US Bipartisan Coalition Falters as Immigration Overtakes Climate Change


The future of the United States Senate climate change bill - which had been expected to be revealed on 26 April - is now in question after Senator Lindsey Graham (a Republican) threatened to withdraw support. But Senate majority leader Harry Reid (a Democrat) says he is working to ensure the energy legislation continues to receive bipartisan support.

The bill - a multi-party effort by Graham and fellow Senators John Kerry (a Democrat) and Joe Lieberman (an Independent) - was sidelined last week when the Obama administration and Senate Democrats decided over the weekend to prioritise passing legislation on immigration reform. Frustrated, Graham threatened to withdraw his support for the climate bill unless it regained its place ahead of immigration on the political agenda.

EIA review to last eight weeks

The release of the climate bill has been postponed indefinitely. Graham is still technically on board, but it is uncertain whether his concerns have been addressed.

At Graham’s suggestion, the bill was sent to the Energy Information Administration (EIA) on Tuesday so that the economic modelling process can begin. But shortly following the submission, the EIA said because the proposal was not delivered as a complete package the expected six-week process would require an additional two weeks.

Elements of the bill were reportedly delivered separately to the EIA, both verbally and by hard copy. “We received details,” said EIA spokesman Jonathan Cogan. “It’s not a copy of legislation, but it was specific enough to allow us to go forward with our modelling efforts.”

The coalition has gone to great measures to safeguard the contents of the bill, but the absence of a complete package has led some stakeholders to speculate whether the bill is, in fact, complete despite six months of work.

Immigration issue Republicans’ trump card?

Immigration shot to the top of the Democratic agenda last week when Arizona Governor Jan Brewer (a Republican) signed a controversial law that will lead to more stringent treatment of suspected illegal immigrants. With the mid-term elections coming up this year, Graham called the Democrats’ push for immigration reform a “cynical political ploy” to keep Hispanic voters on their side.

Environmentalists have called for swift action, worried that if Graham’s support is lost, the climate bill will not pass this year. “And every year Congress waits to legislate, adequately curbing emissions will get harder and more expensive,” an editorial in the Washington Post commented.

But despite Reid’s pledge to prioritise the climate bill ahead of immigration, it may not be enough to satisfy Graham. The Republican had suggested earlier this week that any discussion at all regarding immigration reform - even after the climate bill is passed - would be a betrayal. “I think I have made it pretty clear that if you bring up immigration, you are breaking faith with me,” Graham said.

Obama had called on the Senate to tackle climate change immediately after completion of financial reform legislation. The White House issued a statement on 24 April urging the three senators to continue their work and restating its determination to see climate change legislation pass this year.

Senator George Voinovich (a Republican) has drafted a proposed amendment to the climate bill that would prevent federal, state and local authorities from going beyond what the bill mandates in their emissions reductions programmes. The proposal would also limit the authority of the EPA and various federal laws like the Endangered Species Act, the Clean Water Act and the National Environmental Policy Act to regulate greenhouse gas emissions. It would also prevent public nuisance litigation related to climate change. Voinovich’s proposal would help the climate bill gain Republican support.

Bill likely to feature border measures

If the political divisions are resolved, the bill would reach the Senate floor in June at the earliest, but July is more likely. At that point, observers will finally have an opportunity to view the extent of the Senators’ proposed “border measures” - instruments that would slap a tariff or other form of adjustment on imports from countries that have not implemented emissions reduction requirements that are “comparable” to those taken by the United States. Such measures are meant to encourage other countries to take similar actions to cut emissions, the senators wrote, and it would help guarantee that the climate bill “will be trade neutral.”

But the notion of including some form of “border carbon adjustment” in a Senate climate bill will likely stir up controversy, both domestically and overseas. The Indian environment minister recently threatened to bring a WTO case against any country that imposes such measures, which are also reportedly being considered in the European Union (see Bridges Trade BioRes, 2 April 2010, http://ictsd.org/i/news/biores/73561/).

Closer to home, US President Barack Obama spoke out against border carbon adjustment after lawmakers in the House included them in the climate bill they passed last summer (see Bridges Weekly, 1 July 2009, http://ictsd.org/i/news/bridgesweekly/49962/). But the president since seems to have backpedalled on the issue. The New York Times reported on 20 April that Carol Browner, Obama’s energy and climate advisor, has said that the administration is open to using trade measures in a climate bill.

“There’s going to have to be mechanisms that recognise they compete in a global market,” Browner said, referring to US manufacturers in sectors like steel, cement, and glass. “I think it’s fair to say a final bill will be very mindful of the needs of these particular sectors of the economy.”

