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The George W. Bush Administration: A New Environment?

Mary Clare Jalonick

During a September 2000 campaign speech in Saginaw, Mich., Texas Gov.

George W. Bush made the most unlikely of declarations. Speaking to a group of auto

machinists, the Republican presidential candidate said that as president, he would

require all power plants to reduce emissions of four air pollutants – including carbon

dioxide.

The claim was surprising. Republicans had long campaigned on the platform that

installing pollution controls to lower carbon dioxide emissions would be too costly for

coal-fired power plants, some of the biggest carbon dioxide polluters. Coal is used to

generate more than half of all electricity in the United States1, and imposing new costs

on utility plants could burden the powerful industry and cause consumers’ rates to rise.

Republican members of Congress – including House Majority Leader Tom DeLay –

immediately began to lobby Bush to drop the carbon emissions pledge.2  But

environmentalists hailed the proposal, and Democrats began to craft a bill that would

have put the idea into law.

The idea was also embraced by Christine Todd Whitman, head of the

Environmental Protection Agency. Bush had chosen her to head the department because

of her moderate credentials – as the Republican governor of the liberal state New

Jersey, she had won the favor of many environmental groups for her support of national

air pollution standards. After Bush said in Saginaw that he would regulate carbon

dioxide emissions, she took it as administration policy and defended it to critics and

supporters. At an environmental minister’s conference in Italy in early March 2001, she

described an early outline of a carbon dioxide reduction plan.3

But Bush did not keep the promise for long. A few weeks after the conference in

Italy, just two months into his presidency, he met with Whitman and told her he would

1 U.S. Energy Information Administration, http://www.eia.doe.gov
2 Adams, Rebecca. “Bush's Decision Not to Curb Carbon Dioxide Casts Shadow on Emission Control

Legislation.” Congressional Quarterly Weekly, March 17, 2001. 
3 “Timeline on President's Reversal of CO2's Fortune.” Knight Ridder Tribune News Service, March 15, 2001. 
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not be supporting a plan to regulate carbon dioxide emissions. That same day, he sent a

letter to several Republican senators reiterating the new policy. Later that month, Bush

said the United States would not ratify the 1997 Kyoto Protocol, which called for

industrialized nations to reduce carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas emissions to

below 1990 levels.

Associations representing manufacturers and miners praised the moves, but

environmentalists were livid. “President Bush no longer has any credibility on

environmental issues,” said Philip Clapp, director of the National Environmental Trust.4

Bush’s reversal on carbon dioxide was one of many moves Bush has made that

has been unpopular with American environmentalists. In the last four years, they have

criticized Bush and his administration for pushing changes to clean air law, forestry

policy and endangered species laws. The administration has also come under fire for

proposals to drill for oil in sensitive lands. These groups have found some potent allies

in Congress, including some moderate Republicans, and in the states.

Supporters of Bush’s environmental initiatives, including most Republican

congressional leaders, industry groups and conservative organizations, have called his

policy “balanced” and say that he brings a “common sense” approach to industry

regulation.

These two sides have found little in common in the last four years, and have

compromised on almost nothing. As a result, much of Bush’s environmental policy has

stalled.

POLITICAL INVISIBLE 

Bush’s Democratic opponent in 2000 was the Democratic Vice President Al Gore,

author of a book titled “Earth in the Balance: Ecology and the Human Spirit.” In that

book, Gore gained his reputation as a dedicated environmentalist, saying Americans

should “make the rescue of the environment the central organizing principle for

civilization.”5

4 Adams. 
5 Gore, Albert Jr. “Earth in the Balance: Ecology and the Human Spirit.” Plume, January 1993. 



3

Many Democrats thought Gore’s environmental expertise would give him an

edge. When polled, Americans are overwhelmingly in favor of pollution controls and

environmental protections, and Democrats often see the environment as one of their

strongest issues.

Instead, Gore spent much of the campaign attempting to tone down his

environmental credentials to appeal to centrist swing voters. When he outlined his four

top priorities for “America in the 21st Century,” environmental issues were not among

the issues.6

While environmentalists grumbled about his lack of political attention to the

environment, Gore’s move to tone down his rhetoric was no surprise to political

insiders. It is an understood caveat in American politics that environmental issues are

almost irrelevant in campaigns. Though most Americans say they favor environmental

protections, few people cast their votes on that issue. In one poll, taken in May 2003,

only 5 percent of voters surveyed said that environment was their top issue.

Environment finished behind economy, education, terrorism, Social Security and

prescription drugs as the issue voters were most concerned about.7 Gore admitted as

much in “Earth in the Balance,” saying issues like global warming were “exotic at best”

to American voters.8

But the 2002 election was not like most American elections. Bush won the race by

a razor-thin margin, and ironically, Gore’s move to the center on environmental issues

could have cost him the presidency. Green Party candidate Ralph Nader took many of

Gore’s votes in the Western states of Oregon and Washington, where environmental

issues are more important than in other areas.

In the wake of this narrow win, environmentalists were especially furious with

Bush for changing his mind on carbon dioxide. Since then, these groups have waged an

intense – and sometimes exaggerated – war on the administration.

6 Haurwitz, Ralph K.M. “Bush, Gore Differ Sharply on Environmental Issues.” Cox News Service, July 17, 1999. 

7 Andres-McKenna Research, May 2003. Released by the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee. 
8 Gore. 
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INDUSTRY PROTECTIONS

Days after Bush’s March 2001 decision not to regulate carbon dioxide emissions,

conservative columnist Robert Novak published an op-ed claiming that the policy

change was not a “reversal” but a correction of a major campaign mistake. Novak

asserted that none of Bush’s top aides had approved the carbon dioxide promise, which

was contained in the 49th paragraph of a long speech he made announcing his energy

policy in Saginaw. Novak said:

There was absolutely no internal discussion inside the campaign, and no
sense by anybody – including the news media – that a major policy
commitment had been reached. Five months later, Environmental Protection
Administrator Christie Whitman picked up the neglected line and exalted it,
incorrectly, as Bush doctrine. Such confused free-lancing hardly fits the
image of buttoned-down, super-efficient Republicans. But this is essentially
a conservative administration, and Bush is not about to replicate Al Gore's
alarmism on global warming.9

Indeed, Bush made no pretensions of being a moderate from the outset of his

administration. Many of his staff came from industry groups – a lobbyist for a coal

mining company became deputy secretary of the Interior Department, which is charged

with protecting the nation’s lands; a timber company executive became head of the

Forest Service and a chemical company lobbyist became the deputy head of the

Environmental Agency. James Connaughton, the new chairman of the president’s

Council on Environmental Quality, was a lawyer who had represented utility companies

in lawsuits filed against the Environmental Protection Agency.

From the beginning, the administration has sided with industry groups –

particularly those representing oil, gas and utility companies – on most environmental

issues. Bush has fought to drill in Alaska’s Arctic National Wildlife Refuge (ANWR), a

protected area in the nation’s largest state that environmentalists say is precious habitat

for wildlife and plant species. He has pushed energy policy that would open up many

new lands for oil and gas exploration. He has also pushed the industry-backed “Clear

Skies” initiative, which would regulate mercury, sulfur dioxides and nitrous oxides.

While the administration says this would impose stricter regulations on these pollutants

9 Novak, Robert. “No about-face on CO2,” Chicago Sun-Times, March 19, 2001. 
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than ever before, Democrats and environmentalists say it would roll back key

protections in the Clean Air Act.10

However, a closely divided Congress has blocked many of these initiatives.

Though both chambers are ruled by Republicans, the Senate is more moderate, and

more closely divided, than the conservative House. Thus, Republican bills cannot

always sail through Congress. A coalition of Republicans from the Northeast – where

air pollution problems are worse than in other regions, because of Midwestern factory

emissions that travel in easterly winds – have voted against much of Bush’s energy and

environmental policy, giving Democrats the allies they need to block environmental

bills.

In March 2003, the Senate voted not to allow funding for drilling in ANWR. In

November, members of the Senate turned back Bush’s $31 billion energy package

largely because of objections from the Northeasterners and environmentalists over a

provision that would give increased liability to producers of MTBE, a fuel additive

known to contaminate groundwater. The “Clear Skies” bill has not yet made it out of

committee in either chamber – Democrats, with the support of many Republican

moderates, criticize the bill because it does not regulate carbon dioxide.

The administration can claim one major environmental victory in Congress. When

wildfires burned more than 750,000 acres in California in October 2003, a bipartisan

group of members came together to pass the administration’s forest-thinning policy.

Environmentalists criticized the bill, which sped the thinning of dense underbrush in

order to prevent wildfires. But the final version – negotiated by members of both parties

to make some concessions to the environmental groups – met overwhelming support in

both chambers.

GLOBAL WARMING BATTLES

Despite roadblocks to the Bush administration’s environmental agenda, Congress

has not wavered when it has come to large-scale controls on greenhouse gases. Though

several Republican moderates have supported some regulation of carbon dioxide

10 Seelye, Katharine Q. “Bush Is Choosing Industry Insiders to Fill Several Environmental Positions.” The New
York Times, May 12, 2001. 
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emissions, the Senate decisively rejected a bill in October 2003 that would have

required that carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gas emissions be reduced to 2000

levels by 2010.

The bill was brought to the floor by Republican Sen. John McCain of Arizona and

Democratic Sen. Joseph I. Lieberman of Connecticut. McCain – known for being a

maverick in the Republican Party – ran against Bush in the Republican primary in 2000.

He says he became interested in the global warming issue on the campaign trail, and has

vowed to convince Congress that some sort of controls should be instituted. Lieberman

was running for the Democratic presidential nomination, and hoped to become Bush’s

opponent in the 2004 elections. The two senators made the vote highly political, saying

they wanted to get the Senate “on the record” on climate change.11 

But the political pressure did not change many minds, and the bill was rejected

43-55. After the vote, Democrats who had opposed the legislation said they did so for

economic reasons. “In these economic times, it's hard,” said Blanche Lincoln, a

Democrat from Arkansas who is up for re-election in 2004. Lincoln said the legislation

could affect many of the low-income residents in her state if utility companies passed

on the costs of curbing the emissions to ratepayers. Democrat Mary Landrieu of

Louisiana agreed, saying the “economic slowdown needs to be a priority.” Landrieu and

other opponents of the bill said that emissions regulation would force industry to use

more natural gas, which is more expensive than coal, the main source of carbon dioxide

emissions. Democrat Kent Conrad of North Dakota also voted against the bill. “There is

no way I can be confident of what the consequences would be,” Conrad said, adding

that the legislation could “push our business into other countries” if companies were

forced to lay off workers.12

McCain, who is chairman of the Senate Commerce Committee, has vowed to keep

pushing the legislation. But he may have a harder time winning votes for the bill if the

Senate becomes more Republican after the 2004 elections. This is a possibility, as

several Democrats from the South – a Republican stronghold – are retiring this year. 

11 Interviews, week of Oct. 27, 2003. 
12 Interviews, Oct. 30, 2003  
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REGULATORY ROUTE

Because of Congressional constraints, Bush has attempted to craft environmental

policy through regulation. Though these rules are not as binding as law passed by

Congress – they can be reversed by future administrations – they have given Bush his

only chance to implement environmental reform.

Bush has proposed one regulation that has won praise from environmentalists – a

program to reduce emissions from diesel engines used in most kinds of construction,

agricultural, and industrial equipment. 

Most of his decisions have faced opposition, however. The administration has

proposed a rule to regulate the emissions of mercury, sulfur dioxides and nitrous oxides

– a weaker version of the proposed “Clear Skies” legislation. Like the bill, the rule is

based on a “cap and trade” program that would allow power plants that pollute more

than they are allowed to buy credits from companies, which reduce their emissions

levels below federal standards. Most Washington observers believe the administration is

implementing the rule because it knows the bill will not make it through Congress,

especially in an election year. Despite the fact that the regulation would control these

pollutants for the first time, environmental groups, Democrats and Northeastern

Republicans assailed the regulations, saying they do not go far enough. 

Even more controversial has been Bush’s New Source Review regulation. At the

end of 2002, the Bush administration proposed a regulatory change that would

reinterpret a provision of the Clean Air Act – known as New Source Review – that

requires some power plants that are updating their facilities to install new pollution

controls. The Bush regulation would give the power plants more leeway in installing the

controls, a move designed to save the plants renovation expenses.

In opposition to this regulation, environmentalists found allies within the states.

Because the rule relieves industry of certain costs, the financial burden of cleaning the

air is shifted to state governments. In December of 2003, 12 state attorneys general

successfully convinced a federal court of appeals to temporarily block the New Source

Review regulation. Several of these states, most of which are in the Northeast, have

Republican governors.
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BUSH OPPOSITION

States have opposed other Bush administration policies. In June of 2003, three

states filed a lawsuit against the EPA alleging that the agency must regulate carbon

dioxide emissions under the Clean Air Act13. States have also filed suits against the

government over energy efficiency standards and pesticide requirements. “If the EPA is

not going to protect the air quality in the nation, we're going to do our best to protect the

air in the state of New Jersey,” New Jersey Attorney General Peter C. Harvey told a

local newspaper.14

Bush has also faced some opponents within his own ranks, as several EPA

officials have resigned in protest to the administraton’s policies. Eric Shaeffer, former

director of civil enforcement at the agency, resigned in the spring of 2002. Sylvia K.

Lowrance, an acting assistant administrator for enforcement, retired in August 2002. In

January of 2004, three more enforcement officials left the agency. “The rug was pulled

out from under us,” retiring official Rich Biondi told The New York Times. “You look

around and say, 'What contribution can I continue to make here?' and it was limited.”

Lowrance echoed Biondi’s sentiments in the same article. “We will see more

resignations in the future as the administration fails to enforce environmental laws.”15 

When Whitman left the office in June 2003, it was generally acknowledged that

her relationship with the White House had been rocky. In order to quell some of this

opposition, Bush nominated a conservative, Utah Gov. Mike Leavitt, to finish out

Whitman’s term. 

13 On the legal battles between US States and the federal government over CO2 emissions regulation, see: Lisa M.
Jaeger, “Environmental Federalism and US Climate Change Policy”, prepared for the conference Federalism and US
Climate Change Policy, CFE-Ifri, May 24, 2004. On the US States climate actions, see: Patricio Silva, “Evaluating
US States Climate Change Initiatives”, prepared for the same conference. Both papers are available from:
<http://www.cfe-ifri.org>

14 Associated Press, “NJ Attorney General Waging Clean Air Fight Against the EPA,” Nov. 30, 2003. 
15 Lee, Jennifer 8. “Three Top Enforcement Officials Say They Will Leave the EPA.” The New York Times, Jan.

6. 2004. 
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NEW INFLUENCES

This opposition to Bush’s policy is a stark contrast to an emerging voice in

Washington environmental politics – a conservative movement that has taken the debate

much further to the right. This has largely been perpetuated by a group called the

American Enterprise Institute, a think tank with strong ties to the administration, and

Senate Environment and Public Works Committee Chairman James M. Inhofe, an

Oklahoma Republican. 

The American Enterprise Institute has spent recent years spreading the idea that

global warming does not actually exist, and is a myth perpetuated by environmentalists

and some scientists. They say the science behind global warming is far from certain,

and that the Earth's warming periods are normal. 

Inhofe is a powerful ally. In a two-hour Senate floor speech in July 2003, he

called the idea of global warming “the greatest hoax ever perpetrated on the American

people.” He continued: 

Global-warming alarmists see a future plagued by catastrophic flooding,
war, terrorism, economic dislocations, drought, crop failures, mosquito-
borne diseases and harsh weather, all caused by man-made greenhouse gas
emissions. After studying the issue over the last several years, I believe the
balance of the evidence offers strong proof that natural variability, not man-
made, is the overwhelming factor influencing climate, and that man-made
gases are virtually irrelevant.16

Inhofe, who took the helm of the environment committee in January 2003 after

the Republican victory at the mid-term elections of November 2002, has also spent

much of his short tenure as chairman working to discredit environmental groups. He

often speaks of them as fundraising machines with a total disregard for realistic policy.

Likewise, the American Enterprise Institute often publishes articles with the purpose of

discrediting the mainstream environmental community. One 2002 piece, co-written by

the president of the organization, differentiates between “practical” and “romantic”

environmentalists. They assert that practical environmentalists understand  “the need to

make trade-offs between environmental quality and other social goods,” while romantic

environmentalists hold “that environmental values should always or almost always

trump other values, especially those associated with economic development and

16  Congressional Record, July 28, 2003. 



10

growth… Romantic environmentalism now consists largely of denying or confusing the

realities of practical environmentalism”17

POLARIZED SOCIETY

Most presidents have portrayed themselves as practical environmentalists. Many

Republicans have signed major environmental initiatives into law – President Richard

M. Nixon signed the Endangered Species Act in 1973, and Bush’s father, the first

President Bush, helped to shepherd a major Clean Air Act revision through Congress in

1990.

President Bill Clinton also tried to position himself as a centrist on the

environment. Because of this, he took occasional beatings from environmentalists,

many of whom abandoned Gore in the 2000 election and voted for Green Party

candidate Ralph Nader. Many environmentalists blamed Clinton for not aggressively

pursuing ratification of the Kyoto treaty. Clinton – who voiced concerns that some

developing countries, such as China and India, would not agree to binding limits in the

treaty – chose not to fight that battle with the Senate, which voted 95-0 against ratifying

the treaty for similar reasons in 1997.

Many observers in Washington and around the country feel that Bush’s

environmental policies are not practical, but are fully biased toward industry. One

American political scientist, Peter Cannavo of Hamilton College in New York, said in

January that the Bush administration’s environmental policy reflects a general

American trend. He observed that Bush’s “approach in many ways reflects the long-

term transformation of the environment from an issue involving bipartisan support in

the early 1970s to yet another partisan fault line dividing our increasingly polarized

society.”18

This polarization is sure to play out in the current campaign. Sen. John Kerry of

Massachusetts, the then presumed frontrunner for the Democratic nomination, told the

Washington Post Feb. 2 that Bush has "the worst environmental administration that I've

17 DeMuth, Christopher and Steven F. Hayward. “Environmental Policy Outlook.” American Enterprise Institute,
July 1, 2002. http://www.aei.org.

18 Cannavo, Peter. “Performance-Enhancing Drugs Trump Environment in State of the Union.” A-Scribe
Newswire, January 21, 2004. 
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ever seen.” But the Bush campaign is prepared for the criticism. Terry Holt, a

spokesman for the Bush re-election campaign, responded in the same article: “The

environmental groups have tended toward high-blown rhetoric, but in fact the president

has a comprehensive approach to the environment and has addressed environmental

issues across the board.” 19

Sensing this as a possible problem – especially if Bush’s re-election race is tight,

as was his last race – the administration has spent much of December and January trying

to portray Bush as an environmentalist. In December, the administration abandoned an

effort to loosen protections on federal wetlands. In January, the administration took

advantage of the court ruling that blocked their New Source Review rule and sued a

Kentucky power plant for not complying with the very rules the administration was

attempting to revise. And days before the crucial Jan. 27 New Hampshire primary, the

Environmental Protection Agency announced that it would exempt that state from

having to use MTBE, the fuel additive that was one of the main reasons Democrats and

Northeasterners voted against the energy bill. 20

Liberal or conservative, any chief executive will have a hard time passing any sort

of environmental regulation. The subject is one of the most emotional for policymakers,

and is often thought of as a political untouchable. But there is little doubt that the issue

has become even more volatile under the current President Bush. His protections of

industry, reversal on cutting carbon dioxide emissions and his bypassing of Congress

through regulation has created one of the most polarized environmental debates in the

country’s history.

The 2004 election is likely to see many environmental debates. Polls show

environment is one of Bush’s biggest weaknesses coming into an election year, and

environmentalists see the administration’s record as “red meat” for Democratic

candidates. How much of an impact these fights will have on the ultimate result still

remains to be seen, but the debate will certainly have an indirect, if not direct, effect on

the race. Greg Wetstone of the Natural Resources Defense Council, a Washington

environmental group, predicted that the environment will be a defining issue, even if it

is not a deciding issue. "The environment is a prism through which the image of the

19 Pianin, Eric. “Bush Is Moving to Defuse Environmental Criticism.” Washington Post, Feb. 2, 2004.
20 Pianin. 
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president can be defined, and both parties see that and both parties are focusing on that,”

he said.21

Additional References on the Web

Environmental Protection Agency
www.epa.gov

American Enterprise Institute’s Environment Policy Outlook
www.aei.org/publications/

Natural Resources Defense Council
www.nrdc.org

National Environmental Trust
environet.policy.net

Bushgreenwatch.com
www.buchgreenwatch.com

Grist Magazine
www.gristmagazine.com

Onetermpresident.com
www.onetermpresident.com/environment.html

Environment 2004
www.environment2004.org

21 Pianin

http://www.epa.gov/
http://www.nrdc.org/
http://www.buchgreenwatch.com/
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