited to the Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA). The jurisdiction to develop environmental policy within the United States lies 

with more than nine various governmental entities, some of which are the Department of the 

Interior, National Park Services, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, and the 

National Aeronautics and Space Administration.1 However, the scope of this thesis is not 

large enough to consider all of these actors, thus the research is limited to the EPA, the only 

U.S. agency solely responsible for environmental protection and policy enforcement.  

Environmental policy and protection is a highly debated topic in the United States. In 

spite of the fact that a large part of the American people believe climate change is occurring 

and needs addressing2, the political landscape is divided. This thesis takes the position shared 

by all the interviewees as well as the majority of the scientific community; that climate 

change is occurring and that this is caused in large part by human activity.3 The author 

recognizes the possible one sidedness of the research as it is written from this pro-

environmental perspective. This is also reflected in the fact that there are no statements by the 

current administration, Congress, or industry advocacy groups. Moreover, the newspaper 

articles the thesis relies on have a tendency to lean to the left. However, this has been taken 

into account throughout the research. All sources have been critically analyzed in order to 

expose potential conflicts. 

Because of the topicality of this research, new developments occur almost on a daily 

basis. Thus, a choice was made to limit the research within a timeframe. All occurrences 

following April 26th, 2018, is therefore not taken into account in this study. It is highly likely 

that critical incidents will occur after this study is finalized. Nevertheless, the research 

provides an insight into the situation of U.S. environmental policy, regulation, and the  

Green bureaucracy between the fall of 2016 until the spring of 2018. 

 

Methods and Sources 
This thesis applies an interdisciplinary qualitative approach towards the study of the future of 

U.S. environmental policy. It combines source-based analyses and interviews to explore 

future results and consequences. The thesis is framed in the overall context of the field of 

                                                
1 Sara R. Rinfret and Michelle C. Pautz: US Environmental Policy in Action, (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2014), 91. 
2 Frank Newport, “Americans Want Government to Do More on Environment”, Gallup, March 29, 2018, 
http://news.gallup.com/poll/232007/americanswantgovernmentmoreenvironment.aspx?g_source=link_newsv9&
g_campaign=item_231386&g_medium=copy   
3 See for example Donald J. Wuebbles et al., “Climate Science Special Report: Fourth National Climate 
Assessment, Volume I”, U.S. Global Change Research Program, 2017, DOI: 10.7930/J0J964J6. 
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environmental humanities. This interdisciplinary academic field has gradually developed 

throughout the last century, but most significantly during the 1970s and 80s. The field 

combines aspects from literature, history, geography, philosophy, gender studies, and 

anthropology. It considers knowledge from all disciplines to be of equal status, and refrains 

from hierarchical knowledge structuring. Environmental humanities replace the common 

belief that nature and culture are in opposition to one another, rather it examines ecological 

problems in relation to human behavior. Research within this field is often framed in 

constructive criticism by providing historical perspectives on natural and social sciences, 

pointing to previous successes and failures, and describing results of political and economic 

interests.4 By framing the research conducted in relation to this thesis within the notion of 

environmental humanities, the conclusion will accordingly be the result of an interdisciplinary 

analysis combining aspects from both history and social sciences. 

Predicting the future is always framed in uncertainty. As much as possible, this has 

been taken into account by combining specific methods and sources. This thesis applies both 

an institutional and a historical analysis to set the context for the subsequent evaluations. The 

institutional analysis describes U.S. policymaking processes and involved actors. Policy 

models are applied in order to outline the structure of policymaking and the path towards 

finalized policy. The analysis also examines implementation processes and enforcement 

strategies to uncover possible deficiencies to the current system. This institutional analysis 

lays the foundation for the following discussions around the U.S. environmental policy 

structure, and is therefore vital. The historical analysis examines the development of U.S. 

environmental policy leading to and diverging from a consensus on environmental protection. 

It explores how the combination of a rising disagreement between actors and the patchwork of 

contradicting policies has paralyzed congressional environmental legislation resulting in the 

current situation. The historical analysis is significant to draw upon when attempting to 

predict future outcomes of political agendas, as most scholarly work has done before. By 

looking to history to clarify origins and results of previous political agendas and 

governmental practices, we are better equipped to analyze future consequences of present 

political agendas.  

In addition to the two analyses, the study relies on six interviews. By combining a 

source-based approach with interviews, the research provides an up-to-date examination with 

a basis in established empirical evidence. The interviews have provided great inside into 

                                                
4 Robert S. Emmet and David Nye. The Environmental Humanities: A Critical Introduction, (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 2017), Kindle, 3-5. 
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environmental scholars’ and the environmental movement’s understanding of the current 

situation and their approach towards environmental protection at the moment as well as in the 

future. However, when applying interviews as a method of obtaining information, it is 

important to note that these are personal opinions and should be scrutinized accordingly. The 

method was chosen in order to get a clearer understanding of this group of people’s 

apprehensions, opinions, and reactions. By applying interviews, this thesis will provide a 

wider and more contemporary representation than relying entirely on written sources. The six 

interviews were conducted both in Norway and in Washington D.C., one was conducted via 

the online conference meeting function Zoom, and two shorter interviews conducted over 

email.5 All the interviewees were chosen because of their involvement in U.S. environmental 

policy and their substantial level of knowledge on the current situation. Despite there being a 

small group of interview subjects, each one has considerable expertise in the field. However, 

it is vital to note that there are no representatives from the current administration or the U.S. 

Congress. Thus, this thesis depicts the current situation from a pro-environmentalist 

perspective. The interviewees are presented below in the order the interviews were conducted.  

Christa Clapp is the head of the climate finance work at the Center for International 

Climate Research (CICERO) in Oslo. Before moving to Norway, Clapp worked at the 

Environmental Protection Agency in Washington D.C. from 2004 to 2009, mainly under 

President George W. Bush’s administration. At the EPA, Clapp worked in the climate change 

division within the economics branch where she mainly did economic modelling for proposed 

legislative bills. Clapp has also worked at the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) and she is a member of Climate Strategies.6 Her accounts provide 

information on the previous work of the EPA and perspectives on agency policymaking 

processes from within the agency.  

David Doniger and Glenn Hurowitz both work within the environmental movement. 

Doniger is the Director of Climate and Clean Air Program at the Natural Resources Defense 

Council (NRDC). As a veteran in the environmental community, he has held posts at both the 

EPA and the White House Council on Environmental Quality. In addition, Mr. Doniger also 

worked on the Montreal Protocol and made central amendments to the Clean Air Act (CAA). 

                                                
5 Guidelines from the Norwegian Center for Data Research has been followed throughout this research project. 
The project has been submitted and approved by NSD. All interviews were conducted with basis in interview 
guides, they were recorded and transcribed. Permission to quote and/or cite statements has been obtained. 
Requests for interviews were also sent to the Environmental Defense Fund, The Sierra Club, The Environmental 
Integrity Project, Bloomberg Philanthropies, the Environmental Protection Agency, and the congressional 
subcommittee Environment within the main committee Energy and Commerce.     
6 “Christa Clapp”, CICERO, accessed December 12, 2017, https://www.cicero.uio.no/no/om-
oss/ansatte/27/christa-clapp; Interview with Christa Clapp (Oslo, September 2017). 
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Today, he is devoted to protecting the CAA from hostility of the current administration and 

the republican lead Congress.7 Glenn Hurowitz is the managing director of the environmental 

branch at Waxman Strategies. His work at Waxman Strategies is mainly advising non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), sovereign governments and philanthropies on 

developing new and effective approaches to adapt and respond to environmental issues. Mr. 

Hurowitz is also highly committed to emission reductions, forests preservation, and 

environmentally friendly agricultural policies.8 In addition to working at Waxman Strategies, 

Hurowitz is also the CEO of the global campaign organization Mighty Earth which works in 

conjunction with Waxman Strategies on the aforementioned environmental issues.9 Doniger’s 

and Hurowitz’s contributions provide vital information on the environmental movement’s 

perceptions and responses to the current situation, as well as their prospects for the future.  

The two editors of Toward Sustainable Communities, Professor Michael E. Kraft and 

Professor Daniel A. Mazmanian are recognized and widely published scholars within the field 

of U.S. environmental policy. Professor Kraft works at the University of Wisconsin (Green 

Bay) in the field of U.S. environmental policy.10 He has contributed to and edited several 

central publications on U.S. environmental policy including Environmental Policy: New 

Directions for the Twenty-First Century, and the Oxford Handbook of U.S. Environmental 

Policy. Professor Daniel A. Mazmanian is also working within the field of U.S. 

environmental policy and policy implementation. Some of his work is featured in the 

preceding books which were edited by Professor Kraft. Mr. Mazmanian works at the 

University of Southern California’s Sol Price School of Public Policy and is currently 

focusing on climate change policy.11 The two scholars’ statements provide valuable insight 

into the academic community’s perception of the current situation. In addition to statements 

in emails, Professor Mazmanian shared a PowerPoint presentation on the future of U.S. 

environmental policy which will be referred to in the thesis.  

Professor Christopher Sellers is an environmental historian working at Stony Brook 

University in New York. He is a member of the Steering Committee in the Environmental 

Data and Governance Initiative (EDGI) which was funded as a direct result of the current 

administration’s agenda. The EDGI originally started out as an email correspondence between 

                                                
7 “David Doniger”, NRDC, accessed December 12, 2017, https://www.nrdc.org/experts/david-doniger   
8 “Glenn Hurowitz”, Waxman Strategies, accessed December 12, 2017, 
http://waxmanstrategies.com/team/glenn-hurowitz/  
9 “About Us”, Mighty Earth, accessed December 12, 2017, http://www.mightyearth.org/about-us/  
10 “Michael E. Kraft”, University of Wisconsin – Green Bay, accessed April 12, 2018, 
https://www.uwgb.edu/cfpa/staff/Kraft.asp  
11 “Daniel A. Mazmanian”, Sol Price School of Public Policy, accessed April 12, 2018, 
https://priceschool.usc.edu/daniel-a-mazmanian/   
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fourteen researchers in November 2016, and today has developed into a broad network of 

more than a hundred members from different institutions and organizations. Sellers led the 

team which conducted interviews with EPA employees and wrote the report The EPA Under 

Siege describing the current attack on the agency.12 Professor Sellers’ accounts are central in 

describing the EPA employees’ perception on the current situation. In addition, as the EDGI 

was established as a result of the present administration’s agenda, Sellers provides access into 

an organization which is a perfect example of scholarly demonstration and opposition to the 

current political agenda.      

An interview request was also sent to the EPA, which unfortunately was declined. 

When reporting on the current situation within the agency, the thesis primarily relies on the 

interview with Professor Sellers and the twenty-six confidential interviews conducted by the 

EDGI with EPA employees in connection to the previously mentioned report. Among the 

EPA interviewees, about a third were employed in regional offices and two thirds at the 

agency headquarters in Washington D.C. Some of the staff still works at the EPA, thus 

confidentiality levels are high in order to avoid repercussions.13  

In addition to the interviews, this thesis relies on both primary and secondary written 

sources. The primary sources are official governmental documents, Presidential executive 

orders, acts, and statutory agreements. The secondary sources are books, articles in journals 

and books, reports, and newspaper articles as well as information from reputable websites and 

blogs. As the topic of this thesis is extremely current and has been in a state of flux 

throughout the research, newspaper articles have been a central source of information on the 

daily developments surrounding this issue. Hence, the newspaper articles provide information 

on specific incidents over the sixteen months of the Trump administration.14 To supplement 

the current news, some books and theories have been central in placing the topic in a broader 

academic perspective to ensure an empirical level of the research. The most central secondary 

literature is presented below.  

The institutional analysis in Chapter One is based on US Environmental Policy in 

Action written by Sara R. Rinfret and Michelle C. Pautz. This source contains a complete 

                                                
12 “Introducing the Environmental Data and Governance Initiative”, EDGI, February 1, 2017, 
https://envirodatagov.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/EDGI-Introduction-and-Accomplishments-Report.pdf  
“Members”, EDGI, accessed December 12, https://envirodatagov.org/about/members/  
“Steering Committee”, EDGI, accessed April 3, 2018, https://envirodatagov.org/about/steering-committee/ 
13 Christopher Sellers et al., “The EPA Under Siege”, EDGI, June 19, 2017, 90, https://envirodatagov.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/06/Part-1-EPA-Under-Siege.pdf  
14 Noteworthy, some of the newspaper articles referred to in this thesis are only accessible through online 
subscriptions. This applies for the most part only to articles published in the New York Times and the 
Washington Post. 
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description of policymaking and implementation processes, enforcement strategies, and 

evaluation of U.S. environmental policy. When discussing congressional gridlock, the reasons 

behind it as well as alternative pathways to progress, the book American Environmental 

Policy: Beyond Gridlock by Christopher McGrory Klyza and David J. Sousa is crucial. This 

is a well-known and highly recognized contribution with regard to research on congressional 

gridlock and Party polarization on environmental policy. As a source on more contemporary 

U.S. environmental policy, Environmental Policy: New Directions for the Twenty-First 

Century edited by Norman Vig and Michael Kraft has been consulted. Published at the 

beginning of 2018, this work is the most recent scholarly work this thesis relies upon. It also 

includes a chapter on the future of U.S. environmental policy under the Trump administration.  

The historical analysis of U.S. environmental policy in Chapter Two is built around 

Richard N. L Andrews’ highly acknowledged environmental historical work Managing the 

Environment, Managing Ourselves: A History of American Environmental Policy. As an 

environmental historian, Andrews has created an encyclopedia containing all important and 

relevant events shaping the development of U.S. environmental policy since the beginning of 

the European explorations. This work is applied by most scholars when describing the historic 

development of environmental policy within the United States. Michael E. Kraft’s and Daniel 

A. Mazmanian’s Towards Sustainable Societies presents a framework for analyzing the 

development of the regulatory apparatus of the American Green State. The development has 

been divided into three main eras. When describing the development of the grass root 

movements and interest groups, Robert J. Brulle’s Agency, Democracy and Nature is applied. 

This is a study of more than a hundred U.S. environmental organizations’ core beliefs, 

structures, funding, and political practices, and their ability to influence environmental policy. 

Through critical theory, Brulle has examined the social causes of environmental degradation 

and the political responses aimed at addressing these issues.  

 

Terminology 
Central terminology applied throughout the thesis could benefit from a definition in order to 

clarify the study’s findings. Below is a description of some of these central terms.  

“The American Green State” is a term created by Klyza and Sousa referring to “the 

laws, institutions, and expectations concerning conservation and the environment”15 within 

the United States. The phrase is a generic term containing all aspects of the U.S. 

                                                
15 Christopher McGrory Klyza and David J. Sousa. American Environmental Policy: Beyond Gridlock, 
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2013), 18. 
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environmental political framework and is frequently applied throughout the thesis.  

The period between 1964 and 1980 in the U.S. environmental history is often referred 

to as the “Environmental Era”16, the “Environmental Decade”17 and the “Golden Era of 

Environmental Policy”.18 During this period, the most vital environmental legislation was 

enacted. These terms will be used interchangeably when referring to this historic period.  

In this thesis, the environmental movement is often referred to as “the Greens”. The 

largest groups within this movement including the Environmental Defense Fund, the Natural 

Resources Defense Council, and the Sierra Club, are also characterized as “the Big Green”.19  

“Denialism” is defined as “the wholesale rejection of validated, widely accepted 

scientific principles on the basis of opinion, ideology, financial interest, self-interest, or all of 

these things together.”20 Accordingly, “climate change denial” is the rejection of climate 

change research. The groups attempting to create doubt on the causes and consequences of 

climate change are often labeled the “denial industry”.21  

 “Congressional gridlock” refers to the U.S. Congress’ inability to pass and revise 

legislation. In order to make progress on environmental legislation despite congressional  

gridlock, Klyza and Sousa presents “Green drift” as an alternative approach. Green drift is 

when environmental policy occurs via “non-traditional routes through the legislative process, 

executive politics, the courts, experiments in collaborative regulation and conservation, and 

the states.”22 When analyzing the prospects for progress on creating efficient environmental 

policy, the concept of Green drift is central. 

The term “sustainability” is defined as “the notion that human society and economy 

are intimately connected to the natural environment.”23 Humans must adapt to the natural 

world in order to thrive for the future. The term was embraced by the United Nations in their 

report Our Common Future advocating sustainable development. Originally a conservationist 

concept, it requires that all development “meets the needs of the present without 

                                                
16 Richard N. L. Andrews, Managing the Environment, Managing Ourselves (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2006), 228. 
17 Ibid., 228.  
18 Klyza and Sousa, American Environmental Policy, 1.  
19 Ibid., 2. 
20 Michael E. Mann and Tom Toles, The Madhouse Effect: How Climate Change Denial is Threatening Our 
Planet, Dostroying Our Politics, and Driving Us Crazy, (New York: Columbia University Press, 2016), Kindle 
sample, Loc 143.  
21 Riley E. Dunlap and Aaron M. McCright, ”Organized Climate Change Denial”, in the Oxford Handbook of 
Climate Change and Society, eds. John S. Dryzek, Richard B. Norgaard, and David Schlosberg, (January 2012), 
online edition, 3, DOI: 10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199566600.003.0010 
22 Klyza and Sousa, American Environmental Policy, xvii. 
23 Jeremy L. Caradonna, Sustainability: A History, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 16. 
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compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”24 Today, the notion 

of sustainability has become embedded in our lives and “shapes everything from individual 

lifestyles, government and corporate strategies, and even national and international policy.”25 

Therefore, when discussing environmental protection, sustainability is an unavoidable term.  

The notion of “resilience” is often applied in discussions regarding threats to societies 

as a result of emerging environmental issues. The concept entails the “characteristics that 

allow human, natural, and coupled-ecological systems to effectively respond, adapt, or 

recover from various shocks with minimal disruption[.]”26 Public demand for creating more 

resilient communities has risen due to natural disasters and other threatening environmental 

issues. Accordingly, for some U.S. states, resilience has become a central agenda.   

“The Anthropocene” is a term referring to human made alterations to the natural 

environment. The concept was developed by the biologists Eugene Stoermer and the 

geochemist Paul Crutzen in 2000. The Anthropocene is proposed as a new geological period 

where the main challenge for humanity is establishing a worldwide accepted sustainable 

society which does not harm its surrounding environment. The term is often enclosed in 

destructive or even catastrophic interpretations. However, some environmentalists advocate a 

“good Anthropocene” where human society can adapt and live prosperous lives despite the 

emerging environmental challenges.27 David Doniger introduced the term the “Trumpocene” 

referring to the period of the current administration within the Anthropocene adding to the 

already existing strains. As this era is defined in relation to the Trump administration, the 

timeframe of the Trumpocene is limited to either 2020 or 2024, should he be reelected. The 

term is used in Chapter Four when examining the future of U.S. environmental policy.   

Some abbreviations will be applied throughout the thesis, both as simplistic and 

linguistic measures. The thesis uses both the “United States” and the U.S. interchangeably. 

The Environmental Protection Agency is mostly referred to as the EPA. The acronym GHG 

replaces the phrase “greenhouse gases”, and CO2 is used instead of “carbon dioxide”. The 

Republican Party is also referred to as the Grand Old Party or the GOP. Abbreviations are 

also applied to acts and agreements, albeit with the full legislative title mentioned first. A full 

list of abbreviations can be found in appendix 3. 

 

                                                
24 Caradonna, Sustainability, 122.  
25 “Description – Sustainability: A History”, Oxford University Press, accessed April 11, 2018, 
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/sustainability-9780199372409?cc=no&lang=en&#  
26 Robin M. Leichenko and Karen L. O’Brian, Environmental Change and Globalization: Double Exposure, 
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2008), 31.   
27 Emmet and Nye, The Environmental Humanities, 95, 103. 
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Structure  
This thesis consists of an introductory chapter and a concluding chapter, in addition to four  

internal chapters. The introductory chapter first and foremost clarifies the aim of the thesis 

and places the argument in the overall debate on environmental protection in the United 

States. Furthermore, it describes the methods and sources applied, presents the interview 

subjects, and defines the terminology used throughout the thesis. Chapter One is an 

institutional analysis of the policymaking processes, implementation and enforcement 

strategies of environmental legislation. The chapter also provides an in-depth analysis of the 

official actors in policymaking as well as interest group influence. Moreover, a discussion on 

the implications of the current enforcement system and the results of federalism is laid out. In 

Chapter Two, an historic analysis of the development of U.S. environment policy is 

presented. The main focus is devoted to the legislation enacted after 1965 as this is when the 

foundation for the American Green State was laid. Furthermore, the chapter examines the 

development of the environmental movement together with its opposition. The establishment 

of the EPA is also explored together with the enactment of central environmental legislation. 

The chapter concludes with an analysis of the benefits and weaknesses of the three-layered 

labyrinth of the American Green State. Chapter Three explores the present state of 

environmental legislation and policy. The chapter analyzes President Trump’s environmental 

agenda as well as the consequences of these policies. It also examines the EPA transition and 

the changes occurring within the agency. Moreover, the chapter looks into the current 

situation of information concealment, regulatory enforcement, and the dismantling of 

scientific advisory groups. The chapter progresses by examining the increasing political 

polarization on environmental legislation and congressional gridlock characterizing 

Washington at the moment. Chapter Four aims to outline a potential future of environmental 

policy in the U.S. It is divided into two main parts. The first part presents an analysis of the 

Trump administration’s future environmental policy agenda and its potential consequences. It 

also examines if there are actors or procedures in place which can mitigate the outcomes. In 

addition, the chapter looks into the future of the EPA, what challenges it may face during this 

administration, and the changes necessary to ensure its survival. The second part of Chapter 

Four evaluates alternative pathways towards progress on creating environmental legislation. It 

considers the extent to which new policy is enacted despite the lack of federal action. The 

chapter also clarifies if there are reasons for cautious optimism towards the future of U.S. 

environmental policy. Finally, the conclusion of the thesis summarizes the key concepts and 

main findings, in addition to exploring future research into the field.   
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Chapter 1: The Different Pieces of the Puzzle   
U.S. Environmental Policymaking Processes and Implementation  
 

Policymaking in the United States is a long and complex process which involves many actors 

and goes through several stages before environmental law is enacted and enforced through 

regulations at the state level. The policymaking processes, the actors, the implementation 

procedures, and the enforcement strategies, together shape the national environmental policy 

framework and guide all governmental decisions through a network of rules and regulations 

designed to protect the environment. Policy is often defined as “a course of action adopted or 

created by the government in response to public problems.”28 A narrow definition of 

environmental policy is thus governmental action created in response to environmental issues. 

Contrarily, Richard Andrews frames environmental policy in a more holistic manner claiming 

that “environmental policy includes not just what government says about the environment, not 

just what is labeled as environmental policy, but everything the government does that affects 

it.”29 Thus, all political decisions which have implications for the environment should be 

characterized as environmental policy, which is the position this thesis takes. 

Chapter One presents an institutional analysis of the U.S. environmental political 

framework and policymaking processes. It attempts to explain how this political structure 

exacerbates conflicts as it requires the concurrence of many different actors with often 

conflicting environmental agendas. The result of the system on questions of environment 

often leads to incapacity and is stasis over the last couple of decades. However, the 

environmental policymaking framework is to some extent challenged by new environmental 

ideas within the environmental movement, albeit with limited influence. 

The chapter begins by describing the Stages Model to policymaking in order to 

establish a common ground to continue the discussion on U.S. environmental policymaking. 

Then, the chapter describes the four official actors in policymaking, Congress, the President, 

the U.S. Supreme Court, and the environmental bureaucracy represented here by the EPA. 

Next, the chapter describes the implementation process and enforcement strategies leading to 

environmental regulations, the different scales of policy, and the implications of federalism. 

Ultimately, the involvement of interest groups and their capacity to influence policymaking 

decisions is examined. 

                                                
28 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 1. 
29 Andrews, Managing the Environment, xiv. 
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1.1. Policymaking Processes 
 

“The Stages Model” to policymaking described by Rinfret and Pautz provides a useful 

starting point when discussing policymaking processes. The first step of policymaking is to 

identify the subject, source, and cause of an environmental issue. The second step is getting 

the problem on the government’s agenda which can happen through “focusing events” like 

environmental catastrophes. The next step is to form a policy through looking at possible 

solutions. This involves an examination of different policy tools, whom the policy should 

target, and which agency should be responsible the enforcement. The fourth step in the Stages 

Model is policy legitimation, the process where a bill is written. Then, the bill is introduced to 

a congressional committee where it is evaluated and adjusted if necessary before it is either 

accepted or rejected by the committee as a whole. The bill is then voted on in the full chamber 

and if it passes, it is handed over to the other chamber for the same procedure. If it passes 

both chambers, the bill is presented to the president who either signs or vetoes it. If the bill is 

signed, it becomes statutory law. Stage five in the policymaking process is implementation. 

This is where the statutory language of the law is interpreted and made tangible by an agency. 

This stage also involves finding methods of enforcement.30 During the course of this stage, 

the act is turned into regulatory law consisting of rules and actions taken to address the issue 

presented in the act.31 The sixth and final stage is the evaluation process. The main goal of 

this stage is to determine if the anticipated causality chain is accurate and to examine whether 

or not the policy and programs designed to address the problem are effective.  

The Stages Model is a useful tool of visualizing policy processes in order to establish a 

common ground of discussing policymaking processes, but it has shortcomings. Even though 

the policymaking process is presented in a linear form, the actual process is often not this 

structured and well organized. Neither is the model effective at indicating the time spent at 

each stage, nor does it consider external forces affecting the policymaking processes. 

Consequently, the model cannot predict the course of new policy.32  

 

1.1.1. Official Actors in Policymaking  

The four official actors in policymaking are Congress, the President, the U.S. Courts, and the 

                                                
30 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 49-62, 75. 
31 Sara R. Rinfret and Scott R. Furlong, ”Defining Environmental Rulemaking”, in the Oxford handbook of U.S. 
Environmental Policy, eds. Sheldon Kamieniecki and Michael E. Kraft (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2013), 373. 
32 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 62-64. 
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environmental bureaucracy. Although the bureaucracy is not a formal part of the three 

branches of government defined by the Constitution, the bureaucracy carries substantial 

authority in environmental policymaking and is relevant to discuss in this context. The 

American political system is quite unique in that the policymaking is divided and constantly 

shifting between these four institutional actors.33 

When examining authority and political power, it is beneficial to differentiate between 

two types of power: contextual power and unilateral power. The first type of power is indirect 

is used to shape the context of decision-making. In contrast, unilateral power is authority 

exercised without the approval of the other branches of government. Thus, these types of 

policy decisions often have a tendency to be more controversial.34  

The first official actor in policymaking is the Legislative Branch, Congress. The two 

chambers of Congress, the Senate and the House of Representatives, hold the same power and 

right to develop environmental legislation. The role of Congress in policymaking is central 

and Michael Kraft argues that out of the four official actors, Congress has the most 

influence.35 Congress has several different responsibilities. The four most significant are 

stages two through five in the stages model; agenda setting, policy formulation, policy 

legitimation, and policy implementation. Members of Congress draw attention to certain 

problems through hearings, speeches, studies and reports, and through their right to vote.36 

Much of the congressional work is organized around committee and subcommittee work. 

There are several congressional committees addressing environmental issues including the 

House Committee on Energy and Commerce and Senate Committee on Environment and 

Public Works. Which committee the bill is sent to can have major impacts on the future of the 

bill, therefore referral of bills is highly politicized.37 In addition to reviewing and revising 

proposed laws, Congress also oversees the federal agencies by holding them accountable and 

investigating incidents where the work of the agencies has failed. Fundamentally, members of 

Congress have responsibilities towards their constituents as elected officials. Therefore, 

concern for their constituents’ values are central in order to be re-elected. If environmental 

issues are an important topic among the residents of a state, the elected official is likely to 

                                                
33 Timothy P. Duane, ”Courts, Legal Analysis, and Environmental Policy”, in the Oxford handbook of U.S. 
Environmental Policy, eds. Sheldon Kamieniecki and Michael E. Kraft (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2013), 260.  
34 Norman J. Vig, “The American Presidency and Environmental Policy”, in the Oxford handbook of U.S. 
Environmental Policy, eds. Sheldon Kamieniecki and Michael E. Kraft (New York: Oxford University Press, 
2013), 311. 
35 Michael E. Kraft, ”Congress and Environmental Policy” in the Oxford handbook of U.S. Environmental 
Policy, eds. Sheldon Kamieniecki and Michael E. Kraft (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 280. 
36 Ibid., 282-283.  
37 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 58-59. 
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promote environmental legislation.38 The role and power of Congress has gradually changed 

since the beginning of the 1990s as political polarization has increased significantly. The 

consequences of political polarization will be further discussed in Chapter Three.  

 The next official actor in policymaking is the president who represents the Executive 

Branch. The President of the United States holds great power regarding legislation and can 

impact policymaking processes in several ways. When analyzing presidential power, Norman 

J. Vig focuses on the two types of powers as previously mentioned: contextual power and 

unilateral power. Vig finds four types of contextual power where the president shapes 

policymaking indirectly. Agenda setting and policy framing gives the president the 

opportunity to demonstrate the administration’s focus areas by addressing these in speeches, 

at conferences, and in central documents. This is also a way of gaining public support for the 

prioritized issues. Appointments are another important contextual tool. By appointing people 

with similar political ideologies and views, the president strengthens the executive influence. 

However, the appointments must be approved by the Senate, which means that the president 

has to appoint someone who is likely to be accepted. The next type of contextual power is 

budgeting. In the annual budgets, the presidents demonstrate their administration’s focus 

areas by allocating funding. Though the budget is rarely accepted by Congress in its original 

form, it expresses the administration’s priorities and political agenda. The final type of 

contextual power is reorganization. The president holds the right to reorganize institutions and 

political processes in order to comply with the administration’s agenda.39 In contrast to the 

contextual powers, unilateral powers are policy decisions the president makes alone in order 

to directly control policymaking. There are four main types of unilateral powers: legislative 

vetoes, executive orders, rulemaking and regulatory oversight, and secrecy and information 

control. First, the president holds the right to either veto or sign statutory laws passed in 

Congress. The second type of unilateral power is Executive Orders (EOs) which carry the 

force of a law. EOs are used to reorganize political structures or procedures, introduce new 

policies, or revoke existing ones. Though EOs can be overruled by Congress, they seldom are 

and thus often kept until amended or revoked by a new president. Thirdly, the president can 

make rules and has regulatory oversight over the work of the agencies. The most common 

way of influencing rulemaking is through issuing EOs that transfers authority and restructure 

processes in order to postpone unwanted policies. The last unilateral power tool the president 

holds is the right to conceal or classify information from the public and Congress under the 

                                                
38 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 75. 
39 Vig, “The American Presidency and Environmental Policy”, 311-315. 
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pretenses of concerns for national security.40 Accordingly, the president is highly influential 

in policymaking processes. However, with the practices of checks and balances, the president 

has to answer to the rest of the governmental branch. During the last two presidencies, the 

reliance on executive power has increased, as Chapter Two will elaborate.   

 The judicial branch of government, the U.S. Courts, are the third official actor. Unlike 

many other countries, the courts have a central role in policymaking through their frequent 

ruling on political disagreements. Regarding environmental policy, the courts mainly affect 

policy through their interpretation of the law.41 There are mainly three constitutional 

challenges the courts address. The first is whether a policy involves federal overreach into 

state authority through interpretation of the Commerce Clause, which defines federal and state 

authority. Next is the challenge of the range of agency authority through the Nondelegation 

Doctrine. This is when the courts have to determine if too much authority has been transferred 

to the agencies. This challenge has the basis in the overall debate on delegation of authority 

by elected officials to non-elected civil servants. The last challenge is regarding violations of 

the Takings Clause which protects private property. In this case the courts have to decide if 

implementation of a certain policy will result in regulations which confiscate private property. 

The clause states that there has to be “just compensation” for such an appropriation which is a 

vague claim resulting in variable decisions in almost all cases.42 The courts influence on 

environmental policy is a widely debated field as many environmental issues demand precise 

scientific knowledge. Thus, many argue that it is not sufficient to hold judicial education and 

experience when ruling in cases affecting the environment.43    

 The last official actor in U.S. policymaking is the fourth branch of government, the  

bureaucracy. The Green bureaucracy holds a considerable amount of political power through 

rulemaking in particular. The EPA is the largest agency solely dedicated to environmental 

protection. Their core mission is “to protect human health and the environment.”44 The 

agency is media specific divided into different focus areas overseen by four main national 

offices; the Office of Air, the Office of Water, the Office of Solid Waste and Emergency 

Response, and the Office of Chemical Safety and Pollution Prevention.45 It has a top-down 

structure with headquarters in Washington D.C. and ten regional offices throughout the rest of 

                                                
40 Vig, “The American Presidency and Environmental Policy”, 315-320, 322. 
41 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 96, 99. 
42 Duane, ”Courts, Legal Analysis, and Environmental Policy”, 264, 266, 267. 
43 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 96.  
44 “About EPA”, EPA, accessed December 13, 2017,  https://www.epa.gov/aboutepa  
45 Daniel J. Fiorino, “Environmental Bureaucracies: The Environmental Protection Agency”, in the Oxford 
handbook of U.S. Environmental Policy, eds. Sheldon Kamieniecki and Michael E. Kraft (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 335. 
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the U.S. The main responsibility of the regional offices is to enforce national environmental 

policy through regulations.46 The EPA is led by an Administrator whose role is to supervise 

and oversee the agency’s main responsibilities. In addition, there are directors and assistant 

administrators in charge of more specific parts of environmental policy and enforcement.47 

The EPA holds the authority to enact policy because of delegation of power from Congress. 

This delegation occurs as neither Congress, nor the president and the administration, have the 

time or expertise to create guidelines and supervise enforcement. Another motive is to shift 

responsibility from Congress to the agencies in order to avoid being in the center of political 

disputes, but at the same time maintain some authority through overseeing agency 

rulemaking.48 There are several mechanisms limiting agency discretion. The courts rule on 

disputes over agency rulemaking, the president appoints the administrator and, together with 

Congress, oversees the agency’s work.49 As a response to the growing federal government 

during the New Deal, the Administrative Procedure Act of 1946 (APA) was passed to oversee 

and ensure accountability within the bureaucracy. As agency regulations hold the same power 

as law, the legislative and the executive branch needed a controlling mechanism to ensure 

consistent and comparable work by all agencies. Accordingly, the APA consists of a set of 

“administrative rulemaking guidelines” which “ensures that government entities carry out 

congressional statutes in a uniform, prescribed manner.”50 The APA consists of two central 

components. The first declares that “any person suffering legal wrong because of any agency 

action, […] shall be entitled to judicial review”51, meaning that the agencies have to answer to 

the courts if the public or the executive branch are dissatisfied with their rulemaking. The 

second component is the introduction of procedural guidelines for agency rulemaking. 

Consequently, this act is the executive branch’s best mechanism of controlling the EPA’s 

rulemaking.52 In the APA, there is also a description of three various types of rules. The first 

rule is the legislative, described as “the whole or any part of any agency statement [...] 

designed to implement, interpret, or prescribe law or policy [.].”53 The legislative rule 

therefore holds the same legal authority as a congressional act or a presidential executive 

order. The second type of rule is the non-legislative rule. This rule acts more like a guideline 

                                                
46 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 90-92. 
47 “EPA Order 1110.2 - Initial Organization of the EPA”, EPA, December 4, 1970, 
https://archive.epa.gov/epa/aboutepa/epa-order-11102-initial-organization-epa.html  
48 Rinfret and Furlong, ”Defining Environmental Rulemaking”, 374. 
49 Fiorino, “Environmental Bureaucracies: The Environmental Protection Agency”, 330. 
50 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 135. 
51 Administrative Procedure Act, Pub. L. 404, 79th Congress, 1946, 8, 
https://www.justice.gov/sites/default/files/jmd/legacy/2014/05/01/act-pl79-404.pdf  
52 Rinfret and Furlong, ”Defining Environmental Rulemaking”, 375. 
53 Administrative Procedure Act, 1-2. 
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or advice, like a policy statement, and is not compulsory. The third rule is the interpretive rule 

which is nonbinding as well. This type of rule is a description of the agency’s definitions and 

clarifications of a rule.54 As a result of congressional gridlock, it has become increasingly 

common for the agencies to rely on these non-legislative rules to develop new regulations. 

The legitimacy of these regulations is highly contested, and as further discussed in Chapter 

Four, the current administration has taken specific measures to reduce this non-legislative 

pathway to policymaking and consequently reduced the agencies’ overall discretion.  

 Notably, the role of the bureaucracy within the United States is highly disputed and 

thus important to take into account when examining bureaucratic processes. The combination 

of a strong sense of individualism and the fear of infringement on personal liberty and rights, 

is to some degree embedded in the American identity.55 With the historic basis in the twenty-

seven indictments in the Declaration of Independence describing the arbitrary and tyrannical 

government,56 a large and strong federal governmental system has always been in clear 

opposition to individualism. Thomas Pain, the eighteenth-century political pamphleteer, wrote 

that government is a necessary evil, even in its best state.57  For that reason, there exists an 

inherent mistrust towards large governments. This mistrust has contributed to a slightly 

adversarial relationship between the government and its citizens. However, in times of great 

challenges, like during the Great Depression, the American people has shown to endorse a 

growing bureaucratic structure as experienced during the New Deal, albeit with restrictive 

measures like the APA. Public support for the bureaucracy varies and is often related to 

partisan affiliation. For instance, Democrats have a tendency to support a larger government 

and Republicans a smaller one. In the later years, the bureaucratic system and its bureaucrats 

have been characterized as inefficient and incompetent. Rinfret and Pautz argue that we 

should move away from this stereotypical framing of bureaucracy, because the bureaucracy is 

vital to ensure efficient policymaking and enforcement.58 Based on the aforementioned facts, 

it can be deduced that the topic of environmental bureaucracy is a highly debated field.  

The U.S. policymaking framework is vast, complicated, and involves many actors. 

When adding the system of checks and balances, it is evident that finalizing policy is a 

difficult process. The inherent disagreement on the size of government and the extent of 

                                                
54 Rinfret and Furlong, ”Defining Environmental Rulemaking”, 380. 
55 Ian R. Macneil, “Bureaucracy Liberalism and Community: American Style”, Northwestern University Law 
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57 Thomas Paine: Rights of Man, Common Sense and Other Political Writings, (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 5.  
58 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 90.  
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agency authority further obstructs policymaking. Thus, it is reasonable to argue that this 

framework has contributed to the situation we see today with a Washington in a legislative 

standstill lacking public support.   

 

1.2. Environmental Policy Made Feasible  
 

When a bill is enacted into law, the implementation and enforcement stage begins. Policy 

implementation can be defined as the “process by which policies enacted by government are 

put into effect by the relevant agencies.”59 Implementation involves making a policy feasible 

through assessing the efforts needed to meet the policy’s objectives. The process of turning 

legislation into enforceable law occurs through rulemaking defined as “agency process for the 

formulation, amendment, or repeal of a rule.”60 The EPA’s rulemaking process is shaped by 

the APA requirements. There are three main stages of rulemaking; pre-proposal, notice-and-

comment, and rule finalization. In the pre-proposal stage the agency collects relevant 

information in order to establish the necessity of a rule and how the rule should be developed. 

Before moving on to the text stage, the agency has to conduct both economic and scientific 

analyses, like cost-benefit analysis and risk assessments.61 The next stage in the rulemaking 

process is the notice-and-comment procedure. As the name indicates, the agency must give 

notice when drafting a policy by posting it on the Federal Register (FR) database. Then, the 

agency gives the public and involved stakeholders the possibility to give feedback on the 

policy draft. The third and final rulemaking stage is the rule finalization when the agency 

assesses the public comments and revises the rule based on this information. The finished rule 

is then published in the FR database.62      

Glenn Hurowitz described what he called “the dream” of environmental policymaking 

processes from an environmental group’s point of view. The first step is coming up with an 

idea or a challenge that needs addressing. Then, you hold conferences about the issue and 

involve academics in order to find strategies of addressing it. Later, the proposed strategy is 

presented to the policymakers who hopefully respond well and enact effective environmental 

policy. Nonetheless, during previous administrations, effective environmental policy has been 

pursued through major political campaigns. This process often begins at state level as states 

adopt the policy first. When other states see that the policy is effective, they adopt it as well. 

                                                
59 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 61.  
60 Administrative Procedure Act, 2. 
61 Rinfret and Pautz, US Environmental Policy in Action, 136-137. 
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As more and more states adopt the policy, major companies regulated by the policy demand a 

common standard throughout the U.S. marked to ensure economic competitiveness and 

encourage the federal government to develop national standards. Hurowitz noted, however, 

that “the easy part is developing good policy. The hard part is getting it implemented.”63 

 The most common environmental implementation strategy is command-and-control 

regulations. These regulations set requirements that organizations, businesses, and individuals 

have to comply with. The creation of command-and-control regulation occurs in three stages. 

First, specific and feasible goals are set through examining what the law sets out to achieve. 

Next, the agencies must set standards for how to achieve the goals, for instance through 

determining how much pollution a factory can emit without harming the environment. The 

final step is enforcing the regulations. Enforcement often occurs through monitoring, like for 

instance monitoring factories to make sure they comply with existing regulations through 

logs, reports, and analysis of emissions data.64  

 

1.3. Implications of the Enforcement System  
 

Though the contemporary enforcement system has proven to be effective, there are notable 

disadvantages with the approach. The environmental regulatory policy framework is 

approaching almost four decades, the need for a reassessment has surfaced. Three main areas 

are being reviewed. The first is the reliance on command-and-control regulations. So far this 

has been the primary regulatory tool regarding environmental protection. While proven to be 

very effective in the past, the approach has expired due to several reasons. The regulatory 

system is cumbersome and expensive for both businesses and federal agencies. Also, it takes 

a reactive approach by addressing issues after they have occurred instead of a proactive 

approach taking preventive efforts avoiding the issue from surfacing at all. In addition, 

command-and-control regulations create an adversarial relationship between the controller 

and the one being controlled. This can lead to a “race to the bottom” effect as the controlled 

only does as much as is demanded of them.65 

The second area under evaluation is the lack of flexibility and incentives within 

federal environmental policy. The EPA is forced to balance on a narrow line to satisfy the 

demands of the different policymaking actors, leading to business as usual strategies. This 
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affects both the industry and the local governments negatively by curtailing their inventive 

efforts on addressing local environmental issues. There are, however, areas where state and 

local initiatives are feasible within the current regulatory structure.  

The last area to be reviewed is the lack of a holistic approach towards developing 

policies of sustainability. The current system is media specific addressing environmental 

issues in isolation. Each area, like water, air, and waste, are addressed in separate policies and 

monitored by distinct sections within the EPA. There is no broader policy addressing climate 

change or develop a more cohesive goal of sustainability across the different media. While 

this system proved to be very effective in tackling environmental issues in the past, research 

shows that today’s complex environmental issues are less tangible and needs to be addressed 

in a more comprehensive and collaborative manner across policy domains.  

Looking at the implications of the regulatory framework, it is evident that changes are 

needed. The regulations no longer address their intended issues effectively, nor do they 

achieve the goal of a sustainable society. The best strategy of creating a policy framework 

based on sustainability is through examining successful local and private sector initiatives and 

scale these up to federal policy.66 Potential solutions to the shortcomings of the current 

regulatory framework will be further addressed in Chapter Four. 

 

1.3.1 Federalism 

An important factor of U.S. environmental policymaking and implementation is the federal 

system which includes a national government, state governments, and local units of 

government. Up until the Environmental Era, it was commonly believed that environmental 

issues were the responsibility of the states. However, it became increasingly clear after 

dramatic focusing events, that the states were not equipped to address these issues. The fear of 

becoming economically inferior to the neighboring states because of encumbering 

regulations, led to a “race to the bottom” effect regarding environmental protection.67 As a 

result, the federal government took an increasing role in environmental protection by 

establishing an umbrella of national environmental policy, as Chapter Two elaborates. 

Presently, environmental protection is a shared responsibility between the different levels of 

government. The states have responsibility over issues like waste management and land use. 

The states and the EPA together share the responsibility on issues like drinking water quality, 
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controlling air and water pollution, and managing hazardous waste. However, the agency 

holds greater authority when it comes to regulating new sources of pollution. Lastly, the EPA 

has the sole responsibility of making policy decisions on pesticides and toxic substances.  

The relationship between the different levels of government is centered around three  

principles. The first principles centers on shared responsibility. The EPA is charged with 

issuing national standards, setting national targets, and approving environmental goals set by 

the states. The states carry the responsibility of implementing the national standards and 

targets through inspections, issuing permissions, and collecting relevant information for the 

EPA. Consequently, the main focus of the EPA is on environmental policy, whilst the states 

mainly focus on the implementation of this policy. The second principle involves delegation 

of authority. States have been deprived some of their authority through national laws placing 

the EPA in charge of decisions on central environmental issues. States can, however, redeem 

some of this power by proving their ability to administer environmental programs through 

demonstrating strong legal authority, effective implementing mechanisms, and sufficient 

resources. The third principle revolves around flexibility. Even though the EPA sets national 

standards, the states can choose to exceed these standards if desired. Some states have thus 

implemented higher standards for some areas of environmental protection exceeding the 

national ones, as seen in California. Contrary to the view in the 1970s, where the states were 

considered incapable of administering their own environmental programs, today, many states 

are forerunners in progress on environmental protection both considering legislation, 

innovation, resilience, and adaptation towards emerging environmental issues.68 Much of the 

state and local policy regarding environmental protection is often referred to as “home 

grown” because it is developed and enacted within the state’s own framework. The states’ 

main asset in driving forward environmental policy are their ability to frame environmental 

protection together with economic development through focusing on the development of new 

technologies and new energy sources. As Hurowitz noted, much of the current progress on 

environmental protection starts at the state level and then spreads to its neighboring states and 

sometimes to the national level as well. Collaborative efforts between the states and the 

national government have shown great results both economically and environmentally.69  

Collaboration between the different scales of government is often called 

intergovernmental relations and describes the positive mutual reliance between the different 

entities as they draw on each other’s expertise and support. Denise Scheberle argues that in 
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order to maintain an efficient environmental protection, all levels of government must play a 

central role. The states and local entities promote progress, yet a national governmental 

framework is essential to ensure uniform policies throughout the country.70 However, with 

today’s highly polarized federal government making little progress on enacting new 

environmental legislation, there is an increasing debate on which scale is the most efficient 

when addressing these issues. This will be explored further in the following chapters. 

 

1.4. Interest Groups and Policymaking 
 

In addition to the administrative concerns regarding the efficiency of the EPA, the question of 

the context in which legislation and enforcement operates is extremely important. This is not 

limited to the branches of government and the public, though they are certainly important, but 

rather is most apparent in the system of lobbying by different interest groups. These groups 

are continuously reappraising legislation and enforcement procedures.  

Interest groups are often defined as “individuals who organize to influence the 

government’s programs and policies.”71 They are divided into four main types: business 

interest groups, professional interest groups, public interest groups, and ideological interest 

groups.72 Primarily two types of interest groups engage actively in shaping environmental 

policymaking: public interest groups like environmental NGO’s, and business interest groups 

representing the regulated industry. Particularly two main strategies are popular among the 

interest groups. The first, direct policy influence or inside lobbying, is direct contact between 

the interest group and political representatives through meetings, testimonies, and comments 

on proposed rules. The second, indirect policy influence or outside lobbying, is when interest 

groups mobilize their members and the public, and urge them to address certain issues by 

contacting official representatives through emails or demonstrations. It is commonly believed 

that because direct influence is dependent on professional lobbyists, this strategy is reserved 

for groups with substantial resources. Contrarily, indirect influence is believed to be strategy 

applied by those who lack the possibility of engaging directly with public officials.73 
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However, studies of interest groups’ influencing strategies show that the strategies are context 

dependent and not simply connected to the groups’ resources. If the group is on the losing 

side of a dispute, they often involve the public to gain support through outside lobbying. Then 

again, if the group is on the winning side, they do not benefit from more controversy and 

therefore refrain from mobilizing the public.74 

 Today, several interest groups focus on environmental policy, both pro- and anti- 

environment. Some of the largest U.S. pro-environment interest groups are the Environmental 

Defense Fund (EDF), NRDC, the Sierra Club, and Friends of the Earth, sometimes referred to 

as the Big Green.75 An analysis of the size of the environmental movement showed that the 

thirty largest organizations had a combined budget of more than $2.1 billion and 

approximately 7.8 million members, making them highly resilient and influential in U.S. 

policymaking.76 The largest anti-environment interest groups often have ties to the industry, 

including companies from the fossil fuel industry, the automobile industry, and agricultural 

industry. Many of these groups are trying to raise doubt on the causes and consequences of 

environmental issues, and particularly anthropocentric climate change. The denial industry 

draws on strategies previously applied by the tobacco and chemical industries in order to 

create uncertainty about the negative consequences and impacts of their products to increase 

their sales. The most effective strategy of creating doubt is by demanding a 100% accuracy in 

scientific research, which often proves challenging. Then, the groups use this small 

percentage of scientific uncertainty to question all existing research in the field. During the 

last twenty years, this strategy has proven to be effective and the denial industry has gained 

influence both with the public, and within the political establishment.77      

The efficiency and scope of interest group influence is highly debated by scholars.  

Some argue that environmental groups have been effective as they function as an important 

counterweight to business group interests. In addition, they contribute to shaping the political 

agenda and they have made environmental policy mainstream and institutionalized in the U.S. 

political system.78 Others claim the involvement of interest groups has exacerbated the 

legislative gridlock on environmental policy because the two sides are constantly working 

against each other. The business interest groups are working to repeal and weaken laws while 

the environmental movement is protecting the already implemented laws and strengthening 
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them.79 Furthermore, Ted Nordhaus and Michael Shellenberger declared “the death of 

environmentalism” arguing that the only way of creating efficient environmental policy aimed 

at addressing climate change in particular, is to end the existing environmental movement and 

make room for new thoughts and ideas. Climate change can never be properly addressed 

within the current environmental regulatory framework. Parting from mainstream 

environmentalism, they have labeled this revised form “ecomodernism”. They claim that we 

need to move away from the narrow and limited understanding of environmental policy, as 

this only leads to narrow and unproductive solutions. Instead, we should embrace cooperation 

with unions and the industry, see economic growth as an opportunity, and promote 

investments in order to overcome the ecological crisis. “[F]or any politics to succeed, it must 

swim with, not against, the currents of changing social values.”80 Despite facing substantial 

criticism from the mainstream Greens, the two ecomodernists were named “Heroes of 

Environmentalism” in 2008 by Time Magazine. The magazine argued that through their 

promotion of possibilities rather than limitations, they have widened the scope of approaches 

towards environmental protection.81  

Yoram Levy and Marcel Wissenburg propose a more composed view of the end of 

environmentalism. They argue that because environmental policies have been incorporated in 

today’s liberal democracy, environmental issues have become mainstream. They raise the 

question if there is still a need for “environmental political thought”. Because environmental 

protection is adopted in conventional policy, the original environmental movement no longer 

holds the position as a counter movement. The Greens have become increasingly 

institutionalized by implementing bureaucratic structures, applying bureaucratic strategies, 

moving away from protests strategies. The movement has consequently become an embedded 

part of the political structure. In this manner, the authors examine if “environmentalists still 

have a reason to be environmentalists”.82 Moreover, Levy and Wissenburg argue that the 

debate on environmental issues and the environmental political agenda have disappeared from 

the public arena and is now confined to the closed sphere of the political establishment. They 

also investigate if environmentalism has reached an end because it has met its goal. If 

environmental protection is implemented in current policy, it has achieved what it set out to 
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do, they claim. Nevertheless, Wissenburg and Levy asserts that even though the liberal 

democracy has developed green policies, there is still the question of whether or not it has 

developed “green thoughts” necessary for developing sustainable societies. Accordingly, the 

need for the environmental movement may still exist.83  

Even though the modern environmental movement has seized to be a counter 

movement, they hold an important position and contribute to ensure environmental protection 

through lobbying, litigation, and public education. Klyza and Sousa describe the movement as 

“formidable players in legislative politics” and combined with great membership numbers and 

public support, they have proven to address a range of environmental issues effectively.84 

 

1.5. Chapter Summary  
 

The policymaking processes and the national policy framework is immense and complex. The 

six stages of the Stages Model establish a common ground of discussing policymaking 

processes and implementation. The three branches of government all hold the power to create 

environmental policy together with the environmental bureaucracy represented by the EPA. 

The constant tension between the different actors with often varying agendas has a tendency 

to hinder or prevent progress on legislation. When taking the different levels of government 

into account, these issues clearly complicate policymaking processes and enforcement. The 

overreliance on command-and-control regulations have proven to be antiquated and the need 

for a new strategy of enforcing environmental protection is imminent. Moreover, interest 

groups try to influence policymaking through different strategies, yet their impact is widely 

debated. Internal conflicts within the environmental movement have emerged, leading to the 

exploration of new approaches towards environmental protection.  

Through this institutional analysis of the U.S. environmental policymaking 

framework, this chapter demonstrates the complexity of the system which may intensify 

conflicts and disagreements within the political establishment. Furthermore, it provides a 

solid context for later discussions on the current situation and the future of U.S. 

environmental policy regulation and the Green bureaucracy.  
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Chapter 2: Creating the American Green State 
A Historic Development of U.S. Environmental Policy 
 

Though the term “environmental policy” did not emerged in the political vocabulary until the 

1960s85, environmental consciousness has been part of the American society for centuries. 

European exploration and settlements would irrevocably change local ecosystems and the 

natural environment. Throughout the course of the following centuries, an increased concern 

for environmental issues surfaced as the effects of urbanization and industrialization 

materialized. Most of today’s environmental policy was created during the Environmental Era 

between 1969 and 1979, as a result of dramatic environmental events, environmental writing, 

and public demand for a safer and heathier natural environment. This period is characterizing 

by a substantial amount of enacted environmental legislation, the establishment of the EPA, 

and broad bipartisan support for environmental law. Following the Golden Era, environmental 

policy has received various support by politicians. Since the 1980s, little progress on new 

environmental legislation has been made. As a result, enacted legislation has not only become 

vital to ensure present-day environmental protection, but also as a touchstone when exploring 

possible responses to emerging environmental challenges. As a consequence, defending the 

already implemented laws, rather than creating new ones, has become a central focus area for 

the Greens.   

This chapter presents a historical analysis of the development of U.S. environmental 

policy. The fundamental question is to consider why, despite the rise of environmentalism as 

a widely shared value system, there is no overall agreement on environmental policy today. 

Part of the answer lies in the history of a rising disagreement between the environmentalists 

and their growing opponents, as well as the complexity of the American Green State which 

ultimately affected legislation on the environment leading to the present situation.  

 The historic development is divided into three main parts: the early beginning, 

stirrings of environmentalism, and the modern evolution. The period before 1960 is briefly 

discussed as the most significant policy was created after 1969. The chapter continues with an 

analysis of the development of grassroots environmentalism and its opposition. Then, a 

detailed description of the creation of the EPA is presented along with central environmental 

legislation, before the modern environmental history is examined. The chapter concludes with 

a discussion on the layers of the American Green State and its implications. 
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2.1. Beginnings: Conquering Nature (1487-1850) 
 

The European exploration was encouraged by two persistent ideas: the belief that the New 

World would be paradisiacal, bursting with natural resources and that it would free people 

from the boundaries of feudal European society. However, the reality was very different. 

European settlements led to the “intermingling of plant, animal, and human populations,”86 

known as the “Columbian Exchange”. The Europeans brought their local plants, animals and 

diseases, and returned with American plants, such as potatoes, thereby forever changing local 

ecosystems. It was also believed that the New World would provide Europe with almost 

unlimited access to low-cost natural resources which would secure the mother-country’s 

future. Consequently, agricultural production was focused around growing the most 

financially rewarding crops leading to the extinction of the less profitable.87  

 The first permanent British settlements in North America were established in 1607. 

The colonists were mostly poor people from Europe who saw the opportunity for a better life. 

Richard Andrews writes, “They were people […] who almost inevitably viewed America’s 

land not as a fragile ecosystem or a scarce resource but as a virtually free, abundant 

commodity and an opportunity for economic benefit.”88 Some measures were taken to prevent 

overproduction and exhaustion of the soil, but these laws were ineffective because people 

could simply get a hold of new land when exhausting the old. Yet, the colonists created 

policies to prevent water pollution and protect human health. By 1776, almost all colonies had 

established regulations on wildlife to ensure food supply and as a means of commerce.89  

 The United States Constitution laid the foundation for establishing federal policies. 

The first environmental policies were not primarily created to address environmental issues, 

rather they were the result of solutions to other problems in the new society. In the years to 

come, land use would be one of the main interests of the federal government after acquiring a 

considerable amount of land between 1780 and 1867. The land acquisitions lead to numerous 

government subsidized expeditions beginning with Lewis and Clark in 1803. This became the 

bedrock for the frontier movement promoting Westward settlement of the continent. The 

purpose for settling the new land was to secure it to the U.S. and to gain access to its 

inexhaustible natural resources to ensure economic development and growth.90 This 
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cornucopian understanding of the environment, that the environment consists of unlimited 

resources and that the natural environment has a constant ability to maintain and renew itself 

regardless of how it is treated,91 meant that little environmental consideration was given. 

Andrews argues that “these policies legalized and promoted all-out commercialization and 

exploitation of the environment for immediate, private economic gain: what was good for 

settlers and developers was presumed to be good for the country.”92 This period, labelled 

Manifest Destiny, led to an adversarial relationship between people and nature. Roderick 

Nash confirms this view: “wilderness was the villain, and the pioneer, as hero, relished its 

destruction.”93 Exploitation of natural resources was a human right, Brulle even argues a duty, 

in order to maintain a growing economy. Manifest Destiny influenced both society at the 

time, but also established a base for future opposition to the environmental movement.94 

   

2.2. Stirrings of Environmentalism (1850-1960) 
 

Between 1850 and 1900, the American society was transformed from a primarily agrarian 

society to an urban and industrialized society. There were immense environmental 

consequences of crowded living, especially regarding sanitation and health.95 As a result of 

the gradually deteriorating environmental and health conditions in urban areas, the sanitation 

movement was established. The movement focused on improving housing conditions, 

providing cleaner water and food as well as demanding the establishment of sewage and 

waste systems in the cities. Industrial pollution, however, was commonly believed to be a sign 

of progress and consequently not a matter of national concern until later.96  

The Progressive Era at the end of the nineteenth century brought change to the 

understanding of environmental issues. Two movements gained influence during this period: 

conservation and preservation. Both movements were concerned with environmental issues, 

although with different views on nature management. The conservation movement with 

President Theodore Roosevelt and Gifford Pinchot as leading figures, promoted an early 

formulation of sustainable development: the use of resources in the present should not 

endanger the availability of resources in the future.97 Pinchot wrote: “Conservation means the 
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greatest good to the greatest number for the longest time.”98 The conservationists endorsed 

three main principles: using natural resources for the benefit of the current population, 

preventing waste production, and ensuring that natural resources were developed for the 

whole population regardless of class.99 They claimed an instrumental view of nature, meaning 

that nature was primarily valued for its commodities.100 Technical knowledge was important 

and they therefore established a national natural management organization staffed with 

scientists and professionals. Despite their instrumental view of nature, Roosevelt, a dedicated 

sportsman, saw the need to preserve some areas as natural landscapes leading to the creation 

of national parks. Collectively, the conservationists established a federal system of 

environmental management, increased the focus of the scarcity of natural resources, and 

created laws and enforcement on natural conservation. Nevertheless, because of their focus on 

development, the conservation policies resulted in a continuation of cornucopian 

understanding and natural overuse due to the focus on short-term economic benefits.101  

The preservation movement helmed by John Muir, had a contrasting view of nature 

management. Preservationists promoted an intrinsic view of nature, that nature had a value in 

itself. They fought to preserve some natural environments from development and to use only 

for educational purposes or recreation. Muir founded the Sierra Club in 1892 as a method of 

increasing the focus on natural preservation and promoting national parks.102 Yet, the 

preservation movement did not immediately gain the same political influence as the 

conservation movement. As a result of their focus on preserving nature for recreational 

purposes, they were accused of only representing the needs of the higher society classes.103  

Following the period of two World Wars and economic depression, great change was 

ahead. Society in the fifties was characterized by a more positive outlook on the future and 

economic growth lead to an increased focus on improving the overall quality of life. People 

began appreciating their natural environment by using nature as means of recreation. The 

national parks were frequently visited and the demand for a larger park system increased.104 

However, the economic growth had implications on the environment. Urban development and 

the enormous effort to build affordable housing, caused a decrease in housing prices which 

led to people being able to buy their own homes. Urban sprawl led to an increased reliance on 
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automobiles that generated more pollution. With the growth of the mass consumption society 

followed a rise in the production of waste and use of resources. Moreover, previous actions 

taken to mitigate local environmental problems, like waste and pollution in cities, also started 

to grow into a regional and national problem as the rivers and the air gradually became more 

and more polluted.105 Policy wise, the federal government was primarily preoccupied with the 

Cold War and the fear of Communism. Yet, a rising concern for environmental issues 

surfaced as it became apparent that local efforts to address environmental issues had failed. 

Though environmental issues were still perceived to be a matter of state authority, some 

federal environmental legislation was passed. Unfortunately, these were not effective in 

addressing the intended issues as the laws did not require direct reductions in emissions. 

Nevertheless, the new laws demonstrated federal concern for the increasing pollution problem 

in the United States.106 

 

2.3. Critical Developments 
 

The results of economic growth and the transition to a mass consumer society, coupled with 

policies that failed to reduce pollution, and increased media attention on environmental issues, 

lead to a rising concern amongst people. One of the most important works raising public 

awareness was the book “Silent Spring” by Rachel Carson. The book was published in 

September of 1962 and it had an immense impact on people’s understanding of the use of 

pesticides and its effect on nature and wildlife. Another book that had an impact on the 

American public’s understanding of the environment was Paul Ehrlich’s “The Population 

Bomb”. The book made people aware of the constraints of the human population on the 

environment and the scarcity of natural resources.107  

Two serious environmental focusing events also increased the attention on 

environmental degradation. On the 26th of October 1948, the city of Donora in Pennsylvania, 

was covered in a thick fog that lasted for six days killing and injuring many people. Berton 

Roueché described the dramatic incident from the residents’ point of view in an article that 

appeared in the New York Times.108 The article addressed the problem of the local versus the 

national scale. People were not aware that air pollution was not simply a local issue, but 
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actually a matter of national concern. This encouraged people to demand a national 

framework for addressing pollution. The other serious event catching people’s attention, was 

the fire on the Cuyahoga River in Ohio on June 29, 1969. This was actually not the first time 

the river caught fire, but this particular incident thrust upon the national stage as it was 

featured in Time Magazine.109 These two incidents were perfect examples of point-source 

pollution which was easy to trace and relatively easy to address.110  

The second important change came with the development of the concept of 

“environmental policy.” The idea was introduced in 1963 by Lynton Caldwell in the article 

Environment: A New Focus for Public Policy? He argued that in order to understand the 

environment correctly, one had to include humans; that our environment is tied to us as we 

constantly interact with it. In addition, Caldwell contended that people have always been 

trying to control their environment without truly understanding the consequences. Americans 

had focused on developing their nation and their economy, but had given little concern to the 

environment during this process. He recognized that some occupations had taken certain 

environmental considerations, but the main problem was the lack of a national environmental 

policy framework. Without this framework, decision-makers and institutions were forced to 

rely on different specialists’ analysis of specific of situations which lead to incoherent and 

varying responses to environmental issues. Caldwell concluded that comprehensive research 

into consequences for the environment would profit society, both economic and socially.111 

 

2.3.1 The Rise of the Grassroots Movement  

The prevailing discourse preceding the environmental movement was Manifest Destiny. The 

discourse remained relatively unchallenged until 1850 and promoted an instrumental value of 

nature. The creation of the modern environmental movement was the result of opposition to 

and critique of the Manifest Destiny discourse. The origins of modern environmentalism, also 

called Reform Environmentalism, can be traced back to primarily two perspectives. The first 

is the philosophy of utilitarianism, defined as an action which is beneficial for the material 

interest of a community is considered to be a good action. Efficient utilitarian policy is 

developed though applying rational science in policymaking. The second perspective is 

related to Thomas Malthus’ ideas regarding overpopulation. Malthus’ writing inspired the 

development of groups devoted to controlling the growth of the human population. It was not 
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until the latter part of the 1960s that reform environmentalism connected with some of the 

ideas of the conservation and preservation movements.112 This was initiated with the 

publication of Carson’s Silent Spring. The theme of the book “reunited conservationist and 

preservationist concerns about natural ecosystems with long-dormant Public Health 

concerns.”113 To maintain the fragile balance of nature, humans needed to take precautions. 

The link between ecology and policy was made. According to Brulle, Carson’s book was 

central for the movement as it contributed to defining the platform of modern Reform 

Environmentalism. The environmental movement was also closely linked to the anti-war 

movement and the student movements which reflected the broader public mobilization of the 

era. After 1970, the previously dominant environmental discourse, Conservation, was 

replaced by Reform Environmentalism. The political impact of the movement was enormous, 

carrying broad consensus throughout society. Like the equal rights amendments, opposing 

environmental legislation during this period was unheard of. Reform Environmentalism 

argues that environmental conditions are vital for human survival. Therefore, maintaining a 

healthy ecosystem is imperative for a thriving human society. The first group founded upon 

the notion of modern environmentalism was the EDF in 1967. The EDF developed a pattern 

of combining scientific research together with legal action to protect human health and the 

environment. These patterns have since become widely popular and are used by most of the 

conventional environmental organizations including the NRDC.114  

 

2.3.2 Rising Opposition to Modern Environmentalism 

When a social movement starts gaining public and political influence, counter-movements are 

often established to protect their own interests.115 Oppositional movements can be defined as 

“networks of individuals and organizations that share many of the same objects of concern as 

the social movements that they oppose [but] make competing claims on the state on matters of 

policy and politics[.]”116 The counter-movements are often driven by economic interests 

which are being challenged by the social movements they oppose.117  

 There were several responses to the gradually expanding power of the environmental 

movement. Some of these responses were assembled into a counter-movement called “Wise- 
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Use” which gained a foothold in the late 1980s. Wise-Use is a classic example of a counter 

movement established in order to protect special interests that are contrary to those of the 

environmental movement. The movement is based on the values of Manifest Destiny, and 

promotes state authority, property rights, and jobs protection. Wise-Use advocates argue that 

much of the environmental restrictions intervene with these basic rights, and that the best way 

of regulating environmental issues is through Milton Friedman’s free market mechanisms. 

The Wise-Use movement expanded during the 1990s to more than 1,500 groups throughout 

the United States. Three types of groups prevail within the movement. The first are advocates 

of property-rights who work against federal regulations on private land. The second are 

county-supremacy groups working to reinforce state and local authority. The last type are the 

general-purpose groups opposing all federal environmental regulations and laws.118  

The Wise-Use movement relies on different strategies to promote their agenda. They 

focus on education and lobbying in addition to suing the content of the Big Green’s speeches 

making it increasingly difficult for them to speak freely about environmental problems. Wise-

Use groups are also known for publishing articles challenging the effects of global warming, 

and even arguing that global warming can be beneficial for plants and wildlife. This has 

resulted in a heated debate between Wise-Use think tanks and pro-environment scientists. The 

movement is mostly financed by corporations with economic incentives to support the 

movement’s agenda including different oil, chemical, logging, automobile, and mining 

companies. Wise-Use groups also have support in communities widely affected by federal 

environmental regulations like societies highly reliant on coal mining. The Wise-Use 

movement possess a great deal of policy influence, but they meet a substantial amount of 

resistance by the Greens.119 

 

2.4. Creation of Modern Environmentalism  
 

Professors Daniel Mazmanian and Michael Kraft have developed a framework for studying 

the progress of modern environmental policy within the United States. They divide the 

development into three main epochs: Regulation for Environmental Protection, Efficiency-

based Regulatory Reform and Flexibility, and Toward Sustainable Communities. The 

different periods are characterized by how environmental issues are framed which leads to a 

political agenda, which again promotes the use of certain implementation strategies. The first 

                                                
118 Brulle, Agency, Democracy, and Nature, 126, 128. 
119 Ibid., 128, 130, 131. 



 35 

epoch is described by Mazmanian and Kraft as a “national awakening” characterized by the 

rise of environmentalism and the creation of a federal top-down policymaking framework of 

laws and regulations. The second epoch is characterized by policies based on incentives, 

decision-making on state and local scale, and rhetoric influenced by business interest groups 

arguing to have been negatively affected by the legislation passed in the previous epoch. The 

last epoch considers the society as a whole and focuses on the attempts to develop policies 

leading to more sustainable communities. The creators of the framework acknowledge that 

none of the epochs have ended, but that policies created in every stage still remain relevant in 

the current struggle towards a more sustainable community.120 

 

2.4.1. The Environmental Era – Regulation for Environmental Protection (1969-1979) 

One of the main problems of environmental protection and policy enforcement before 1970 

was its distribution over multiple, and often conflicting, agencies and departments. This made 

it difficult to coordinate and administer the policies effectively. In order to properly address 

environmental issues at the time, while also considering consequences for the future, a 

national environmental policy framework had to be established. Consequently, the National 

Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) was signed by President Richard Nixon on 

January 1, 1970.121 NEPA is meant to realize four main purposes:  
 

To declare a national policy which will encourage productive and enjoyable harmony between 
man and his environment; to promote efforts which will prevent or eliminate damage to the 
environment and biosphere and stimulate the health and welfare of man; to enrich the 
understanding of the ecological systems and natural resources important to the Nation; and to 
establish a Council on Environmental Quality.122 

 

The four purposes clearly show a transition from an instrumental to an intrinsic view of nature 

as it promotes harmony between people and their environment. Furthermore, the purposes 

focus on acquiring more knowledge of ecological systems laying the foundation for 

responsible and fact-based decision making. NEPA consists of three main elements designed 

to reinforce each other. First, the act states a clear national goal for environmental policy by 

identifying six principles the agencies and departments should work to fulfill. The second 

element is “action-forcing mechanisms” which make sure the agencies and departments apply 
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the six principles throughout their work.123 The last element was the creation of the Council 

on Environmental Quality, an oversight organization ensuring that the NEPA elements are 

implemented. It also advises the President on environmental issues and publishes annual 

reports describing the state of the U.S. environment. The unprecedented step of implementing 

NEPA was an indication of the nation’s commitment to addressing environmental 

degradation. Andrews argues that even though the act was a solid framework, it had little 

immediate effect on programs of environmental policy, but it was a significant first step.124 

 An important event demonstrating the public support for a strong, national 

environmental policy framework was the celebration of the First Earth Day held on April 22, 

1970. All around the U.S. millions of people gathered to show their support. Not since the end 

of World War II had so many people assembled in support of the same cause.125 This signaled 

to the federal government that policies addressing environmental issues would be welcomed, 

thereby making it easier to obtain bipartisan support in Congress.  

The next important step towards establishing a national environmental policy  

framework was the Reorganization Plan No.3, published in July of 1970. The plan argued that 

the only way of establishing an effective national policy framework aimed at addressing the 

increasing environmental problems, was to reorganize the existing structure and to establish 

agencies carrying the main responsibility of environmental enforcement.126 Subsequently, as a 

fulfillment of NEPA and the Reorganization Plan, the EPA was created on December 2, 1970, 

through an executive order issued by President Nixon.127 William Ruckelshaus was appointed 

the first Administrator. Ruckelshaus, a former prosecutor in Indiana dedicated to preventing 

air and water pollution, had vital knowledge and experience on the field. He was convinced 

that in order to provide efficient environmental protection, the federal level had to be 

strengthened to ensure compliance from the largest polluters.128    

Over the course of the next four years, new environmental legislation was frequently 

passed. The year 1970 saw the enactment of the Clean Air Act (CAA) which established 

federal standards for air pollution, followed by the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and 

Rodenticide Act (FIFRA) requiring all pesticides to be registered with the EPA. The act also 

demanded that pesticides should not pose any risk to human health or the environment. In 
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1972, the Federal Water Pollution Control Act (Clean Water Act/CWA) was passed which 

enabled federal water pollution control. That same year, the EPA banned the use of the 

chemical DDT in insecticides.129 The following year, the Endangered Species Act (1973) 

established protection for threatened species by prohibiting hunting of these species and other 

types of actions that may harm them.130 As a result of all of these acts, the early 1970s was an 

unprecedented and productive period in the history of U.S. environmental legislation. 

In the years that followed, President Nixon’s successors chose different strategies in 

relation to environmental legislation. Elected in 1974, President Gerald Ford focused on 

voluntary conservation in order to spurs the economy. Ford supported increased oil drilling, 

nuclear power plants, coal mines, and coal-fired plants. He also altered the CAA to permit 

more pollution because of increased reliance on fossil fuels. Due to insufficient support in 

Congress, many of these plans were never put into action.131 Nevertheless, three important 

pieces of legislation were enacted during Ford’s tenure as President. In 1974, the Safe 

Drinking Water Act (SDWA) was passed giving the EPA the authority to regulate drinking 

water. In 1976, the Resource Conservation and Recovery Act (RCRA) concerning hazardous 

waste was enacted. RCRA demanded a cradle-to-grave analysis of all dangerous waste and sat 

standards for storage and disposal of this type of waste.132 The last important piece of 

legislation enacted by President Ford was the Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976 (TSCA) 

that required testing of new chemicals to define their environmental impacts.  

Elected in 1977, Jimmy Carter described himself as an environmentalist. To spurs the 

development of renewable energy, he passed the National Energy Act of 1978 which gave tax 

incentives on green energy production. Carter also passed restrictive legislation on mining.133 

The last environmental act to be passed during Carter’s presidency was the Comprehensive 

Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act (CERCLA) creating a “Superfund” 

used to finance cleansing of contaminated sites by setting a tax on the chemical industry.134 

While President Carter made considerable progress on environmental policy, it was evident 

that the environmental decade was fading. Nevertheless, the Environmental Era resulted in 

the fundamental seven pillars of environmental policy (CAA, CWA, SDWA, RCRA, TSCA, 

FIFRA, and CERCLA) which remain essential to environmental protection and policy.135 
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During this period, a new wave of environmentalism mobilized, mainly through local  

grassroots organizations. These groups often emerged as a result of local environmental 

hazards,136 like the Love Canal disaster in 1978 in New York where hazardous chemicals 

leaked from a contaminated site causing health threats to the inhabitants.137 These types of 

grassroots organizations grew rapidly during the following years. Their main agenda was 

returning political authority to the local level to better address local issues. The Superfund 

was a result of the grassroots movement’s achievements following this incident. Many of the 

people affected by these environmental disasters were poor and felt overlooked by the large 

environmental organizations. They argued that these large organizations were more concerned 

with protecting local biodiversity and ignored the needs of the residents leading to conflicts 

between the them and the larger environmental movements.138 These grassroots 

environmental movements laid the foundation for the environmental justice movement which 

combines aspects of civil rights, social class, gender, and the environment.139 

 

2.4.2. Regulatory Reform and Toward Sustainable Communities (1980-2016) 

The 1980s saw a period of reduced environmental action. In 1980, Ronald Reagan was 

elected president with the promise to reduce the federal government, diminish governmental 

intervention on people’s lives, and return governmental authority to the states. President 

Reagan believed that governmental interference was an obstacle for economic growth and 

made it increasingly difficult to implement new legislation.140 A threefold policy strategy 

based on deregulation, defunding, and devolution was followed. Deregulation was not merely 

used as a strategy to revise existing regulations, but included avoiding the enactment of new 

regulations as well as weakening existing ones. Defunding was a strategy to reduce and 

prevent further governmental spending through a combination of budget and tax cuts. 

Devolution was a plan to return authority to the states. In addition, President Reagan created a 

task force charged with finding regulations which could be revised or revoked.141 The 

deregulatory agenda was partly fulfilled through Executive Order 12291 giving the Office of 

Information and Regulatory Affairs (OIRA), a small, relatively unknown entity within the 

Office of Budget and Management (OBM), the authority to review all future policy. The EO 

also demanded an array of different analysis as well as giving the OBM the authority to delay 
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implementation of rules indefinitely while under evaluation. This further prolonged an already 

complicated rulemaking process. Through this EO, President Reagan gained more control 

over which policies got implemented and which were discarded.142 Anne Gorsuch was 

appointed EPA Administrator with considerable consequences. She was allegedly given the 

position because she stated that it was possible to reduce the EPA to half its size. If 

Ruckelshaus goes down in history as the most successful EPA Administrator, Gorsuch might 

fit the bill as his opposite number. During her time at the agency, she managed to reduce the 

EPA budget by 21%, reduce the number of staff by 26%, and weaken the agency’s ability to 

enforce established regulations.143 In addition, much of the environmental policy passed by 

President Carter was rolled back, lost funding, or was simply overlooked.144 In 1983, 

President Reagan’s deregulatory agenda towards environmental policy was abandoned as a 

result of resistance from the Courts, Congress, and the American public. The administration 

was forced to change its approach on environmental protection and started by replacing EPA 

Administrator Gorsuch with former EPA Administrator William Ruckelshaus. Moreover, the 

administration increased funding for the agency and replaced over thirty other agency 

appointees. The next couple of years saw a strengthening not only to the Superfund program, 

but also to regulations aimed at addressing hazardous waste, contaminated drinking water, 

and pesticides.145 Despite all of these positive changes, President Reagan’s agenda had 

serious consequences for the EPA as the agency lost its scientific expertise, employee morale 

was weakened, and its ability to enforce regulations was debilitated. Reagan’s adversarial 

relationship towards environmental legislation also ended the consensus on environmental 

policy, consequently ending the tradition of strong bipartisan support for environmental 

legislation.146 Andrews argues: “Reagan’s deregulatory initiative caused deep and lasting 

damage to EPA, and to the evolution of U.S. policy more generally.”147 

 The Republican nominee for President, George H. W. Bush, campaigned with the 

promise of being an “Environmental President”. However, upon his election, he never 

managed to truly fulfill this promise as his tenure was profoundly affected by the Gulf War. 

Overall, President Bush followed a much more pro-environment agenda than his predecessor. 

His appointees to vital positions were more environmentally friendly, he addressed the issue 

of air pollution by strengthening the CAA, and developed a program to reduce acid rain 
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through a cap-and-trade program. Furthermore, he strengthened the enforcement of the clean-

up of hazardous waste sites and dumping of toxic waste. In addition, Bush endorsed increased 

economic funding for national parks. Bush did, however, promote economic development as 

long as environmental concerns were taken into account. This meant that new land could be 

opened up for oil drilling as long as the environment was not harmed. Nonetheless, the Exxon 

Valdez oil spill in 1989, stopped the search for places to drill in the Arctic National Wildlife 

Refuge in Alaska. Throughout his presidency, Bush promoted development of both fossil 

fuels as well as renewable energy. Rinfret and Pautz point out that the Bush presidency was 

the last the time the U.S. saw any sort of congressional action on environmental legislation.148 

Elected in 1992, President Bill Clinton was perceived by the Greens as representing 

possibilities for progress on environmental legislation. Perhaps his biggest asset, was his Vice 

President, Al Gore. During its two first years in power, Clinton’s administration created two 

national parks in California, passed the Food Quality Protection Act, and reauthorized the 

SDWA. Clinton’s agency appointees were endorsed by the environmental movement, and he 

attempted to increase the EPA budget. However, following the midterm election in 1994, the 

congressional majority shifted and the Republicans gained control of Congress. The GOP 

demonstrated a clear opposition to environmental regulations believed to encumber economic 

growth. Consequently, the political agenda shifted to other policy areas. Clinton did, however, 

make a clear effort of protecting the enacted environmental policy through his veto power. He 

also issued two important EOs, the first focusing on environmental justice, and the second 

replacing Reagan’s EO requiring the OBM to assess all agency rules, to only review 

substantial regulations. Clinton’s second term was highly overshadowed by personal scandal. 

Nevertheless, Clinton continued his pro-environment agenda by proposing to strengthen the 

Superfund program and attempted to join the international cooperation to reduce GHG 

emissions through ratifying the Kyoto Protocol. Still, none of these ambitions were 

followed through on, mostly due to low support in the Republican controlled Congress.149   

Clinton’s successor, President George W. Bush, was a strong advocate of fossil fuel 

energy which was clearly reflected in his political agenda. He appointed representatives from 

the oil and gas industry to agency positions, promised to rescind much of Clinton’s 

environmental policies, tried to open up new lands for oil drilling, promoted stricter cost-

benefit analysis, and proposed cuts to the EPA budget. Bush Jr. also further disconnected the 

nation from international environmental cooperation by not attending the international 
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environmental conferences. Furthermore, he tried stopping the EPA from regulating GHG 

emissions. This attempt failed as a result of the 2007 Massachusetts v. EPA Supreme Court 

ruling. This unprecedented case ruling demonstrated the courts’ influence on environmental 

policymaking. In this case, concerning the CAA, the courts decided that the EPA was 

responsible for regulating carbon dioxide unless they could present scientific evidence that 

carbon dioxide was not a pollutant. Through this decision, the courts strengthened the 

regulatory authority of the EPA.150 During the Bush presidency, the right to classify 

information was expanded and was applied to meetings between Vice President Dick Cheney 

and industries where environmental policies were discussed. The administration also removed 

scientific information on environmental issues including climate change. In spite of many of 

his detrimental policies, President Bush did promote some pro-environmental action. 

However, critics argue that these initiatives were not primarily aimed at environmental 

protection and thus the results failed to materialize. It is important to note that after only eight 

months in office, the 9/11 terrorist attacks occurred. Consequently, the main focus of the Bush 

administration became national security.151 

The election of President Barack Obama came with a sense of hope, especially 

regarding environmental policy. With a Democratic majority in Congress, progress on new 

environmental legislation seemed possible. President Obama promoted renewable energy and 

granted funding for research and development within the green energy sector through the 

American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009.152 Moreover, as a result of Massachusetts 

v. EPA, the agency conducted research on the impacts of GHG emissions and found that 

particularly six GHG types, including CO2, pose a threat to human welfare. The research also 

showed that a substantial part of these emissions came from new cars and trucks. 

Appropriately, the EPA issued an “Endangerment Finding” in December of 2009.153 In order 

to curb these emissions, new standards for motor vehicles were passed in 2010. California, 

however, wanted to reduce GHG emissions faster than the federal standards aimed for. The 

state applied for a waiver to exceed the national emission standards. The waiver was granted 

by the EPA in 2009 and gave California the right to enact stricter emission rules than the 

federal standards.154 In order to avoid a patchwork of various vehicle emission standards, the 
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Obama administration partnered with the California Air Resources Board and auto 

manufacturers to strengthen the federal standards in 2012. By creating one common standard 

for the whole nation, the auto manufacturers only had to comply with the one instead of 

multiple standards, thereby reducing manufacturing and consumer costs.155 The endangerment 

finding also led to an investigation into stationary sources of pollution. Accordingly, the EPA 

was authorized to regulate GHG emissions from the largest pollution sources emitting more 

than 100.000 tons in a year. This pertained to coal fired power plants and other large 

industries. To curb these emissions, the Clean Power Plan (CPP) was developed under the 

under the CAA in June of 2014. The plan aimed to achieve reductions in CO2 by setting 

guidelines for already existing power plants. Through the CPP, the Obama administration 

attempted to respond to the impacts of climate change.156 In addition to addressing climate 

change nationally, Obama also joined international efforts. Following the climate change 

conference in Paris in December of 2015, the Paris Agreement was adopted by 190 countries. 

In September 2016, Obama formally joined the agreement,157 albeit without Congressional 

approval. The Obama administration also conserved numerous public land and waters. Not 

since 1906 had more areas been protected.158 Despite these achievements, the hope 

environmentalists had regarding Obama’s presidency failed to materialize due to economic 

crisis and the prioritizing of other policy areas. Glenn Hurowitz expressed disappointment 

with the Obama administration in regard to environmental legislation. During the first six 

years, little progress was made. The Waxman-Markey bill aiming to introduce a cap-and-trade 

system, most likely would have passed in the Democratic led Congress if the administration 

had done more to ensure this. Hurowitz stated:  
 

There was such a love affair with Obama on the part of the Democratic party and the 
progressive movement more broadly that there were few environmentalists who had an 
appetite for targeting Obama or who could even imagine that he wouldn’t be the champion 
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that they had fooled themselves into thinking he would be.159 
 

There were instances where Obama actually undermined environmental policies, Hurowitz 

continued. The administration teamed up with China and India to oppose Europe’s efforts to 

introduce a limit on aviation pollution. During the last two years of the Obama administration, 

however, there were some pro-environmental achievements regarding the protection of 

national monuments and the advancement of the Clean Power Plan. Nevertheless, the plan 

should have been adopted earlier in his presidency as newly implemented laws are easily 

reversed by succeeding administrations, Hurowitz noted.160  

Daniel A. Mazmanian and John Jurewitz found that parts of the Obama legacy would 

have been difficult to finalize even with a different succeeding administration. As all EOs are 

revocable by succeeding presidents, they are vulnerable. The CPP already faced massive 

opposition from many states and the vehicle emission standards were challenged by the auto 

industry and lacked substantial public support. Finally, Obama’s efforts to join the 

international cooperation on reducing climate change was not ratified by Congress, which 

weakened its position.161  

An important aspect to observe is the rising tendency to rely on presidential power 

when creating new policy. As experienced during the Reagan, Clinton, W. Bush, and Obama 

presidencies, executive powers were central in both promoting as well as weakening 

environmental legislation. The president has consequently become one of the most important 

actors within the federal environmental policymaking framework.162 This is highly debated, 

as presidential orders usually lack congressional and public support. Looking back to early 

U.S. history, a leader acting without public consent is highly unpopular. In addition, these 

presidential policies are easily reversed, making the environmental policy framework weaker 

and more susceptible to attacks. Still, Mazmanian and Jurewitz argue that even though the 

president has taken on an increased role in environmental legislation, the extent of executive 

power has not formally expanded.163  

 

2.5. The Layers of the American Green State  
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Klyza and Sousa have examined the development of the environmental political framework of 

the American Green State. They argue that the Green State consists of three layers of policies 

developed gradually over more than 200 years.164 Their argument is based on the layering 

concept developed by Karen Orren and Stephen Skowronek. Layering is defined as “the 

placement of new forms of authority atop old ones left in place.”165 Orren and Skowronek 

argue that policies are created in different periods according to various principles. Policies are 

also aimed at addressing diverse issues with often contrary purposes.166 Past layers of policies 

have implications for enactment of new policies as “the different rules, arrangements, and 

timetables put in place by changes negotiated at various points in the past will be found to 

impose themselves on the actors of the present and to affect their efforts to negotiate changes 

of their own.”167 The different layers of policy do not replace each other, rather a new one is 

placed on top of the last one, thereby constructing a labyrinth of policies and institutions. 

When creating new policies, this labyrinth has to be taken into account.168  

The first layer of the Green State, economic liberalism, was created during the 1800s. 

As this period focused on economic growth and the development of natural resources, the 

laws of this time facilitated these initiatives. Few environmental laws were passed during this 

first layer and the legislation did not cover large environmental policy areas. Yet, the laws 

that were enacted, still remain strong and influential today. The 1872 Mining Laws are 

excellent examples of the durability of certain economic liberalism laws as they have proven 

almost impossible to reform. Accordingly, these laws still govern mining issues today.  

The next layer, conservation, was developed between 1890 and the 1960s. This layer 

is characterized by the two somewhat contrarian ideals of conservation and preservation. The 

conservationists argued that specialists should manage natural development along the lines of 

Pinchot’s early formulation of sustainable development. Preservationists, on the other hand, 

promoted preservation of nature for recreational purposes inspired by Muir’s philosophy. The 

policies of the second layer were placed on top of the previous one. As the policies from the 

economic liberalism layer did not cover much grounds in regard to environmental protection, 

new policies were often placed in open spaces creating few conflicts. Because the 

conservationist policies were based on development, it fit quite well with the political ideals 

of the first layer. However, the preservationist ideals were not as easily implemented resulting 
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in tension which still exists today. Throughout the rest of this period, most new policies were 

primarily aligned with the ideals of conservation.  

The third and final layer, environmentalism and preservation, is the Environmental 

Era. During this period, twenty-two vital laws were enacted. Some of these laws were created 

directly on top of existing ones from previous layers. The policies of this layer are largely 

characterized by regulatory approaches to environmental protection. Embedded deep into the 

policy layer, the regulatory approach has proven to be extremely difficult to split from despite 

the rise of effective alternative approaches towards environmental protection. To this day, the 

federal policymaking framework is extremely reliant on this regulatory approach which has 

faced opposition by those promoting a smaller federal government and economic 

development. By 1990, the third layer of the American Green State was complete.169  

This three-layered labyrinth of environmental policies represents opportunities as well 

as restrictions. Creation of new policies often conflicts with elements of existing ones and the 

existing ones have proven exceptionally resistant to change. Congress has never been able to 

reorganize the layers to simplify implementation of new policies. The fixed labyrinth also 

makes it difficult to create flexible and economically efficient policies because the Green 

State relies on regulatory approaches towards environmental protection. Klyza and Sousa 

argue that this complex construction of the American Green State is among the main reasons 

for the congressional gridlock seen today.170  

 

2.6. Chapter Summary  
 

The formation of the American Green State is complex, with exploitation of natural resources, 

but also provident steps towards environmental protection. The early colonialization brought 

enormous consequences for the natural environment. The colonists’ cornucopian perspective 

resulted in overproduction, soil exhaustion, and the extinction of species. As the Manifest 

Destiny period came to an end, a slow path towards a healthier relationship with nature was 

initiated through the notions of conservation and preservation. However, urbanization and the 

postwar economic boom led the nation into a period of enormous pollution and dramatic 

environmental events. Consequently, the modern environmental movement was established 

advocating the need to understand the intrinsic relationship between humans and nature. The 

environmental consciousness grew and the Environmental Era was beginning.  
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The main goal of the first epoch of modern environmental policy was to clean up 

pollution on land, in waters, and in the air. This point-source pollution was both easy to trace 

and address. During this period, there was a broad consensus throughout society that 

environmental degradation was serious and time sensitive, and should be considered a 

national priority. Accordingly, the support for environmental protection became hegemonic 

throughout society. The new legislation and regulations, which for the first time had concrete 

implications if violated, resulted in substantial improvements to air and water quality, in the 

managing of toxic waste and chemicals, and in the protection of biodiversity and natural 

resources.171 The seven pillars of the environmental decade all remain central in today’s 

political framework and has to be considered in all new legislation affecting the environment.  

The second and third epoch of environmental policymaking was characterized by 

various ambitions regarding environmental protection and policy. The environmental 

consciousness remained dominant until the beginning of the 1980s as the Reagan 

administration introduced their deregulatory agenda. Environmental regulations were 

considered a hindrance for economic growth and addressed accordingly. The consequences 

for the EPA were immense. More broadly, the hegemonic environmental consciousness fell 

apart and the support for regulations weakened. During the more recent years, environmental 

policy has become increasingly difficult to address due to more complex issues of climate 

change and non-point pollution which is difficult to both trace and address.172 Congressional 

gridlock and increased bipartisanship has resulted in little progress on new environmental 

legislation, and since 1996, no significant federal environmental legislation has been 

enacted.173 Consequently, the president has become the most important actor in environmental 

policymaking. Unlike congressional acts, executive legislation is fragile. As many of the 

recent amendments to the CAA and other attempts to address climate change are results of 

EOs, they are highly susceptible to reversal; weakening the overall resilience of the 

environmental policy framework.  

The labyrinth of the American Green State is the result of an array of various policies 

enacted throughout history. There are both great successes as well as increasing conflicts on 

environmental regulations in particular. The rising opposition between the environmental 

movement and industry interest groups have intensified the situation and further interfered 

with progress on legislation leading to today’s adversarial political landscape.  
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Chapter 3: Making America Great Again  
The Current Situation of U.S. Environmental Policy  
 

Pro-environmentalists argue that President Trump and his administration represents the 

greatest threat to the American Green State since its establishment during the Golden Era. His 

pro-growth and pro-business American Model aimed at restoring the greatness of the nation 

through deregulations and tax cuts, have especially affected the environmental political 

establishment. Particularly, the EPA has been weakened through budget cuts, the censoring of 

critical information, the dissolution of scientific advisory boards, and the revocation of vital 

environmental regulations. Thus, clear lines are drawn to the Reagan administration’s 

deregulatory agenda characterizing U.S. environmental policy at the beginning of the 1980s. 

The increased complexity of environmental problems combined with a rising political 

polarization on environmental issues and a constant congressional gridlock, has led to low 

expectations for progress on creating new environmental legislation at present. The main 

focus of the Big Green has been reworked to ensure that the EPA maintains enforcement of 

implemented policies, and through litigation, prevent roll backs of vital regulations set in 

place during the Environmental Era.  

 This chapter aims to present a complete overview of the current situation of 

environmental policy and protection within the United States. Moreover, it shows that the 

combination of the expansive presidential authority on environmental policy and an 

incapacitated Congress, makes progress on federal environmental legislation currently 

impossible. Relying mostly on recent newspaper articles and statements by the interviewees, 

this chapter provides an up-to-date description of the situation of U.S. environmental policy.  

The chapter starts by presenting the political agenda and rhetoric of President Trump 

and his administration. It continues by examining the results of his policies and the 

consequences for the EPA, particularly in regard to the staff’s ability to enforce current 

regulations. Moreover, the chapter looks into the current situation of information concealment 

and the dismantling of scientific advisory boards. Finally, the chapter examines the increasing 

political polarization on environmental issues and its implications characterizing Washington 

at the moment.  
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3.1. The Trump Agenda 
 

The United States, under the Trump administration, will continue to be the cleanest and most 
environmentally friendly country on Earth. We’ll be the cleanest. We’re going to have the 
cleanest air. We’re going to have the cleanest water. We will be environmentally friendly, but 
we’re not going to put our businesses out of work and we’re not going to lose our jobs. We’re 
going to grow; we’re going to grow rapidly.  

– President Donald J. Trump174  
 

President Trump’s Make America Great Again agenda will be achieved through an American 

Model for promoting pro-growth and pro-business policies. The administration’s main focus 

areas are tax-cuts, deregulation, and job creation.175 The Council of Economic Advisors found 

that deregulations will lead to economic growth and strengthen the U.S. economy. Moreover, 

it will most likely lead to innovation and more opportunities for the American people.176 In 

order to ensure job creation within the U.S., reductions in taxation are necessary. The Trump 

administration argues that tax-cuts will result in reinvestments in American businesses and 

the U.S. workforce, in addition to reducing the unemployment rate.177 Consequently, 

according to Vice President Michael R. Pence: ”Making America Great Again means more 

jobs, more growth, and more opportunity for American families and American business.”178 

President Trump’s deregulatory agenda holds substantial support among some industry 

interest groups, including the West Virginia Coal Association,179 the National Association of 

Manufacturers (NAM)180, and communities significantly impacted by environmental 

regulations, like regions reliant on coal industry.181   
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President Trump and his administration have taken a clear stance regarding their 

agenda for environmental policy and regulations. During his campaign for the American 

presidency, Donald Trump made several promises to change the course of environmental 

policy in order to reduce federal overreach and promote economic growth. Among some of 

his promises were as follows: cancelling U.S. participation in the Paris accord, eliminating the 

Clean Power Plan, reducing and revoking environmental regulations, diminishing the EPA, 

becoming energy independent, giving permission to build the Keystone XL pipeline, and 

reviving the coal industry.182  

The administration also promotes a clear anti-science agenda to create doubt around 

issues of climate change. According to the newspaper the Hill, the administration “wants to 

turn climate change-denial into national policy.”183 In a November 2016 interview with the 

New York Times, then President-elect Trump gave the following answer when asked about 

the link between climate change and human activities, “I think there is some connectivity. 

There is some, something. It depends on how much. It also depends on how much it’s going 

to cost our companies.”184 This somewhat nuanced statement is quite different from his 

statements on social media. President Trump vigorously relies on Twitter.185 On his Twitter 

account @realDonaldTrump he has consistently framed global warming as “stupid”, “based 

on faulty science and manipulated data”, and “an expensive hoax” “created by and for the 

Chinese”.186 However, research conducted over the last years shows a clear consensus on the 

causes and consequences of climate change. The National Research Council’s 2010 report 

Advancing the Science of Climate Change, asserts in their introduction: “Climate change is 

occurring, is caused largely by human activities, and poses significant risks for – and in many 

cases is already affecting – a broad range of human and natural systems.”187 More recent 

research shows the same. The Fourth National Climate Assessment Report, published in 

                                                
182 Jenna Johnson, “‘I will give you everything.’ Here are 282 of Donald Trump’s campaign promises.” 
The Washington Post, November 28, 2016, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/i-will-give-you-everything-here-are-282-of-donald-trumps-campaign-
promises/2016/11/24/01160678-b0f9-11e6-8616-52b15787add0_story.html?utm_term=.837abcff85f7  
183 Maria T. Cardona, “Trump’s Anti-Clean Energy Policies Bring us to a Moment of No Return”, The Hill, 
April 04, 2017, http://thehill.com/blogs/pundits-blog/energy-environment/327190-trumps-climate-change-
denialismbringsustoamoment?utm_campaign=unspecified&utm_content=unspecified&utm_medium=email&ut
m_source=apsis-anp-3  
184 New York Times, “Donald Trump’s New York Times Interview: Full Transcript”, November 23, 2016, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/23/us/politics/trump-new-york-times-interview-transcript.html  
185 For a complete overview of Donald Trump’s tweets, see http://www.trumptwitterarchive.com/  
186 Twitter, @realDonaldTrump, all URLs accessed February 26, 2018, 
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/431019797040869376,https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/2
64441602636906496,https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/428414113463955457,  
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/265895292191248385 
187 National Research Council of the National Academics, “Advancing the Science of Climate Change”, 
National Academy Press, 2010, 3, https://www.nap.edu/read/12782/chapter/2  



 50 

November 2017, states: “It is extremely likely that human influence has been the dominant 

cause of the observed warming since the mid-20th century. For the warming over the last 

century, there is no convincing alternative explanation supported by the extent of the 

observational evidence.”188 The report defines a confidence level of these findings as 

“extremely likely” reaching between 95 and 100%. Accordingly, the scientific community 

shares a broad consensus on the causes and consequences of climate change. This message, 

however, is not effectively communicated to the American people. 

The White House website on Energy and Environment takes a clear position on  

environmental policy arguing: “American energy must balance environmental protection with 

economic growth in order to encourage innovation, discovery, and prosperity.”189 The 

administration aims to achieve these objectives through a deregulatory agenda which bears 

close resemblance to the strategies promoted by the Reagan administration during the early 

1980s. The agenda aims to reduce unnecessary regulations on industry and businesses as well 

as reducing federal overreach.190 The semiannual report entitled Unified Agenda of 

Regulatory and Deregulatory Actions documents the agencies’ agendas on regulatory 

activities for the next six months.191 The current Unified Agenda states that in order to ensure 

economic growth and innovation, reviewing and revoking ineffective and outdated 

regulations are necessary. Every Fall, the agenda includes a Regulatory Plan which provides 

comprehensive descriptions of the agency’s most substantial future regulatory activities and 

priorities.192 This year’s Regulatory Plan states that there will be a “fundamental shift” in the 

way the Trump administration makes use of regulations compared to previous 

administrations. The plan will work as a “roadmap for a more limited, effective, and 

accountable regulatory policy.”193 The administration’s plan for regulations relies mostly on 

repealing existing ones in order to promote their overall goal of returning the nation to its 

former greatness. Wise-Use ideals of state authority, property rights, and jobs protection is 

clearly reflected in the Trump administration’s agenda regarding environmental policy. 
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This administration’s first budget America First: A Budget Blueprint to Make 

America Great Again provided an outlook on the administration’s future priorities. As with 

proposed budgets most, the administration did not expect the budget to be approved by 

Congress in its original state, but it served as a useful tool of promoting and demonstrating 

their agenda. The budget argued that in order to return America to its former glory, some hard 

choices had to be made. The overarching goal of making America great would be achieved 

through increased funding for defense, improved immigration enforcement, combatting 

crimes and the opioid crisis, as well as keeping taxpayers money within the United States to 

stimulate the economy. By prioritizing these issues, other areas of policy would be affected 

and various agencies and departments would experience reductions. Trump argued in his 

budgetary statement that these cuts would encourage efficiency and prevent wasteful 

spending. Moreover, it would demonstrate American strength to the global community. The 

Budget Director, Mick Mulvaney, drew comparisons to budget cuts implemented during the 

Reagan administration which further strengthens the opinion that this administration promotes 

a similar agenda. In relation to environmental protection, funding for the EPA was suggested 

to be cut by 31.4% from the 2017 budget. Most of these reductions would be made by 

eliminating the Clean Power Plan, substantially reducing support to the Superfund program as 

well as removing programs with duplicate functions and returning responsibility of 

enforcement and compliance to the states.194 If enforced, these budget cuts would have 

considerable consequences. The number of EPA staff would be reduced by more than 20% or 

3,200 positions. Funding for research has also been threatened with significant budget cuts 

and the Office of Research and Development would lose half its funding. Fifty EPA programs 

would be removed and funding for the cleanup of toxic areas would decrease.195 The America 

First budget clearly demonstrates that environmental protection and policy will not be a high 

priority during the Trump administration’s time in office.  

 

3.2. The Trump Agenda Carried Out 
 

In a manner similar to his predecessor, President Trump and his administration vigorously 

utilizes unilateral executive powers to promote their political agenda. In fact, among the first 
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courses of action President Trump took regarding environmental policy was issuing several 

Executive Orders to revoke environmental rules. Three EOs issued within the first three 

months of the Trump administration directly targeted environmental policy and regulations. 

The first, Executive Order 13771 Reducing Regulation and Controlling Regulatory Costs was 

issued January 30, 2017. The main motive behind this EO was to introduce the 2:1 agenda. 

This agenda demands that for every “new regulation issued, at least two prior regulations be 

identified for elimination [.]”196 The overall purpose of the 2:1 agenda is to cut the expenses 

imposed on companies when complying with regulations and reducing governmental 

overreach. Furthermore, the EO stresses that all costs related to development of new 

regulations must be closely monitored in order to save taxpayers’ dollars.197  

The second EO was issued on February 24th, 2017. Executive Order 13777, Enforcing 

the Regulatory Reform Agenda, continues the agenda of the previous EO and states “It is the 

policy of the United States to alleviate unnecessary regulatory burdens placed on the 

American people.”198 The order’s intention is to present a strategy of achieving the 2:1 agenda 

by requiring all heads of agencies to name one employee Regulatory Reform Officer. The 

duty of this officer is to oversee that the whole agency complies with the 2:1 agenda. 

Moreover, the EO requires establishment of Regulatory Reform Task Forces within each 

agency. These task forces are charged with finding regulations that are unproductive, costly, 

and impede job creation. Next, they will evaluate these regulations and determine whether to 

revoke or revise them. Within ninety days of the EO’s issuing date, the task forces will 

present their findings and recommendations to the heads of the agencies.199  

The last Executive Order, EO 13783, Promoting Energy Independence and Economic 

Growth was issued on March 28th, 2017. The order states that in order to ensure geopolitical 

security, development of the nation’s energy resources is essential. Clean and safe energy will 

be promoted, though not at the expense of economic growth and job creation. First and 

foremost, the order affects the Clean Power Plan.200 The CPP gave the EPA jurisdiction to set 

guidelines for CO2 emissions for already existing power plants. The Obama administration 

argued that through this plan they would achieve significant results in emissions reduction 
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from fossil fuel-fired power plants by 2030.201 According to the current White House website, 

the Trump administration, along with thirty-seven enterprises related to fossil fuel energy 

production, twenty-four trade associations, three labor unions, and twenty-seven critically 

affected states, did not endorse the CPP. Consequently, EO 13783 was considered a great 

relief to many Americans. The order revokes actions on climate change taken by the former 

administration and returns authority over the power plants to the states, thus reducing federal 

overreach, a large part of Trump’s deregulatory agenda.202 The EPA formally announced the 

repeal of the CPP in a notice published in FR on October 16th, 2017. The notice presents 

arguments for why a repeal is necessary through an evaluation of the CPP together with a 

cost-benefit analysis.203 For the opponents of deregulation, the termination of the CPP is a 

matter of deep concern. Due to high participation from both sides of the public on the notice, 

the EPA was forced to hold additional hearings and prolong the public commentary period to 

April 26th, 2018.204 Until the CPP has gone through all the obligatory stages of the notice-and-

comment process, little progress will be made concerning the repeal of the plan.    

The Trump administration also followed through on their highly contested promise to 

issue permission for the Keystone XL pipeline (KXL). The project was rejected by the Obama 

administration and environmental groups are dismayed with the revival of the pipelines. The 

Keystone pipeline is already in place and operating, transporting crude oil from tar sand in 

Alberta, Canada, to refineries in the mid and southern parts of the United States. The KXL 

project concerns an expansion of the existing pipeline system. Proposed in 2008, the work 

with obtaining permission for the project has been an ongoing battle for the TransCanada 

Corporation. The company plans to extend the existing pipeline and build new ones as far as 

the Texas region of the Gulf Coast. The project is controversial because of its reliance on tar 

sand oil. This type of oil extraction demands additional resources, thus making it costly for 

both the economy, as well as the environment, as the extraction is emitting almost four times 

more carbon pollution than usual crude oil extraction and processing would. 205 Nevertheless, 

on January 24th, 2017, President Trump signed an executive memorandum concerning the 
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construction of the KXL pipeline. The memorandum invited the construction company 

TransCanada to re-submit their project application. Furthermore, the memorandum states that 

permission shall be granted within two months of the submission of the application, provided 

that all requirements stated in the document are met.206 Consequently, the authorization was 

issued on March 23th,207 but there are still barriers in place, both economic, regulatory, and 

legal, preventing the KXL project from continuing. The development is also facing significant 

opposition from the environmental movement. The President of the NRDC, Rhea Suh, 

promises to use all available resources to fight the project.208 

On June 1st, 2017 Trump made good on his promise to withdraw from the Paris 

Climate Accord. The administration argued that the agreement was badly negotiated by the 

former administration and if implemented, it would undermine the nation’s capacity to create 

jobs and remain competitive, while simultaneously producing negligible environmental 

results.209 There are, however, several conditions to the withdrawal process which makes it 

much more complicated than simply pulling out. These conditions will be further discussed in 

the following chapter. As a result of the complexities within the content of the Paris Accord, 

the Trump administration has not managed to fully withdraw from it; they have simply 

announced that the process has begun. 

 In order to revive the U.S. automobile industry, President Trump promised to revoke 

the vehicle emission standards set by the Obama administration as a partial strategy for 

addressing the endangerment findings. The standards were projected to dramatically reduce 

American oil dependence and cut over six billion metric tons of GHG emissions.210 For the 

last six months, the standards have been under midterm evaluation. In the beginning of April, 

the EPA announced that “the current standards are not appropriate and should be 

revised.”211 Scott Pruitt, the current EPA Administrator, stated that the Obama administration 

had “made assumptions about the standards that didn’t comport with reality, and set the 
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standards too high.”212 Not only will a revision of these standards target federal law, but also 

affect the California waiver that permits the state to set higher emissions standards than 

nationally. Additionally, because twelve other states are following California’s standards, 

revoking this waiver will have far reaching consequences. Not surprisingly, California has 

threatened to sue if their waiver is retracted.213 A conflict between the EPA leadership and 

California is on the verge of transpiring. Pruitt has declared that he is not going to be 

commanded by the states, claiming, “Cooperative federalism doesn’t mean that one state can 

dictate standards for the rest of the country.”214 Revising the emissions standards includes a 

notice-and-comment process which will take a great deal of time. Until the process is 

completed, the standards will remain at their current level. However, as the California waiver 

remains under reexamination, it is likely that the states will work hard to ensure its survival.  

 

3.2.1 EPA Transition and Scott Pruitt  

Arguably, the EPA has been one of the federal agencies most impacted by the Trump 

administration’s deregulatory agenda. The EPA transition team was led by Myron Ebell, a 

well-known climate skeptic from the fossil fuel supported advocacy group, the Competitive 

Enterprise Institute. Ebell also co-chairs the organization Cooler Heads Coalition, whose main 

objective is to examine the validity of science regarding human caused climate change. As 

head of the EPA transition team, Ebell held a great influence towards shaping the future of the 

agency, by for instance finding appointees to the top positions.215 This raised concern on the 

part of environmentalists regarding the appointment of the new EPA Administrator. 

Environmentalists worst fears were realized when Scott Pruitt was appointed on 

February 17th, 2017. Randy Francisco, organizer with the Sierra Club’s Beyond Coal 

Campaign in Pennsylvania, wrote on the Club’s official blog Compass that “having Scott 

Pruitt in charge of the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency is like putting an arsonist in 

charge of fighting fires.”216 Pruitt has spent most of his working career opposing major 

environmental policies, described himself as “a leading advocate against the EPA’s activist 
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agenda”217, sued the EPA fourteen times with support from the regulated industry, and openly 

challenged the widely held theory that human activities are the primary cause of global 

warming.218 Before becoming the fourteenth EPA Administrator, Pruitt held the position as 

Attorney General of Oklahoma. Specializing in constitutional law, Pruitt focused on opposing 

federal overreach and unjust regulations as well as protecting jobs of “hard working 

Americans.” According to the EPA website, he endorses environmental protection and claims 

this is an essential governmental priority.219 

Representatives from the environmental movement describes Pruitt in a quite different 

manner. NRDC’s President, Reah Suh, argued that Pruitt spent most of his working career 

denying “Americans the benefits of reducing mercury, arsenic, and other toxins from the air 

we breathe; cutting smog that can cause asthma attacks; and protecting our wetlands and 

streams.”220 EDF’s President, Fred Krupp, stated:  
 

Scott Pruitt has a record of attacking the environmental protections that EPA is charged with 
enforcing. He has built his political career by trying to undermine EPA’s mission of 
environmental protection. Our country needs — and deserves — an EPA administrator who is 
guided by science, who respects America’s environmental laws, and who values protecting the 
health and safety of all Americans ahead of the lobbying agenda of special interests.221 
 

Former EPA employees also reacted negatively to Pruitt’s nomination to the position of EPA 

administrator. Before Pruitt was confirmed, 773 former EPA officials sent a letter to the U.S. 

Senate trying to convince them to reject President Trump’s top pick, arguing that he 

counteracts environmental law and does not support the enforcement of environmental 

regulations.222 Moreover, the union representing all EPA employees urged its members to call 
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their Senator and try to convince them to reject Pruitt. Never before has an EPA 

Administrator nominee faced more opposition. A former employee stated: “If people are 

saying and doing things like this, it’s because they’re really concerned.”223 

The main problem with Scott Pruitt from an environmentalist’s perspective is his close 

relationship with the fossil fuel industry, especially the oil and gas companies. It was revealed 

that a letter supposedly written by Pruitt as Attorney General to the EPA, was actually written 

by the oil and gas company Devon Energy. The letter argued that air pollution from natural 

gas drilling was overestimated by the EPA. Not surprisingly, business interest groups were 

therefore very supportive of Pruitt as the choice for EPA Administrator arguing that he would 

prevent federal overreach, ensure that the EPA stays within their scope of authority, and 

promote local initiatives.224 Another interesting fact was that as Attorney General, Pruitt 

criticized the close relationship between previous administrations and the environmental 

movement. He even argued that previous State Attorney Generals were in the pocket of 

environmental lobbyists and condemned this. 225 Yet, the current situation is quite similar 

considering Pruitt’s close relationship and cooperation with the fossil fuel industry.  

David Doniger, Director of the Climate and Clean Air Program at the NRDC defined 

the Trump administration as particularly hostile towards environmental policy which has 

resulted in an increased adversarial posture between the EPA and the environmental 

movement. According to Doniger, Pruitt and the administration have four main objectives for 

the agency. First, they want to rescind as many Obama-era policies as possible. Second, they 

want to revoke the fundamental environmental laws ensuring action on pollution reduction in 

the air and water. Third, they want to drastically reduce the EPA’s budget. And finally, they 

want to force out the career expertise and “decapitate the professional staff so that only the 

dead would remain.”226 In summary, Doniger argued that the administration is attempting to 

hinder the implementation of environmental laws in the short term and undermine the laws 

themselves in the long term. The budget cuts will do permanent damage to the agency, and 

combined with the loss of staff expertise, the EPA is facing great challenges. With each new 

administration, changes are made to the agencies, this is not unusual. Each administration has 

differing opinions on how to carry out existing programs and policies. But under Pruitt, they 

want to revoke the policies altogether. It appears as if the executive branch is not interested in 
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carrying out environmental policy at all, Doniger concluded.  

Despite the fact that changes within agencies are normal following the inauguration of 

a new president, EPA employees also describes this transition as different from previous ones, 

especially considering the overt hostility the agency is experiencing. One employee stated: 

“we've never experienced a transition like this.”227 Moreover, the current administration is 

vigorously controlling and concealing information both externally and within the agency. 

Many civil servants administering various programs within the EPA are excluded from 

critical information.228 Christopher Sellers confirmed this. During interviews with EPA 

employees, Sellers was told about a list allegedly containing the names of about 3,000 EPA 

workers who were blacklisted and should not be kept in the loop regarding specific types of 

information. ”They have […] partitioned of the agency into friendlies versus un-friendlies.”229 

Because the current administration is trying to dismantle the existing programs, they do not 

trust the staff to follow through on this agenda, Doniger noted.230  

Since Pruitt was appointed administrator, the EPA has experienced dramatic changes, 

especially regarding the number of staff. In March of 2017, the agency had an estimated 

15,000 employees. In January of 2018, the number was reduced to 14,162. The number of 

employees has not been this low since the agency’s inception in December of 1970. Not even 

during the first years of the Reagan administration, was the agency so understaffed. The 

reductions are achieved through buyouts, early retirements, and voluntary resignations.231 

Pruitt proudly announced that as a result of these cuts, they have saved a great deal of 

taxpayer money. Even still, the administration is planning further reductions. Over the next 

five years, they claim that between 25% and 47% of the employees are possible retirees.232 

Last Spring, Scott Pruitt initiated a campaign to bring the agency back to its core 

mission of protecting human health and the environment. The public campaign was launched 

on April 13th, 2017, at a coal mine in Pennsylvania where Pruitt gave a speech presenting the 

EPA’s Back-to-Basics agenda.233 The strategy consists of the three E’s: environment, 

economy, and engagement. The three E’s advocate environmental protection through sensible 

regulations allowing economic growth, bringing environmental enforcement back to the 
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states, and engaging with local partners.234 The following Fall, the EPA published their 

Strategic Plan for the next four years. The plan is an extension of the back-to-basic agenda 

and promotes three main goals: 1) returning to the core mission by focusing on clean air, 

water, and land, 2) applying “Cooperative Federalism” to rebalance authority between the 

state and federal government, and 3) ensuring that the EPA keeps within its authority and 

manages the law correctly. According to the plan, the three goals will provide more efficient 

work, promote transparency, and guarantee environmental results.235 The content of these 

goals clearly reflects the main objectives of the Wise-Use movement; reducing the federal 

government, returning authority to the states, and protecting private property. This clearly 

demonstrates the industry interest groups influence on the current administration.  

Remarkably, the Strategic Plan does not mention the phrases “climate change,” 

“greenhouse gas emissions,” or “carbon dioxide”, issues perceived to be the main causes of 

climate change. In contrast, in the plan developed by the Obama administration, “climate 

change” was mentioned more than forty times with one of the five main goals exclusively 

addressing it. The lead economist for the Union of Concerned Scientists, Dr. Rachel Cleetus, 

argued: “This wasn’t an oversight, this is a deliberate strategy by this administration.”236  

The Center for American Progress has examined the inconsistencies between Pruitt’s 

promises regarding environmental protection and his actions. Five main contradictions stand 

out. Firstly, Pruitt promised to maintain the EPA’s scientific integrity, make informed 

decisions based on scientific results, counter political interference, and sustain transparency in 

the agency’s work. Evidence shows that Pruitt has done the exact opposite. He has refused 

taking advice from scientific experts, political involvement in decision-making has increased, 

the phrase “climate change” has been completely removed from federal documents and 

websites, and funding has been cut for scientific programs. Secondly, the EPA Administrator 

guaranteed the cleanup of toxic and contaminated sites through increased funding for the 

Superfund program. Again, Pruitt did the contrary. The Superfund subsidy was proposed to 

receive a cut by almost one-third, as well as funding necessary for enforcement of the 

program. After Hurricane Harvey flooded contaminated sites in Huston, the EPA failed to 

consider urgent health risks, and after Hurricane Maria hit several islands in the Caribbean, 

people drank contaminated water from toxic sites. Thirdly, Pruitt argued that one of the 
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EPA’s main tasks is to ensure clean air to all Americans. Despite this claim, Pruitt has 

delayed action on improving air quality standards and accepted increased emissions from 

industries through slowing down litigation and ignoring or changing existing standards. 

Fourth, Americans’ right to clean water is also one of Pruitt’s main focus areas. Among the 

first actions Pruitt took was trying to repeal a safe drinking water rule ensuring clean water for 

nearly one-third of Americans. He has also promoted using waterways as dischargers of 

pollution from power plants and coal mines. The final contradiction concerns public health 

and safety. Described as one of his top priorities, Pruitt’s actions speak otherwise. He rejected 

scientific advice regarding toxic chemicals, promoted new policies allowing for sales of new 

dangerous chemicals, and delayed vital action on banning high risk toxic substances and 

pesticides known to cause extreme harm to public health.237 These actions clearly demonstrate 

Pruitt’s distorted priorities.  

This past January, the Trump administration celebrated its first year in office by 

putting up posters in all EPA offices around the country labelled A Year of Great 

Environmental Achievements for America.238 The posters displayed pictures of President 

Trump and Scott Pruitt as well as five so-called environmental achievements in 2017. Among 

these achievements were the proposal to repeal the Clean Power Plan, revising the Clean 

Water Rule, promoting a safe and healthy economy and cleaned up Superfund sites.239 The 

last achievement is clearly a great accomplishment, however, the cleanup of these sites had 

been going on for years and was actually completed when initially Pruitt took office.240  

EPA employees have responded to the posters with genuine disbelief. Some feel that 

this is propaganda campaign trying to convince them of the necessity of the administration’s 

deregulatory agenda. To the employees who have dedicated their lives to protecting human 

health and the environment, these posters represent defeat. A former employee remarked that 

“all of his posters brag about removing public health and safety protections,”241 the opposite 

of what the EPA is authorized to do. Another employee stated, “the posters are a slap in the 

face of the employees who have dedicated their careers to enforcing the environmental 
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regulations to keep the American public healthy and safe.”242 Some employees have even 

tried to flip the posters around to avoid being reminded of their setbacks, but then the 

administration responded by making them two-sided.243 EPA employees express deep 

concern about the situation: “What I see in my peers is concern and anxiety; we've never 

experienced a transition like this.”244  

 

3.2.2. Information Concealment and Censoring 

In addition to removing climate change from central EPA documents, President Trump also 

removed the phrase from the National Security Strategy (NSS). The NSS contains a list of 

global threats to the U.S. society and strategies aimed to address these threats. In President 

Obama’s NSS, confronting climate change was one of eight threats to national security. The 

section Confronting Climate Change argued: “Climate change is an urgent and growing threat 

to our national security, contributing to increased natural disasters, refugee flows, and 

conflicts over basic resources like food and water.”245 The strategy also encouraged increased 

focus on resilience and adaptation towards the impacts of climate change.246 President 

Trump’s NSS is a strong contrast and does not mention climate change at all.247 Remarkably, 

climate change mitigation is no longer perceived to be an issue of national security.  

Revisions in information do not only pertain to written documents. In April of 2017, 

the EPA announced that their website would undergo adjustments in order to best comply 

with the policies of the new administration. Once again, climate change was among the issues 

targeted. The previous website on climate change was a resource of general information on 

the topic, its effects and consequences, how the EPA addressed the issue, as well as a guide to 

how to reduce own personal environmental footprint.248 Several environmental NGO’s have 

been monitoring changes in information on climate change and other environmental issues on 

federal websites. The Environmental Data and Governance initiative (EDGI) published a 

report on information concealment and censoring, focusing on the EPA in particular. The 
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group has registered alterations in the overall information on climate change and the manner it 

is described. Words like “climate change” and “greenhouse gases” have been replaced by less 

precise vocabulary like “sustainability” and “emissions”. The adjustments have also made the 

information more difficult to access. The concealed information and resources are designed to 

help states, communities, and tribes to adapt to and mitigate the impact of climate change. 

More than two-hundred of these climate adaptation webpages have been removed, thereby 

compromising the local work on resilience. Furthermore, the removal of information has 

broad implications on the notice-and-comment process. In order for the public to contribute 

with meaningful comments on proposed legislation, access to central information on the issue 

is vital. An excellent example is the removal of the Clean Power Plan website. The site was 

removed before the commenting period was closed, thereby depriving the public of their main 

source of information on the topic. Finally, the information concealment contributes to 

strengthening the denialist cause by creating doubt on the empirical research and scientific 

consensus on climate change by removing evidence of this. It is important to note that the 

EDGI has not yet found any indication of climate data being permanently erased. The data is 

still accessible online, but finding it has become very complicated. Previous links are 

discontinued or redirected to non-existing webpages or webpages being updated. As the 

notice of adjustments were given the same day the changes began, there was little possibility 

for interested parties to gather information before the information was made less accessible or 

altered altogether. The notice also failed to inform where the changes would be made.  

To prevent similar situations in the future, the EDGI presents some recommendations 

when making alterations to federal websites. First, they promote transparency by giving 

notice well in advance of the planned changes. The notifications should also explain why the 

alterations are necessary and what they concern. Next, the EDGI advocates the use of public 

archives. These archives should hold information on what changes have been made as well as 

containing the previous site in its original condition. No alterations should be made before 

this information is securely preserved. Thirdly, online resources must be respected for their 

importance on both educational, historical, and scientific research in the future.249 By 

following these recommendations, public access to vital information is ensured.  

As a response to the collapse in environmental information online, several of the Big 

Green have established webpages solely charged with monitoring the Trump administration’s 

actions on environmental policy. The NRDC, the Sierra Club, and the Environmental 

Integrity Project (EIP) among others have established Trump watch sites to make it easier for 
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the public to keep track of changes in information as well as keeping a record of the changes 

in policies and agencies. Through these actions, the Greens hold the administration 

responsible for their actions and makes it harder to continue on the same path.   

 This past March, the censoring and spreading of denialism went even further. 

Regional EPA employees were given “talking points” to use when engaging with local and 

tribal communities about adaptation to environmental challenges. The talking points 

downplayed human activity as a cause for climate change, despite the scientific consensus 

determining the opposite. The cards also argued that there is scientific disagreement on the 

extent of climate change and the ways to measure the changes. One of the standardized 

statements claimed that despite broad research on the changing climate “clear gaps remain 

including our understanding of the role of human activity and what we can do about it.”250 By 

equipping regional EPA employees with these talking points, the administration further 

advances its denialist agenda in addition to encumber local climate change initiatives by 

creating doubt on the approaches towards resilience and adaptation. 

Christa Clapp, the head of the climate finance work at CICERO, compared her 

experience working at the EPA with the current situation. During her time, the agency 

focused on climate change education. They had an “ask the EPA” email where students could 

send in questions and get answers from the staff. Accordingly, the whole climate change 

division contributed to education on the issue. These initiatives are no longer prioritized. 

Clapp’s biggest concern related to Pruitt’s agenda as a climate skeptic and the way he uses his 

influence to frame environmental issues in uncertainty and doubt, as well as drawing religious 

parallels. “The way Trump and Pruitt, and many others frankly, are framing the climate 

change discussion is that […] either you believe or you don’t believe.251 

 

3.2.3. Targeting Science and Science Advisory Committees 

The Trump administration has targeted environmental science through various approaches. 

They have filled central positions at the EPA with climate change deniers, considerably 

reduced funding for research, and driven an anti-science campaign claiming that the 

consequences of climate change are exaggerated.252 The Trump administration has also 
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proposed a rule limiting the science which EPA can rely on through the “Honest and Open 

New EPA Science Treatment Act of 2017” (HONEST Act). The act was created “[t]o prohibit 

the Environmental Protection Agency from proposing, finalizing, or disseminating regulations 

or assessments based upon science that is not transparent or reproducible.”253 This means that 

the EPA cannot create new regulations based on research which is closed to the public. On the 

surface, this does not seem to be an unreasonable request. However, because much of this 

research contains confidential health records or trade secrets, this can actually become a great 

obstacle and dramatically limit the range of science available to base regulations on.254 The 

bill has passed the House, but awaits approval by the Senate.255  

In April of 2017, a letter condemning the Trump administration’s approach towards 

science was written by the Environmental Protection Network and signed by more than seven 

hundred former EPA employees, scientists, and analysts. The letter clearly demonstrates the 

scientific and environmental community’s discontent with the current situation. It urges the 

administration to change courses regarding its approach towards climate science and climate 

change in general in order to mitigate and adapt to future consequences.256        

In addition to targeting science in general, the current administration has made great 

efforts to reduce their reliance on science advisory committees. The Union of Concerned 

Scientists (UCS) made an assessment of the use of advisory committees during the current 

administration through examining seventy-three committees, tracking their hiring and 

meetings. In modern times, most administrations have relied on advice from committees and 

councils like the Council on Environmental Quality. UCS argues that advisory committees are 

central as the they provide advice based on current and reliable scientific research. Moreover, 

the committees notify when new and important research on the field emerges and they act as 

advisors for agencies and policymakers to turn to when facing complex issues. Of the eighty-

three federal science advisory positions, only twenty were filled by the end of 2017. This 

number is dramatically lower compared to the same period of the previous two 

administrations, when the Bush administration had filled fifty-one positions and the Obama 
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administration had filled sixty-three. The UCS’s report also shows that the science 

committees within the EPA failed to meet as often as required. Scott Pruitt further 

complicated the composition of the scientific committees within the EPA by excluding all 

scientists receiving EPA grants.257 This has resulted in a shift in “the balance on advisory 

committees away from unconflicted academic experts toward industry experts.”258 The UCS 

argues that the committees are treated with disrespect and negligence. A former member of an 

advisory committees stated that “The politicization is frightening, […] politics shouldn’t be 

involved in this science-based process.”259  

The EPA’s Science Advisory Board (SAB), Clean Air Scientific Advisory Committee  

(CASAC), and the Board of Scientific Counselors (BOSC) have experienced severe 

consequences of the Trump agenda. In June of 2017, several committee members of got the 

message that their terms were not going to be renewed. Consequently, the BOSC executive 

committee now consists of only five members. In the five subcommittees, only eleven out of 

the forty-nine members got their terms renewed. Meetings supposed to be held during the Fall 

of 2017 were cancelled because of the low membership numbers. The BOSC committee 

advises the EPA Office of Research and Development which is facing great budget cuts. 

Scientists speculate whether the committee will be able to address central environmental 

issues and present meaningful research in the field within these stringent restrictions.260  

The EPA’s SAB has also been targeted. Their operating budget is proposed cut by 

84%, meaning that they will only be able to coordinate two peer reviews every year compared 

to its current number of twenty.261 Pruitt defended the decision to not renew the scientists’ 

terms by arguing that the board needs to consist of members from various sectors. He stated 

that it is important to include the regulated community to understands the impacts of EPA 

regulation. Pruitt’s primary objective is to replace many of the scientists with representatives 

from the industry to an extent never seen before.262 UCS suggests three proposals to prevent 

the situation from escalating. First, scientists and current, and former members of advisory 
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committees must speak out if they discover that important scientific work is being dismissed. 

Secondly, the Government Accountability Office must decide if the agencies and especially 

the EPA is following the guidelines set in the Federal Advisory Committee Act263, an act 

designed to govern the procedures of advisory committees in the federal government.264 

Thirdly, Congress must examine the status of the federal science advisory committees and 

assess if they are effective in their current state.265  

In November of 2017, the administration appointed representatives to fill the empty 

seats at SAB. The Environmental Integrity Project (EIP) argued that the new representatives 

symbolized yet another setback for the EPA. Most of the appointees have great conflicts of 

interest as “they tend to show a strong ideological bias against common-sense public health 

protections.”266 Many also have close ties to the industry, and the boards are now tilted in 

favor of the regulated community. Many of the new appointees were asked to self-nominate 

by Pruitt, demonstrating that the administration actively shaped the composition of the boards 

in a direction which will impede future research. EIP claim that if these committees and 

boards remains unchanged, they will counteract valuable research and promote denialism. 

Consequently, the EPA will fail to protect the environment and lose its integrity.267     

 

3.2.4. Regulatory Rollback and Environmental Enforcement 

Through their deregulatory agenda, the Trump administration has made great efforts to roll 

back regulations in order to promote economic growth. Based primarily on research 

conducted by Harvard Law School’s Environmental Regulation Rollback Tracker and the 

Climate Tracker developed by Columbia Law School, the New York Times made an analysis 

of the number of regulatory rollbacks during the current administration. As both EPA 

employees and the environmental movement feared, the administration has managed to 

revoke many regulations and rules. The results of the study showed that of the sixty-seven 

proposed rollbacks, the administration has managed to officially revoke thirty-three. Twenty-

four rules are in transition, awaiting public comments or other rulemaking processes. Among 

these, you find the Clean Power Plan and the Paris Accord. The last ten rollbacks are awaiting 

decisions in courts or other delays. Not only has the administration revoked a number of 
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regulations, they have also tried to speed up the revoking process through bypassing federal 

rulemaking processes, like the APA mandated notice-and-comment procedure. This 

unprecedented move has resulted in a public demand for the courts to intervene and ensure 

that the EPA follows the procedures required by federal law.268 

EIP conducted an analysis examining the first full year of environmental enforcement 

under the Trump administration. The analysis is based on civil cases presented to the Justice 

Department concerning violations of environmental legislation, except Superfund cases. The 

report examines the enforcement by looking at two main factors: the number of lodged cases 

and injunction relief, the amount violators of environmental regulations spend on control of 

emissions. The analysis compares the results of the Trump administration to the results from 

the Obama, Bush, and Clinton administrations within the same time frame. In its first year, 

the Trump administration lodged forty-eight cases and acquired $30 million in penalties. 

When adjusting the numbers for inflation, the Obama administration lodged seventy-one 

cases and acquired $81 million in penalties, the Bush administration one hundred and twelve 

cases and $70 million in penalties, and the Clinton administration seventy-three cases and $93 

million in penalties. Furthermore, the analysis shows a massive reduction in injunction relief. 

The Trump administration’s $966 million has plummeted from the Obama administration’s 

$3.8 billion and the Bush administration’s $2 billion. The Clinton administration’s numbers 

on injunction relief were not available. There can be various reasons for the low number. 

Each case differs in scope as some cases may require larger clean-up costs. Yet, the results 

demonstrate that the current administration has lodged fewer civil cases and imposed less 

penalties on polluters during a first year in power than any of the three preceding 

administrations.269 Evidently, the current administration will most likely not impose strict 

regulations, high injunction demands, or penalties on environmental violations.  

The Trump administration issued a statement on the White House website in 

December of 2017 reviewing environmental protection and regulatory reform during their 

first year in office. Four areas were emphasized as successes: energy independence, rolling 

back the Clean Power Plan, streamlining Superfund cleanups, and “forward-thinking 

solutions” through relaunching the Smart Sectors Program which entails close collaboration 
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with the private sector.270 In his first State of the Union address, President Trump also 

assessed his achievements during 2017. As anticipated, he made no mention of climate 

change or environmental policy. While he did mention Hurricane Harvey, forest fires, and 

their consequences, he did not address how America should adapt or mitigate future natural 

disasters. What Trump focused on, was the American people’s fearlessness and 

determination, thus drawing on the premises of Manifest Destiny and Wise-Use ideals. He 

proclaimed, “[i]f there is a mountain, we climb it. If there is a frontier, we cross it. If there is a 

challenge, we tame it.”271 Furthermore, President Trump emphasized the administration’s 

achievements in eliminating more regulations during its first year than ever before in history. 

In addition, he claimed, “We have ended the war on American Energy, and we have ended the 

war on clean coal.”272 Summarized, the administration considers their actions on 

environmental policy great achievements. Noticeably, their own assessment is quite different 

from EIP’s evaluation on the same topic.   

 

3.3. Partisan Divide on Environmental Policy  
 

In addition to the hostility from the executive branch, the American Green State faces further  

challenges. After the broad bipartisan support for environmental policy in Congress ended, 

environmental protection has gradually developed into a highly partisan topic exacerbating 

the already challenging situation. Today, there is static congressional gridlock on 

environmental policy. Michael Kraft defines policy gridlock as the “inability to resolve 

conflicts in a policymaking body such as Congress, which results in government inaction in 

the face of important public problems.”273 There are several reasons for the congressional 

gridlock on environmental policy. In addition to the complex three-layered labyrinth of 

policies, Klyza and Sousa find additional elements contributing to maintaining the gridlock. 

First, the partisan polarization has gradually increased.274 Some scholars claim that this is to 

some extent caused by voter identification, that voters identify with their political party and 
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distance themselves from voters from the other party as they consider them to be very 

different, both ideologically and socially. Accordingly, it becomes extremely important to 

prevent the other party from gaining power as that party would be unable to promote their 

own values and interests. Furthermore, a study conducted by Riley E. Dunlap, Aaron M. 

McCright, and Jerrod H. Yarosh shows that the Democratic Party has become more liberal 

while the Republican Party has shifted considerably to the right. Because of this rightward 

shift, the GOP, now more than ever, opposes governmental regulations. EPA regulations in 

particular have faced substantial Republican resistance. This anti-regulatory approach, 

permeates the Republican Party. As the GOP is protecting a fossil fueled driven economy, 

environmental regulations are especially threatening. With support from the fossil fuel 

industry and conservative elites, as well as encouragement from the Tea Party movement 

which has implemented climate change denialism into their political agenda, the GOP is 

increasingly opposing environmental legislation. Accordingly, most Republicans now take a 

negative approach towards environmental regulations. The Democratic Party, on the other 

hand, supports environmental legislation to an increasing extent. What used to be a small 

difference between the two parties has become a major chasm. Consequently, environmental 

protection has developed into a highly controversial topic equivalent to issues like abortion 

and gun control.275  

 It can also be argued that the partisan divide is further exacerbated by interest group 

influence, as the two sides pull in opposite directions.276 The Republican Party is supported 

by conservative think tanks, business and industry advocacy groups which are highly 

influenced by the Wise-Use movement’s ideals of a reduced federal government, increased 

state authority, and protected private property rights.277 On the contrary, the Democratic Party 

holds great support among the environmental movement and liberal interest groups more 

open to governmental involvement.278  

A recent Gallup poll confirms the continual escalation of partisan polarization on 

environmental issues. By comparing the numbers from last year’s poll, Gallup found that the 

partisan gaps have widened. The 2018 numbers show that 69% of Republicans believe that 

global warming is exaggerated while only 4% of Democrats believe the same. 35% of 

Republicans believe that global warming is caused by human activities compared to the 
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Democrats who support the belief at a rate of 89%.279  

 Glenn Hurowitz also described a political environment affected by increased  

polarization. He recalled that five or ten years ago, you could get five to six Republican 

supporters on votes pertaining to environmental legislation. Today, however, getting more 

than one or two Republican supporters proves impossible. The Democratic Party, on the other 

hand, has become increasingly unified on the environmental agenda. Still, “the fact that there 

is almost no pro-environment voice in the Republican Party is a real challenge. Right now, 

when the Republicans control the Congress and the White House and the Supreme Court, 

there is almost no window for advancing any kind of pro-environment policy,” Hurowitz 

noted.280 “It means that for the time being, government is not going to be a significant driver 

of environmental protection.”281 Mighty Earth tried to pass policy on biofuels and expected 

support from the current administration as the oil industry supported this policy to eliminate 

outside competition. Yet, the expected support remained absent. Hurowitz explained, “even 

on that issue where we thought he [Trump] would do the right thing for the wrong reasons, he 

found a way to do what is counter to his political interest[.]”282  

David Doniger noted that there have been discussions considering the need for change 

within the two parties in order to remake themselves and gain public support. Nevertheless, 

he believed that the polarization of American politics will continue. The question is if the 

polarization will be between a stable majority/minority situation locking one group in a 

minority status, or of it is going to be between a shifting majority 51/49. Doniger believed 

that this knife edge polarization cannot last forever, yet he was uncertain on how the situation 

could be resolved. Furthermore, he argued that the media plays an important role in framing 

issues. Today’s business model is all about segmentation and telling stories adapted to various 

segments of the population. American television networks like Fox, particularly the Fox 

News channel, tell a different story and are deliberately “far more ideological contra fact” 

 compared to other television networks like the NBC, Doniger asserted.283  

Christopher Sellers also highlighted the complications of the fragmented media. He 

noted that the American people live in different “media bubbles” because of the fragmented 

media sphere. He also described Fox News as an anti-environment network stating, “[t]hey 
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screen everything that gets on the air about climate change to begin with. […] The only thing 

they allow there is the skeptical.”284 Fox’s viewers are not exposed to the science confirming 

climate change, thus “there are a whole slice of Americans who are oblivious to this,” Sellers 

stated.285 A quick search of Fox News’ official website showed that the topic “environment” 

was sorted under issues related to international policy, therefore, news related to national 

environmental policy proved impossible to find. In fact, the issues reported on were almost 

exclusively related to natural incidents like avalanches or storms. Moreover, the focus in the 

articles reporting on environmental issues were framed in a somewhat sarcastic way. An 

article reporting on Earth Hour around the world stated that few people noticed the event at all 

and focused more on reporting on the difficulties of lighting candles rather than the message 

behind the event.286 By framing environmental issues along partisan lines, the media plays a 

central role in sustaining this partisan divide.  

Congressional gridlock on environmental policy is also maintained by the changing 

nature of environmental issues.287 Former environmental problems often related to point- 

source pollution which was easy to address and the designated regulation showed clear 

results. Today, however, an increasing portion of environmental problems relate to non-point 

pollution difficult to both trace and address. Obtaining consensus on regulations that are 

general in nature without rapid and evident results is close to impossible at the moment.  

Moreover, congressional gridlock and increased polarization has also contributed to an 

overall shift in the balance between the three branches of government regarding the amount of 

policy enacted. As especially the Obama and Trump presidencies have demonstrated, the 

reliance on presidential power has risen. President Obamas efforts to implement the CPP and 

joining the Paris Agreement through executive powers, was a weakness because it left them 

vulnerable to future rollbacks. President Trump now applies his presidential powers to repeal 

the Obama era policies.288  

There are, however, some positive aspects of congressional gridlock on environmental 

policies. Klyza and Sousa argue that congressional gridlock has actually advanced the 

environmental cause as it has “frozen into place laws passes in the 1960 and 1970s [,]”289 into 

the complex labyrinth of environmental policy. Attempts to revoke the seven pillars have so 
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far been unsuccessful and will expectantly continue to prove so for the current administration.  

  

3.4. Chapter Summary 
 

Though probably not aimed directly at bringing an end to the American Green State, 

President Trump’s pro-growth and pro-business American Model has had enormous 

consequences for the U.S. environmental political establishment. Substantial links are made 

to the first two years of deregulation during the Reagan era. The American Model’s 

deregulatory strategy promotes job creation and economic growth often at the expense of 

environmental protection by revoking existing protections and reducing the authority of the 

EPA. Through several executive orders, President Trump has managed to fulfill some of his 

electoral promises, but because of the American system of federalism and checks and 

balances, there are still some limits to his presidential authority.  

Nevertheless, drastic changes have been made especially within the EPA. The new 

administrator, Scott Pruitt, has through his Back-to-Basics agenda weakened the agency’s 

overall ability to create policy and regulations. Their strategy of promoting regulatory 

rollbacks as environmental achievements and displaying these in posters around the offices 

are causing great frustration among the EPA workforce. Arguably, this can be interpreted as a  

way to get people to “voluntarily” leave the agency.  

Additionally, the situation of environmental protection is severely affected by the 

continuous concealment of information and political strategies are preventing the EPA staff 

from carrying out enforcement of existing regulations. The attacks on science and scientific 

advisory boards are also troubling as these actions amplify the message of uncertainty and 

denial of the ramifications of climate change. More broadly, the situation is exacerbated by 

increasing polarization and partisan framing of environmental policy contributing to 

congressional gridlock on the issue. Altogether, the current situation of U.S. environmental 

policy is strained as the American Green State is experiencing the biggest challenge it has 

ever faced.  
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Chapter 4: The American Green State in the Trumpocene  
Prospects for the Future of U.S. Environmental Policy  
 

The media depicts a grim picture of the future for environmental protection. Headlines center 

on rollbacks, budgetary cuts, declining environmental enforcement, and a president with 

unchecked authority. However, academics differ in their evaluation of the impacts of the 

Trump administration’s pro-growth and pro-business agenda. Although the president has 

arguably become the most central actor in environmental policymaking, there are forces 

which can moderate the executive power. Yet, the biggest concern revolves around the future 

of the EPA. As President Trump has promised to dismantle the agency, the Big Green, 

scientists, and academics worry about future attacks on the agency tasked with enforcing the 

seven pillars of the environmental decade. 

As the federal governmental policy framework is facing great opposition and federal 

advancement of environmental legislation seems highly unlikely, other actors take 

responsibility in pushing forward through alternative pathways towards progress on new 

environmental protection. Both states, cities, and private initiatives have proven effective. 

However, alternative pathways to environmental legislation cannot replace the Green 

bureaucracy, rather they can pioneer innovation and development which can later by be 

adopted at the federal level and support the American Green State. The doomsday narrative 

on the future of U.S. environmental policy may prove wrong, or at least exaggerated.  

 This chapter aims to outline a potential future for environmental policy in the U.S. It is 

divided into two main parts: the prospects for the future of President Trump’s deregulatory 

agenda and alternative pathways of enacting environmental legislation outside of the federal 

policymaking apparatus. The first part begins with an analysis of the Trump administration’s 

future environmental policy agenda and its potential consequences. It continues by examining 

if there are actors or procedures in place which can mitigate the outcomes. Then, the chapter 

looks into the future of the EPA, what challenges it may face during this administration, and 

the changes necessary to ensure its survival. The second part evaluates alternative pathways 

towards progress on environmental legislation. It considers the extent to which advancement 

of environmental policy is occurring despite the lack of federal action. The chapter concludes 

with a discussion on whether or not there are reasons for cautious optimism towards the future 

of U.S. environmental policy.  
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4.1. The Future Trump Agenda  
 

Sixteen months into its tenure, the Trump administration continues along the same path it 

established during its first few months in office. The pro-growth and pro-business American 

Model and deregulatory agenda remain central to spur economic development and create jobs. 

The Unified Agenda’s main objective for the following months is to create even more 

efficient regulations and lessen the burdens of existing ones by delaying or eliminating 

regulatory actions. Future priorities involve an improvement of the 2:1 agenda, that for every 

new regulation, two deregulatory actions must be made. Agencies should now aim for a 3:1 

agenda, revoking three regulations for every new one.290 In addition, the Regulatory Plan 

promotes the use of strict guidelines when creating new regulations. New regulations should 

only be created if absolutely necessary, they must be based on the best available science, and 

cost-benefit analysis. Perhaps most importantly, the agencies must make sure the benefits of 

the regulation significantly outweigh the costs in order to prevent unnecessary burdens on 

businesses. To ensure that these requirements are met, OIRA will monitor all proposed 

regulations. Moreover, the plan advocates transparency throughout the regulatory process by 

ensuring public access to vital information through the proposed HONEST Act.291   

The administration’s second proposed budget, An American Budget, stated that the 

policies of the current administration followed last year “laid the foundation for a new era of 

American Greatness.”292 Accordingly, the administration “will continue to relentlessly target 

unnecessary regulations for elimination.”293 Regarding environmental policy, the budget 

proposes a 34% decrease from 2017294 which will lead to the loss of 2,000 additional agency 

positions.295 Fred Krupp stated, “[t]he Trump administration budget released today is a 

blueprint for a less healthy, more polluted America.”296 On March 23th, the budgetary cuts 

were rejected by Congress after a long debate on the Omnibus Spending Bill, almost leading 
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to government shutdown. Congress strongly opposed the proposed cuts, and managed to keep 

funding at the same levels as in 2017. What is interesting to note, was the Republican 

opposition to the proposed budget cuts, demonstrating that the current administration’s 

agenda lacks firm support throughout the GOP.297 While Trump’s radical budget cuts were 

avoided, they clearly convey the administration’s agenda for the following fiscal year.   

Scott Pruitt’s plan for the EPA in 2018 is a continuation of his Back-to-Basics agenda 

refocusing the agency to protecting human health and the environment, returning authority to 

the states through cooperative federalism, and sensible regulations allowing for economic 

growth. Moreover, Pruitt wants to continue reducing the bureaucratic structure of the EPA, 

speed up permission processes to six months, and establish weekly performance assessments 

measuring the agency’s efficiency. In an interview made with the Wall Street Journal, Pruitt 

stated that he was astonished by “the lack of focus and lack of energy and lack of 

commitment to actually get results.”298 Moreover, he argued that in the agency “there’s just 

no attention, no leadership, no direction.”299 This confrontational approach towards the 

previous work of EPA officials contributes to a somewhat adversarial relationship between 

Scott Pruitt and his staff. In Pruitt’s eyes “we are the enemy”, an EPA employee stated.300  

Another focus area for Pruitt is centering the agency’s attention on enacting reactive 

policy rather than taking proactive approaches. He argues that the EPA’s focus should not be 

on mitigating issues like climate change which may become a problem in the future. Rather, 

the agency should address issues occurring at the moment, like reducing lead in the drinking 

water. According to Pruitt, the only thing needed to remove lead from the drinking water 

supply within the next ten years, is “just getting serious about it.”301 While clean water is 

considered one of Pruitt’s focus areas, one of his five major achievements in 2017 was 

weakening the Clean Water Rule aimed at ensuring clean water for the American people 

demonstrating the divergence between his promises and his actions.  

The last goal Pruitt intends to focus on in the following year is to expand the public 

debate on the issues of climate change.302 He plans to hold nationally broadcasted “red team – 

blue team” debates on the uncertainties of climate change. This back-and-forth critique was 
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developed within the military to expose potential vulnerabilities. However, by juxtaposing the 

two sides, the administration gives credence to the denialist cause by giving the impression 

that the two sides are of equal status, when in fact, there is broad consensus on human caused 

climate change and few supporting the contrary.303 

Scientists reject this evaluation technique and argue that this is a way of politicizing 

well recognized research. In order to ensure validity, the scientific community largely relies 

on peer-review processes in which specialists within the same field evaluate the work of 

others. 97% of the research supporting human caused climate change is peer-reviewed. An 

EPA employee noted: “the peer review process is a much more robust assessment of scientific 

integrity than a childish color war.”304 Some speculate that the overall plan behind promoting 

the denialist agenda is to overturn the Endangerment Findings. Without this rule, the EPA no 

longer holds the authority to regulate GHG emissions which could lead to more reliance on 

fossil fueled energy sources. Thus, Pruitt holds substantial support among representatives 

from the fossil fuel industry on his proposal to hold these debates. Nevertheless, overturning 

the Endangerment Findings would be extremely difficult as it is the result of a Supreme Court 

ruling.305 In March of 2018, Pruitt’s debate proposal was turned down by current White 

House Chief of Staff, John F. Kelly. According to sources within the White House, the 

administration was afraid of creating an unnecessary spectacle and remove the focus from 

their main agenda; revoking environmental regulations.306  

 

4.2 Mitigating the Future Trump Agenda 
 

When exploring the future consequences of the Trump administration’s policies, two main 

criteria are relevant: legitimacy and technical rationality. For presidential interventions to 

carry authority, both legitimacy and technical rationality are central. Legitimacy refers to 

whether or not presidential actions enhance the goals of the law in question, and if the 

president holds public support for the proposed changes to the law. Without legitimacy, the 
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level of political accountability is low. Technical rationality refers to the compatibility 

between the president’s decisions and the issues they address. If the presidential action fails to 

address the issue in a competent manner, the level of technical rationality is low.307 The issues 

of legitimacy and technical rationality are useful to keep in mind when further examining 

possible consequences of and responses to the Trump administration’s deregulatory agenda.  

Uncertainty loomed as to whether President Trump actually could repeal finalized 

rules and follow through with his controversial promises. EO 13771 on reducing regulations 

has contributed to large alterations in the established environmental regulatory framework, 

but so far, the seven pillars of environmental policy have been left intact. Despite the gloomy 

picture depicted in the media, there are still procedures in place which can prolong, delay, or 

even prevent the rollbacks. This especially concerns two of President Trump’s promises: 

cancelling the Clean Power Plan, and withdrawing from the Paris Accord.  

 

4.2.1 At Issue: Obama’s Clean Power Plan 

The Clean Power Plan can be taken as an illustration of what is at stake in the battle between 

the administration and the Green State. The implementation of the CPP was deferred at the 

beginning of 2016 by the Supreme Court in the case of West Virginia v. EPA. The twenty-

nine suing states argued that the plan should not be implemented until there rested a verdict 

on all current litigation against it, thereby halting the implementation.308 The ongoing court 

cases considers whether the EPA is overstepping its constitutional authority. It is likely that 

rulings on the lower court circuit will be appealed and eventually end up in the Supreme 

Court, a long and time-consuming process.309 Moreover, the plan faces opposition from both 

the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM), and the 

National Federation of Independent Businesses (NFIB). NAM argues that the CPP “threatens 

manufacturers’ competitiveness by limiting energy options and increasing costs.”310 NFIB 

also opposes the plan arguing that it will “impose expensive costs on states electricity 

producers, who will in turn pass on higher electricity bills to small businesses and 
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consumers.”311 Karen Harbert, CEO of the Chamber of Commerce Global institute, stated that 

the CPP was not the correct way of reducing emissions from the power sector because it 

“would have intentionally raised the cost of energy without regard to the impact on families 

and businesses.”312 Evidently, the CPP meets resistance from several businesses communities.  

While the CPP awaits court ruling, the EO on promoting energy independence has 

required the EPA to review the possibility of revoking the plan altogether.313 However, 

revoking the CPP will be a comprehensive process. Currently, the repealing process has not 

yet passed the notice-and-comment stage because of a high level of public participation. The 

process could possibly be delayed for more than four years, theoretically outlasting the Trump 

presidency.314 Until the comment procedure is completed, the plan will remain intact, albeit 

inactive as it still awaits implementation. Nevertheless, because of the Endangerment 

Findings, the EPA is still required by law to regulate GHG emissions. Therefore, if the plan 

were to be revoked, the agency would have to find alternative ways of regulating these 

emissions. Accordingly, the EPA will have to conduct the APA mandated stages of 

rulemaking. The pre-proposal stage would mean collecting relevant information and 

requesting scientific reports on the issue. The notice-and-comment procedure would involve 

drafting a rule, collecting comments, and finally considering these comments in the finalized 

rule. In terms of President Trump’s agenda, this would mean going against his deregulatory 

approach, granting funding for additional research, strengthening the scientific advisory 

boards, and including advice from the environmental movement in the finalized rule. This 

could result in stronger legislation than what exists today, which would further undermine the 

administration’s approach towards environmental legislation.  

 

4.2.2. At Issue: The Paris Accord 

When the United States joined the Paris accord, they also committed to following certain 

withdrawal procedures. Withdrawing takes four years from the date of the announcement, 

meaning that the process will not be completed until November of 2020. Meanwhile, the 

nation is bound by the accord’s commitments as they function as international law. However, 

the Trump administration can, and most likely will, oppose all non-binding parts of the 
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accord.315 The administration’s intent to withdraw has met substantial resistance. The Big 

Green are naturally among some of the organizations advocating for the U.S. to remain a part 

of the treaty. In addition, central public figures have expressed their dismay. Former New 

York City Mayor Michael Bloomberg strongly advised the President to remain and even 

offered to personally spend $15 million to make sure the U.S. still meets the accord’s targets. 

Furthermore, his organization, Bloomberg Philanthropies, assisted in establishing the “We 

Are Still In” initiative.316 The group consists of more than 2,700 American leaders 

representing businesses and investors, states and tribes, universities, and faith organizations. 

Founded on June 5th, 2017, their declaration states “we are demonstrating America’s enduring 

commitment to tackling climate change, ensuring a clean energy future, and upholding the 

Paris Agreement.”317 President Trump’s withdrawing announcement was also contested by 

fifteen states who responded by founding the United States Climate Alliance committed to  

implementing the accord’s policies and accelerate their own efforts to reduce GHG emissions 

despite the lack of federal support.318 In addition, some of the largest U.S. companies urged 

the president to remain. In a one page advertisement and a letter sent to the president himself, 

Apple, 3M, Google, and Microsoft amongst others, stated their support for the agreement. 

Perhaps a bit surprising, large energy and coal companies like Peabody Energy, Exxon Mobil, 

BP, Shell, Statoil, and Arch Coal, also publicly expressed their support.319  

The NRDC conducted a survey examining the endorsement for the accord. The results 

confirmed that there is substantial support for remaining. Only a few, including one coal 

company, one mining association, Scott Pruitt, and former White House strategist Steve 

Bannon, opposed the accord.320 However, a poll conducted by the Washington Post and ABC 

News showed that 59% of those surveyed wanted to remain and 28% wanted to withdraw, 

indicating that there is some support for the Trump administration’s agenda. Of those 

                                                
315 Jean Chemnick, “Could Trump Simply Withdraw U.S. from Paris Climate Agreement?”, Scientific American 
and E6E News, November 10, 2016, https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/could-trump-simply-withdraw-
u-s-from-paris-climate-agreement/; Henrik Selin and Stacy D. VanDeven, “Global Climate Change Governance: 
Where to Go After Paris?”, in Environmental Policy: New Directions for the Twenty-First Century, eds. Norman 
J. Vig and Michael E. Kraft (California: Sage Publications, 2019), Kindle, 334. 
316 Mythili Sampathkumar, “Michael Bloomberg is the new UN special envoy on climate change and says he 
hopes Trump ‘changes his mind’ on Paris Agreement”, The Independent, March 6, 2018, 
https://www.independent.co.uk/michael-bloomberg-united-nations-climate-change-paris-agreement-donald-
trump-a8242816.html  
317 “About”, We Are Still In, accessed March 24, 2018, https://www.wearestillin.com/about  
318 U.S. Climate Alliance, “2017 Annual Report: Alliance States Take the Lead”, accessed March 24, 2018, 3-5, 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a4cfbfe18b27d4da21c9361/t/5a5e7f169140b79e6fe04f50/151614235940
1/USCA_Climate_Report-V2A-Online-RGB.PDF  
319 Jason Mark, “Left Behind: Trump’s Paris Agreement Withdrawal Leaves the U.S. in the Dust”, Sierra Club, 
June 1, 2017, https://www.sierraclub.org/sierra/left-behind-trump-s-paris-agreement-withdrawal-leaves-us-dust  
320 Han Chen, “Pruitt vs Planet: Who Supports & Opposes the Paris Agreement”, NRDC, May 5, 2017, 
https://www.nrdc.org/experts/han-chen/pruitt-vs-planet-who-supports-opposes-paris-agreement 



 80 

participants in the poll who supported withdrawing, 67% were Republicans and 8% were 

Democrats, confirming the partisan divide on environmental policy.321 The New York Times 

also found support for withdrawal among most Republicans in Congress. Many of these 

representatives come from rural constituencies which would be affected by stricter emission 

standards. On the other hand, most of the large U.S. cities have Democratic leaders who 

unanimously opposed Trump.322 Despite the substantial support for the Paris Agreement, the 

administration remains on their path towards withdrawal, albeit with slow progress.  

 

4.2.3. Additional Mitigating Forces 

President Trump can also expect to meet resistance from market forces on his pro-growth 

deregulatory agenda. Particularly the coal industry has experienced the effects of the market. 

The president has argued that an unjust “war on coal” and the industry’s workers has been 

going on for years. However, studies show that coal has been declining for the last ten years 

as a result of market forces and not environmental regulations. Jobs within the coal sector are 

down by 75% and hundreds of coal-fired power plants have closed down. As renewable 

energy and natural gas have become more affordable, coal has ceased to be economically 

viable.323 The renewable energy sector, in particular, has skyrocketed as the production costs 

are down and the energy has become cheaper. The number of jobs within the solar sector now 

exceed both oil and gas combined.324 Accordingly, companies are divesting from the coal 

sector and many coal fired power plants are struggling to break even, the news agency 

Bloomberg reports.325 It is worth mentioning that U.S. coal exports increased by astonishing 

61% in 2017.326 However, this was the result of an Australian market unable to deliver its 

usual amount because of a tropical cyclone. Due to inclement weather, the countries normally 

buying Australian coal had to find other suppliers and turned to the United States. 
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Accordingly, analysts predict that coal exports will decline in the following years. Despite the 

increase in exports, the price for coal has continued to decrease below 2017 numbers.327 

Based on the statistics, bringing back coal will therefore be a battle against market forces 

which is highly unlikely that President Trump will win. 

In addition to the aforementioned limitations, the administration faces further 

restrictions to their deregulatory agenda by the other branches of government. As seen with 

the Omnibus bill, Congress applied their authority by rejecting proposed cuts to the EPA, 

thereby limiting the executive agenda. The courts have also recently opposed the 

administration’s agenda by ruling in favor of the Greens on a court case regarding smog 

levels in large U.S. cities. The EPA was supposed to issue designations under the CAA 

regarding smog levels by October of 2017. Until these are issued, smog reduction is set on 

hold. When the EPA failed to meet the deadline, the non-profit organization Earthjustice, on 

behalf of the environmental movement, sued the EPA in December of 2017. This past March, 

the courts declined the EPA’s request to postpone issuing designations and ordered them to 

finish the job by July of 2018.328 Research shows that among the EPA’s main concerns is 

complying with court orders, which makes the courts important actors in preventing the 

administration’s agenda. Professor and environmental lawyer Rosemary O’Leary argue: 

“Many predict that Donald Trump will be the most sued president in the history of the United 

States, especially by those challenging his environmental policies.”329 Michael Kraft 

confirmed this as “virtually every major administrative action is being challenged in court.”330 

This demonstrates that the balance between the three branches of government still remains 

intact, despite arguments for the opposite.    

Many states are also opposing President Trump’s deregulatory agenda through their 

Attorneys General. A report published by the State Energy & Environmental Impact Center 

found that more than eighty state actions have been taken to prevent deregulations and expand 

environmental protection.331 Multiple strategies are being followed by the Attorneys General, 

including litigation and shaping legislation and rulemaking according to their constituents’ 

interests.332 The Center has also created an online hub constantly tracking all State Attorneys 
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General pro-environment actions. Of the twenty-seven states listed, New York’s Attorney 

General Eric Schneiderman resides at the top with fifty-four actions opposing the 

administration’s agenda. Close behind is California’s Attorney General Xavier Becerra and 

Massachusetts’ Attorney General Maura Healey both with fifty-three pro-environment 

actions.333 These actions can undoubtedly mitigate future consequences and prevent 

additional regulative rollbacks.    

What can further challenge the administration’s deregulatory agenda is the upcoming 

Midterm election in the Fall. Congressional representatives are especially wary of demands 

by their constituents during election years as they wish to be reelected. Twenty-five 

Republican seats are considered vulnerable. Concerns about the environment have advanced 

to the forefront of voters in some states as they have experienced drastic events because of the 

changing climate.334 The results of the upcoming election will provide an indication of how 

important environmental protection is for the American people and if they are willing to act 

on it by holding their government officials accountable. 

 

4.3. Saving the EPA 
 

As the cornerstone of U.S. environmental protection, the EPA plays a vital role in the 

American Green State. In addition to protecting the environment, wildlife, clean air and 

water, it also protects the lives of the American people through enforcing central acts and 

regulations. The fundamental Clean Air Act ensures reduction of pollution dangerous to 

people, especially to the most vulnerable like children and the elderly. The CAA contributes 

to a growing economy by preventing sickness and lost workdays, in addition to preventing 

thirteen million premature deaths caused by illness as a result of harmful pollution. Between 

1970 and 2014, the EPA contributed to an overall pollution reduction of 70%.335 Currently 

facing great challenges, the EPA finds that their ability to enforce crucial acts and regulations 

is uncertain. The EDGI argues, ”[t]he Trump administration currently poses the greatest threat 

to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) in its entire 47-year history.”336 
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 The main question to consider is whether the EPA can withstand the current 

administration’s hostility and return to protecting human health and the environment. The 

EDGI has written a report on the future of the EPA. In order to present a possible future for 

the agency, the EDGI compares the Trump administration to the first term of the Reagan 

administration and Stephen Harper government in Canada (2006 to 2015). By examining past 

events, it is easier to predict the future of current incidents. Many similarities have presented 

themselves so far. Both the Reagan administration and the Harper government vigorously 

contested environmental regulations. President Trump appointed anti-environmentalists to 

central governmental positions, following a pattern established during the Reagan 

administration. Both Trump and Reagan have reduced the EPA’s budget and staff 

dramatically, and have attempted to reduce federal overreach by restoring state authority. The 

Harper government also followed an anti-environmental approach. Funding for research was 

cut, and the government went as far as muzzling scientists, removing information, and closing 

federal libraries containing environmental literature.337 The infamous Alberta tar sand project 

and the Keystone pipelines were also strongly supported by the Harper government.338 

Regarding information concealment and scientific skepticism, the Trump administration 

closely resembles the Harper government as President Reagan never went so far as to target 

science and public information. Additionally, like the Harper government, the Trump 

administration enjoys a legislative majority with Republican majorities in both houses, 

thereby giving them structural advantages that the Reagan administration lacked. Nonetheless, 

both Harper and Reagan failed regarding their hostile agenda towards environmental policy. 

After only two years, the Reagan administration had to reverse course. They replaced twenty-

two anti-environmental appointees and reinforced the EPA in the areas of leadership, funding, 

and enforcement. The Harper government’s anti-environmental agenda continued for a longer 

period of time. However, as a result of public and scientific discontent, opposing 

organizations were founded and contributed to making the environment a central issue in the 

political campaign. This resulted in the election of a new prime minister, Justin Trudeau.339  

With the actions of these former leaders in mind, predicting the future of U.S. 

environmental policy becomes a bit clearer, albeit not certain. The EDGI argues that in order 

to mitigate consequences of the Trump administration’s anti-environmental agenda and save  
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the EPA, some measures should be taken. The most efficient strategy is to once again 

assemble bipartisan support for environmental protection in Congress. However, this is highly 

unlikely without a dramatic environmental focusing event. Another approach is for scientists, 

environmental organizations, journalists, and EPA employees to document the consequences 

of the administration’s deregulatory agenda. In fact, current EPA employees are central in 

preventing further attacks on the Green State. According to the EDGI, the employees have the 

opportunity to work from within the regulatory framework and must therefore devote their 

time to ensure enforcement of the most central environmental legislation. One EPA employee 

declared that the staff would come through this: “If you think for one minute they’re gonna 

stop their passion, stop being an environmentalist, retire because they can afford it or because 

of their conscience, or go away—you’re wrong. That’s not who EPA is.”340 However, a 

devoted workforce is not sufficient in ensuring the EPA’s survival. Support from forces 

outside of the EPA is necessary. Perhaps most important is public participation. As 

experienced in Canada prior to the 2015 election, involvement by the public was invaluable. 

Accordingly, all who support environmental protection must demonstrate their opposition to 

the current political regime by actively participating in public debates, submitting comments 

in rulemaking processes, accessing their right to vote, and taking part in public protests.341  

 A public demonstration has recently been initiated regarding Scott Pruitt’s leadership. 

The Big Green, including NRDC, EDF, the Sierra Club, and Friends of the Earth, have 

together launched a campaign attempting to get the EPA administrator replaced. The “Boot 

Pruitt” campaign consists of a website, TV commercials, online advertisements, petitions, and 

grassroots advocacy. The TV commercials are placed in connection to two of President 

Trump’s favorite shows on Fox News and MSNBC in an attempt to get the message across to 

the President himself. The Greens hope that by highlighting Pruitt’s agenda, they can open up 

people’s eyes to its environmental impacts. The campaign is also focused on the increased 

spending by the EPA administrator. The administration’s deregulatory agenda promotes 

reducing wasteful spending of taxpayers’ dollars, however, since Pruitt took office he has 

spent enormous amounts on things unrelated to environmental protection. During his first 

year as administrator, Pruitt spent $100,000 on first class air travel and $40,000 on installing 

sound proof equipment to increase privacy in his office. By conveying this message to people 

not usually exposed to criticism of the Trump administration, the Greens hope to increase the 
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support for their case.342 In April, several other advocacy groups joined the campaign, 

including the civil rights group the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 

People (NAACP). Normally not regarded as an environmental group, they joined the Greens 

effort as they consider “environmental protection as an issue that falls under equal protection 

under the law.” 343 Another reason for the NAACP’s support is the fact that a disproportional 

number of environmental catastrophes affect the nations poorer communities. In addition to 

the NAACP, several other interest groups have joined the effort, including Physicians for 

Social Responsibility, the Service Employees International Union, and the Latino Victory 

Project.344 Clearly, the opposition towards the EPA Administrator is growing as more and 

more organizations are demanding his resignation. In response, President Trump tweeted 

“Scott is doing a great job!”345 Nonetheless, campaigns like these with broad support among 

several community groups may contribute to further weakening the administration’s overall 

legitimacy and force them to change courses in relation to environmental protection.  

 As a result of his excessive expenses amongst others, Scott Pruitt had to defend his 

choices in two congressional hearings on April 26th of 2018. Originally scheduled to discuss 

the EPA budget, the hearings spent most of the time questioning Pruitt’s personal spending. 

Following the hearings, it was revealed that Pruitt’s resignation is supported by 170 

Democratic lawmakers in addition to five Republican lawmakers.346 The EPA Administrator 

is clearly facing increasing opposition from the political establishment.  

Even if the EPA should withstand the assaults by the current administration, the 

agency needs to adjust in order to effectively address emerging environmental issues. The 

regulatory structure of the EPA has expired as it was developed during the Environmental 

Era. The issues the agency was initially created to address were mainly point-source pollution 

with easily detectable point-sources. Today’s environmental issues are much more complex 

with non-point pollution and a degree of uncertainty regarding the consequences of this type 

of pollution. Consequently, developing a regulatory framework aimed directly at addressing 

these issues is increasingly difficult. Christa Clapp remembered the cumbersome way forward 
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when drafting new regulations aimed at governing CO2 sequestration in wells. Even though 

the regulation addressed CO2, it had to be governed under the Clean Water Act because the 

wells were underground. Yet CO2 sequestration is linked to the capture component that 

occurs above ground and could only be governed under the existing Clean Air Act, despite 

that it was not designed to deal with cross-cutting and global climate change. Clapp stated, 

“it’s like working with an ancient machine trying to get it to work in a modern way.”347 

 

4.4. Updating the EPA 
 

The two main problems with the EPA’s structure and methods are the segregated media 

specific approach to environmental policy and the overreliance on command-and-control 

enforcement strategies. The isolated media specific approach has proven to be insufficient 

when addressing non-point pollution like climate change. The reliance on command-and-

control regulations are deeply embedded into the last layer of the American Green State. 

While proven to be very effective in addressing point-source pollution in the past, the need to 

develop other regulatory tools is evident. The regulatory system is comprehensive and very 

expensive for both businesses and federal agencies. In addition, the command-and-control 

regulations create an adversarial relationship between the controller and the one being 

controlled. 348 Moreover, the agency is immensely bureaucratic with various hierarchical 

scales and governmental entities. This has resulted in fragmented and slow results on 

environmental enforcement. Because the federal agency is slow and inflexible, local and state 

initiatives have spurred. However, these local initiatives have met resistance from the national 

regulatory structure as business interest groups and industry have questioned the delegation of 

authority. In addition, as federal policy has the final authority, the people involved in 

everyday action on policy enforcement have little influence on shaping and improving the 

policy they are tasked to enforce. Overall, this has led to an increased adversarial relationship 

between the states and the federal government.349 

These issues need to be addressed in a more comprehensive and collaborative manner 

across policy domains and sections. Accordingly, several changes are vital in order to 

improve agency efficiency and ensure environmental achievements. Different approaches 

towards environmental protection are needed in order to best mitigate emerging issues and 
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non-point pollution. Still, the approaches must be feasible in order to have a realistic 

possibility of being implemented. Rinfret and Pautz promote five main needs that should be 

addressed in order to best mitigate and adapt to the environmental issues at hand. First, they 

promote holistic education for environmental professionals. As with the EPA, environmental 

professionals are often trained in narrow media specific areas. To best understand future 

environmental issues, environmental education should become more interdisciplinary. We 

should move away from finding solutions to environmental issues solely through technology 

and science, but rather involve multiple areas of expertise. Secondly, the discussion on 

environmental issues and policy should be more effective. Because of the shift towards online 

information, we have a broad understanding of environmental issues, but we lack depth. 

Combined with the vast amount of misinformation available, this weakens the debate on 

environmental policy. In order to make productive decisions and ensure accountability, the 

public debate should move beyond simplistic slogans and political rhetoric. Thirdly, more 

research into environmental issues is needed to find efficient solutions for adaptation to create 

resilient and sustainable societies. Interdisciplinary research is vital. A combination of 

sciences, social sciences, health sciences, and humanities will ensure a broader understanding 

of the issues and create feasible solutions. Nevertheless, it is important to strike a balance 

between gathering information and putting the information into use. Thus, information 

demand should not be used as an argument to postpone necessary action. Fourth, we must 

move away from the adversarial relationship between advocacy groups and business interest 

groups. The fixed understanding of “good vs. bad” and “us vs. them” is not productive when 

developing solutions to environmental issues. Lastly, collaborative regulations reducing the 

opposition between the regulator and the regulated is necessary. Collaborative efforts can 

create incentives for the regulated to contribute and explore possible solutions and strategies 

to tackle the impending issue while at the same time maintaining a productive business.350  

Christa Clapp believes the EPA will survive. EPA rules and regulations are always 

subjected to litigation by opponents regardless of what kind of administration is in power. 

“This is nothing new and it will continue. Either EPA is sued by industry or they’re sued by 

the environmental NGOs. They never get it right,” she noted.351 Though the current attack on 

the agency exceeds previous attempts of reducing the EPA, the methods are similar to what 

they have experienced before. The agency is therefore prepared to handle the consequences. 

In an Op-Ed in the New York Times, former EPA administrator William D. Ruckelshaus 
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wrote on the future of the EPA:  
 

The public will tolerate changes that allow the agency to meet its mandated goals more 
efficiently and effectively. They will not tolerate changes that threaten their health or the 
precious environment. These are the lessons President Reagan learned in 1983. We would all 
do well to heed them.352 

 

4.5 Prospects for the Future Trump Agenda  
 

Vig and Kraft argue that support for a president’s agenda, depends on the level of technical 

rationality and legitimacy. They assert that President Reagan’s environmental deregulatory 

agenda failed because it lacked both of these prime elements. Consequently, after two years in 

power, Reagan had to alter his approach towards environmental policy and the EPA. Like the 

EDGI and several other scholars, Vig and Kraft also draw a line between President Reagan’s 

and President Trump’s policies.353 There are substantial similarities between the two 

presidents’ deregulatory agendas aimed at reducing federal overreach and stimulating the 

economy. Kraft believes that we can expect further budget cuts as well as radical policy 

changes during this administration. “However, Reagan ultimately failed to maintain his 

‘reforms,’ and I think the same will be true of Trump,” he noted.354 

When analyzing President Trump’s legitimacy regarding his environmental agenda, 

some main complications arise. The American people continue to express increasing concern 

about climate change. In a public opinion poll conducted by the Yale Program on Climate 

Change Communication, 69% of Americans believe that climate change is happening. 

Additionally, 70% state that they trust climate science, 69% believe that global warming will 

harm future generations, and the same amount support restrictions to emissions from coal 

fired power plants.355 Results from a recent Gallup poll showed that 62% of Americans think 

the current administration is not doing enough to ensure environmental protection. Nearly 

three-quarters of Americans polled support higher emission standards for the industry and 

more government subsidies to green power.356 Seeing a rise in public demand for addressing 
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the consequences of climate change is already happening. As a result of public 

environmental activism, President Trump’s deregulatory agenda lacks legitimacy.  

The President may struggle regarding his technical rationality as well. Because the 

Trump administration does not rely on scientific advisory committees and question 

acknowledged scientific peer-reviewed research, it his highly likely that his decisions will 

lack the support of the academic and scientific communities.357 As demonstrated through the 

Boot Pruitt campaign, the Trump administration is already facing great opposition from both 

the environmental movement and civil rights organizations. With this increased pressure, the 

media speculates how long Trump will be able to maintain his anti-environmental agenda and 

keep denialists in central agency posts. Particularly, Scott Pruitt’s position as at the EPA is 

under scrutiny.  

Considering the aforementioned circumstances, it is evident that President Trump is 

struggling to ensure his political accountability regarding his environmental agenda. Both his 

legitimacy and technical rationality is questioned especially among academics, scientists, and 

environmentalists. In addition, the courts and Congress have opposed many of President 

Trump’s attempts to further weaken environmental protection. Moreover, public 

demonstrations and campaigns have gathered broad support among several groups in society. 

Following the upcoming midterm election, the Democratic Party may also seize a position 

where they have more authority in Congress and can further oppose the administration’s 

agenda. Overall, there are several forces which can mitigate or prevent the administration’s 

deregulatory approach towards environmental legislation and their attempts to dismantle the 

environmental bureaucracy. Evidently, President Trump’s accountability is fragile. “What this 

administration is trying to do flies in the face of public preferences, and it will not succeed in 

the long run,” Michael Kraft concluded.358 

As the American Green State is incapacitated and not likely to make any progress 

regarding pro-environment action during this administration, other pathways may prove 

valuable in order to promote environmental protection. The second part of the chapter will 

elaborate on alternative pathways to progress on environmental policy outside of the federal 

policymaking apparatus. Notably, alternative pathways to environmental legislation should 

not be seen as in opposition to the American Green State, nor can they replace the Green 

bureaucracy. Rather, these initiatives can pioneer the necessary alterations within the Green 

State’s adversarial regulatory structure. Innovation and development outside of the national 
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government can later by be adopted at the federal level and support the American Green State.  

 

4.6. Green Drift - Alternative Pathways to Environmental Policy 
 

Though the media depicts a situation of exclusively negative outcomes of the current  

situation, there are others who argue that progress on creating effective environmental policy 

is achievable and is occurring at the moment. Klyza and Sousa claim that as a result of 

congressional gridlock and federal incapacity of enhancing environmental policy, five 

alternative policymaking pathways have emerged, characterized as “Green drift”. Green drift 

is when environmental policy occurs via “non-traditional routes through the legislative 

process, executive politics, the courts, experiments in collaborative regulation and 

conservation, and the states.”359 In addition, private sector initiatives and investments seem to 

spur environmental protection closely supported by the environmental movement. Also, the 

ecomodernist philosophy presents an altogether different evaluation of the Anthropocene 

shifting entirely from the mainstream environmentalists’ approach. The following paragraphs 

will explore these alternatives in depth in order to analyze if Green drift and innovative 

approaches could ease the lack of federal action on environmental policy, albeit with the 

umbrella of federal environmental policy ensuring a stable minimum standard.   

 The non-traditional route through the legislative process has proven to be an effective 

strategy of making progress on environmental policy during the period of congressional 

gridlock. The EPA has held the discretion to base new regulations on existing statutes to 

enhance environmental protection. However, the current administration has limited the 

possibility for this non-traditional route through their Regulatory Plan. The plan states, 

“[a]gencies should administer the law found in statutes, not make new law, and they should 

respect the judicial role in enforcing limits on administrative power.”360 The plan goes on to 

argue that all agencies must revise their guidance documents to prevent the possibility of 

creating new regulations or binding requirements based on these. The sole purpose of these 

guidance documents is to give advice and nothing more, the plan asserts. The Trump 

administration claims that this will lead to a more transparent rulemaking process.361 Based 

on this knowledge, it is reasonable to conclude that during the current administration, the non-

traditional legislative route is highly unlikely to be an effective approach towards 
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advancement of environmental policy.  

Although the president has become an increasingly important actor within 

environmental policy, there are low expectations for pro-environment progress initiated by the 

executive branch during this administration. Though President Trump has applied his 

presidential power in regard to environmental policy, it has not been with the intention of 

strengthening environmental protection, rather the quite opposite. This was unanimously 

supported by all the interviewees.  

 The U.S. Courts are deeply involved in environmental policymaking. As seen with the 

Supreme Court ruling Massachusetts v. EPA, they have the opportunity to fundamentally 

impact the direction of policy. Because environmental policy decisions are subject to scrutiny 

by many actors, the EPA is increasingly applying collaborative or negotiated strategies 

towards solving environmental conflicts to avoid ending up before the courts. Moreover, 

research has shown that as a result of a gridlocked Congress that is incapable of revising 

policies, the courts have taken on a greater role in environmental policy. Accordingly, the 

courts have become the sole branch of government that interprets environmental legislation 

and adapts them to fit the issues of the twenty-first century. And unlike executive powers, the 

courts’ rulings are solid and enduring. As long as congressional gridlock continues to be the 

norm and the EPA keeps its reliance on command-and-control regulations, it is likely that the 

courts will continue to be important policymakers within the environmental policy 

framework.362  

 Collaborative regulations are another pathway towards progress on environmental 

legislation. The intention behind these regulations is to directly involve interest groups in the 

policymaking process in an attempt to reduce the adversarial relationship between the 

regulator and the regulated. The concept is rooted in the American cultural notions of 

pluralism and personal freedom, and is designed to avoid top-down policies enacted by a 

large government without the support of the people. Collaborative regulations are also 

promoted because of their ability to meet the requirements of several political interests. The 

regulations should be based on knowledge from the affected communities and businesses, 

thereby creating “reasonable” regulations. The collaborative approach has in some cases 

resulted in efficient rules, however, there rests some concerns regarding this approach. The 

degree of public accountability is challenged because these regulations are the results of 

negotiated arrangements between the regulator and the regulated.363 Consequently, Klyza and 
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Sousa characterize them as “policy without law” as they lack statutory changes.364 

Nevertheless, the idea of a collaborative approach towards environmental regulations is 

supported by many scholars in order to create sustainable and thriving communities holding 

broader support. Yet, in the current adversarial political regime it is highly unlikely that this 

will be a favored approach. 

  

4.6.1. State and City Initiatives 

Since the states began taking responsibility for enacting environmental and climate policies 

during the late 1980s, they have become one of the most vital contributors to progress on 

creating effective environmental legislation. As a result of the federal system and delegation 

of authority, states have considerable discretion on issues concerning their own regions. Many 

of the policy areas linked to GHG emissions are within state jurisdiction. In addition, the 

states hold great authority in relation to implementation of federal environmental programs as 

long as the minimum standards are met.365  

Barry Rabe has been examining the pattern of state initiatives in relation to 

environmental policy. He found that Americans have a higher degree of trust and confidence 

in policies and regulations stemming from their state governments rather than the national 

establishment, thereby increasing the legitimacy of state legislation. State environmental 

policy is also characterized by a high level of direct democracy through citizens initiatives, 

referendums, and direct contact with elected officials. This has spurred the development of 

decentralized and bottom-up policies. The states have increased the number of environmental 

professionals on state level which has contributed to a great deal of state level innovation. 

Perhaps the most prevailing aspect is the shift from reactive to proactive policies. All of the 

fifty states have implemented at least one program aimed at preventing pollution. With 

Minnesota in the lead, several states have joined the effort and created multidisciplinary teams 

charged with forecasting emerging environmental hazards and addressing them before they 

become a problem. Thirty-four states have also adopted stricter environmental legislation than 

the federal standards in relation to chemicals.366  

In addition, states have begun applying economic incentives to ensure environmental 

protection. These include taxes on GHG emissions, tax incentives in relation to electric cars 

and renewable energy equipment, tax exemptions on compliance equipment for industry, and 
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recycling incentives like making the pick up of recyclables free while unrecycled garbage has 

costs. Moreover, many states have begun addressing the problem of the fragmented 

organization of environmental media. Instead of the media specific approach taken by the 

EPA, the states have established informal networks, task forces specialized in specific 

environmental issues, and cooperation between various departments and agencies. 

Accordingly, the states have taken a more holistic approach towards environmental 

protection. The states also foster a close interstate environmental collaboration, like the 

Environmental Council of the States. The council works as an arena to exchange information, 

foster innovation, and share resources.367 Rabe argues that these networks “have become 

increasingly influential in recent decades.”368  

Research has shown that if the U.S. states were ranked as independent nations, 

eighteen states would rank among the top fifty nations regarding GHG emissions. In an 

attempt to reduce these vast emissions, several collaborative emissions reduction programs on 

state level have emerged.369 One of these collaborative approaches is the Regional 

Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI), a state level cap-and-trade program developed in 2009. 

The nine states, Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, 

New York, Rhode Island, and Vermont have so far entered the program. The main objective 

of the RGGI is reducing CO2 emissions from the power sector, particularly emissions from 

fossil fueled electric power plants. Each state is given a CO2 Budget Trading Program which 

the states control through various regulations. The program also issues CO2 allowances which 

the states trade with each other on auctions. This is the first program of its kind in the United 

States. The elements of the RGGI are mandatory for the participating states, it is marked-

based, and has proven to be very effective.370  

The United States Climate Alliance is another example of a collaborative state 

initiative. As mentioned earlier, the alliance was founded in a direct response to the decision 

to withdraw from the Paris accord. The alliance consists of fifteen states: California, 

Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Hawaii, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New York, North 

Carolina, Oregon, Puerto Rico, Rhode Island, Virginia, Vermont, and Washington. Together, 

these states “account for 40 percent of U.S. GDP, at least $7 trillion dollars of combined 

economic activity, and 1.3 million clean energy jobs.”371 With the economy and population 
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combined, the alliance is comparable to the world’s third largest country. The Alliance 

follows three main principles: One, the states shall continue to lead on climate change action 

by mitigating the consequences for both their citizens and the economy. Two, the states shall 

demonstrate that addressing climate change at state level is beneficial for the economy and 

that it strengthens local communities. Three, the states are showing the nation that achieving 

ambitious climate goals is possible. The Climate Alliance’s focus areas are clean energy, 

greening the building and transportation sector, and increasing economic resilience. Results 

from the first year are encouraging. The alliance has exceeded the goals of the Paris 

agreement, and are currently more than half way through. Moreover, the climate policies of 

the states have attracted large investments and created 1.3 million jobs within the clean 

energy sector. The overall economic growth within the member states has exceeded the rest of 

the nation by 2% while at the same time reducing their CO2 emissions by 5% more than the 

national average. Based on these statistics, the success of the alliance confirms that “fighting 

climate change and fostering economic growth can go hand in hand.”372  

In addition to the collaborative emissions reduction programs, twenty-nine states have 

taken individual action and adopted renewable portfolio standards in an attempt to reduce 

own GHG emissions. These portfolio standards require certain amounts of electricity to come 

from renewable sources. California, New York, and Oregon have stated that by 2030 or 2040, 

more than 50% of their electricity will be renewable. California is among the world’s most 

active governments in addressing climate change through cap-and-trade programs and 

renewable energy mandates. The programs are supervised by the California Air Resources 

Board which also oversees policy implementation. All sectors within the state which produces 

GHG emissions are affected by the Board’s policies. The state has also been a driver of 

stricter standards of environmental protection. Through the California waiver, the EPA 

granted the state the authority to impose higher vehicle emission standards than the federal 

government, which again led to higher national standards.373 Rabe states: “This reform 

reflects a unique situation whereby one state can innovate within its own boundaries but 

leverage nation-level change in the process through power granted to it through federal 

legislation.”374 The political scientist Leigh Raymond claims that this new approach towards 

climate policy driven by local governments has influenced other governments as well as the 

international political arena.375 Accordingly, this initiative shows what Glenn Hurowitz, 
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among others have argued; that the states have taken a pioneering role in environmental 

policy. 

 Though there has been an appraisal of environmental policy development at state 

level, Rabe argues that this policymaking pathway has its limits. Perhaps the most critical 

problem is the notion of transboundary issues; environmental issues not confined to state 

borders or jurisdiction. Two neighboring states may have different approaches towards the 

same issue, resulting in various results. The return to cooperative federalism may also have 

some implications. As more authority is returned to the states and the federal government 

takes less responsibility, some scholars worry that this may lead to a race to the bottom effect 

for the states less eager to address environmental issues. The three states West Virginia, 

Michigan, and Wisconsin, are already attempting to weaken their implemented environmental 

policies. Half of the states have also established restrictions to prevent their local 

environmental agency from adopting more stringent standards than the federal ones.  

These examples demonstrate the importance of a national umbrella of environmental 

policy to ensure minimum standards and uniform environmental protection. Furthermore, the 

states are dependent on federal funding for their environmental programs. This has gradually 

decreased throughout the years and further reductions are likely to occur under the current 

administration, as their proposed budget demonstrates. The states are also dependent on 

federal research in order to develop effective regulations. Yet, research on environmental 

issues is also experiencing reduced federal funding. This shows that cooperative federalism 

only works if the federal government provides funding, conducts research, as well as setting 

productive minimum standards which ensures environmental protection.376 Despite these 

limitations, the states will likely continue to lead innovative development on environmental 

protection in the future. 

During the last decade, cities have also become provident actors within environmental 

protection. As cities around the world account for between 40% and 75% of GHG 

emissions377, it is evident that city action on reducing emissions and adapting to future 

consequences of climate change is significant. Of the fifty-five largest cities in the U.S., at 

least forty-nine have implemented sustainability programs. Kent E. Portney defines thirty-

eight city sustainability action categories, ranging from recycling, to transportation, to 

redevelopment of brownfields, to climate change mitigation. For many years, the city of New 

York has demonstrated their commitment to environmental protection. Their environmental 

                                                
376 Rabe, “Racing to the Top, the Bottom, or the Middle of the Pack?”, 47-51. 
377 Alex Aylett, “Cities for Climate Change”, in Green Cities: An A-to-Z Guide, eds. Nevin Cohen & Paul 
Robbins, (Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications, 2011), 2, http://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781412973816.n27  



 96 

plan OneNYC summarizes the city’s effort towards environmental protection and 

sustainability. The plan was developed by former Mayor Michael Bloomberg and further 

developed in 2015 by Mayor Bill de Blasio. It promotes economic growth and development 

while at the same time focusing on resilience, thrivability, equity, and combating climate 

change. Portney argues that there are weaknesses to this strategy, yet it demonstrates the 

city’s ambition and commitment towards environmental protection.378 As Bloomberg argues: 

 “Cities are actually the key to saving the planet.”379 

  

4.6.2. Private Sector Initiatives  

According to the Trump administration and several industry advocacy groups, one of the 

strongest arguments for revoking environmental regulations is that they hinder economic 

growth and development. Yet, many scholars, business leaders, and financial analysts claim 

the opposite. Private sector initiatives have become increasingly prevalent regarding 

environmental protection during the last several years. Customers are more concerned with 

making sustainable choices, and businesses answer to the increasing demand for more 

environmentally friendly choices. Several companies also try to improve their overall 

reputation by becoming more sustainable. The fast-food chain McDonald’s recently 

implemented such measures by committing to reduce their GHG emissions by 36% by 2030. 

The reductions will be achieved through LED lighting and energy efficient kitchen 

equipment. In addition, the company is going to make an overall change in the beef 

production which allows for the land to recover and reduces livestock gases. McDonalds’s 

reduced emissions will be the equivalent of removing thirty-two million running cars for a 

year. This environmental measure is just one of many commitments the company has already 

made. The fast-food chain has previously committed to installing recycling systems in all of 

its restaurants throughout the world by 2025. In addition, McDonald’s is utilizing more 

environmentally friendly product packaging, protecting its water supply, and protecting 

forests in connection to their supplying ranches. McDonald’s sustainability officer stated that 

they believe these initiatives will benefit the company as sustainability is an important issue 

to their customers. Other companies like Tyson Foods Inc. and Smithfield Foods Inc. are 

following in McDonalds’ footsteps and are also making commitments to reduce their GHG 
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emissions.380  

Apple has also adopted greener strategies. All retail stores and offices located in forty-

three countries now run exclusively on clean energy. The company is also urging their 

suppliers to use clean energy, which in the future will be a requirement. Today, Apple owns 

twenty-five renewable energy plants and fifteen more are currently under construction.381 

Another company eager to reduce its environmental footprint is Google. The company is 

actively investing in green energy and is now the largest corporate buyer of renewable energy 

worldwide.382 Walmart has also developed a greener profile and launched an environmental 

program aimed at increasing the company’s sustainability. Through “Project Gigaton”, the 

company attempts to reduce GHG emissions from their supply chain. They have teamed up 

with several environmental NGO’s to design a program which will lead to a GHG emissions 

reduction of one gigaton, more than six times the reduction of McDonald’s.383 These private 

sector initiatives are just a few of many currently transpiring throughout the United States.  

 

4.6.3. An Ecomodernist Approach  

As mentioned in Chapter One, mainstream environmentalism is facing opposition from 

revisionist ideas on environmental policy. Ecomodernists main critique relates to the 

incapacity of the American Green State to address climate change within its current 

institutional structure. According to the ecomodernists, the environmental movement’s focus 

on shrinking human impact on the environment will never yield positive results. As a result of 

their failure to evolve, mainstream environmentalists have become an obstacle to efficient 

environmental protection, they argue.384  

Ecomodernism presents an alternative and more positive view of the world within the 

Anthropocene. Unlike the classic doomsday approaches towards a dark Anthropogenic future, 

the ecomodern approach promotes the notion of providence. Never before in history has the 
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human species lived more prosperous lives with endless possibilities and privileges. 

Unprecedented knowledge about the environment, combined with prevailing technology and 

resources, should facilitate effective solutions to environmental issues, albeit if applied 

correctly.385 A combination of market forces and governmental investments will facilitate 

economic growth and enhance the environmental quality.386 Moreover, ecomodernists argue 

that in order to reduce human impact on the environment and achieve a prosperous 

Anthropocene, resources must be used more productively. Urban living is central, agriculture 

must be intensified, and nuclear power must be relied upon. To reduce climate change and 

ease its consequences, technological development is central. Solar power must be further 

developed and nuclear energy safer and more affordable. However, the most vital thing is 

maintaining the emotional connection between humans and their environment. Only then can 

we properly preserve the natural environment.387  

Though the ecomodernists criticism of mainstream environmentalism may seem 

hostile and exaggerated, their philosophy contains aspects which may prove valuable. Their 

notion of providence and hope can urge enthusiasm towards the environmental cause. 

Nordhaus and Shellenberger argue that the current doomsday narrative has to be replaced 

with discourses of creativity, inspiration, and aspiration towards the future.388 The 

ecomodernist manifesto asserts: “Too often discussions about the environment have been 

dominated by the extremes, and plagued by dogmatism, which in turn fuels intolerance.”389 

Instead we should move to the politics of possibilities, by framing environmental policy 

within the notion of progress and providence. Accordingly, ecomodernists “embrace an 

optimistic view toward human capacities and the future.”390  

 

4.7. Cautious Optimism  
 

Considering the alternative pathways towards progress on environmental protection and 

policymaking, many would argue that the future of U.S. environmental policy is not as bleak 
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as depicted by the media. Fred Krupp argues that there is some reason for optimism towards 

the future of environmental policy. According to several surveys, a majority of Americans 

oppose the administration’s deregulatory agenda, support the EPA and want to see it regain its 

authority and ensure environmental protection. Krupp claims that by demonstrating discontent 

with the administration’s agenda, the public can contribute to mitigating future consequences. 

“[I]f enough people stand up and make their voices heard, the president himself may even 

decide to steer a new course.”391 

 Michael Bloomberg and Carl Pope argue that we need to move away from framing 

environmental issues around negative themes like fear and disaster, but instead focus on the 

hope within this type of policy. Fear has a way of paralyzing people which is 

counterproductive when it comes to this time sensitive situation. Opposing, the idea of hope 

creates encouragement that will help to bolster the action on environmental protection. If we 

are to make great societal changes towards creating adaptable and resilient communities, 

public support and contribution is essential. Accordingly, we have to move “away from fear 

and toward hope,” they conclude.392  

The two authors of Towards Sustainable Communities, Michael E. Kraft and Daniel 

A. Mazmanian, focused on various aspects when asked about the future of U.S. 

environmental policy. Mazmanian stated that the results from exploring the future 

consequences of the Trump administration mostly depends on whether or not one is an 

optimist or a pessimist. However, what is clear is the administration’s opposition to the 

established environmental policy framework, he stated.393  Michael Kraft emphasized that 

because the current administration lacks public support, their changes will not be successful. 

Moreover, he argued that we should look to the states to see what the public wants. As the 

U.S. has experienced similar hostility before, the nation knows they can withstand it. “Indeed, 

should the parallel with Ronald Reagan continue, what follows may well be even stronger 

commitments to environmental policy and renewable energy than what we had before 

Trump,” Kraft noted.394  

Christa Clapp remains confident that the system of checks and balances will keep the 

administration from dismantling the American Green State.395 In addition to the rule of law, 

the regional and state efforts on environmental protection, technological development 
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regarding electric vehicles and the declining costs of clean energy are also promising arenas 

of progress. Accordingly, Clapp concluded: “In the long run I guess you could say that I am 

cautiously optimistic!”396  

Glenn Hurowitz also confirmed that there is hope. Because the environmental 

movement has realized that federal policymaking enhancing the environmental cause is 

unlikely, they have shifted their focus to other areas where they believe they can make a 

difference. “Private sector, state and city progress has allowed the United States to reduce 

climate pollution to some extent and make progress on other environmental issues 

notwithstanding the diffidence or the hostility coming from Washington,” Hurowitz noted.397 

Accordingly, during the Trump administration, these focus areas will remain their method of 

promoting progress on environmental protection and policymaking. 

Christopher Sellers also believes in future oriented progress outside of the 

establishment in Washington. He enhanced the power of the multinational companies as a  

force which can promote environmental policy, as well as mitigating impacts of the Trump 

administration. Progress on state level is also an arena that Sellers believes in and is 

personally involved with. An example of the progress being made on the state level is 

apparent in New York, where there is pending legislation with ambitious goals that will have 

the ability to change the landscape of environmental policy. Buoyed by these positive 

developments, Sellers stated “I do think there is hope in that direction.”398  

David Doniger also provided a positive outlook on the future beyond the current  

administration. The environmental issues we experience today and the major environmental  

legislation will outlast the Trump administration. However, the loss of valuable time is  

perhaps a bigger concern as inefficiency today will have large impacts on future generations. 

Still, Doniger noted that as long as the rest of the global community continues their efforts on 

reducing CO2 emissions, the impacts will be reduced and sooner or later the United States will 

“come to its senses”399. He ended by saying, “The way I think of it is, we’re living through 

the Trumpocene, and the Trumpocene is a very short geological period. It will be a little trace 

of it in the record, but hopefully it’s very short.”400 
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4.8. Chapter Summary 
 

The administration’s future environmental agenda is a continuation of the policies 

experienced during the last sixteen months. It is reasonable to predict that their pro-growth 

and pro-business agenda will lead to more rollbacks and increased emissions. A weakened 

enforcement system will fail to prosecute violators of environmental rules. However, 

procedures within the policy framework limit presidential authority which can delay attempts 

to further reduce environmental protection. President Trump’s legitimacy and technical 

rationality lacks support and a majority of the American people believes he fails to protect the 

environment leading many to conclude that his overall presidential authority is weak.  

As the only U.S. agency solely charged with environmental protection, the EPA has 

played an important role in the American Green State. Still, due to the current attacks from 

the Trump administration, the EPA faces its biggest threat until now. Looking at previous 

instances where the environmental establishment has been under assault, the administrations 

have not been able to follow through on their anti-environment agenda in the long run. 

Through display of public discontent and resistance from the Greens, this may prove to be the 

case in this situation as well. This could lead this administration down a similar path 

previously seen during the first two years of the Reagan administration, where environmental 

policy and protection was strengthened. Regardless of the current hostility, in order to 

effectively address climate change and other emerging environmental issues, the agency 

needs to reorganize, reduce its bureaucratic structure, and turn towards a flexible regulatory 

apparatus based on cooperation. Still, the future is uncertain. 

Nonetheless, hope for progress on new environmental legislation is found within 

alternative pathways. In many cases, state and local action has replaced the federal leadership 

and taken on great responsibility in ambitious approaches towards environmental protection. 

It is evident that decentralized policies generate larger support and increase political 

legitimacy. State efforts to implement proactive policies together with applying 

multidisciplinary and collaborative approaches towards addressing climate change, combined 

with city action on greening the urban environment, may prove to be more effective than the 

current federal policy framework. State actions also demonstrate that economic growth and 

environmental regulations are not mutually exclusive, thus disproving the Trump 

administration’s strongest argument for their deregulatory agenda. In truth, the private sector 

is actively investing in renewable energy and companies are acting more sustainable and 

reducing their environmental impact. In addition, the ecomodernist approach can prove 
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valuable as a method of creating encouragement around environmental protection and hope 

for a thriving future.  

Though these alternative pathways could seem to replace the American Green State 

altogether, it is critical to note that several aspects of the federal environmental political 

framework are indispensable. First, the Green State ensures a minimum standard of 

environmental protection and prevents a race-to-the-bottom effect as some states want to 

increase their economy and attract industry. Moreover, as seen with transboundary pollution 

crossing over state jurisdiction, these are issues which many states are unequipped to address. 

As much of the non-point pollution is transboundary, this type of pollution is therefore best 

governed at the federal level to ensure an effective uniform approach. Secondly, the federal 

environmental political framework is vital in providing funding for state and local programs, 

additional research on the field, and investing in renewable energy. Instead of replacing the 

Green State, alternative pathways can pioneer innovative approaches which can later be 

scaled up and further strengthen the federal policy framework. Accordingly, the Green 

bureaucracy must be upgraded along the lines of alternative pathway innovation on climate 

change adaptation and resilience, proactive approaches to pollution control, and collaborative 

and holistic approaches. The objective must be to reestablish a system of effective 

environmental governance equipped to effectively address emerging environmental issues in a 

non-adversarial manner. 

Finally, are there reasons for cautious optimism towards the future of U.S. 

environmental policy regulation and the Green bureaucracy? The people interviewed in this 

thesis believe there is, albeit with reservations. First, federal action on environmental 

legislation is unlikely during the current administration. However, progress can be found 

elsewhere like state and local action, market forces, and private sector initiatives. 

Nevertheless, structural changes are needed in order to reshape the American Green State and 

make it compatible with the changing nature of environmental issues of the twenty-first 

century. So, despite the disaster narrative presented by the media, the future is not necessarily 

as desolate as first assumed. To repeat the words of David Doniger; though we are currently 

living in the short geological period of the Trumpocene, the American Green State will 

sustain.  
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Conclusion 
 

The purpose of this thesis has been to explore the future of environmental policy regulation 

and the environmental bureaucracy in the United States. The main focus was devoted to 

ascertaining if there are reasons for cautious optimism regarding the future of the American 

Green State despite the current hostility from the Trump administration. Moreover, the thesis 

has explored alternative pathways towards progress on creating effective environmental 

legislation outside the federal policymaking framework. Finally, the thesis has examined if 

aspects from these alternative pathways can contribute to reestablish a progressive system of 

environmental governance. This concluding chapter begins by clarifying some of the key 

terms applied throughout this thesis. Next, the main findings are briefly summarized. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion on future research on this topic.    

 

Key Concepts 
Some of the key terms that have been used in this thesis are essential to its findings. The 

thesis began by examining environmental consciousness, or the ability to reflect on the 

environmental consequences of human action. This gradually developed during the nineteenth 

century as people began experiencing the substantial impacts of their lifestyles during periods 

of industrialization and urbanization and started taking thinking about measures to mitigate 

the negative consequences. As a result of the rise of environmental consciousness, initiatives 

to establish a movement dedicated to environmental advocacy were taken. Starting out as a 

counter movement in opposition to the Manifest Destiny values of natural management, 

environmentalists today work within the policy framework of the democratic state. Relying 

on lobbying, litigation, and public advocacy, they promote their agenda of minimizing the 

consequences of human impact on the environment. Environmental advocacy has also been 

endorsed by a broader aspect of community groups mainly focusing on civil rights and 

equality before the law. This demonstrates that environmental advocacy can transcend the 

institutionalized environmental movement.  

Perhaps the most favored approach towards environmental protection from a pro-

environmentalist point of view is environmental regulation. With actual consequences if 

violated, these regulations have proven efficient in reducing harmful pollution from the 

industry in particular. Environmental regulation often includes the highly disputed command-

and-control enforcement strategy. An overreliance on this strategy has created an 
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adversarial relationship between the regulator and the regulated because of inflexibility.  

As a result of the growing numbers of environmental acts and regulations, the Green 

bureaucracy was developed. The American Green State was used in this thesis as a generic 

term containing all aspects of the U.S. environmental political framework including the 

institutions, policies, and regulations aimed at protecting the environment. Despite holding 

broad support among environmental advocacy groups, the Green State faces great opposition 

from the regulated community, industry business groups and pro-growth advocates.    

In response to the growing Green State and the increasingly powerful environmental 

movement, the counter movement Wise-Use was established in the 1980s. Based on the 

values of the Manifest Destiny concept, the Wise-Use groups argue that environmental 

regulations interfere with property rights and personal freedom. Wise-Use advocates believe 

that the federal government is at best a necessary evil and authority should be returned to state 

level instead. Many industry advocacy groups promote these Wise-Use ideals. The current 

administration’s deregulatory agenda bears close resemblance to the Wise-Use principles. The 

Trump agenda, labelled the American Model, follows a pro-business and pro-growth 

approach. Their main objective is to make America great again mainly through tax reductions, 

reducing federal overreach, and deregulation. By following these strategies, they argue that 

the economy will grow and thereby create much needed jobs.  

As the Green State and the environmental movement continue to follow the regulatory 

approach towards limiting environmental consequences of human action, other approaches 

towards environmental advocacy have emerged. Ecomodernism is philosophy based on 

revisionists thoughts on environmentalism. Ecomodernists argue that emerging environmental 

issues can never be properly addressed within the current regulatory framework of limitations 

and restrictions. Instead, ecomodernists promote economic growth and cooperation across 

sectors to achieve a “good” and prosperous Anthropocene.  

 

Main Findings  
The rise of environmental consciousness gradually developed through the somewhat 

conflicting ideals of conservation and preservation, and ultimately replaced the previous 

Manifest Destiny discourse. Following dramatic focusing events like the Donora smog and 

the Cuyahoga River fires, environmental consciousness became hegemonic throughout 

society. Grassroots environmentalism grew and strongly advocated a need for a more efficient 

environmental apparatus. However, turning this support into policy included a complete 

restructuring of the environmental policymaking framework and consequently, the EPA was 
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created. During the 1970s, vital environmental legislation was passed with broad bipartisan 

support. Yet, as the federal environmental bureaucracy grew and imposed stricter control on 

the regulated community, environmental policy faced increasing opposition from pro-growth 

advocates and industry. Counter movements in support of deregulation and a smaller federal 

government were established in response to the growing environmental movement. 

Accordingly, environmental consciousness lost its hegemonic support throughout society. 

The most visible and important result of the environmental movement from a policy 

perspective is the EPA, the lynchpin of the American Green State and the only U.S. agency 

solely charged with environmental protection. The seven pillars of environmental policy 

enacted throughout the Environmental Era still remain central for the agency’s work on 

protecting human health and the environment. This historically broadly supported legislation 

has proved invaluable in addressing point-source pollution. However, due to more complex 

issues of climate change and non-point pollution combined with the increasing disagreement 

on the size and authority of the federal bureaucracy, the EPA’s regulatory work is facing great 

opposition. Particularly, the reliance on command-and-control regulations has created an 

adversarial relationship between the Green State and the regulated community.  

In addition, enactment of new environmental legislation is further complicated by the 

complexity of the U.S. policymaking system which often exacerbates conflicts in the political 

establishment. The constant tension between the different actors and the levels of the federal 

state have had a tendency to hinder progress on legislation. The situation is further 

exacerbated by congressional gridlock on the issue. Consequently, congressional 

environmental legislation is at a standstill. To some extent, the gridlock is caused by a 

growing political polarization. Environmental protection has become a widely controversial 

issue and the two parties take substantially different approaches. The Republican Party 

considers environmental legislation to be a hindrance on economic growth and in opposition 

to personal freedom and private property rights. In contrast, the Democratic Party is mostly 

supportive of environmental protection. The rising opposition between the environmental 

movement and industry interest groups promoting Wise-Use ideals have also intensified the 

polarization and further impeded progress on creating effective environmental legislation. 

Consequently, the president has taken a central role in policymaking, both regarding pro- and 

anti-environmental action. However, executive actions are highly susceptible to rollback 

which further weakens the overall resilience of the environmental regulatory framework.  

Under constant attack from the Trump administration, the American Green State is 

experiencing its biggest challenge to date. President Trump’s pro-growth and pro-business 
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American Model has had enormous consequences for the environmental political 

establishment. The deregulatory strategy promotes job creation and economic growth often at 

the expense of environmental protection by revoking existing legislation and reducing the 

authority of the EPA mainly through executive orders. The EPA administrator, Scott Pruitt, 

has through his Wise-Use inspired Back-to-Basics agenda weakened the agency’s overall 

ability to create effective policy and regulations. Pruitt’s adversarial approach towards the 

EPA workforce, combined with strategies aimed at preventing employees from carrying out 

regulatory enforcement, creates a diving morale at the agency and encourages the staff to 

resign. Moreover, the current situation of environmental protection is severely affected by the 

continuous concealment of central information. The attacks on science and scientific advisory 

boards are also worrying as these actions strengthens the denialist cause. Altogether, the 

current situation of U.S. environmental policy is strained.   

The remaining issue is whether the Trump administration will be able to follow 

through on their deregulatory agenda. In the short term, it is reasonable to predict that their 

agenda will lead to more rollbacks and increased emissions. A weakened enforcement system 

will fail to prosecute violators of environmental rules. However, procedures within the policy 

framework limit presidential authority which can delay attempts to further reduce 

environmental protection. Both Congress and the Courts have demonstrated their ability to 

oppose parts of the deregulatory agenda. Environmental advocacy and resistance from the Big 

Green and other community groups may contribute to further weakening the administration’s 

agenda. Yet, in the short run is highly likely that results of the deregulatory agenda will bring 

substantial consequences for environmental protection. Contrarily, the long-term perspective 

may tilt towards the strengthening of environmental protection. Clear repercussions arose 

from the Reagan administration’s and the Harper government’s attempt to reduce the 

environmental bureaucracy and overall environmental protection. Both anti-environmental 

agendas lacked broad support. Consequently, the Reagan administration had to change their 

approach towards environmental protection and the Harper government lost the following 

election. This demonstrates that previous attempts to dramatically reduce the environmental 

regulatory apparatus and the Green bureaucracy proved inefficient in the long run. Moreover, 

President Trump’s overall authority is weak as both his legitimacy and technical rationality 

lacks support. A majority of the American people believes he fails to protect the environment 

and support stronger environmental protection. Through display of public discontent and 

resistance from the Greens, history might prove to repeat itself.  

Consequently, are there reasons for cautious optimism towards the future of the U.S. 
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environmental policy regulation and the Green bureaucracy? History suggests there is hope as 

past attempts to dismantle environmental policy frameworks have failed in the long term. 

Cautious optimism is also confirmed by the interviewees. In many cases, state and local 

action have taken on greater responsibility in ambitious approaches towards environmental 

protection. State efforts on implementing proactive policies across environmental media 

together with collaborative approaches and city action on greening the urban environment, 

have yielded great results. These decentralized policies also generate larger public support. In 

addition, state actions demonstrate that environmental regulations and economic growth are 

not necessarily in opposition, thus disproving the administration’s strongest argument for 

deregulatory actions. Furthermore, the private sector is actively investing in renewable energy 

and companies are reducing their environmental impact. Finally, the optimistic ecomodernist 

approach refutes the doomsday narrative of the Anthropocene which could be valuable in 

generating encouragement around the environmental cause. A bright Anthropogenic future 

beyond the Trumpocene may prove possible. 

More broadly, in order to effectively address emerging environmental issues in a non-

adversarial manner, it is necessary to reestablish a system of effective environmental 

governance. A useful place to start is by remaking the EPA. The agency must be restructured 

across environmental media to achieve a holistic approach, reduce its bureaucratic structure, 

and turn towards a more flexible regulatory apparatus based on cooperation, both across 

levels of government but also with the regulated community. In addition, the Green 

bureaucracy must be upgraded along the lines of alternative pathway innovation regarding 

proactive approaches, adaptation, mitigation, and resilience. Yet, it seems fair to argue that 

the long-term challenge is to translate these alternative pathway initiatives into revising the 

American Green State. Clearly, alternative pathways are not sufficient when addressing issues 

of transboundary environmental problems crossing over state jurisdiction. Therefore, a 

national framework is still crucial in order to prevent a race to the bottom effect as some 

industrial states reduce the regulatory burden on industry to attract more investment. The 

Green State is also important as it contributes with investments both in renewable energy as 

well as funding for indispensable environmental research, albeit with a more environmentally 

friendly administration in power. Only when these improvements have been made, will the 

environmental bureaucracy be equipped to effectively address the emerging environmental 

issues of the twenty-first century in a non-adversarial manner.  

The executive summary below emphasizes the main issues discussed in this thesis: 

• The American Green State is under attack from the current administration considering 
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enforcement of vital environmental regulations, funding, research and science on the 

subject. President Trump and Scott Pruitt are promoting Wise-Use ideals and denialism to 

enhance their agenda of economic growth and job creation. As a result, federal progress on 

creating environmental legislation is highly unlikely during the Trump administration.  

• Congressional gridlock and increasing political polarization regarding environmental 

issues are further exacerbating the already strained situation. Environmental protection has 

become a highly controversial topic which is reflected in the clear opposition between the 

Republicans and the Democrats.  

• Alternative pathways towards progress on creating effective environmental legislation is 

occurring outside the federal environmental policymaking apparatus. State and local 

actions and private sector initiatives have proven very efficient in addressing more 

complex issues of non-point pollution and climate change.  

• The approaches of the Green State have expired regarding emerging environmental issues. 

To address the changing nature of the issues of the twenty-first century with broader 

support in the American society, a progressive system of environmental governance must 

be reestablished along the lines of state and private sector initiatives.  

 

Future Research  
As this thesis has demonstrated, a great deal is occurring regarding environmental protection 

and regulation and within the United States, both considering pro-environmental action as 

well as environmental deregulation. Additional research into the field could prove valuable 

when examining the future of the environmental bureaucracy and environmental protection. 

Particularly, the possibility for the EPA to evolve, could benefit from further research. 

Mainly, will the American Green State be able to follow the lead of alternative initiatives and 

restructure along those lines to better address emerging environmental issues? If so, what 

would be the long-term effects regarding climate change and non-point pollution in 

particular? Though much research has been devoted to examining the weaknesses of the 

current system and potential solutions, little research examines the actual possibilities for 

these changes to occur. Many questions remain. For instance, what is needed to initiate the 

necessary alterations? Which approach is more feasible, a holistic reorganization of the 

agency, or a complete restructuring and the creation of a new agency as an attempt to ensure a 

clean slate untouched by the three-layered labyrinth of environmental policies? Further 

research into this topic could provide vital information on the environmental bureaucracy’s 

ability to enact environmental policy regulations and protect the environment in the future.     
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Appendix 1 – EPA’s Back-to-Basics Agenda  
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Appendix 2 – EPA Poster a Year of Great Environmental 
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Appendix 3 – List of Abbreviations   
A list of much used abbreviations by category in alphabetic order:  

 

General 

CO2 – Carbon dioxide  

EO – Executive Order  

EPA – The Environmental Protection Agency  

FR – Federal Register 

GHG – Greenhouse gases  

GOP – Grand Old Party  

KXL – Keystone XL pipeline 

NGO – Non-governmental Organizations  

 

U.S. Governmental Entities 

BOSC – The Board of Scientific Counselors  

CASAC – The Clean Air Scientific Advisory Committee  

OBM – The Office of Budget and Management 

OIRA – The Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs  

SAB – The Scientific Advisory Board  

 

Groups and Organizations  

EDF – The Environmental Defense Fund  

EDGI – The Environmental Data and Governance Initiative  

EIP – The Environmental Integrity Project  

NAM – The National Association of Manufacturers  

NFIB – The National Federation of Independent Businesses 

NRDC – The Natural Resources Defense Council  

OECD – The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

RGGI – The Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative  

UCS – The Union of Concerned Scientists  

 

Acts, Plans, and Agreements 

APA – Administrative Procedures Act  



 xviii 

CAA – The Clean Air Act  

CERCLA – The Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act 

(Superfund) 

CPP – The Clean Power Plan  

CWA – The Clean Water Act 

FIFRA – The Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, and Rodenticide Act 

HONEST Act – Honest and Open New 3 EPA Science Treatment Act  

NEPA – National Environmental Policy Act  

NSS – National Security Strategy  

SDWA – The Safe Drinking Water Act 

RCRA – The Resource Conservation and Recovery Act  

TSCA – The Toxic Substances Control Act  

	


