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United States 
 

Background briefing for the COP19 in Warsaw. 28.10.2013. 

 

The United States is world’s second biggest emitter, accounting for 13% of global emissions 

in 2010 and 16% of 1990-2010 cumulative emissions. More than 86% of US emissions come 

from energy. 

 

Today 36% of the US primary energy consumption is oil, 27% natural gas, 18% coal, 8% 

nuclear and 9% renewable energy (of which 45% is biomass)1. In the past five years, coal use 

has declined dramatically due to the shale gas boom, efficiency measures, and a rapid 

renewable energy uptake. Oil use has also declined. 

 

The US has pledged to cut its emissions by 17% below 2005 levels by 2020 (or about 3% 

below 1990 levels). This falls way short on what a fair contribution from a country like the US 

would be, according to the Climate Action Tracker. After 23 years of climate negotiations, 

the country still lacks key climate policies on a national level. 

 

The biggest challenge for climate action is that the federal government politics are 

intractable. Parties take polar opinions on any issue, and its getting worse. It seems very 

unlikely that the Congress would pass any climate legislation by the end of Obama's 

presidency in 2016. 

 

President Obama doesn’t prioritise climate policy. Obama has legal authority to institute 

sufficient mitigation policy, but he doesn’t seem to have an intention to do it. Nor is he 

doing much to improve politics hampering congressional action. Instead the president has 

promoted “all of the above” energy policy, which includes expanding fossil fuel extraction 

and exports. In June president Obama came up with a climate plan that aims to upset 

people as little as possible. The plan pulls together a compilation of actions that had already 

been announced or even accomplished - with some exceptions. 
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The EPA emission standards for new and existing power plants are still not done. After 

three years of waiting, the Environmental Protection Agency proposed carbon pollution 

standards for new power plants in March 2012, but then went back and issued a new 

proposal in September 2013. The rule is now expected to be finalized next year, with no 

impact on typical gas plants. It can effectively rule out new coal plants unless they’re 

equipped with Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS), but the actual impact on coal won’t be 

large, as coal investments are stalling anyway. The rule with bigger impact – emission 

standards for existing plants – is expected now to be issued next year, but implementation 

may not come until the next president. 

 

However, the US coal industry is in trouble anyway, and it has little to do with the 

anticipated EPA emission standards. Peabody (BTU) and Arch (ACI), the largest US coal 

companies, have lost more than 75% of their peak value since 2011, as coal struggles to 

compete with renewable energy and gas. 170 new coal plants representing $450 billion in 

capital investment have been cancelled. Few utility companies are taking a gamble on new 

coal generation; those who have are in financial trouble. Meanwhile, community activism has 

worked in tandem with shifting economics to secure the retirement of dozens of existing 

coal plants. Current and pending federal health and climate rules will only accelerate this 

trend.2 

 

Renewable energy is doing well, thanks to local and state level policies and positive 

market trends. Electricity generated by wind, solar, biomass and geothermal has more than 

doubled since 2007 and now covers more than 5% of all electricity3. In 2012 the United 

States added more capacity from wind power than any other technology, and all renewables 

made up about half of total electric capacity additions during the year (in nominal capacity, 

not production)4. There are now nine states that are getting 10% or more of their electric 

power from wind power, with Iowa (25%) and South Dakota (24%) topping the list5.  

 

CO2 emissions in energy have been falling since 2007, but methane emissions are a 

concern. In 2012 the US energy-related carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions were nearly 12% 

below 2005 levels - the lowest since 1994. This is due to decline in petroleum use and 

displacement of coal. Over the entire period from 2008 to 2011, it was renewables, not gas, 

which played the larger role in reducing CO2 emissions. However, looking at CO2 alone is 

misleading. Where shale gas is replacing coal, the climate impact may in fact increase, 
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because of fugitive methane emissions related to shale gas fracking. Methane’s climate 

impact is 84-86 times greater than that of CO2, when measured over a 20-year period6. 

 

Obama declared that the US would no longer finance coal plants in other countries – 

unless they were among the ‘poorest countries’ and the plant is using the most modern 

technology. This marks a change. Even the World Bank is realizing that for universal energy 

access the focus needs to be on decentralized renewable energy, not on huge power plants. 

Obama’s announcement most directly means that the US Export-Import Bank, which in 2012 

alone provided over $10 bln to the fossil fuel industry, will stop supporting coal plants. 

 

The US reports to have channelled $7.5 billion fast start finance in 2010-2012, but 

there’s no clarity on additionality. A significant fraction of the funding reaches developing 

countries indirectly – via U.S.-based firms and NGOs, as well as multilateral institutions. Some 

30% of the fast-start funding is channelled directly to a developing country institution.7 

 

The US aims to negotiate a deal that has low ambition and is not legally binding. The US 

has not adopted policies at home to secure a sustained low-emission pathway. In fact the 

country is planning for massive increases in fossil fuel extraction and exports, and it can be 

expected to negotiate towards low ambition in emission cuts. In addition, the country has a 

track record of opposing binding emission cuts and treaties. 

 

For more information, please contact: kyle.ash@greenpeace.org 

During the COP19 in Warsaw: +48518-785853 
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