Biden Wants to Slash Emissions, for a Very Different America
by Brad Plumer
April 22, 2021 – President Biden’s new pledge to slash the United States’ greenhouse gas emissions over the coming decade is long on ambition and short on specifics.  But experts say that success would require rapid and sweeping changes to virtually every corner of the nation’s economy, transforming the way Americans drive to work, heat their homes, and operate their factories.
In several recent studies, researchers have explored what a future America might look like if it wants to achieve Mr. Biden’s goal: cutting the nation’s planet-warming emissions at least 50% below 2005 levels by the year 2030.
By the end of the decade, those studies suggest, more than half of the new cars and S.U.V.s sold at dealerships would need to be powered by electricity, not gasoline.  Nearly all coal-fired power plants would need to be shut down.  Forests would need to expand.  The number of wind turbines and solar panels dotting the nation’s landscape would quadruple.
It’s achievable in theory, researchers say, but it’s an enormous undertaking.  To get there, the Biden administration would probably need to put in place a vast array of new federal policies, many of which could face obstacles in Congress or the courts.  And policymakers would have to take care in crafting measures that do not cause serious economic harm, such as widespread job losses or spikes in energy prices, that could lead to blowback.
“It’s not an easy task,” said Nathan Hultman, the director of the University of Maryland’s Center on Global Sustainability.  “We won’t be able to sit back and hope that market forces alone will do the job.”
In 2 recent studies, Mr. Hultman and his colleagues modeled possible paths to achieving at least a 50% reduction in emissions by 2030.  The changes would be far-reaching:
• By 2030, 1/2 of US electricity would come from renewable sources such as wind, solar or hydropower, up from 1/5 today.
• New natural gas plants would be built largely with technology that can capture CO2 instead of releasing it into the atmosphere — technology that is still in its infancy.
• Virtually all of the 200 remaining coal plants in the U.S. would shut down unless they, too, can capture their emissions and bury them underground.
• By 2030, 2/3 of new cars and SUVs sold would be battery-powered, up from roughly 2% today.
• All new buildings would be heated by electricity rather than natural gas.
• The nation’s cement, steel and chemical industries would adopt stringent new energy-efficiency targets.
• Oil and gas producers would slash emissions of methane, a potent heat-trapping gas, by 60%.
• The nation’s forests would expand, and farming practices would be reworked, so that they pull 20% more CO2 out of the air than they do today.
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