
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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common ground on an issue that too often has divided 

lawmakers at the national level. 

WORKING ACROSS STATE BORDERS
In working to address climate change, many states have 

reached beyond their borders to enlist neighboring states in 

collaborative efforts. These regional 

initiatives can be more ef�cient than 

actions taken by individual states. 

Regional efforts cover a broader 

geographic area (and, in turn, more 

sources of greenhouse gas emis-

sions), they eliminate duplication 

of work among the states, and they 

help businesses by bringing greater 

uniformity and predictability to 

state rules and regulations. Across 

the United States, climate-related 

regional initiatives have been de-

signed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, develop clean 

energy sources and achieve other goals (see Figure 1). 

The Northeast Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI). In 

December 2005, the governors of seven Northeastern and 

Mid-Atlantic states agreed to a �cap-and-trade� system aimed 

at reducing carbon dioxide emissions from power plants in the 

region. Such a system requires emissions reductions while 

allowing companies to trade emission allowances so they can 

achieve their reductions as cost-effectively as possible. RGGI 

offers added �exibility for companies by providing credits for 

emissions reductions achieved outside the electricity sector. 

RGGI sets the stage for other states to join the effort or to 

form their own regional cap-and-trade systems. In addition, 

the program could be expanded to 

cover other greenhouse gases and 

other sectors. 

The seven RGGI states�along with 

Pennsylvania, Massachusetts and 

Rhode Island�also are develop-

ing a greenhouse gas registry, the 

Eastern Climate Registry, to allow 

companies and states to register 

and record their emissions and the 

reductions they achieve. Reliable 

registries are important to imple-

menting effective climate change 

policies. The Lake Michigan Air Directors Consortium (LADCO) 

is developing a registry for a group of Midwestern states. 

Western Governors� Association. The Clean and Diversi�ed 

Energy Initiative launched by the Western Governors� 

Association (WGA) has developed and recommended a set 

of strategies to increase energy ef�ciency, expand the use 

of renewable energy sources in the region, and incentivize 

In working to address climate 
change, many states have 

reached beyond their borders 
to enlist neighboring states in 
collaborative efforts. These 
regional initiatives can be 
more ef�cient than actions 
taken by individual states.

Figure 1
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ME: 30% by 2000
VT: equal to load 
growth 2005-2012

MA: 4% New by 2009
RI: 16% by 2020

CT: 10% by 2010
NJ: 20% by 2020

PA: 18% by 2020
DE: 10% by 2019

MD: 7.5% by 2019
DC: 11% by 2022

NY: 25% by 2013WI: 10% 
by 2015

MN: Xcel 
1250 MW 
by 2013

IA: 105 MW

IL: 8% 
by 2013*

MT: 15% by 2015

CO: 10% 
by 2015

NM: 10% 
by 2011

AZ: 15% 
by 2025

NV: 20% 
by 2015

CA: 20% 
by 2010

HI: 20% by 2020

*IL implements its 
RPS through voluntary 
utility commitments

TX: 5880 MW 
by 2015

Figure 2

Renewable Portfolio Standards

carbon capture and sequestration. Additionally, the WGA 

and the California Energy Commission are creating the 

Western Renewable Energy Generation Information System 

(WREGIS). This voluntary system is designed to provide data 

about renewable energy generation across 11 western states 

in order to support trading in renewable energy credits, as 

well as other state and regional policies aimed at expanding 

the use of renewable power. 

Southwest Climate Change Initiative. The governors of Arizona 

and New Mexico signed an agreement in February 2006 

to create the Southwest Climate Change Initiative. Under 

the agreement, the two states will collaborate to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions and address the impacts of 

climate change in the Southwest. 

West Coast Governors� Global Warming Initiative. The West 

Coast states�Washington, Oregon and California�are coop-

erating on their own strategy to reduce emissions. Among the 

governors� plans: adopting comprehensive state and regional 

goals for reducing emissions; and expanding markets for re-

newable energy, energy ef�ciency, and alternative fuels. 

New England Governors and Eastern Canadian Premiers. In 

2001, six New England states agreed to the New England 

Governors and Eastern Canadian Premiers (NEG-ECP) 

climate action plan, which includes short- and long-term 

goals for reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the region.

Powering the Plains. Launched in 2002, Powering the Plains 

is a regional effort involving participants from the Dakotas, 

Minnesota, Iowa, Wisconsin and the Canadian Province of 

Manitoba. This initiative aims to develop strategies, policies 

and demonstration projects for alternative energy sources 

including coal gasi�cation, hydrogen, and biomass. 

PROMOTING LOW�CARBON ELECTRICITY
States have considerable authority over how electricity is 

generated in the United States. With the generation of 

electricity accounting for 30 percent of all U.S. greenhouse 

gas emissions (and 38 percent of carbon dioxide emissions), 

states can therefore play a crucial role in reducing the 

power sector�s climate impacts and promoting low-carbon 

energy solutions. State actions to promote low-carbon 

electricity include incentives and mandates for renewable 
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energy and energy ef�ciency, as well as limits on power 

plant greenhouse gas emissions.

Renewable Portfolio Standards. Twenty-two states and the 

District of Columbia have mandated that electric utilities 

in their borders generate a speci�ed amount of their 

electricity from renewable sources (see Figure 2). Most of 

these requirements take the form of �renewable portfolio 

standards,� which require a certain percentage or amount 

of a utility�s power plant capacity or generation to come 

from renewable sources by a given date. The standards 

range from modest to ambitious, and what quali�es as 

�renewable energy� can vary from state to state. While the 

use of renewable energy does deliver signi�cant reductions 

in greenhouse gas emissions, climate change is not the 

primary motivation behind many of these actions. Other 

motivations include job creation in the renewables industry, 

energy security and improved air quality.�

Public Bene�t Funds. Almost half of U.S. states have funds, 

often called �public bene�t funds,� that are dedicated to 

supporting energy ef�ciency and renewable energy projects 

(see Figure 3). The resources for these funds are collected 

either through a small charge on the bill of every electric 

customer or through speci�ed contributions from utilities. 

Having a steady stream of funding ensures that money is 

available to fund these projects. To date, 14 states with 

publicly managed clean energy funds have formed the Clean 

Energy States Alliance to coordinate public bene�t fund 

investments in renewable energy. 

Net Metering and Green Pricing. Forty-one U.S. states have 

at least one utility that permits customers to sell electricity 

back to the grid; this is referred to as �net metering.� 

Eighteen of these states offer net metering on a statewide 

basis (see Figure 4). In addition, 36 states have utilities 

that offer green pricing, allowing customers the option of 

paying a premium on their electric bills to have a portion 

of their power provided from designated renewable sources. 

Five of these states�Washington, New Mexico, Montana, 

Minnesota and Iowa�have made green pricing options 

mandatory for electricity generators. 

Limits on Power Plant Emissions. Both Washington and Oregon 

require that new power plants offset a certain portion of 

their anticipated carbon-dioxide emissions�for example, by 

reducing emissions on their own, or by paying a speci�ed fee 

to a designated organization that will then select and fund 

offset projects. Massachusetts and New Hampshire have 

gone even further by requiring carbon-dioxide emissions 

reductions from existing power plants. The California Public 

Utilities Commission is developing a cap on greenhouse gas 

Figure 3

Public Bene�t Funds

Figure 4

Net Metering
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