‘Impossible to Ignore’: Why Alaska Is Crafting a Plan to Fight Climate Change
by Brad Plumer
May 15, 2018: Washington – In the Trump era, it has mainly been blue states that have taken the lead on climate change policy; liberal strongholds like California and New York have set ambitious goals for cutting greenhouse gas emissions.
Now, at least one deep-red state could soon join them.  Alaska, a major oil and gas producer, is crafting its own plan to address climate change.  Ideas under discussion include cuts in state emissions by 2025 and a tax on companies that emit CO2.
While many conservative-leaning states have resisted aggressive climate policies, Alaska is already seeing the dramatic effects of global warming 1st-hand, making the issue difficult for local politicians to avoid.  The solid permafrost that sits beneath many roads, buildings and pipelines is starting to thaw, destabilizing the infrastructure above.  At least 31 coastal towns and cities may need to relocate, at a cost of 100s of millions of dollars, as protective sea ice vanishes and fierce waves erode Alaska’s shores.
“The change has been so real and so widespread that it’s become impossible to ignore,” Byron Mallott, the state’s Democratic lieutenant governor, said Tuesday while visiting Washington to discuss climate policy.  “Folks are realizing that it’s something we have to deal with.”
The state is still finalizing its climate strategy.  In October, Gov. Bill Walker, a former Republican who won election as an independent in 2014, created a task force headed by Lieutenant Governor Mallott that would propose specific policies to reduce emissions and help the state adapt to the impacts of global warming.  The recommendations are due by September.
In addressing climate change, Alaska will have to grapple with its own deep contradictions.  Roughly 85% of the state’s budget is funded by revenues from the production of oil, which is primarily exported to the rest of the United States, and local politicians have largely been unwilling to curtail the supply of fossil fuels.  Both Governor Walker and Lieutenant Governor Mallott supported the recent decision by Congress to open the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to oil and gas exploration, a move opposed by environmentalists.
“The state will continue to be an energy producer for as long as there is a market for fossil fuels,” the men wrote in a recent op-ed for the Juneau Empire.  But, they added, “We should not use our role as an energy producer to justify inaction or complacency in our response to the complex challenge of climate change.”
To that end, the state’s climate task force released a draft in April that included a proposal for Alaska to get 50% of its electricity from renewable sources like solar, wind, hydropower and geothermal by 2025, up from 33% in 2016.  The draft also proposed cutting statewide greenhouse gas emissions 1/3 below 2005 levels by 2025, tackling sectors like transportation and “natural resource development,” which includes oil drilling operations.
Alaska, which ranks as the nation’s 40th-largest emitter overall, but is 4th-largest on a per-capita basis, has already cut its emissions by 25% since 2005, driven by a drop in emissions from both aviation and industry.  The state’s main climate impact, however, is through the oil that it exports to the rest of the country, where it is burned in cars and trucks.
The task force trod lightly around Alaska’s heavy reliance on oil and gas exports.  An earlier draft had included a line that said, “There is an economic and ethical imperative to pursue a transition away from a global dependence on fossil fuels.”  That language was dropped in the latest version, which instead suggests that Alaska develop an “energy transition” strategy, balancing economic concerns with climate change considerations.
“We need to have a revenue stream from non-renewable energy that will allow us to invest in renewables,” Lieutenant Governor Mallott said.
As one possible approach, the draft proposal says that the state could consider a “carbon fee and dividend program” that would tax CO2 emitters and then reinvest the revenues in local energy efficiency and clean energy programs.  The lieutenant governor also suggested that Alaska’s natural gas could be used to help reduce emissions in coal-reliant countries like China.  (While natural gas is about half as carbon-intensive as coal, it produces more emissions than renewables or nuclear power.)
The task force will solicit public comment on the proposals before delivering final recommendations to Governor Walker, who faces a tough battle for re-election in November.
Any carbon tax proposal within the state could face pushback from Alaska’s oil and gas industry.  “I think they need to be focusing on things that will actually have an impact,” said Kara Moriarty, president and chief executive of the Alaska Oil and Gas Association.  “Climate change is a global problem, so unless you’re talking about a global carbon tax, I’m not sure this would move the needle in a state with only 750,000 people.”
There is broader consensus that the state will need to take more immediate action to prepare for the impacts of higher temperatures.  The Arctic is already warming faster than the rest of the planet.  Wildfires are growing larger during the Alaskan summer, menacing homes and roads.  Native communities that rely on walrus hunting are seeing catches decline as sea ice disappears.  And, in May, the rural village of Newtok received a $22 million federal grant to help relocate residents threatened by erosion and flooding.
The state’s draft proposal urges more scientific research on threats like ocean acidification, which could threaten state fisheries, as well as new strategies to ensure food security in indigenous communities.  By taking the lead on such efforts, the draft notes, Alaska could potentially export its adaptation know-how to the rest of the world.
“Many climate impacts are unfolding more quickly and sooner here,” said Nancy Fresco, a scientist studying climate adaptation at the University of Alaska in Fairbanks.  “But that could mean that the rest of country might be able to learn from our successes and failures.”
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