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How should the United States work to combat climate change?
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CENTRAL QUESTION

In October 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC)—an international body of scientists formed 
by the United Nations (UN)—issued a report suggesting that the immediate consequences of climate change are much 
more serious than previously believed, and that avoiding the impacts will require a rapid, drastic transformation of the 
global economy. In this Close Up in Class Controversial Issue in the News, we will challenge you to weigh the pros and 
cons of the various paths that the United States could take to mitigate the effects of climate change.

What Is Climate Change? Climate change is a term used to describe a shift in worldwide weather patterns associated 
with an increase in global average temperatures. Global warming is generally attributed to the greenhouse effect, in 
which certain gases released into the atmosphere prevent the Earth’s heat from escaping.1 The major greenhouse 
gases are carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide.2

The most important greenhouse gas is carbon dioxide (CO2), which accounted for 81 percent of U.S. greenhouse gas 
emissions in 2018.3 Carbon dioxide occurs both in nature and as a result of human activities. In nature, carbon dioxide 
is produced by volcanoes, by the combustion and decay of organic matter, and by respiration.4 Humans create carbon 
dioxide by burning fossil fuels (such as oil, natural gas, and coal), solid waste, and trees.5 Over the past 20 years, nearly 
three-fourths of human-caused emissions have come from the burning of fossil fuels, according to the U.S. Department 
of Energy.6

 What are the major greenhouse gases?
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In 2017, the global average amount of carbon dioxide 
in the atmosphere was 405 parts per million—the 
highest level in at least 800,000 years, according to the 
U.S. National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.7 
The heightened presence of atmospheric carbon 
dioxide has fueled concerns about an increase in 
global temperatures, with many scientists predicting 
more frequent and worsening droughts, the extinction 
of certain plants and animals, and changes in global 
climate patterns as a result.

Ever since the energy revolution took hold of the United 
States in the late 19th century, energy policy—and its 
effects on the environment—has been a focal point of 
American politics. In the latter half of the 20th century, 
the debate over climate change heightened the tension 
between energy needs and environmental protection. 

What Is the IPCC? The UN Environment Programme and 
the World Meteorological Organization established the 
IPCC in 1988, with the intent of providing policymakers 
with regular assessments of (1) the scientific basis of 
climate change, (2) the risks and impacts of climate 
change, and (3) options for adaptation and mitigation.8 
In October 2018, the IPCC issued a report suggesting that 
in order to avoid the serious impacts of climate change, 
the international community would need to take rapid, 
dramatic action to transform the global economy. 

•	 To stay below 1.5°C of global warming, the IPCC suggests reducing carbon dioxide emissions by 45 percent 
(compared with 2010 levels) by 2030 and reaching net zero by 2050.9

•	 To help reduce carbon dioxide emissions, the IPCC believes a tax on carbon dioxide would be necessary. It suggests 
that taxes range from $135 to $5,500 per ton of carbon dioxide emitted in 2030, and $690 to $27,000 per ton by 
2100.10

•	 To prevent 1.5°C of global warming with limited overshooting (going above 1.5°C and then back down), the IPCC 
suggests cutting coal power by 61 to 78 percent of 2010 levels by 2030, and by 73 to 97 percent by 2050.11 It calls 
for increasing renewable sources of electricity from 20 percent today to between 48 and 60 percent in 2030 and 
between 63 and 81 percent in 2050.12

•	 The IPCC suggests converting between 0.4 million and 2.7 million square miles of land to grow bioenergy crops; it 
also suggests adding up to 3.86 million square miles of forest by 2050.13

•	 The IPCC estimates that it would cost approximately $54 trillion to transform the global economy in such a way.14

Source: U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, 2021



How should the United States work to combat climate change?

Federal, state, and local governments have long regulated the energy sector to help meet Americans’ vast energy needs. 
Governments take many factors into consideration when doing this, including national security, energy independence, 
and the need to create an infrastructure that promotes stability and economic prosperity.15 Government regulations, 
incentives, and investments in the energy sector are common; the debate emerges from how to best prioritize various 
sources of energy. 
 
The following pages contain six proposals that the United States could incorporate into its energy and environmental 
policies. Consider the pros and cons of each proposal, conduct any additional research, and answer or discuss the 
following questions:

•	 Which proposal(s), if any, do you favor? Why?

•	 Which proposal(s), if any, would you change? How?

•	 Which proposal(s), if any, would you reject? Why?

•	 Are there any other proposals that you would put forward? Explain your answer.

EVALUATION OF PROPOSALS



How should the United States work to combat climate change?

OPTION WHAT SUPPORTERS SAY WHAT OPPONENTS SAY

1. Congress should pass the 
Green New Deal.

The government must enact far-reaching 
policies to address the urgent crisis of cli-
mate change before it is too late. The goal of 
the Green New Deal, introduced in Congress 
by Senator Ed Markey, D-Mass., and Repre-
sentative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, D-N.Y., is 
to meet “100 percent of the power demand 
in the United States through clean, renew-
able, and zero-emission energy sources.” 
Other elements of the plan include working 
to reduce agricultural greenhouse gas emis-
sions, upgrading buildings to make them 
energy efficient, and ending U.S. reliance on 
fossil fuels. The proposal calls for aggressive 
action to comprehensively tackle climate 
change while guaranteeing green jobs and 
high-quality health care for all.16 Its ten-year 
timeline would require the nation to rapidly 
push to achieve these goals and revolutionize 
the economy and environmental protections. 
Now is not the time for incrementalism. 
Americans must show that they are seriously 
committed to taking bold action.

The Green New Deal would be calamitous for 
the U.S. energy industry and stunningly expen-
sive for the American people. The proposal 
would cost trillions of dollars, a sum which 
would ultimately be passed down to taxpayers. 
Electricity bills, heating bills, and gas prices 
could go through the roof. And even if the Green 
New Deal were to become law, it would not 
make a difference in reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions. Since it is a nonbinding resolution, 
none of its proposals are enforceable.17 It lays 
out lofty goals, rather than concrete actions, for 
the country to take to move toward net-zero 
emissions. It also does not explain how to shift 
the U.S. energy supply to renewable resources 
(which are not reliable enough to support U.S. 
needs), let alone how to do it without upend-
ing the entire economy. It is, in effect, more of 
a wish list than a practical solution. Americans 
need real solutions that are not just talk—and 
solutions that they can actually afford to imple-
ment. 

2. The government should 
invest in green transporta-
tion, such as zero-emission 
vehicles and high-speed 
rail.

 Greenhouse gas emissions from transporta-
tion make up the largest share (28 percent) 
of the total emissions in the United States.18 
This number has continuously increased over 
the past 30 years, and it will continue to do 
so unless Americans act now. By investing 
in zero-emission vehicles, as President Joe 
Biden has called for, Americans could drasti-
cally cut down on pollution and reach net-ze-
ro emissions by 2050.19 Electric vehicles are 
popular among buyers, and manufacturers 
such as General Motors are already investing 
billions of dollars in this emerging market. 
Furthermore, a high-speed rail network could 
reduce the need for vehicles, alleviate traffic 
congestion, save commuters time, and make 
the United States a global leader in transpor-
tation.20 Infrastructure projects are typically 
bipartisan endeavors that give Americans the 
opportunity to work together to create count-
less new jobs and grow the economy.

This proposal is not feasible. There are mil-
lions of gas-powered vehicles already on the 
road; to make a significant impact on green-
house gas emissions, Americans would have 
to remove those vehicles and replace them 
overnight. Phasing in zero-emission vehicles 
would likely take years, and even then, lead to 
only modest improvements. Likewise, high-
speed rail is not a simple or reasonable so-
lution. Communities in the United States are 
too spread out for rail systems to be widely 
used and effective. And large-scale infra-
structure projects require years of planning 
and approval, coupled with massive sourc-
es of funding.21 By the time the project was 
competed decades from now, the technology 
would be outdated and ineffective at deliver-
ing on its initial promises.22 Americans have 
neither the money nor the time to waste on 
projects that do not immediately address the 
urgent climate crisis.

EVALUATION OF PROPOSALS

 
 What is the Green  

New Deal?
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OPTION WHAT SUPPORTERS SAY WHAT OPPONENTS SAY

3. The government should 
incentivize the develop-
ment and use of renewable 
fuels (including hydroelec-
tric, wind, biomass, solar, 
and geothermal power), by 
providing tax credits and 
grants for research and 
development, and by mak-
ing direct market interven-
tions.

Renewable fuels created 11 percent of 
the energy consumed and 17 percent of 
the electricity generated in the United 
States in 2019.23 These numbers show 
that renewables are viable, they are worth 
investing in, and they offer potential for 
growth, development, and prosperity. In 
fact, the Bureau of Labor Statistics report-
ed in 2019 that the top-growing job classi-
fication over the next decade will be solar 
panel installer, followed by wind turbine 
service technician.24 The government must 
harness this growth potential and make 
smart, targeted investments in a clean 
energy future. After all, the government 
has already made several wise invest-
ments in renewable power over the years. 
The Hoover Dam was partially financed by 
federal loans, and Tesla Motors Inc. repaid 
its $465 million government loan nine 
years ahead of schedule.25

At a time when the United States is strug-
gling with more than $28 trillion in national 
debt, it is not appropriate for the federal 
government to play the role of the risk-tak-
ing venture capitalist. The government has 
already made several high-profile mistakes 
when doing so. In 2011, the solar panel 
start-up Solyndra filed for bankruptcy and 
defaulted on a $535 million loan guaranteed 
by the Department of Energy. Two years 
later, taxpayers lost $139 million in loans 
when the electric car company Fisker Auto-
motive Inc. filed for bankruptcy.26 The truth 
is that some renewable energy technologies 
remain unreliable, expensive, uncompeti-
tive, inadequately tested, and insufficient for 
Americans’ energy needs. To avoid wasting 
scarce government resources, the govern-
ment should allow the private sector to take 
the lead on making such investments. 

4. The government should 
make it easier to develop 
and license advanced 
nuclear reactors, and the 
United States should boost 
its production of nuclear 
power.

If Americans are serious about reduc-
ing carbon dioxide emissions, they must 
boost their reliance on nuclear power, 
which is reliable and cost effective and 
does not produce greenhouse gases. 
Nuclear power generates 20 percent of 
the nation’s electricity, and 50 percent of 
its overall carbon-free electricity.27 One 
pellet of uranium, which is used as the 
fuel for nuclear power, contains the same 
amount of energy as 17,000 cubic feet of 
natural gas, one ton of coal, or 149 gallons 
of oil.28 And nuclear power is safe. World-
wide, there are 450 commercial nuclear 
reactors operating in 31 countries; 16 of 
those countries depend on nuclear power 
for at least a quarter of their electricity.29 
And in the entire history of commercial 
nuclear power (more than 17,000 cumula-
tive reactor-years), there have been only 
three major accidents, just one of them in 
the United States—and that one harmed 
no one and brought about key reforms 
in engineering, radiation protection, and 
regulation.30

Nuclear power is not renewable, as uranium 
is a finite resource that will eventually run 
out. Plus, these power plants require billions 
of dollars in capital to construct. But more 
important, nuclear power is not safe. This 
form of energy creates radioactive materials 
as part of its normal production process—
waste that must be properly stored and 
isolated to prevent any human exposure to 
deadly or cancer-causing radiation. As of 
2018, commercial nuclear power has cre-
ated more than 80,000 metric tons of spent 
fuel that is stored at sites in 35 states, as 
the federal government does not have one 
central waste repository.31 There have also 
been three major accidents in the history of 
commercial nuclear power, including one 
(Chernobyl in the Soviet Union) that killed 
30 plant workers and could eventually 
kill as many as 9,000 people from cancers 
related to the accident.32 Americans need to 
stick with energy sources that are clean and 
safe.



OPTION WHAT SUPPORTERS SAY WHAT OPPONENTS SAY

5. The government should 
implement a per-ton tax on 
carbon dioxide emissions.

 What is a carbon tax?

If the United States is committed to avoiding 
the catastrophic effects of climate change, it 
must make the burning of fossil fuels—oil, 
natural gas, and coal—a thing of the past. 
For well over a century, fossil fuels have ac-
counted for at least 80 percent of U.S. energy 
consumption.33 The only way to break this 
dependency is to tax the carbon dioxide 
emissions that fossil fuels create. After all, 
those who are causing the damage should 
pay the price. This is hardly a new idea; in 
fact, as of 2019, at least 40 countries are pric-
ing carbon in some form and nine U.S. states 
are doing the same.34 Now, it is time for the 
federal government to catch up and imple-
ment this policy nationwide. The revenue 
from such a tax could be used to pay down 
the national debt, reduce Americans’ payroll 
taxes, provide household rebates, or invest in 
carbon capture technologies.

A carbon tax may sound harmless, but it 
has the potential to devastate the economy. 
The United States is the world’s top pro-
ducer of oil and natural gas hydrocarbons, 
and it is the single largest holder of proven 
coal reserves (with 24 percent of the global 
total).35 A carbon tax would punish the very 
development and use of those vast domestic 
energy reserves, slashing jobs and depriv-
ing Americans of energy they need to build 
cities, reduce poverty, and boost standards 
of living. The IPCC suggested that in order to 
be effective, carbon prices could range from 
$135 to $5,500 per ton in 2030, and from 
$690 to $27,000 per ton by 2100.36 Such im-
mense rates would result in higher gasoline 
prices and higher electric bills for everyday 
consumers. This regressive tax would also 
harm the poor more than the rich, as poorer 
people spend a larger percentage of their 
income on energy services.37

6. Congress should 
expand tax credits for 
carbon capture technol-
ogy and research.

By far, the largest portion of greenhouse gas 
emissions comes from carbon dioxide, which 
accounted for 81 percent of U.S. emissions in 
2018.38 However, carbon capture, utilization, 
and storage technology can capture up to 90 
percent of carbon dioxide emissions from the 
use of fossil fuels and prevent those emissions 
from entering the atmosphere.39 This technol-
ogy could play an important role in helping 
the United States meet its long-term climate 
goals while maintaining its existing sources of 
energy. Power plants that run on fossil fuels 
currently produce two-thirds of U.S. energy, a 
percentage that has remained steady over the 
past two decades despite the availability of 
renewable energy options.40 Therefore, poli-
cymakers must provide incentives for existing 
industries to tackle their emissions rather 
than catastrophically disrupt the energy 
sector by cutting off Americans’ main energy 
sources in favor of renewables that are too 
inefficient and unreliable to meet demand.

If the United States wants to avoid the 
calamitous effects of climate change, it must 
stop burning fossil fuels. Americans should 
be pursuing renewable sources of energy 
rather than incentivizing the continued use 
of dirty energy. By allocating tax credits for 
carbon capture technology, the government 
would be sending a misguided message to 
the energy sector that fossil fuels are still 
feasible and acceptable. That is not to say 
that this technology cannot be a useful tool 
in decreasing carbon emissions—it is just 
not the right approach for a long-term solu-
tion. The inspector general of the Internal 
Revenue Service found that between 2010 
and 2019, $893 million in carbon capture tax 
credits were claimed but lacked proof that 
the companies in question successfully cap-
tured carbon dioxide.41 There are not enough 
regulations to effectively govern the previous 
tax credits enacted by Congress; therefore, 
no new credits should be offered.

https://www.vox.com/energy-and-environment/2018/7/20/17584376/carbon-tax-congress-republicans-cost-economy


REFLECTION
1. What were the most important factors you considered when deliberating on these six proposals and 

ultimately making a decision? Examples may include the solution’s reach, effectiveness, timeline, cost, 
practicality, or any other factor you prioritized.

2.  This discussion has largely focused on environmental policies that the federal government could enact, 
but there is also much that individuals can do to take care of the environment. Research and write a short 
essay that answers the following questions: What can individuals do to address climate change? How can 
governments (at the local, state, or federal level) work to encourage individual action?



Carbon dioxide
Carbon dioxide is a colorless, odorless gas produced by respiration, certain chemical reactions, and the burning of fos-
sil fuels, solid waste, and trees and wood products. Plants absorb carbon dioxide. It is a greenhouse gas that traps heat 
in the Earth’s atmosphere, accounting for 81 percent of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions.

Climate change
Climate change is a term used to describe a shift in worldwide weather patterns associated with an increase in global 
average temperatures. 

Emission
An emission is the production or discharge of a gas.

Fossil fuel
A fossil fuel is a source of energy that is formed in the Earth from the remains of plants and animals. Oil, natural gas, 
and coal are all fossil fuels.

Global warming
Global warming is a gradual increase in the temperature of the Earth’s atmosphere. It is generally attributed to the 
greenhouse effect, in which carbon dioxide, methane, and other greenhouse gases trap heat in the atmosphere.

Greenhouse gas
Greenhouse gases, which include carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide, absorb heat from the Earth’s surface, 
trap that heat in the atmosphere, and contribute to the greenhouse effect.

Mitigation
Mitigation is the act of reducing the seriousness of something.

Renewable energy
Renewable sources of energy include hydroelectric, wind, biomass, solar, and geothermal power. Renewables replen-
ish naturally and will never run out.

KEY TERMS
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Each year, the Close Up Foundation helps more than 20,000 students and teachers, in 1,200 schools nationwide, develop 
the skills they need to begin a lifetime of active citizenship. We accomplish this through our classroom publications, 
professional development, and Washington DC-based programs.

CLOSE UP IN CLASS: Enhance your classroom curriculum with resources from our three resource libraries that 
help students investigate current events and understand the critical issues facing our democracy.

• Controversial Issues in the News: Help students develop a greater understanding of current issues in the news.  
Receive a new chapter each month!

• Public Policy In-Depth: Delve into public policy issues with these long-form policy units that offer background, 
analysis, and informed debate.

• Historical Perspectives: Explore key moments in U.S. History through primary source records, literature, video, and 
virtual reality experiences. 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT: Our professional development and training provide teachers with the 
strategies and resources to facilitate meaningful discussion and debate of current issues.

CLOSE UP WASHINGTON, DC PROGRAMS: Choose from a variety of programs offered year-round to 
experience government in action and bring history to life—or customize your own journey for a one-of-a-kind experience! 

For more info about the resources or professional development for your school or district, please visit us online at 
www.currentissues.org or contact us at 703-706-3665 or classroom@closeup.org. 
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