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1. Introduction 

Since the discovery that there exists a growing anthropogenic influence on the global climate and 

that this in turn could lead to serious consequences for human living conditions, “global climate 

change” has been framed in very diverse ways in the international discussions. In the beginning, the 

topic was mostly treated as an environmental issue (such as acid rain, forest dieback etc.) to be left 

to specific advocacy groups, scientists or ministries of the environment. At that time (approximately 

1985 until 1992), environmental NGOs began to link  the topic with security concerns to raise 

awareness and set  it on the agenda of political leaders (e.g. World Watch Institute, the Climate 

Institute, the New Economics Foundation or the Friends of the Earth) (Oels 2012: 186). Parallel to this 

first phase of climate security debates, the interest in political circles for the topic began to increase 

and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) was established at the 

Rio Summit of the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in 1992.  

 

In the course of the 1990s the discussion shifted in a more economic direction after scientific 

evidence showed the serious anthropogenic effects on the global climate and predicted that future 

adaptation measures would be associated with immense costs. The debates were dominated by 

questions of the cost of climate adaptation and mitigation compared to non-action (see for example 

the Stern Report 2006, which can be regarded as the culminating point of this line of thinking (Stern 

2006)).  

 

Since the turn of the millennium, the discussion of the possible security effects of climate change 

gained renewed momentum (Brzoska and Oels 2011). In line with more accurate forecasts about the 

widespread physical effects of climate change (e.g. more and more extreme weather events, altered 

precipitation, shifting climate zones, sea level rise, desertification etc.) and their effect on human 

habitats and lifestyles, the discussion about climate change as a security threat became again more 

relevant. The primary actors raising awareness of the link between climate change and security were 

once again not solely political bodies but various Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and Think 

Tanks for instance Christian Aid, CNA Corporation, Center for Strategic and International Studies 

(CSIS) and Center for a New American Security (CNAS)1. Based on earlier debates on environmental 

security (Mathews 1989) and the possibility of widespread environmentally induced migration and 

conflict (Homer-Dixon 1994b; Homer-Dixon 1999; Myers 1995, 2002) they pointed out how the 

effects of global climate change could contribute to these problems. It was only after these NGO 

efforts that the climate security debate gained momentum in the political sphere. In 2007, the 

                                                           
1
 Christian Aid (2007); CNA Corporation (2007); CSIS (Center for Strategic & International Studies) and CNS 

(Center for a New American Security) (2007); Smith and Vivekananda (2007). 
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United Nations Security Council (UNSC) held its first session on the possible implications of climate 

change on international peace and security (UNSC (United Nations Security Council) 2007a), followed 

by a report of the secretary general (UNGA (United Nations General Assembly) 2009b), various 

resolutions (UNGA (United Nations General Assembly) 2008, 2009a) and a second session of the 

UNSC in 2011 (UNSC (United Nations Security Council) 2011a).  

 

In academia, this development is seen with concern. Firstly, the direct link between climate change 

effects and conflict which is drawn in some of the reports and resolutions is called into question 

(Barnett and Adger 2007; Reuveny 2007). And secondly, there is a growing concern about the 

political effects of this “securitisation” of climate change2. Departing from the Copenhagen School’s 

(Buzan et al. 1998) approach to securitisation and combining it with the concept of discourse, our 

ClimaSec project strives to uncover these effects and the actors involved in the securitisation 

process. It does so from a comparative perspective, looking at four countries which differ in regard to 

their socio-economic development and their standing in international and domestic climate politics. 

These countries are the USA (industrialized country, laggard in the climate negotiations), Germany 

(industrialized country, vanguard in the climate negotiations), Turkey (emerging economy, laggard in 

the climate negotiations), and Mexico (emerging economy, vanguard in the climate negotiations). 

The climate security-debate gained momentum especially through the involvement of NGOs and 

think tanks. Hence, the ClimaSec project looks particularly at reports and contributions of these 

actors. This paper concentrates on the US case. Through a survey of the most relevant secondary and 

primary sources it sheds light on the most important climate debates and dynamics in the country 

and identifies key actors that are involved in these processes. As the ClimaSec project tries to 

uncover how securitisation processes have influenced policy making – and which actors contributed 

most –, special attention is given to climate security debates, although without neglecting the overall 

picture.  

 

The paper is structured as follows: After this introduction and a very brief section about the US and 

its general standing in world politics as well as its overall performance in climate matters (section 3), 

section 4 will give an overview of the domestic debates. The subsequent section 5 examines the US 

behaviour in the international climate negotiations, whereas section 6 elaborates on the most 

important actors involved in US climate debates with a focus on the climate-security-debate.  

 

 

                                                           
2
 Brzoska (2009); Hartmann (2010); Oels (2012); McDonald (2005), (2008); Rothe (2011), (2012); Methmann 

and Oels (2013 (in press)); Methmann and Rothe (2012). 
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2. Country Background  

To account for US’ domestic and international climate policies, it is important to first take a brief look 

at the internal political organization of the country, its general position in the region and its relation 

to the international community. Although the global hegemony of the United States is less 

dominating than it used to be – due to the rise of new powers such as China and India and an 

increasingly multipolar world order (at least concerning non-military issues) – militarily and 

economically speaking the US is still the strongest power in the world. It is the unchallenged regional 

power in North America and projects considerable – though decreasing – influence on Central and 

even South America. The US has shown a constant population growth (about one per cent per 

annum) in the last decades, rising from 253 million in 1991 to 309 million inhabitants in 2010, with a 

per capita Gross National Income (GNI) increasing from 23,460 $ to 47 2350 $ within the same 

period. The overall Gross Domestic Product (GDP) constantly grew between 3 and 4 per cent since 

1991, with the exception of the crisis years 2008 and 2009 (World Bank 2012). Turning to the Human 

Development Index (HDI), the USA ranks 4th (0.902) and can hence be considered one of the most 

developed countries worldwide.  

 

Following India, the United States is the most populous democracy worldwide. It is a federal republic, 

led by a presidential system, with the president – together with its administration – being the 

executive branch, checked by a strong legislative organ – the bicameral Congress. The first chamber 

is the upper house, the Senate, with 100 Senators (two for each state) elected in their respective 

states for six years – every two years, one third of the senators face elections. The second chamber, 

the House of Representatives, consists of 435 members, which are elected for four year terms. 

Elections are held every two years; the number of representatives from each state depends on their 

respective state population. The president (who is elected for four years, with a maximum of eight 

consecutive years) does not automatically have the  majority in Congress and – due to the pluralism 

of the American political system – faces many checks and balances, see also (Fletcher 2009: 805). 

Because Congress has to approve public international treaties before ratification, it has been a major 

veto-player regarding federal climate legislation and the commitment to legally binding international 

emission reduction regimes in the past. Two major parties dominate the political system, namely the 

rather liberal and center-left Democrats and the rather conservative and center-right Republicans. In 

the past, Republicans tended to vote against decisive climate laws and Democrats for such 

legislation. However, party membership and discipline is less distinct than in most European states, 

which, too, can give the president a hard time when passing laws through the Congress. Besides the 

federal level, the United States consists of 50 states, which have, due to the Commerce Clause of the 

US constitution, fairly broad responsibilities. Regarding climate legislation, the developments on the 
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state level have been of particular importance. For apart from the federal level, each state can issue 

its own climate legislation, which has led to a quite fragmented picture of the overall climate laws in 

the country – with the states being the more progressive actors in this respect (see section 4).  

 

Since the beginning of the UNFCCC process, the United States had five administrations: The 

republican Presidents Ronald Reagan (1981–1989) and George H. W. Bush (1989–1993) who both 

can be considered fairly open to environmental and climate topics; the democratic President Bill 

Clinton (1993–2001) who, together with his Vice-President Albert Gore,  actively promoted initiatives 

to consider the environment and climate change as important security issues; another republican 

administration under George W. Bush (2001–2009) which, particularly during its first term, can be 

considered a strong laggard with regards to climate policies; and finally the Democrat Barack Obama 

(since 2009) who, at least at the rhetoric level, put climate issues again on the forefront of the US 

agenda3.  

 

3. Overview of Climate Policies in the US  

To begin with, the USA has long been the biggest emitter of GHGs worldwide (with a share of about 

20 per cent of total emissions (Donner and Faltin 2007: 4)) and only recently lost this position to 

China. Since the 1990s, per capita emissions (which are amongst the highest worldwide – much 

higher than those of China) remained fairly stable, with 19.5 metric tons in 1990 and 18.6 in 2008. 

Total emissions were on the rise throughout the 1990s (1990: 4,879,376 kilotons (kt); 2000: 

5,713,450 kt) but showed only a slight increase until 2007 (5,828,697 kt), which was followed by a 

decrease in 2008 (5,656,839 kt) and 2009 (5,299,563 kt)4 (World Bank 2013). Additionally, the energy 

and resource consumption of the United States still counts as one of the highest worldwide (Falkner 

2005: 591). 

 

Regarding effective climate policies, the US performed rather poorly in the last couple of years. This 

is especially true for the federal government where most initiatives never made it through Congress, 

whereas at the state level, several initiatives and improvements in the climate legislation were 

enacted (see section 4). Although, according to the Climate Performance Index (CPI), the USA has not 

performed well regarding recent climate actions, it has shown a striking improvement between 2011 

and 2013 (see table 1). The financial crisis in 2008 and the economic downturn in the aftermath as 

                                                           
3
 However, no national climate legislation has been enacted so far. Nevertheless various attempts for climate 

legislation took place within this period, though so far all were eventually rejected in congress (see section 4). 
4
 This may be attributed to the economic downturn at that time and to a shift in the energy production from 

coal to gas Burck et al. (2012: 4).  



6 
 

well as the shift from coal to gas5 in many power plants are important explanations for this positive 

development (Burck et al. 2012: 4). 

 

Table 1: US CPI rankings and scores 2008-2013 

Year Rank Score 

2008 55   33.4 

2009 58
6
   39.8 

2010 53     46.3 

2011 54 46.5 

2012 52 48.5 

2013 43  53.51 

Table 1 – Source of data: Germanwatch Climate Performance Index (2013) 

 

Concerning its vulnerability to the effects of climate change, the US ranks 30th (CRI Score 45.33) in the 

Global Climate Risk Index (average ranking between 1992 and 2011). Hence, it showed a very high 

vulnerability to the effects of climate change in the past. It is important to stress here that the CRI 

only shows the vulnerability of the past, based on economic losses and human casualties. The 

considerably high vulnerability of the US is mainly due to economic/financial losses – these might be 

especially high compared to other countries because of widespread insurance coverage (Harmeling 

and Eckstein 2012: 4). Based on another measurement of vulnerability, the Gain Index, which also 

takes future climatic changes and the coping capacity into account, the US is considerably less 

vulnerable7 and ranks 20th out of 183 countries8 (Global Adaptation Institute 2012). This discrepancy 

can be partly explained by the fact that the US has at the same time a very high capacity to cope with 

the adverse effects of climate change because of its high overall development. This, for example, is 

mirrored in the HDI-Score (4th) or the “readiness-index” of the Gain-Index, where the US ranks 12th 

out of 178th countries.9 

 

                                                           
5
 However, emissions from shale gas, which is released in the extraction process, are not sufficiently reflected 

in the underlying data of the index Harmeling and Eckstein (2012: 4). 
6
 New Ranking since 2009, the first three ranks are left free to symbolically show that no country is doing 

enough to prevent climate change. 
7
 “Vulnerability measures a country's exposure, sensitivity and ability to cope with climate related hazards, as 

well as accounting for the overall status of food, water, health and infrastructure within the nation” Global 
Adaptation Institute (2012).  
8
 Rank one indicates the lowest vulnerability, i.e. also a fairly high coping capacity.  

9
 “Readiness seeks to measure the ability of a country’s private and public sectors to absorb additional 

investment resources and apply them effectively towards increasing resiliency to climate change” Global 
Adaptation Institute (2012).  
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Because of its overwhelmingly large share of global emissions, it is regarded as crucial to integrate 

the US in international binding regimes which cut GHG emissions. For when the biggest per capita 

emitter would take on a leading role, other countries might follow, or – on the other side – could not 

point to the US as an excuse for not committing to binding cuts, as China and India have done in the 

past (Ochs 2011: 47; Donner and Faltin 2007: 4): “The United States, thus, has the potential to 

dramatically influence the effectiveness of international regimes in their promotion of environmental 

protection” (Falkner 2005: 591). However, it seems rather difficult for the US to subscribe to a 

stronger commitment concerning domestic as well as international climate policies. Some underlying 

reasons are the vast natural resources on US territory and an overall high dependency on fossil fuels 

(in energy production as well as in the transport sector) as well as many veto players in the climate 

field (a strong congress, which is often not controlled by the government; strong influence of 

economic actors on policies (Falkner 2005: 593; Mildner and Richert 2010: 6)) and also an influential 

scene of “climate skeptics” that doubt the anthropogenic influence on the global climate (Ochs 2011: 

50). Moreover, the leading principle of the UNFCCC, the common, but differentiated responsibility, 

which first and foremost obligates the industrialized countries to cut their emissions, has never been 

fully accepted by the United States. This position can be partly attributed to concerns of losing 

economically ground in comparison to the newly emerging economies such as China, India or Brazil, 

if one would have to cut emissions unitarily. Ultimately, because of the strong position of Congress 

regarding the ratification of international legally binding commitments and influential non-

governmental lobby groups, the developments on the domestic level have an enormous influence on 

US behavior in international negotiations. Therefore, the US pledges in the UNFCCC process very 

often mirror the domestic legislation (Falkner 2005: 597). Robert Falkner concludes that a strong 

environmental commitment of the US is much more likely when strong coalitions of domestic actors 

in favor of such issues are being established (Falkner 2005: 595, 597). This observation makes it even 

more plausible to expect an effect of a securitisation of climate change, because divided interests can 

then unite behind the common concern for the US security.  

 

4. Domestic Level 

From the late 1960s on, the USA had always been a forerunner in environmental issues, with a 

vibrant environmental community and quite progressive laws and initiatives10 (Falkner 2005: 585, 

590). This was still the case at the beginning of international climate negotiations in the late 1980s 

                                                           
10

 For example, the 1970 founded Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) can be regarded as a model for 
similar institutions in other countries. Additionally, some US environmental organizations such as the Sierra 
Club, The National Audubon Society or the Environmental Defense Fund were forerunners in the field. 
Concerning the international level, the US strongly rallied for international agreements and national regulations 
in regard to whaling practices and the ozone layer regime (Montreal Protocol) Falkner (2005: 590).  
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and in the early 1990s (Donner and Faltin 2007: 5). Under the presidency of Ronald Reagan, 

environmental degradation and resource scarcity ranked relatively high, even played a role as 

security issues and were listed in the US National Security Strategy (NSS) – a practice that continued 

under the administrations of George H. W. Bush and Bill Clinton (Harris 2002: 150). The connection 

that was drawn between the environment and security, which later on also included climate change, 

was facilitated by the end of the cold war, leaving the US security establishment without enemy and 

therefore focusing onto new threats, such as the environment. Additionally, the end of the cold war 

overlapped with a renewed international interest in environmental issues as can be seen in the 

staging of important conferences such as the Rio Earth Summit in 1992 (Floyd 2010: 65, 69, 119). 

Climate change was in particular firstly mentioned in in the US NSS in 1991, although only as one 

topic besides many and with a rather low priority. Under Clinton, environmental topics in general as 

well as the environment as a security issue became more important. As Harris (2002) points out, a 

reason for this high standing of environmental issues under the Clinton administration could have 

been that organizations and individuals advocating a connection between the environment and 

security concerns were closely connected to the government and that important personnel within 

the government also pushed the issue, for example vice president Al Gore (Harris 2002: 154). 

Influenced by academic debates about environmental scarcity leading to violent conflict and 

threatening the national security (Homer-Dixon 1994a; Kaplan 1994), the domestic environmental 

security debate gained new momentum in 1994 (Floyd 2010: 73). From that year onwards, climate 

change and other environmental security issues were treated as “very real” threats for regional and 

global stability in the NSS (Harris 2002: 151; Below 2007: 709; Richert 2009: 10). Practical outcomes 

of this domestic environmental security debate – which some scholars even classify as successful 

securitisation move (Floyd 2010: 96) – were the establishment of various programs and initiatives 

such as the Strategic Environmental Research and Development Program (SERDP), which allowed the 

use of intelligence capabilities to monitor the environment (Floyd 2010: 80); the Office of the Deputy 

Under Secretary of Defense Environmental Security (ODUSD-ES), which dealt with various 

environmental security topics and received funding of five billion dollars per annum (Floyd 2010: 95); 

and a further integration of environmental concerns into military planning. Furthermore, within the 

period of these environmental security discussions, the United States signed the UNFCCC (1993) and 

the Kyoto protocol (1997).  

 

However, the interest for the environment and its role as a security issue faded throughout the late 

1990s and especially after the election of George W. Bush11 in 2001 (Harris 2002: 153). This shifting 

attitude can, to a considerable extent, be attributed to a changing domestic environment where 

                                                           
11

 However, the Kyoto protocol had already been rejected in the Senate in 2001 before Bush became president. 
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Congress (especially Republicans) and also an influential non-governmental lobby rallied increasingly 

against progressive environmental and climate policies, especially concerning international legally 

binding agreements (Falkner 2005: 590). Under the  presidency of George W. Bush, this trend 

consolidated and the influential lobby of climate skeptics together with strong economic actors 

further succeeded in almost completely discouraging any strong legislative action on the federal level 

(Fletcher 2009: 806). Many members of the Bush administration, including the president himself, 

expressed their doubts at various occasions that there was at all a human influence on the climate 

system and hence saw no pressing need to cut emissions (Barnett 2004). Under George W. Bush, 

climate change was not directly mentioned in the NSS, although it contained various passages on 

other environmental disasters such as floods, storms and Tsunamis (Richert 2009: 11).  

 

At that time, the US focus concerning climate action shifted from committing to binding reduction 

targets to fostering voluntary instruments and technological fixes (Donner and Faltin 2007: 5) and 

climate change seemed to be only one rather unimportant issue besides bigger threats to the US 

national security such as terrorism or the war against Iraq (Floyd 2010: 122). Accordingly, the steps 

taken by the Clinton administration to connect the environment and climate change with security 

concerns were actively rolled back during Bush’s first term in office. That meant cuts in funding, 

renaming of institutions and the replacement of important personal – in short a process of de-

securitisation. In contradiction to the claims of the original Copenhagen school though, this de-

securitisation did not lead to a politicization of the issue but facilitated the de-politicization of climate 

topics (Floyd 2010: 127, 142, 166). However, the environmental and climate security debate did not 

vanish entirely and in political and military circles climate change continued to be mentioned in 

connection to security concerns. In 2003, Schwartz and Randall published an alarming report 

(commissioned by the Department of Defense) called “An Abrupt Climate Change Scenario and Its 

Implications for United States National Security”, which dealt with the possible implications of 

climate change on US national security (Schwartz and Randall 2003). This report can be considered as 

one important starting point of a second (environmental) climate security debate in the US (involving 

primarily think tanks), which partly connected to the securitisation of the environment during the 

Clinton era. In 2007, this culminated in the publication of two influential studies: one by the Center 

for Naval Analysis of the CNA (CNA Corporation 2007) and one joined report by the Center for 

Strategic & International Studies (CSIS) and the Center for a New American Security CNAS (CSIS 

(Center for Strategic & International Studies) and CNS (Center for a New American Security) 2007). 

Moreover, it was also in 2007 that former Vice-president Albert “Al” Gore together with the IPCCC 

received the Nobel-Prize and delivered a highly noticed acceptance speech in which he used clear cut 

securitisation vocabulary.  
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This climate security debate was actively used by the opposition to put pressure on the Bush 

administration to bring climate change onto the political agenda (Brzoska 2012: 172) and succeeded 

in raising considerable awareness for the topic in the general public and in political as well as military 

circles (Mildner and Richert 2010: 12). It also helped to bridge the divide concerning climate policy 

approaches between republican/conservatives and democratic/liberal actors (Fletcher 2009: 808; 

Below 2007: 710f). Yet, still no successful climate legislation has been reached at the federal level12. 

Nevertheless, there were various attempts (though all failed eventually) of Democrats and moderate 

Republicans to bring the issue into Congress, such as the McCain-Liebermann GHG cap-and-trade bill 

2003, the  McCain-Liebermann Climate Stewardship Act 2005 and the Founding of the Subcommittee 

for Global Warming in the House of Representatives. Especially, after the Republicans had lost their 

majority in Congress in 2006, the number of climate initiatives began to increase (Donner and Faltin 

2007: 9). In 2007, the Global Warming Pollution Reduction Act and the following Liebermann-Warner 

Climate Security Act (in which a climate-security argumentation is put forward to justify emission 

trading schemes (Richert 2009: 7)) marked important attempts to set climate change on the political 

agenda. In total, the 110th congress (2007–2008) – in which the Democrats held both chambers – 

passed over 235 bills and resolutions concerning climate change. Throughout the Bush 

administration initiatives in Congress had steadily grown with only 75 between 2001-2002 rising to 

106 between 2005–2006 and the 235 in the 110th congress (Center for Climate and Energy Solutions 

(C2ES) 2008). These often bipartisan approaches show that the framing of climate change as a 

security issue might have helped to overcome the sometimes quite ideological divides between 

Democrats as climate change “believers” and Republicans as “sceptics” (Fletcher 2009: 807). 

Additionally, the focus on the security aspects of climate change helped to include defense, military 

and intelligence actors in the debate (Fletcher 2009: 808). Accordingly, in 2008, the Intelligence 

Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2008 tried to prompt the intelligence agencies to consider the 

national security and geopolitical implications of climate change. Furthermore, the Global Climate 

Change Security Oversight Act urged the Department of Defense (DOD) to foster research into and 

readiness for possible military consequences of climate change. Eventually, the National Defense 

Authorization Act 2008 succeeded with a similar attempt and obligated the DOD to integrate climate 

change into the Quadrennial Defense Review (Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) 2008); 

see also (Hartmann 2009) on the issue13. Other explanations for the growth of climate initiatives 

                                                           
12

 Although no national climate legislation has been reached, one effect of the climate-security-debate was an 
increased interconnectedness between military and civil measures in regard to development cooperation and 
disaster relief and also the usage of climate vocabulary and procedures in the defense sector. This is a process 
which some scholars also called the “climatization” of the security field Hartmann (2010: 240f); Brzoska and 
Oels (2011). 
13

 The Quadrennial Defense Review 2010 was the first QDR that mentioned climate change and depicts the 
topic as problem for global and national security United States Government (2010: 84); Nagel (2011: 207).  
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during the second Bush term were the increased domestic pressures due to fears of losing ground 

towards the Kyoto countries and initiatives at the state level, which will be examined in the next 

paragraph (Donner and Faltin 2007: 15; Mildner and Richert 2010: 31).   

 

Besides the problems on the federal level to reach a nationwide climate legislation, various states 

started initiatives tackling climate change and other environmental issues within the same time-

frame (Donner and Faltin 2007: 11ff; Mildner and Richert 2010: 30ff; Center for Climate and Energy 

Solutions (C2ES) 2012c). In 2005, for example, California14 passed a legally binding emission reduction 

goal as well as tightened regulations concerning GHG emissions of cars, although these regulations 

could enter into force only after the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)15  had declared 

greenhouse gases a threat to health in 2009 (see section 6). Later on, similar laws were passed in 

over 14 other states and in addition to California, Hawaii, Illinois and New Jersey committed to 

binding emission caps (Mildner and Richert 2010: 30). Likewise, today, the majority of states have 

passed so called Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPS) or Alternative Energy Portfolio Standards 

(AEPS), which foster the implementation of renewable energy sources (Center for Climate and Energy 

Solutions (C2ES) 2012b). In addition, in 2005, the interstate Clean Energy–Environment State 

Partnership was established, which included various action plans on clean energy and the protection 

of the environment and has been expanded in the following years (Environmental Protection Agency 

(EPA) 2013b)16. Until today, various measures and initiatives have been planned or implemented at 

the state level, ranging from GHG-reporting schemes, mitigation and adaptation action plans, 

facilitation of renewable energy sources, and several regulations concerning the construction and 

transport sector (Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) 2012b). Under the presidency of 

Barack Obama several further initiatives were established e.g. the Midwestern Energy Infrastructure 

Accord, and even some cooperation with federal states in Canada and with Brazil and Indonesia 

concerning anti deforestation measures (Mildner and Richert 2010: 32). Hence, these initiatives on 

the state level – which at that time already accounted for about one third of the overall US emissions 

(Mildner and Richert 2010: 31) – can be regarded as a considerable contribution to the general US 

climate policy.  

 

                                                           
14

 California is the 7
th

 biggest economy worldwide and also has a considerable influence on the US as a whole 
because of its big market share. Accordingly, other states often try to adjust to the regulations of the State of 
California to facilitate the export of products to this big market Müller (2003: 16).  
15

 After a ruling of the Supreme Court in this respect Greenhouse (2007). 
16

 In 2007, the following states participated: California, Colorado, Connecticut, Georgia, Hawaii, Massachusetts, 
Minnesota, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, and Utah (EPA 
2007). Other regional initiatives are the West Coast Global Warming Initiative; the Southwest Climate Change 
Initiative; the Midwestern Regional GHG Reduction Accord, and also several co-operations with Canadian states 
Mildner and Richert (2010: 32).  
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After Barack Obama became president in 2009, hopes for more climate friendly US policies were high 

(Dröge 2012: 1). For in the election campaign, climate change had featured prominently and Obama 

had already announced quite radical emissions reduction targets of 80 per cent until 2050 as well as 

a stronger reliance on renewable energy sources of 25 per cent until 2025 and the establishment of 

an emission trading scheme (Mildner and Richert 2010: 5). Moreover, at that time, the prerequisites 

for a more comprehensive nationwide US climate legislation were good because throughout the 

second half of the 2000s the opinion in the population and in the economy regarding the existence of 

anthropogenic climate change and its recognition as a major threat had shifted considerably17. In 

2004, only 28 per cent of the population believed in the dangerous effects of climate change whereas 

in 2007 this figure rose to 48 per cent18. Likewise, in 2007, 62 per cent were in favor of decisive 

measures to counter climate change – though the approval rate was much lower when the 

questionnaire indicated that these measures would slow down the economy  (Mildner and Richert 

2010: 12). Apart from the general public opinion, the trend had changed in the economy as well. In 

2007, several companies together with environmental organizations founded the US Climate Action 

Partnership, which was in favor of considerable emission cuts until 2050 (United States Climate 

Action Partnership (USCAP) 2013). Equally, topics such as green growth and jobs, renewable energy 

sources and a national emission trading scheme were not treated as an outright attack on the 

economy  any more (Mildner and Richert 2010: 13). This opinion shift19 can be partly attributed to 

more frequent disasters in the US and more media coverage on the topic, but also to the ongoing 

debate on climate change as a security issue (Mildner and Richert 2010: 12).  

 

In addition to the rising public approval, the Democrats held a majority in both chambers of Congress 

at that time and Obama appointed several well-known climate experts for important jobs in his 

administration (Todd Stern as special envoy for the international negotiations; Carol Browner as 

coordinator of the newly established Climate Change and Energy Office in the White House20; Lisa 

Jackson and Steven Chu as heads of the EPA and the Department of Energy) (US Department of State 

                                                           
17

 However, there was still a considerable political divide between Democrats/Liberals and Republicans / 
Conservatives. Liberals and Democrats were more likely to belief reports consistent with the scientific 
consensus and express concerns for climate change , while the opinions of Conservatives and Republicans 
tended to go in the opposite direction McCright and Dunlap (2011: 155). 
18

 Nevertheless, the overall American approval ratings for decisive climate change counter measures were 
(during the last decade) still below those in most other countries Nagel (2011: 203). A survey of the Pew 
Research Center conducted in 2013 confirmed these polls. While climate change was conceived in most world 
regions and countries as the most important threat (with a median percentage of over 50 per cent), US citizens 
(together with the Middle East region) showed less concern, with a median percentage of only 40 per cent 
saying that climate change was a major threat Pew Research Center (2013: 1).  
19

 However, climate change still ranked much lower than for example terrorism or the economy, which was 
exemplified during the economic crisis in 2008/2009 Mildner and Richert (2010: 13). 
20

 Which was shut down again by congress in 2011 by cutting its budget.  
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2009a; Mildner and Richert 2010: 18). Therefore, at the beginning of his first term, climate change 

issues featured prominently on Obama’s agenda, especially in connection with energy security and 

independence as well as the promotion of green technology and jobs. 

 

In 2009, the House of Representatives adopted the American Clean Energy and Security Act (ACES), 

which would have been the first comprehensive US climate law. It foresaw a 17 per cent emission 

reduction until 2020 and 83 per cent in 2050 compared to 2005, a national emission trading scheme 

and the goal to lift the share of renewable energy sources to 20 per cent until 2025 (Center for 

Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) 2009b). However, the act did not make it through the Senate 

(Mildner et al. 2012: 2). Throughout Obama’s first presidential term, various similar laws and 

initiatives21 were brought into Congress but they were not approved in both chambers and did 

therefore not enter into force (Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) 2013a).  

 

After the failed UNFCCC negotiations in Copenhagen (COP 15, 2009) and after losing the democratic 

majority in Senate in the midterm elections in 2010, the Obama administration stopped pushing for 

new federal climate legislation. Instead, the focus lay once again more on different ways of 

influencing the domestic climate field through regulations of the EPA22 and the Departments of 

Transport and Energy. This approach became possible because in 2009, the EPA had declared CO2 

and some other greenhouse gases a threat to the health of the population (Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) 2009), which now enabled the administration to regulate them under the so called 

Clean Air Act (originally established in 1970). Going through the EPA and the ministries, the 

administration was able to shortcut Congress and avoid further setbacks in this difficult arena23. 

Already in 2007 the Energy Independence and Security Act had been adopted and in 2009, the 

transport ministry announced much stricter regulations regarding auto and truck fuel efficiency for 

2011 (Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 2013a). Several further regulations followed, e.g. 

emission standards for the transport sector and reporting duties for major CO2 emitting companies 

(over 25.000 tons per annum) (Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 2012). However, governing 

through these regulations did not go without major criticism from the opposition and was also not 

                                                           
21

 The Climate Stewardship and Innovation Act (GHG cuts from 2012 until 2050 by one third compared to the 
year 2000); the Climate Security Act  (GHG cuts until 2050 by 63 per cent compared to 2005); the Global 
Warming Pollution Reduction Act (all three in 2007); the American Clean Energy Leadership Act ACELA, the 
Clean Energy Jobs and American Power Act in 2009  
22

 At the beginning of his presidency, Obama had already raised the EPA budget from 7.6 billion to 10.5 billion 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) (2010). 
23

 Because of the close bonds to their electoral districts at the state level, Obama never had full approval of all 
Democratic senators regarding climate legislation. Especially senators from the Southern or Midwestern states 
with a strong focus on the coal, oil or gas and manufacturing sector (rustbelt) constantly voted against climate 
laws Mildner and Richert (2010: 26). 
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applicable for many important climate measures, as for example a national emission trading market 

or a binding reduction target (Mildner and Richert 2010: 21). Besides governing through these EPA 

regulations, the Obama administration continued to treat climate change as security issue and 

integrated the topic into its NSS 2010. Furthermore, strong emphasis was put on the connections to 

energy policies and energy independence strategies (Brzoska 2012: 173). 

 

Between 2011 and 2013 US emissions went down and the country gained some ground in the global 

ranking of the Climate Performance Index (Burck et al. 2012). Nevertheless, this advancement cannot 

actually be attributed to political measures at the federal level. Rather, initiatives on the state level, 

favorable weather and economic conditions as well as the shift from coal to gas mostly account for 

this development (Mildner et al. 2012: 2).  

 

As climate issues were not mentioned directly in the 2012 presidential election campaign – instead, 

energy independence featured relatively high on the agenda – it is rather doubtful whether Obama 

will achieve more in this field in his second term and whether the United States will in general 

develop in a more sustainable way24. Quite to the contrary, estimates of the world energy agency in 

2012 show a renewed oil and gas boom in the country. The US is already the biggest producer of 

natural gas worldwide and will draw level regarding oil in 2020 (International Energy Agency (IEA) 

2012: 2). Hence, the often used argument of the Obama administration that climate measures and 

the fostering of renewable energy sources would increase the US-energy security may not work that 

well in the future. On top of that, the Republicans hold the majority in the House of Representatives 

and the Democrats do not hold the crucial 2/3 majority in the Senate, which they would need to 

enforce climate laws against a strong opposition25 (Mildner et al. 2012: 3). Furthermore, according to 

recent polls of the Pew Research Center about the national priorities of the population in 2012, 

climate change came out last of all topics (Pew Research Center 2012: 1).  

 

5. International Level 

After this brief overview of US domestic climate debates and policies, this section sheds some light 

on the behavior of the USA in international climate negotiations. The US had been a quite 

progressive actor concerning environmental issues throughout most of the second half of the 20th 

century. This was still true at the beginning of the UNFCCC process. The USA signed the convention in 

1992 and the Kyoto protocol in 1997 (with an original reduction target of seven per cent relative to 

                                                           
24

 However, the fact that he cannot be reelected after this second presidency might give Obama some leeway 
for a renewed attempt in national climate legislation Bastasch (2012). 
25

 Without the 2/3 majority, the opposition can permanently postpone any decision with endless “filibuster” 
speeches United States Senate (2013). 
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the 1990 levels (Climate Action Tracker 2012)). In the forefront of the establishment of the Kyoto 

protocol, the US had to a considerable extent been responsible for the integration of the so called 

“flexible mechanisms” (Clean Development Mechanism, Joint Implementation and Emission Trading 

Schemes), which were supposed to reduce emission in a more economy friendly manner (Bang et al. 

2005: 8).  

 

However, during the 1990s the enthusiasm about environmental issues had already begun to 

decrease (see section 4) and even though Bill Clinton together with his vice president Al Gore tried to 

enhance environmental protection and climate policies – in part by linking it to security concerns and 

establishing various programs dealing with environmental security issues on the domestic and 

international level26 –, these initiatives met strong resistance in Congress (Falkner 2005: 592). 

Eventually, the roles of the earlier decades were successfully interchanged with the US now playing 

the laggard, whereas most European countries and the EU were striving for the vanguard role 

concerning environmental and especially climate issues (Falkner 2005: 590, 591). The debates in 

Congress and in the following Bush administration (especially in his first term) concentrated on 

possible harmful effects on the US economy and on widespread skepticism about the anthropogenic 

influence on the climate system (Fletcher 2009: 804–805). In 1997, after the signature of the Kyoto 

protocol, the Senate voted in the Byrd-Hagel Resolution (The National Center for Public and Policy 

Research 1997) against a legally binding emission reduction of the USA as long as the developing 

countries are not obliged to them as well. After this decision, the chances that the US would continue 

to support the Kyoto process almost vanished. As already foreseen by most observers, in the year 

2001 the outstanding ratification of the Kyoto protocol was finally renounced by the Bush 

administration (Müller 2003: 10). Important reasons for the withdrawal are domestic pressures 

which are caused by perceptions of supposedly high costs for the US. It was argued that because the 

US population and the economy grew considerably in the 1990s this would lead to high reduction 

efforts when implementing the protocol. Also, it was criticized that binding reduction targets for the 

developing countries were absent in the protocol (Bang et al. 2005: 8). After the Kyoto protocol 

entered into force in 2005, the US27 was the only major industrialized country that did not ratify the 

protocol (UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) 2013). 

 

                                                           
26

 For instance the Arctic Military Environmental Cooperation (AMEC); the inclusion of environmental concerns 
with a focus on failed states in Africa and the Middle East into the planning of the US Central Command 
(CENTCOM); or the establishment of Environmental Diplomacy as distinct part of the US Foreign policy  Floyd 
(2010: 100, 106, 109).  
27

 In the year 2011 Canada also withdrew from its Kyoto commitments. 
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Furthermore, because of the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001, climate change issues ranked even lower 

on the US agenda in the early 2000s than before and the debate focused on voluntary emission cuts, 

on economic as well as technological fixes for the problem28 and on alternatives to Kyoto (Yamin and 

Depledge 2004: 45ff). In 2002, the administration announced – as a substitute to the Kyoto process – 

to voluntarily cut the US GHG-intensity (GHG in relation to the GDP) by 18 per cent until 2012 i.e. an 

increase of its emissions, although a somewhat slower one. Likewise, further initiatives in Bush’s first 

term mostly focused on a solution in line with US economic interests, which meant that the 

administration continued its rejection of internationally binding commitments and the Kyoto process.  

 

In the second term of the Bush administration, this picture began to change slightly and at least at 

the rhetorical level the commitment to international climate initiatives increased. This development 

can be partly attributed to increased domestic and international pressures in favor of more climate 

related activity and to the emerging topic of energy security and independence, which the Bush 

administration connected to climate issues (The Library of Congress 2005; Floyd 2010: 158, 159). 

Energy security also was one important point in the statement of the US delegation at the UNSC 

meeting in 2007 about the security implications of climate change (UNSC (United Nations Security 

Council) 2007a: 10-11). 

 

However, the international climate record of the administration remained low. Some of the most 

important initiatives were the 2005 announced Asia-Pacific-Partnership on Clean Development and 

Climate (APP) (Asia Pacific Partnership 2012) that was declared as a voluntary alternative to Kyoto, 

but never led to any substantial results; the Carbon Sequestration Leadership Forum (CSLF) and the 

Advanced Energy Initiative (in 2006) both of which had no considerable impact on the international 

negotiations (Floyd 2010: 161). Besides these initiatives, the US signed various bilateral agreements 

concerning voluntary emission reductions with over 14 countries until 2005 (Fletcher 2009: 805). In 

the same year, the US-administration under George W. Bush finally acknowledged an anthropogenic 

influence on the global climate (Clarke 2005), which was further institutionalized with the official 

acceptance of the 4th IPCC assessment report in 2007. In September 2007, the Major Economies 

Meeting on Energy Security and Climate Change was initiated by the Bush administration to bring 

together the biggest GHG emitters and to discuss long term climate targets. Nonetheless, binding 

emission targets and mechanisms as those in the Kyoto protocol were strongly opposed.  

 

Despite the recent acceptance of a human influence and a somewhat increased engagement with 

climate issues, the country’s position had not changed much until the COP13 in Bali in 2007 and the 
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 A position that was put forward in line with the so called Umbrella Group Yamin and Depledge (2004) 



17 
 

United States carried on rallying for the stronger integration of emerging economies such as China, 

India and Brazil whilst at the same time insisting on only voluntary commitments for the 

industrialized countries. However, after strong pressure from most other participants the US finally 

accepted the consensus on the so called Bali Roadmap, which foresaw “measurable, reportable and 

verifiable nationally appropriate mitigation commitments (…)” (UNFCCC (United Nations Framework 

Convention on Climate Change) 2007: 3) for all developed countries. The roadmap also included the 

Bali Action Plan, a timetable for a second, more inclusive regime following the Kyoto protocol (which 

was supposed to be finally negotiated at the COP 15 in Copenhagen), the commitment to transfer 

technology and money to developing countries, the establishment of an Adaptation Fund (to help 

developing countries adapt to the effects of climate change) and lastly some non-binding 

commitments of emerging economies to do more about climate change in a new regime, depending 

on support from the industrialized countries (Becker 2007; BAFU Schweiz 2007). Despite the rhetoric 

of the then designated president Barack Obama that „[T]the United States will once again engage 

vigorously in these negotiations, and help lead the world toward a new era of global cooperation on 

climate change” (Obama 2008), the US position (still under the lead of the Bush administration) did 

not change at the following COP 14 summit in Posen 2008. A further integration of the emerging 

economies continued to be the major point of concern for the US delegation, as Paula Dobriansky, 

Under Secretary of State for Democracy and Global Affairs and Head of the US Delegation pointed 

out:  

“I think quite significantly there is a very strong convergence and desire to have an 
environmentally effective and economically sound international agreement -- one of which 
the United States is part, one of which developed countries are part, and we undertake our 
responsibilities, but one in which, also, major emerging economies as well undertake 
actions that will contribute to the overall goal of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. All 
must contribute.” (Dobriansky 2008).  

After Barrack Obama became president in 2009, the rhetoric towards climate change almost 

completely changed. The new president announced that the USA would take on a leading role in the 

climate negotiations: “As we stand at this crossroads of history, the eyes of all people in all nations 

are once again upon us – watching to see what we do with this moment; waiting for us to 

lead”(Obama 2009a). Obama also highlighted the security concerns and the time pressure associated 

with climate change: “The security and stability of each nation and all peoples -- our prosperity, our 

health, and our safety -- are in jeopardy.  And the time we have to reverse this tide is running out” 

(Obama 2009b) (see also: (Ochs 2011: 48; Mildner and Richert 2010: 7)). Likewise, his newly 

appointed special envoy for climate change – Todd Stern – announced at the 2009 climate talks in 

Bonn that the USA would recognize its responsibility in the UNFCCC process (Stern 2009). Later that 

year, the US submitted a paper to the UNFCCC working group on long term cooperative action 

proposing to include all countries besides the least development ones into a global agreement and to 
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create a new country category with further duties for emerging economies such as China or India 

(UNFCCC (United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change) 2009).  

 

Yet, after various national climate initiatives had failed in Congress (see section 4) the position of 

Obama’s government began to look very similar to those of the previous administration. In the 

forefront of the upcoming UNFCCC summit in Copenhagen, the official statements were rather 

conservative and at the climate summit in New York in September 2009 as well as at the G20 summit 

in Pittsburgh no concrete targets or initiatives were announced (Mildner and Richert 2010: 5). In 

addition to the UNFCCC process, the US engagement in alternative agreements continued under 

president Obama. Under the umbrella of the Major Economies Forum (MEF)29, an agreement was 

reached in 2009 in which all participants accepted the two degree goal (Major Economies Forum 

(MEF) 2009). In the same year, the U.S.-China Memorandum of Understanding to Enhance 

Cooperation on Climate Change, Energy and Environment marked the first step of a closer 

cooperation between the two biggest emitters (US Department of State 2009b).  

 

At the spectacularly failed COP 15 2009 in Copenhagen, a domestically weakened US delegation 

(Leggett and Lattanzio 2009) continued to insist on non-binding national initiatives and in particular 

on a stronger integration of emerging economies, first and foremost of China. In the end, the summit 

failed (the participants could not agree on a common final document and also postponed the 

negotiations regarding the successor of the Kyoto protocol), which can be, to a considerable extent, 

attributed to the stalemate between the USA and China over their respective commitments. The 

finally negotiated Copenhagen Accord30 – which the delegates in the plenum only acknowledged – 

foresaw only voluntary pledges of the industrialized and of some big developing countries as well as 

a flexible year of reference and hence could be considered as being in the interest of the US (Ochs 

2011: 48–50). The voluntary US pledge in the Copenhagen Accord was a 17 per cent GHG reduction 

until 2020 and up to 83 per cent in 2050 below 2005 levels, which was very similar to the domestic 

US American Clean Energy and Security Act (Climate Action Tracker 2012). 

 

The following COP 16 negotiations in Cancun 2010 saw no major change in US positions, which can 

be partly explained by once again failed domestic climate initiatives of the Obama administration and 

the Republican majority in Congress31. The US continued to subscribe to its position of not giving in to 

binding commitments as long as other big emitters such as China and India would not have to cut 

                                                           
29

 A forum for dialogue of the 17 biggest greenhouse gas emitters Major Economies Forum (MEF) (2009).  
30

 Which had been negotiated mainly in a small circle consisting of the US, China, the EU, India, and South 
Africa. 
31

 see section 4. 
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their emissions as well (Ochs 2011: 49–51). The finally adopted Cancun Agreements basically 

reaffirmed the Copenhagen Accord, yet this time a consensus of all participants was accomplished 

and the summit was eventually framed as fairly successful.  

 

At the second meeting of the UNSC on climate change as security issue in the summer 2011, the 

United States welcomed the debate and proposed to put climate change onto the international 

security agenda. The delegate reminded the plenum that President Obama had already addressed 

the topic as security issue two years ago when he said: “(…)  that the security and stability of every 

nation and every people are in jeopardy. Our prosperity, health and safety are in peril. Time is not 

just moving ahead; time is running out.” (UNSC (United Nations Security Council) 2011a: 6). During 

the UNSC meeting the US pointed to the adverse effects of climate change particularly for poor 

populations but also to the exacerbated risk of instability and conflict, as for example had happened 

in Sudan. Therefore, the delegate pointed out that the Security Council was indeed one important 

and legitimate actor in this respect: “The Council needs to be prepared for the full range of crises 

that may be deepened or widened by the effects of climate change. […].It is past time for the Security 

Council to come into the twenty-first century and to assume our core responsibilities.” (UNSC (United 

Nations Security Council) 2011a: 7). 

 

In the following year – at the COP 17 in Durban in 2011 – the USA reaffirmed its previously stated 

target to reduce its GHGs by 17 per cent below 2005 levels until 2020. However, due to the 

complicated domestic situation with a divided Congress, at that time it was not clear whether the 

government would be able to pass national legislation which would reach this target (Climate Action 

Tracker 2012). Throughout the summit, the US continued to insist on its position to include 

obligations for the emerging economies and in the end China and other emerging economies agreed 

to increased efforts from 2020 onwards (Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) 2011). 

 

At the COP 18 2012 in Doha, the United States agreed to participate in a new UNFCCC regime from 

2020 on (the details of this new regime are supposed to be negotiated until 2015), yet no details 

concerning the legal form and actual commitments were issued. Besides the negotiations concerning 

this new regime, the US, together with other industrialized countries, rallied strongly against further 

financial compensations for developing countries regarding already present effects of climate change 

(called “Loss and Damage”). Furthermore, the summit saw a consensus of the Kyoto members on a 

second phase of the protocol until 2020 (now consisting of 37 states, of which 27 are EU-countries, 

and merely accounting for about 15 per cent of worldwide emissions; the United States will continue 

not to be a party) (Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) 2012a).  
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Since climate change did not play an important role in the 2012 US-presidential election campaign, it 

remains to be seen whether the topic will be treated with more weight in Obama’s second term or 

whether he will concentrate on other pressing issues such as strengthening the crippled US economy. 

The almost unchanged US position at the Doha summit indicates the latter (Parnell 2013).  

 

To sum up the preceding sections, figure 1 gives a graphical overview of the most important US 

decisions, initiatives, events and actors concerning the domestic and international climate debates 

since the beginning of the UNFCCC process. Table 2 (in the appendix) gives a more detailed account 

of these milestones.  
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Figure 1 
Explanation: Blue = Milestone; Green = Actor founded; Red = Actors involved; Broken line = failed effort 
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6. Relevant Actors in the Climate Field 

This section sheds some light on the most important actors in the US climate politics field. Because of 

the overall research aim of the ClimaSec project, special attention is also given to those actors that 

have participated in the climate security debate (particularly in the NGO section). To achieve more 

analytical clarity I distinguish between governmental, civil society, scientific and media actors.  

 

Governmental Actors 

Concerning international negotiations and the federal legislation on climate change, the respective 

administration is the most important governmental actor. Due to the structure of the political system 

of the United States, the administration, i.e. the White House, has much more control over its 

ministries and agencies than comparable administrations in other countries, and therefore these 

institutions seldom differ from White House’ positions.  

 

Since there is no actual ministry of the environment, the 1970 founded Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA) is responsible for domestic environmental and climate change issues. Although the EPA 

is not supposed to actively engage in national climate legislation, it has some authority to decide 

whether federal or state laws concerning the climate can be enacted (Donner and Faltin 2007: 8). 

Furthermore, due to the Clean Air Act, the EPA is in the position to issue regulations concerning limits 

of substances that might harm the health of the population. In 2009, several greenhouse gases, 

including CO2, have been considered dangerous and could therefore be regulated by the EPA – a 

possibility that the Obama administration used to shortcut the divided Congress (see section 4).  

 

Further important actors in this arena are the US Department of Transportation, the US Department 

of Energy, and the Energy Regulatory Agency, which is subordinated to the Department of Energy. 

These actors impact on climate issues by defining regulations and limits concerning certain 

substances or the transport or the energy sector. Additionally, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration (NOAA), which is part of the Department of Commerce, provides the administration 

and the public with information about all climate phenomena. 

 

In regard to international negotiations, the US Department of State (foreign ministry) negotiates in 

close cooperation with the White House and in the person of the Special Envoy for Climate Change 

(Todd Stern under the Obama administration). However, every legally binding agreement under 

international law has to be approved by the Senate with a two-thirds majority. This directly leads us 

to the next important actor, the bicameral US Congress, consisting of the Senate and the House of 

Representatives. This legislative organ of the USA, besides its function when it comes to legally 
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binding international agreements, is very important in domestic climate legislation32.  To be adopted 

a comprehensive national climate change law has to pass both chambers, which did not yet happen 

(see section 4). Within Congress, various committees are responsible for climate change, such as the 

Select Committee on Energy Independence and Global Warming and the Committee on Energy and 

Commerce in the House of Representatives, as well as the Committee on Environment and Public 

Works and the Committee on Energy and Natural Resources in the Senate33 (Mildner and Richert 

2010: 16).  

 

Further important actors concerning domestic politics are the federal states which can issue laws and 

regulations concerning emission limits or efficiency regulations34. California stood out in this respect 

and adopted several progressive laws (see section 4) (Donner and Faltin 2007: 11ff), (Mildner and 

Richert 2010: 30).  

 

Regarding climate policies, the positions of the two major parties in the US resembled each other 

until the 1990s. Since the 1990s, this trend has been reversed. Particularly since the presidency of 

George W. Bush who constantly denied global warming and openly lobbied for the oil industry, 

Democrats rather vote for decisive climate legislation, Republicans against. However, both political 

parties oppose strong binding international commitments (see thee Byrd-Hagel-Resolution against 

the Kyoto Protocol) and the voting record of each senator or representative also depends on his local 

constituency (Harris 2002: 150; Mildner and Richert 2010: 12, 26). 

 

Lastly, the US Supreme Court has also influenced climate policies in the past. After the EPA had 

refused to approve California’s stricter emission regulations (under the Bush administration) – the 

EPA said it was not responsible because CO2 was not an air pollutant – the court ruled in 2007 that 

CO2 emissions do fall under the Clean Air Act and can therefore be regulated trough the EPA and the 

federal states (Legal Information Institute 2007).  

 

Civil Society Actors 

Looking at civil society, an endless number of NGOs and think tanks advocate for environmental 

issues and participate in climate change debates. Traditionally, they strongly influence this policy 

field, due to the decentralized and open US-American political system (Falkner 2005: 594), (Harris 
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 In the past, the Presidents Clinton, Bush and Obama have experienced a strong opposition of congress 
regarding climate change legislation, especially when facing a divided Congress Donner and Faltin (2007: 9). 
33

 There are other Committees that are not directly concerned with climate change but nevertheless influence 
on these debates. For an overview please consult table 3 at the end of this section.  
34

 According to the Commerce Clause of the US constitution, all areas that are not particularly regulated on the 
federal level automatically fall under the jurisdiction of the states Legal Information Institute (2013). 
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2002: 155f). Among these NGOs are well-known and globally active NGOs such as Greenpeace and 

WWF, major national environmental organizations for instance the Sierra Club and various business 

associations.  

 

Concerning the climate debates in the US in the last couple of years, the following organizations are 

of special importance35: The Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) which is a nonpartisan, 

non-profit organization financed through private and corporate donations with the aim to advance 

strong policies in regard to climate change and energy issues. The organization keeps track of all 

relevant Congress debates and decisions and also issues reports on the topic36. Furthermore, it has a 

section on Climate Change and National Security, which might be of special relevance for our 

research approach. The Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) also works on a non-profit and non-

partisan basis and is financed through private donations. It specializes in environmental issues and 

seeks to provide solutions to the most urgent environmental problems. In regard to climate change, 

it concentrates on green energy, low carbon technologies and energy efficiency issues but has also 

delivered some information on climate security debates37. The Natural Resources Defense Council 

(NRDC) is as well organized on a non-profit, non-partisan basis but is funded through membership 

fees and private as well as government donations. Additionally, it can resort to over 1.3 million 

members and about 400 lawyers, scientists and other experts that work to advance its goals. It has a 

rather broad environmental agenda, but has also worked and published on various climate issues 

such as clean energy, energy security, sustainability issues and climate security debates38.  

 

Particularly, when it comes to climate-security-debates that gained momentum since the mid-2000s, 

several think tanks39 had a considerable impact on the debate. These think tanks often employ 

former government personnel and military staff and are therefore biased towards highlighting the 

security implications of climate change and consequences for national security. Another effect of 

their unique staff recruitment strategies is a sometimes very close connection between these think 

tanks and political, military and defense circles. Also, due to their usage of certain keywords and 

concepts such as “national security” it seems that the influence of these think tanks on the climate-

                                                           
35

 The relevance of organizations in the climate debates is assessed by using secondary literature as well as the 
indicators: size and membership basis of the organisation, annual income and respective publication output. 
36

 Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) (2009a), (2013b). 
37

 Kreindler (2009). 
38

 Altman (2010). 
39

 Most of these think tanks are repeatedly mentioned in the secondary literature, for example in: Nagel 
(2011); Detraz and Betsill (2009); Harris (2002); Falkner (2005); Hartmann (2010); Brzoska (2009), Briggs (2012). 
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security debates in the political circles is rather strong40. The most relevant think tanks in this respect 

are the following: The CNA which is a federally funded think tank consisting of two subsections, the 

Center for Naval Analysis and the Institute for Public Research. The organization specializes in 

defense, military and especially in navy issues and mainly consists of former military staff. Concerning 

climate change, CNA’s Center for Naval Analysis issued a report on climate change as a national 

security issue in 200741, which can be considered one of the most influential reports in US climate-

security-debates as well as in academic research about the securitisation of climate change. Another 

important contribution42 to the climate-security-debates has been published by the Center for a New 

American Security (CNAS) in collaboration with the Center for Strategic and International Studies 

(CSIS). The CNAS is a 2007 founded US think tank specialized in defense and national security policies 

and funded through individuals, corporations and public foundations. The CSIS is also organized as 

staff based, non-partisan, non-profit think tank and was founded in 1987. It is funded through 

individual, corporate and government contributions and specializes in foreign policy, political, 

economic as well as security issues. Continuing this list of think tanks, the RAND Corporation is the 

oldest (founded in 1946) and also largest US think tank (about 1700 staff members). It is a non-profit, 

non-partisan research institution whose aim is to improve policy-making and to support the US 

government and it’s ministries with expertise on a range of issues including climate change. It has 

also issued several reports concerning climate-security-debates43. The Center for Climate and Security 

is a think tank consisting mostly of former military and security personnel and was founded in 2009. 

It aims at raising attention for the climate-security discourse through the collection and issuing of 

various publications and blogs on the issue44. The Center for American Progress is a 2003 founded, 

independent and non-partisan educational institute, funded through a variety of sources including 

individuals, corporations and foundations. It concentrates on various challenges of the 21st century 

including climate, energy and migration issues and has issued several reports concerning climate 

change and security. The Council on Foreign Relations is organized as an independent, non-partisan 

think tank as well. It can resort to its own staff and supporting members and specializes in foreign 

policy issues. It is funded through membership fees as well as individual, corporate and government 

contributions.  The council is one of the most influential US think tanks, it publishes the well-known 

journal “Foreign Affairs” and has issued several important reports45 in regard to climate change. The 

Wilson Center was originally founded in 1968 and since 1994 also works on climate issues in the 
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 One interesting observation is made by Joane Nagel (2011), who finds that while there still is a considerable 
scepticism within the US public concerning climate change, US military institutions and think tanks close to the 
military cannot at all be considered climate sceptics Nagel (2011: 206). 
41

 CNA Corporation (2007). 
42

 Campbell et al. (2007). 
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Environmental Change and Security Program. It concentrates on the relations between 

environmental, population and health dynamics and their connections to conflict, human security 

and foreign policy issues. The Center organizes various events, blogs, conducts research and has 

issued several reports on climate topics46. The George C. Marshall Institute is a conservative think 

tank, founded 1984 and financed through various foundations and individual contributors. It 

originally concentrated on defense issues but has also worked on environmental issues in the last 

three decades. It has put forward a rather skeptical view, often disputing mainstream scientific 

positions on climate change. Its reports and events have therefore played a major role in the 

argumentation of US climate skeptics47. Finally, the American Security Project, is a non-profit, non-

partisan think tank, dedicated to fostering knowledge and understanding on a various national 

security issues. It was founded in 2007, has approximately 20 staff members and an annually income 

of about $800.000 through donations. It has issued several reports on the connections between 

climate change and security with a particularly military focus48.  

 

Concerning the scientific sector besides the renowned universities and an endless number of public 

and private research institutes, some important actors are the Strategic Studies Institute of the US 

Army War College49 as well as individual scholars50 who have written on the issue, for instance Paul 

G. Harris, Robert Falkner, Robyn Eckersley, Amy Lynn Fletcher, Chad Briggs, Aaron M. McCright, 

Joane Nagel, Stacy Rosenberg, Rita Floyd and Betsy Hartmann51. Although still being considerably 

influential compared to other countries, climate sceptical positions have decreased in the US as well 

and the majority of scientist put forward positions in line with the IPCC consensus (Rosenberg et al. 

2010: 324).  

 

Looking at the media sector in the US besides the well-known newspapers such as the New York 

Times or the Wall Street Journal there exists a fairly active blogging scene which, unlike in Europe, is 

rather influential and sophisticated and often tackles climate change issue. One important actor 

within the media-field is the Operation Free, a 2009 formed coalition of veterans and national 

security organizations that sees climate change and energy issues as threats to the US national 

security. The operation is financed through membership fees and public as well as private donators. 

                                                           
46
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47
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50
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51

 Harris (2002); Falkner (2005); Eckersley (2007); Fletcher (2009); Briggs (2012); McCright and Dunlap (2011); 
Nagel (2011); Rosenberg et al. (2010); Floyd (2010); Hartmann (2009), (2010). 



27 
 

Invoking an elaborate media campaign (TV, Blogs, Radio, Internet and Print), it tries to raise the 

public’s and policy maker’s awareness for the threats of climate change and energy, for example 

foreign oil dependency.  

 

Table 3 (in the appendix) sums up the preceding chapter and gives a brief overview of the most 

relevant actors in the US taking part in climate debates, especially considering the climate-security-

nexus.  

 

7. Conclusion 

The first important finding of the analysis of domestic and international climate policies in the US is 

the divided nature of the US case. While at the state level several effective and sometimes fairly 

progressive laws and regulations were enacted, at the federal level not even a single successful 

legislation has been reached. Under the administration of George W. Bush, climate issues played only 

a minor role. And even though the rhetoric changed completely since Barack Obama became 

president in 2009 and several attempts to bring laws into Congress were carried out, the Obama 

administration has so far not lived up to the great expectations regarding climate policies.  

 

Nevertheless, another important observation is that the climate-security-debate that is ongoing since 

the mid-2000s – and in which national security conceptions and a focus on the military sector 

overweigh – has raised attention for the topic in the general public and in political circles. Even 

though no national legislation has been reached, attempts for climate laws in Congress have 

increased dramatically during recent years. The climate-security-nexus seems to act as a common 

nominator between rather conservative-defense oriented circles and more liberal-environmentalist 

actors and therefore helps bridging the divide between Republicans and Democrats that had been 

building up especially during the George W. Bush government. The linking of the environment with 

security concerns during the Clinton era has already shown that such a strategy can be successful and 

is able to trigger important changes in the policy field. However, concerning climate change this 

effect seems to be restricted to the domestic realm to this point. Looking at international climate 

negotiations, the increase in attention and the various state level initiatives could so far not be 

translated into more ambitious US commitments in the UNFCCC process.  

 

Regarding the relevant actors, the often rather confrontational position of Congress vis-à-vis the 

administration in general and its fairly strong standing within US politics has proven to be true also 

for climate change matters. Even under President Obama who has been quite sympathetic to more 

progressive climate laws and considering various Democratic and even bi-partisan attempts for a 
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national climate law no federal legislation could be reached. As a result of this stalemate, the EPA 

emerged as important actor in the climate field, enabling the administration to enact several 

regulations on the basis of the clean air act and thus circumventing Congress. Looking at civil society, 

besides various environmental NGOs, think tanks have played a major role in the discussions of 

climate change, especially when it comes to the connections between climate change and security. 

Important reasons could be fairly high financial potency, close connections between political and 

military personnel and the think tank staff and the orientation towards security issues of many think 

tanks. 

 

Concerning further research, these insights suggest that one should not only concentrate on the 

international behavior of the US when looking for the effects of the securitisation of climate change, 

but should also focus on the developments on the domestic front. Moreover, because the most 

interesting and progressive legislation has so far been passed at the state level, a thorough analysis 

has to take these initiatives into account and also look at securitisation effects at this level. Thus, 

what at first sight might look like a failed securitization, at least with regards to its practical outcomes 

for the US international climate policies, could have in fact triggered important changes on the 

domestic and state level. The task is now to unravel the fairly complicated political process in the US 

to trace back how exactly the climate-security-debates have influenced the policy making process 

and which actors were most influential.  

 

Another important point is the discussion on energy security and independence which started in the 

second term of the Bush administration and has continued under Obama. For these discussions 

constantly get mixed up with climate security arguments. Here the question arises whether this 

development has to be regarded as distinct securitization process, which could even draw attention 

from climate issues, or if these two processes can be seen as mutual reinforcing.  

 

Furthermore, concerning the civil society actors, think tanks and their close connections to the 

defense and political sector should be scrutinized in particular. The considerable influence of these 

(often military centered) think tanks on the debate is certainly one important factor in explaining the 

predominantly military or national security focused framing of climate security discourses in the US. 

However, other accounts of the connection between climate change and security should not be 

neglected. 
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Appendix 
 

Table 2: Milestones of US Domestic and International Climate Debates 
Year/Date Domestic International 

1979  First World Climate Conference in Geneva 

1988  Establishment of the IPCC 

1991 Climate Change is mentioned in NSS amongst 
other environmental topics for the first time 

 

1992  Signing and ratification of the UNFCCC 

1994 Climate Change is explicitly mentioned as 
security threat  in the NSS 

 

1997  Byrd-Hagel Resolution: US-Senate votes 
against plans for binding commitments of 
the USA and non-binding commitments of 
developing countries as suggested in the 
Kyoto Protocol 

1997  Due to pressure from the US: Integration of 
flexibility mechanisms into Kyoto protocol 
(CDM, Joint-Implementation, Emissions-
Trading) 

1997  Signing of the Kyoto Protocol by the Clinton 
administration  

2001  Final rejection of the Kyoto Protocol in 
Congress shortly after George W. Bush 
became president 

2002  The Bush administration announces to cut 
the GHGs-intensity (GHG in relation to the 
GDP) by 18 per cent until 2012 – which 
means a slower increase in GHGs 

2003 Begin of climate security debates: Schwartz 
and Randall Report: An Abrupt Climate 
Change Scenario and Its Implications for 
United States National Security 

 

2005 Bush finally accepts some anthropogenic 
influence on the climate 

 

2005 Clean Energy–Environment State Partnership: 
Action plans on clean energy and 
environment on the state level 

 

2005  Asia-Pacific-Partnership on Clean 
Development and Climate is announced 

2007  4th  report of the IPCC is accepted by the US 
administration, therefore the US accepts the 
scientific consensus 

2007,  
January 

Nancy Pelosi creates the Special Committee 
on Energy Independence and Global Warming 

 

2007,  
January 

Climate Stewardship and Innovation Act 
proposed: GHG cuts from 2012 until 2050 by 
one third compared to the year 2000 

 

2007,  
January 

Global Warming Pollution Reduction Act – did 
not pass the responsible committee 

 

2007,  
April 

Center for Naval Analysis (CNA) issues much 
noticed report concerning the security 
implications of climate change:  National 
Security and the Threat of Climate Change 
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2007 
April 

 1st Debate in UN Security Council on climate 
change as threat to international peace and 
security 

2007, 
September 

 Major Economies Meeting on Energy 
Security and Climate Change established (in 
2009 renamed in Major Economies Forum 
on Energy and Climate) 

2007,  
October 

Climate Security Act: (until 2050 by 63 per 
cent compared to 2005)  - 2008 rejection in 
Senate 

 

2007, 
November 

The Center for Strategic Studies (CSIS) and the 
Center for a New American Security (CNAS) 
issue a joint report on climate security: The 
Age of Consequences: The Foreign Policy and 
National Security Implications of Global 
Climate Change 

 

2007, 
December 

 COP 13 in Bali: USA accepts Bali Roadmap 
due to pressure from other states  

2008 Obama and McCain mention climate change 
in their election campaigns 

 

2008 New Energy for America: Obama/Biden plan 
on renewable energy and climate change is 
put forward in the presidential election 
campaign 

 

2009 EPA declares GHGs as threat to the health of 
the population 

 

2009,  
January 

 More active role of the USA in international 
climate negotiations. Inclusion of the USA in 
Post-Kyoto is announced 

2009 White House Office of Energy and Climate 
Change Policy is established – shut down by 
congress in April 2011 (stopped funding) 

 

2009,  
January 

Todd Stern is appointed as special envoy for 
climate change in the foreign office 

 

2009, 
March 

 Major Economies Forum on Energy and 
Climate (MEF) established 

2009, 
June 

The American Clean Energy and Security Act 
of 2009 (ACES) is approved in the House of 
Representatives but rejected in Senate 

 

2009, 
September 

Obama gives important speech on Climate 
Change and Security I 

 

2009, 
December 

 Copenhagen (COP15) Summit: USA and 
China responsible for failure, Copenhagen 
Accords. Pledge: -17 per cent GHGs in 2020 
+ -83 per cent in 2050 based on 2005.  

2010, 
November 

Midterm congress elections: Obama loses 
majority in Senate 

 

2010, 
December 

 Cancun (COP16) Summit: Cancun 
Agreements reaffirm Copenhagen Accords 

2011 
July 

 2st Debate in UN Security Council on climate 
change as threat to international peace and 
security 

2012 Obama Wins Election: New momentum for 
climate change topics in the US? 

 

2012, 
December 

 Doha (COP18) Summit: USA will be part of 
the new climate regime from 2020 on – no 
details known so far 
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2013 
June 

Obama gives important speech on Climate 
Change and Security II (in Berlin and 
Washington) 

 

 

 

Table 3: Overview of the Most Important Actors 
Governmental Actors 

Name Actor Info Type 

White House Office of Energy and 
Climate Change Policy 
 
 

Created under Obama, coordinates climate and 
energy topics (closed down by Congress in 2011) 
 
Director: Carol Browner (under Clinton EPA 
director) 

Government 
Executive branch 
Federal level 

US Department of State (State 
Department; Foreign Ministry) 
 
 

Particularly relevant for the international climate 
negotiations 
 
Secretary: Chuck Hagel 
 
Special Envoy for Climate Change: Todd Stern (vice: 
Jonathan Pershing). The special envoy leads the 
international climate negotiation team of the US – 
associated with the state department 

Government 
Executive branch 
Federal level 

Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA)  
 
 
 
 

Founded 1970. Responsible for the protection of 
the environment (Water, Land, Air) – domestic 
climate/pollution regulation – resides in 
Washington, 10 regional offices  (annual budget 
7.5 billion, 17.000 staff) 
 
Director: Lisa Jackson 

Government 
Executive branch 
Federal level 

Department of Energy (DOE)  
 
 
 

Responsible for energy issues, that sometimes 
cross with climate issues, renewables, energy 
efficiency 
 
Secretary: Steven Chu 

Government 
Executive branch 
Federal level 

Department of Agriculture (USDA) 
 
 

Agriculture, Food, natural resources – renewable 
energy funding 
 
Secretary: Tom Vilsack 

Government 
Executive branch 
Federal level 

Senate 
1. Committee on Energy and 
Natural Resources. Climate related 
sub-committees: Energy 
 
Chairman: Jeff Bingaman, Ron 
Wyden (D) 
Ranking Member: Lisa Murkowski 
(R) 
 
2. Committee on Environment and 
Public Works. Climate related sub-
committees:  Clean Air and Nuclear 
Safety; Green Jobs and the New 
Economy 
Chairman: Barbara Boxer (D) 
Ranking Member: James Inhofe, 
David Vitter (R) 

Important for domestic and international climate 
policies (two-thirds majority needed for the 
ratification of legally binding commitments).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Government 
Legislative branch 
Federal level 
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3. Further Committees that 
influence climate issues: Finance; 
Agriculture, Nutrition, and 
Forestry; Foreign Relations; 
Commerce, Science and 
Transportation 
 

House of Representatives 
1. Select Committee on Energy 
Independence and Global 
Warming. Created 2007 by Nancy 
Pelosi (D), rather influential 
concerning the climate debates 
and legislation in Congress 
Chairman: Edward Markey (D) 
 
2. Committee on Energy and 
Commerce. Subcommittee on 
Energy and Environment 
Chairman: Henry Waxman 

Important particularly for domestic climate policies  
 
 
 
 

Government 
Legislative branch 
Federal level 

Federal States 
 
 

Despite the lack of a nationwide climate law, 
several states have passed fairly progressive 
climate laws 

Government 
Executive and 
legislative branch 
State level 

US Supreme Court Particularly important with regards to a decision 
concerning the EPA e.g. the regulation of GHGs 
under the Clean Air Act  

Judicative branch 
Federal level 

Non-Governmental Actors 

CNA’s Center for Naval Analysis Think Tank, Center for Naval Analysis is a 
subsection of the CNA. Consist mainly of former 
military staff, focus on military and defense issues 

NGO 
Think Tank (Staff) 

Center for a New American 
Security (CNAS) 

Think Tank, specialized in US national security 
issues and defense policies, founded in 2007 

NGO 
Think Tank (Staff) 

Center for Strategic and 
International Studies (CSIS) 

Think Tank, bipartisan, independent not-for-profit 
organization, founded in 1987. Topics: foreign 
policy, political, economic and security issues 

NGO 
Think Tank (Staff) 

Center for American Progress Think Tank, independent nonpartisan educational 
institute concerned with 21th-century challenges 
(energy, national security), public policy research 
and advocacy, founded in 2003.  
 
Project Climate – Migration – Security concerned 
with intersection of climate change, human 
migration, and conflict as challenges for US foreign 
policy 

NGO 
Think Tank (Staff) 

Operation Free Nationwide coalition of veterans and national 
security organizations that recognize that climate 
change and energy dependency pose serious 
threats to US national security, founded in 2009 

NGO 
Veteran Network 

RAND Corporation World's oldest and the United States' largest think 
tank, RAND is an independent, non-profit, non-
partisan research institution. Topics: a range of 
public policy areas, including environmental 
protection, climate change, energy and water, and 
other natural resources, Founded in 1946 

NGO 
Think Tank (Staff) 

Wilson Center (Environmental Think tank, since 1994, the Environmental Change NGO 
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Change and Security Program) and Security Program (ECSP) has explored the 
connections among environmental, health, and 
population dynamics and their links to conflict, 
human insecurity, and foreign policy. Founded 
1968, ECPS in 1994 

Think Tank (Staff) 

Center for Climate and Security Think Tank, Website, collects material, but has also 
some research of its own. Founded in 2009 

NGO 
Think Tank (Staff) 

American Security Project (ASP) Non-profit, non-partisan public policy and research 
organization (think tank). National security issues, 
promoting debate about the appropriate use of 
American power, and cultivating strategic 
responses to 21st century challenges. 

NGO 
Think Tank (Staff) 

Strategic Studies Institute of the 
US Army War College 

College of the US Army, research is focused on 
consequences for the military. Topics: National 
security and strategic studies 

Scientific 
University/Army 

Greenpeace USA Non-governmental independent campaigning 
organization, founded 1972, promotes action on a 
range of environmental topics including climate 
change 

NGO 
Environmental 
Organization 
(Membership) 

WWF Globally working environmental organization, with 
national subsections, also section about national 
security which collects reports and occasionally 
publishes on its own 

NGO 
Environmental 
Organization 
(Membership) 

Sierra Club One of the oldest, largest, and most influential 
grassroots environmental organizations in the US; 
works with volunteers and activists on campaigns, 
founded 1892 

NGO 
Environmental 
Organization 
(Membership) 

Center for Climate and Energy 
Solutions (C2ES) 

Independent, nonpartisan, nonprofit organization, 
founded in 2011.  

NGO 
Environmental 
Organization 
(Staff) 

Environmental Defense Fund 
(EDF) 

National nonprofit organization. Topics: Energy 
efficiency and renewable energies; lower-emission 
energy policies and laws; carbon neutrality 
founded 1967 

NGO 
Environmental 
Organization 
(Law) 

Natural Resources Defense 
Council (NRDC) 

Non-profit, non-partisan environmental advocacy 
and action group. Topics: global warming, clean 
energy, energy security, oceans and wildlife, water, 
sustainability , founded in 1970 

NGO 
Environmental 
Organization 
(Law) 

Council on Foreign Relations Independent, nonpartisan membership 
organization, think tank, founded 1921 

NGO 
Think Tank (Staff) 

The George C. Marshall Institute Politically conservative think tank with a focus on 
scientific issues and public policy. Founded in 1984 

NGO 
Think Tank (Staff) 

 


