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Carbon Emission Reductions in the Global North:
Fashioning Environmental Policy for the U.S.

The connection that Indigenous people groups across the world have to the planet is
something that the vast majority of the human population no longer know intuitively. With the
technological advances that have come with running water, indoor plumbing, air conditioning, and
cars, there have clearly been advantages and benefits in terms of human health and productivity.
However, there have also been disadvantages to our modern way of life that people are simply
unaware of, because all they have known is the lives they have now, with all of its technologies and
tools. The climate crisis puts humanity face to face with the disadvantages and the consequences
modern life has for Indigenous groups. These people on the margins of the countries they inhabit
are facing the most dire and current consequences of climate change. For them, climate change--the
result of a gross disrespect and unawareness of the boundaries and limits of the planet and its
resources--is not a future projection involving a series of mathematical and statistical models. They
do not have such a luxury.

For Indigenous peoples such as the Gwich’in, the Inuit, and other northern communities on
the margins, sea level rise, freshwater salinification, soil degradation, the melting of arctic and polar
ice, deforestation, and a dramatic uptick in natural disasters due to rampant human activity, are a
present reality, and a threat to their lives and their traditional ways of life. Climate change poses an
existential challenge to their rights to live on and live off of the lands they call home. For
communities that rely on the land, there is an intuitive understanding that the health of humanity is
dependent on the health of this planet. Protecting human life and human rights in turn protects
environmental life and vice versa.

As crucial as international conventions, climate accords and action plans are, until they

recognize the current plight of communities on the margins, they are not doing enough. Action to



address climate change (which are actions to protect environmental and human rights to health)
must, most simply, include the most vulnerable populations if these actions are to protect everyone.
For most people, the effects of climate change are hardly felt beyond the increasingly hotter
summers and colder winters of the past years. There’s a general awareness of a larger influx of
natural disasters of greater intensity; the wildfires and hurricanes of 2020 made this especially
evident. When climate change is considered—when it is even makes it to a nation’s agenda in a
significant way—its discussions seldom focus on the present and incoming consequences that are
being faced by Northern communities of the margins. It's an injustice that those who are the least
responsible for climate change (in terms of carbon emission output versus the resz of the world) are
now having the deal with the worst of climate change now, and into the future.

Protecting the most basic right - the right to life - requires political action informed by
Northern communities on the margins. Environmental policies of a nation must account for the
most vulnerable populations in order to ensure air and water quality. They protect and preserve the
land where people reside, ensuring that crops can continue to grow, that animals can continue to live
on the farms and plots of land continue to be habitable. The human rights that environmental
policies endeavor to protect are the most fundamental. They concern one’s abilities to care for their
most basic needs for safety and for life. Human rights protections as this scope mean broader
protections for the environment and the people, animals and plants that call it home.

There are many ways to conceptualize the challenges, understand the scope of present and
future consequences, and address the many problems posed by climate change. It is both
community specific and yet also international. Activities in one country produce immediate and
long-term impacts for the region and the world at large. The local is intricately tied to the global.

For the sake of creating a research quality of clarity, here is how the issues of climate change,

its consequences, and policy solutions will be framed. The project begins and ends with respecting



human life and the boundaries of the Earth’s resources and systems. The project also recognizes
how anthropogenic activities, everything from the burning of carbon dense fuels in homes, to the
industrial production of energy and goods, put a strain on the planet’s boundaries that have long
reached unsustainable levels. The activities that generate pollution and propel carbon emissions
affect the land, air and water, intensifying acute climate disasters, long-term climate changes, and
environmental degradation that poses a threat to human health and wellbeing. The strength of a
climate or environmental disaster is dependent on the capacity of a community to withstand it.

Thousands of communities face acute climate disasters such as hurricanes, long-term climate
changes such as sea level rise, and environmental degradation as oil drilling threatens the natural
resources local communities depend on for survival. These disasters pose an even greater risk when
one recognizes the marginal positions these communities occupy in their nations socially,
economically, and politically. These are the issues this project is grappling with, and here is how it
aims to address them. Policies and regulations pertaining to carbon emissions will be investigated in
the U.S., and utilizing the comparative policy analysis methodology, comparisons and contrasts will
be drawn between the U.S. and other global north countries in order to understand what is working
and what isn’t in current carbon emission reduction strategies. Through reductions in emissions, and
placing appropriate bounds on the industries and activities responsible for them, future
environmental and public health can be protected, and the oncoming climate change consequences
can be mitigated against and adapted to through policy action.

This project will utilize comparative policy analysis to investigate the policy process and policy
outcomes for Indigenous groups in the U.S. Arctic Circle, such as the Gwich’in and Inuit and
vulnerable communities experiencing the hazardous effects of air pollutants worsening climate
change. Analyzing policy process increases understanding of how a problem is conceptualized, and

how policies are created, chosen and integrated in order to address them (Adolino & Blake 2011;



Smith & Larimer 2013; Vogel & Henstra 2015). Directing attention at policy outcomes accounts for
the consequences of said policies, understanding where policies are falling short of goals for health,

safety, etc., and locating plans and strategies elsewhere that could be replicated in the context being

studied (Ibid.).

Comparative policy analysis (CPA) is by no means an exact science. The field of policy
research emerged in the 70s, at a time when positivist methods were being questioned for their
effectiveness in fields that did not as readily render objective and unifying theories. CPA is one
particular method within a larger set of policy orientations (policy process, evaluation, design, and
analysis) that is useful in the search for answers and solutions amidst competing personal and
political values. This is a messy endeavor. Methodologies such as CPA give the tools necessary to
navigate and make sense of the irrational, subjective, and tumultuous world of politics and policy. It
is the methodology of the field of policy to unearth the particular goals, targets, instruments and
agents of policy objectives within a given context, be it a municipality, county, state, or country.
What’s more is that it can offer up a way forward to actualize the values and needs that drive the
policy process. It is a method that contains within it tools such as comparative case study analysis
and content analysis. CPA and its tools are best suited to the task of this research, which seeks to
generate knowledge of the content and process of environmental policy.

¢ Research Questions:
«  How are policies pertaining to carbon emissions affecting environmental and public health,
especially the health of vulnerable and marginalized communities?
«  How can people and the planet be better protected through regulation and policy from
governments and industries that seek to exploit their resources?
«  How can partnerships with organizations already creating policy, programs, initiatives and tools
inform these efforts?

+  How can a scaling down of U.S. carbon emissions be done in a way that is both responsive to



serious environmental hazards, and conscious of our reliance on fossil fuels and pollutant
heavy industries?
* Goals:

« To provide sufficient background on climate change and its impacts on communities
on the margins of countries, experiencing acute and long-term climate changes. This
project will pay particular mind to air pollutions’ effects on Indigenous and Black
communities in the U.S. and Canada, as they most often bear the brunt of pollution.

« To investigate the most significant U.S. governmental policy and regulatory
developments of the past 40 years to understand the impact of climate change and the
pollution that exacerbates it on environmental and human health.

«  To apply comparative policy analysis methodology, policies and initiatives in addressing
the carbon emissions problem in the global north, with particular application toward
their feasibility in the U.S.

«  To develop recommendations for policies, initiatives and programs that the U.S.
should take in order to mitigate consequences and adapt to climate change.

o Achievement of goals: Each element of the methodology helps create a thorough
understanding of what is being done, and what could be done better in order to protect

human life and respect planetary boundaries.

To discuss the pressing sociological, psychological, spiritual, and physical health consequences
of a changing climate, and the industrial and developmental projects that exacerbate it, the current
situation of the Gwich’in, Inuit and other Indigenous groups of the Artic Circle region of North

America will be explored, as well as communities of color experiencing the direst effects of air



pollution. Their stories will serve as case studies, providing phenomenological data as to the threat
climate change and carbon emissions are posing currently.

Solutions to rural and urban instances of environmental hazard in the U.S. will be evaluated for
their potential to improve the conditions for communities facing these realities. Policies, social
services, and governmental initiatives will be investigated for their ability to meet adaption and
mitigation goals. Then, the project will move into a comparative policy analysis between the U.S,,
and Canada primarily, alongside other global north countries. In order to make policy
recommendations for the U.S., two questions must be answered: how successful could the policy be
in its context of origin, and how successful could it be here? Considerations must be made for the
policy stakeholders, the interrelation of politics and policy in a given country, and citizen concerns
for and against said policies. The goal is to use specific U.S. instances of environmental hazard or
climate impacts as case studies to understand how American localities address climate related
concerns. Content analysis—of official policy documents, reports, records, and papers from
committees, municipalities, councils, and other such bodies—further builds upon these case studies
in order to contribute to current theories and constructs for policy-making in the fields of climate
adaptation and mitigation.

o The Steps:

«  Aliterature review and a content analysis of official documents, reports, and other such
data will create a case study of the current issues facing two communities on the
margins: the Gwich’in and a locality dealing with the consequences of pollutants for
environmental and public health in order to demonstrate the wide experience of
climate change.

¢ These comparative case studies will contribute to understandings of carbon

emissions-related policies in the U.S. currently, while providing some



historical context and precedent for policies in the present.

«  Promising policy strategies in other parts of the global north will be evaluated for their
feasibility in the U.S. context, using content analysis of relevant documents.

«  Content analysis of other successfully implemented adaptation and mitigation strategies
will inform the policy recommendations made for the two American case studies.

How does this project relate to current knowledge in the discipline?

«  The use of comparative policy analysis in an environmental context distinguishes this
project from others in my field. However, it isn’t enough for this project to be
unique. It is my aim that my thesis is contributing to policy decisions being made that
affect vulnerable populations. I believe that this thesis goes beyond normal senior
expectations because of this aim. My aim to better protect the lives of people, the
lands they live on, and the cultural practices that enrich and sustain them. This is a
goal my thesis will not accomplish in my remaining years in undergraduate study. It is
a lifelong goal, and my thesis is putting me in the pursuit of it. It goes beyond normal
senior expectations. It goes beyond myself—my own academic journey—and
perhaps into a calling, a vocation. I feel humbled by this opportunity I have to join
my efforts to the many others engaging in this sort of macro-level policy work. This
project is a synthesis of my education as a social worker, as a pre-law student, as an
Honors scholar, and as a lifelong learner.

Relation to the field of Social Work?

e This Honors Thesis project aligns with the National Association of Social Worker’s Code of
Ethics. Two of its six core principles are recognized in this research: social justice and the
dignity and worth of the person. Climate change, until relatively recently has been framed as

solely an environmental concern that hasn’t given full regard to the socio-political



underpinnings. The consequences are unjustly distributed based off of socioeconomic
development. The further entrenched an individual, a family, or a community is in poverty, the
less resources they will have to readily stave off and adapt to the worst climate impacts.
Environmental justice is connected to social justice. It is a priority that will only grow in
urgency and scope with time. It would serve the social work profession to consider how
environmental justice should be advocated for in whatever localities social workers practice in.
When mitigation and adaptation efforts become a national and global priority, this makes a
statement to vulnerable communities of the present, and future life on the planet. No longer
will they be ignored. Making substantial strides to meet the challenge climate change poses
dignifies, legitimizes and affirms the struggles and demands communities around the world
have been lifting up to the international community: environmental health cannot wait.

The social workers guiding paradigm - the person-in-environment perspective - is one that
should be informed by one’s physical location, not just their social, economic, and cultural
environment. The concentric citcles spreading out from the “person” of the model include
family, friends, schools, and churches, and even the broader socioeconomic and political
conditions of where a person resides. Yet the model has yet to fully integrate an understanding
of how physical place plays a part of each “circle” of one’s life. One’s particular place - with its
specific resources, and opportunities - should be considered as social workers seek to

understand the bigger picture of clients’ lives.

Social workers, and other helping professions comprise the connective tissue of
society. Between people, government, industries, institutions, and the land, there social
workers are, working in every field and niche of American life, supporting the
organized lives of the people they serve. Social workers, through their involvement in
the social justice movement and their advocacy for client rights, provide a barrier, a

layer of protection between populations in desperate need and the ravages of social,



economic, political, and environmental ills.
o A Statement of Progress to Date

« By the end of Spring 2021, I will have completed SOWK461 & SOWK462, which
comprise the Social Work Research Methods course, taken over Fall and Spring
semesters.

« I completed the necessary statistics course for my discipline, STAT285: Elementary
Statistics in the Fall of 2019.

«  This 2020-2021 school year has allowed me the time necessary to become well
acquainted with the issues at the heart of my Honors research regarding both the
science, the policy, and the lived experiences of those enduring the consequences of
climate change and the air pollution intensifying it. In particular, the assignments and
readings in PLLSC435: Public Policy and PLSC420: Human Rights have so greatly
informed my methodology and approach to this research. By the end of Spring 2021,
these courses will be completed.

« In Spring 2020, I took SOWK350: Social Policy. This class equipped me to
understand and engage in the American policy context.

«  As a part of the Public Policy course I’'m currently taking, I had the opportunity to be
a member of a Collaborative Online International Learning program run and hosted
by Osaka City University. It was a semi-synchronous learning intensive where, over
the course of two weeks, we wrote extensively upon themes such as “glocal”
environmental sustainability, supply chains and climate impacts, and circular
economy and waste reduction. We proposed solutions to issues within our countries
of residence.

«  Conducted an extensive literature review of the field of public policy, environmental



policy initiatives, qualitative data on the experience of climate change for Indigenous
groups, environmental justice, perspectives on climate action from communities
currently facing it, as well as reports on climate change policy priorities for the UN,
Canada, and the U.S.

Adopted a methodological framework—comparative policy analysis—and its two
underlying methods: comparative case study and content analysis in order to create a
well rounded heuristic to understand the environmental policy that informs and
affects the communities being studied.

Created a “mini-framework” or model that serves the analytical approach taken for

this research.
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relatively recently in its history did not stop to consider where a focus on profit and output was
doing to the earth and its communities. Reordering local, national, and international economies
from linear economies (take-make-waste) to circular economies that design out waste in favor
of tapping into natural capital in a sustainable way. This represents a shift from degradative to
regenerative practice! Waste, within this “circular” paradigm, is seen as something that can be
designed out the process of production. This shift can happen at all levels, and can in fact
empower environmentally vulnerable communities as industrial waste is eradicated, and they
are given avenues to earn sustainable, and ethical income.
Environmental, social and economic sustainability are all tied together, and countries must
make the transition to circular economies in ways that minimize consequences to regions,
industries, workers and communities that are adversely impacted by climate change mitigation

measures and environmental policies.



This shift towards a circular economy can happen at all levels, and can in fact empower
environmentally vulnerable communities as waste is eradicated, and they are given avenues to
earn sustainable, and ethical income. A circular economy has the power of bring communities
together, and bringing people on the outskirts (economically, geographically, etc.) into the fold!
Careful considerations must be made in order to implement a circular economy that leaves no
one behind.

This will not happen by default; conscious effort must be made to ensure social and economic
security and sustainability alongside environmental sustainability. They are tied to one
another. The burdens in the transition from linear to circular could easily fall on the poor in
worsening work conditions and health impacts, reduced livelihoods, or job loss. There are
cities and communities in the U.S. and abroad that are quite reliant on linear sectors like
mining, drilling, manufacturing, etc. As countries in the global north begin making strides
toward sustainability, many call out countries such as Brazil and the Democratic Republic of
Congo for doing the same extraction of resources these countries were doing centuries prior.
There is little question that promoting a circular economy is crucial to the continued survival
on Earth, but we cannot ignore the challenges we can and must solve. Linear economies, local
and global, are ones that has long been ordered by the exploitation of natural and human
capital. This can and must change. This paper provides a basis for understanding the
environmental justice element of this research.
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This article details a follow-up study to one that was done a decade earlier. This study

performed a cross-sectional multivariate regression analysis that with data from 1980-1995. It



pitted seven indicators of ‘neo-corporatism’ against a variety of alternative explanations for
environmental performance that the first didn’t. This follow-up study held close to the results
of the first, even despite gaps in the data that biased the data against finding a strong neo-
corporatist effect. Their effects on greater environmental performance are significant. The
dependent variable was a composite score of six pollution indicators, where the higher the
number, the greater the country performed. Holding everything else constant, a move from the
most to least corporatist country reduced the score by about 140-190 points. The estimates are
both substantively and statistically significant (690). Scruggs has a few hypotheses. The first is
that there is a built-in vested interest to resolve disputes related to their actions due to neo-
corporatist organization of institutions. The second is that peak associations (groups that have
the power to enforce the government-labor-business agreement) have the authority and
incentive to ensure compliance with environmental laws. The third hypothesis Scruggs makes
is that consensual corporatist institutions are a better alternative than a competitive market that
prioritizes profit. A priority that makes accountability to the law and responsibility towards the
planet and life on it secondary. Scandinavian countries, with some of the best healthcare and
education systems in the world, are on one end (neo-corporatism). America is towards the
other end (laissez faire, free market pluralism). They are excelling in environmental
performance where America is lagging behind. This study is interesting, for it brings up
questions for further study that are relevant to this research. What is it about neo-corporatism
and how it organizes institutions that seems to be quite effective in mitigating environmental
damage? Accountability? A sense of responsibility on the part of corporations? What would
need to change for America to take on some neo-corporatist leanings with how it regulates big

business?
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Smith and Larimer take an approach that embraces the complexities of the world of public
policy. It is a field that has within it many tools, heuristics, frameworks, typologies, and models
that they take care to explain. Furthermore, they stress that the many instruments of the field
are not exhaustive. They are only to serve as conceptual tools to organize the study of the
continuous process of policy-making. They endorse a non-positivist approach to methodology,
favoring a phenomenological approach to policy research that can pull apart the focal points—
the small units and key decisions of policy outputs—itrom the lenses that are used to evaluate
impacts. “Policy”, in their words, “symbolizes what, and whom society values (69).” Their text
pulls apart the many pieces that make up the whole of policy-making, and invites students into
seeing the influences, values, and objectives at play.
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This article confronts the challenges of climate related policy. There is an issue of scope,
implementation, the intergovernmental division of tasks, and the long-term nature of climate
change itself makes adaptation policies difficult to advocate and generate support for. In it is
their view that comparative policy research can populate the field with the necessary data on
the content and process of of climate adaptation policy. In this way, the research can infuse
clarify into policy discussion, clarifying the particular limits, strength and goals a given locality
should pursue, bearing in mind where they are at along the policy process continuum (from
agenda-setting to implementation and evaluation). This paper provides needed clarity to this
research project for its discussion of each of the five general policy making functions, drawing
from specific climate change policy case studies in succinct ways. Vogel and Henstra
demonstrate each step in the adaptation policy process, solidifying their place in the field as

guiding voices.
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We have an interesting extension to the discussion started by Kopinski with Wettestad et
al.'s "EU Climate and Energy Policy: A Hesitant Supranational Turn?" There were both
external factors (over reliance on energy imports from the Middle East, and Russia, both
places that have experienced serious turmoil /war before), and various internal drives to
centralize energy policies. So, the EU began its forays into vertical integration in the late 90s
and early 2000s--in which EU institutions earned greater power to advise, monitor, report,
and make binding decisions in the case of disagreements between nations. At first, its
Emissions Trading System (ETS) was "fundamentally decentralized", and a failure, because
decentralized (environmental) regulations and policies make for difficult comparisons and
assessments. So began the call for more harmonization and a greater degrees of vertical
integration under the EU. The re-vamped ETS became the "cornerstone of EU climate
policy," as nations realized that the non-harmonized options threatened their national
interest. With the decentralized ETS, a sot of "race to the bottom" was seen, as National
Allocation Plans were created under time constraints. There were 27 competing systems
under the old ETS, and one, well-ordered system under the new one. I also thought it worth
mentioning that France supported strong vertical integration, due in part to the fact of its
fossil-fuel free nuclear power industry. They were more willing to see more regulations,
especially for industries they had no stakes in. This lends further credence to Kopinsky's

hypothesis of attracting/retaining cleaner industries. Wettestad et al. take a page to discuss



two other countries with very different views on vertical integration to make the point that
states had to see how their national interests would suffer if they didn't take part in further
harmonization efforts. The following questions are some that this research will have to
contend with to some degree. Is the U.S. is too large to ever meet this integrative vision? Is it
incompatible with its federalist system, or are there only more barriers to overcome? What
might those barriers be? Europe has an advantage in that they aren't nearly as large a
producer of nonrenewables as the U.S. is. How can the U.S. hope to phase out of fossil fuels
energy in regions that are reliant on those industries? Could the well-adapted feed-in tariffs
mentioned in the article (page 10 of 21 of the PDF) be a viable option? What are feed-in

tariffs



