
TAKING THE INITIATIVE 
By taking action to address climate change, U.S. states 

are ful�lling their role in American democracy as �policy 

laboratories,� developing initiatives that serve as models 

for federal action. But state efforts to reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions are notable for other reasons as well. Many 

individual states are major sources of these emissions. Texas, 

for example, emits more greenhouse gases than France, while 

California�s emissions are comparable to those of Australia. 

State actions also are important because state governments 

have decision-making authority over many issues and 

economic sectors�such as power generation, agriculture and 

land use�that are critical to addressing climate change. 

Why are states taking action on this issue? A top concern for 

many state decision-makers is the long-term economic well-

being of their states. State leaders and their constituents 

are concerned about the projected toll of climate change on 

their states. In coastal states, the main worry is the impact 

of rising sea levels. In agricultural states, it is lost farm 

productivity. And in the dry Western states, it is the prospect 

of worsening droughts. 

In addition, many states view policies that address climate 

change not as a burden on commerce but as an economic 

In the absence of federal leadership to address climate change, many states 
and regions have begun taking action on their own. States are setting targets 
for reducing their greenhouse gas emissions, adopting policies to promote 
renewable energy and energy e�ciency, and developing statewide climate action plans. At the 
regional level, states are coming together to launch emissions trading programs and support 
clean energy development. While confronting the challenge of climate change requires a national 
and international response, the states and regions have a valuable role to play in showing what 
works and in laying the groundwork for broader action.
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opportunity. These states are trying to position themselves as 

leaders in new markets related to climate action: producing 

and selling alternative fuels, ramping up renewable 

energy exports, attracting high-tech business, and selling 

greenhouse gas emission reduction credits. 

Economic issues are just one motivator for state policies that 

address climate change. States also are seeking to improve 

air quality, lessen traf�c congestion, and develop reliable 

energy supplies. And, in the process of working to address 

these other concerns, they are adopting policies that protect 

the climate. States also are discovering that climate policies 

often bring about bene�ts in these other areas as well.

Because reducing greenhouse gas emissions can deliver 

multiple bene�ts, it has been possible for many states to 

build broad coalitions around climate-friendly policies. In 

fact, climate change often has been viewed as a bipartisan 

issue in the states, with Democratic, Republican, and 

Independent governors signing climate change legislation, 

and with lawmakers of all political persuasions supporting 

state action. Even when governorships have changed 

hands, state policies on climate change and clean energy 

have remained in place. In addition to offering models for 

speci�c policy solutions, the states offer a model for �nding 
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