States are leading because of federal inaction – Trump proves drive overcomes polarization – multiple initiatives prove
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American state governments have actively engaged with the issue of climate change on many fronts.235 States have also been active in promoting renewable energy, sometimes under the climate umbrella and sometimes independently. California began to pursue its own climate policies as early as presidency of George W. Bush, when the federal government steadfastly refused to take any action at all to reduce emissions, and seemed dedicated to increasing them through expanded production of fossil fuels.236 In this way, the Trump Era is similar to this earlier period.237 For instance, as soon as Trump announced his intent to withdraw from the Paris Agreement, the governors of New York and California announced the formation of the U.S. Climate Alliance along with their intentions to comply with the U.S.’s emissions reduction commitment.238 Many states have adopted renewable portfolio standards (RPSs), which require that a certain percentage of electricity sold by each utility come from renewable sources. By forcing utilities to buy renewable energy, an RPS promotes the development of more solar and wind energy.239 California’s RPS has a 50 percent target for 2030.240 There are significant variations in these standards from state to state in terms of the targets, deadlines, and types of generation classified as renewable. 241 Currently twenty-nine states have an RPS, and another eight have voluntary standards or non-binding targets.242 In addition, as of 2019, twenty states had adopted climaterelated targets of some kind, twenty-six had some type of energy efficiency program, and over half were engaged in some form of adaptation planning.243
There is a clear political division in terms of renewable energy mandates, with Democratleaning states the most likely to have strong requirements.244 There are two regions of the United States that have refused to enact RPS mandates. One, in the West, consists of Idaho, Wyoming, and Nebraska. The other is in the Southeast, where states have lagged in adopting renewable energy.245 These states are dominated by conservative Republicans. Among the states that are addressing climate change in meaningful ways, California has played a leading role. California legislation focusing specifically on climate change dates back to a 1988 law mandating an inventory of California greenhouse gas emissions.246 In 2002, the state took advantage of an exception to federal preemption of emissions standards for new cars by enacting legislation requiring reduction of CO2 emissions. 247 In 2006, Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger signed the California Global Warming Solutions Act, usually referred to as AB 32,248 which requires California to reduce emissions to the 1990 level by 2020. California’s cap-and-trade program set a declining, statewide cap on greenhouse gas emissions. An emissions trading program sets a ceiling on the amount of total amount of emissions (the “cap”) and establishes a market in which firms can trade the right to emit specified amounts (the “trade”).249
Elsewhere in the United States, the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI) created a multistate trading system for power plant emissions with the goal of achieving a 10 percent reduction by 2019.250 In 2013, the previous cap was lowered to 91 million tons of carbon, down from 165 million tons, requiring more substantial reductions in emissions. The cap is set to decline by 2.5 percent annually. Another multistate venture was launched in late 2020 to establish a trading systems for transportation emissions, with three states joining immediately and eight more states considering joining later.251
In Appendix A, we present a fifty-state survey of climate change and renewable energy policy changes during the Trump Administration.252 The national political switch from Obama to Trump does not seem to have discouraged state efforts. Indeed, if anything, efforts at non-federal climate action seem to have redoubled since Trump’s election. By 2018, there were already signs of a state backlash against Trump, 253 including an increasing number of states adopting California’s Zero Emission Vehicle mandate.254 Consider these three examples from that year.
First, California mandated that all new homes have solar energy255 and adopted bold new goals in a statute mandating 100 percent carbon-free electricity by 2045.256 Second, Connecticut adopted new laws requiring utilities to get 40 percent of their power from renewable sources by 2030, mandating that the state cut greenhouse gases 45 percent below 2001 levels by 2030, and requiring that government-funded coastal projects take into account a projected sea rise of two feet by 2050.257 And third, New Jersey’s Governor signed an executive order to begin rejoining the RGGI regional carbon trading system.258 He also signed new legislation increasing the renewable energy mandate to 35 percent by 2025 and 50 percent by 2030, with special provisions to encourage solar and offshore wind.259 State efforts accelerated after 2018, as the Trump Administration escalated its own efforts to roll back federal climate policy. 260 For instance, Minnesota pledged to have zero-carbon power in 2050. Between Trump’s election and the end of 2018, six states, including California and New York, made binding commitments to 100 percent renewable or carbon-free power by 2050 or even earlier.261 Washington State set goals of zero reliance on coal by 2025, a carbon-neutral grid by 2030, and 100 percent renewable energy by 2050.262 Clearly, the drive toward climate action at the state level was strong enough to survive the adverse national political climate. 
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