Massachusetts GOP Gov. Baker Urges Congress to Address Climate Change
by Shira Schoenberg
Feb. 6, 2018 – Massachusetts Gov. Charlie Baker testified about climate change before a Congressional committee in Washington on Wednesday.  He called on Congress to create federal emissions targets, fund research on climate change, and consider climate change resilience in federal infrastructure funding.
In response to a question about whether policymakers can do anything about climate change, Baker compared climate change to acid rain and the ozone layer, other environmental challenges that public policies have been able to address.  “The bigger issue here is are you willing to head in that direction, be practical, chase cost-effective opportunities, and recognize there are ways to get from here to there?” Baker said.
Baker said in any district that has farmers, fishermen, resort operators or foresters, “I promise you they are worrying about climate change all the time.”
Baker, a Republican, testified before the House Natural Resources Committee, alongside Democratic Governor Roy Cooper of North Carolina.  It was the first Congressional hearing on climate change in more than 8 years. Other witnesses included scientists and climate activists.
Baker’s willingness to testify and make a clear statement about the importance of addressing climate change represented another break between Baker and national Republicans, many of whom remain skeptical of climate change.  President Donald Trump, a Republican, has publicly mocked the concept of climate change, calling it a “hoax.”  But he has since walked back that comment.  Still, he questions whether human activity contributes to climate change.
Committee Chairman Raul Grijalva, an Arizona Democrat, opened the committee hearing by criticizing the Trump administration for “mocking” science and “mislead(ing) the public about what our climate will look like if we do nothing.”
Baker opened his testimony by saying that in Massachusetts, climate change is not a partisan issue.  “While there may sometimes be disagreement on specific policies, we understand the science and we know the impacts are real,” Baker said.
The Massachusetts Legislature passed a bill in 2008, which was signed by then-Gov. Deval Patrick, a Democrat, setting targets for massively reducing carbon emissions over time.
Baker said the targets have succeeded in getting Massachusetts to reduce emissions and produce more clean energy.  He urged Congress to pass similar goals nationwide, which could vary by region.  “We believe it is essential to establish federal emission reduction targets that can vary by state or region, with policy flexibility for states to design solutions that work for their unique circumstances,” Baker wrote in written testimony provided to the committee.  “Such targets would level the playing field and send a clear signal to business and industry as we transition to a clean energy economy.”
Baker signed a bill passed by the Legislature in 2016 that required the state to solicit long-term contracts for hydropower and wind power, which are cleaner sources of energy than gas, coal or oil.
In his testimony, Baker repeatedly referred back to that legislation, pointing to the procurement of offshore wind as a success.  Massachusetts got a competitive price for the proposed project and helped launch a new offshore wind industry in the Northeast.  Other states accepted the bids Massachusetts rejected.
In his fiscal 2020 budget proposal, Baker proposed increasing a tax on real estate transfers to pay for infrastructure to address climate change.  This includes funding dams and drainage improvements to address flooding, developing land use policies that protect the coast, and assessing vulnerabilities in transportation.
Massachusetts already participates in the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative, a market-based system in which several Northeast states agree to put a price on carbon emissions from power plants.  In December, Massachusetts joined 8 Northeast states in pledging to develop a similar market-based framework for reducing emissions from transportation.
Baker stressed the importance of all of these initiatives.  “There is no single solution to the challenges we face.  And we need to take a flexible approach that supports the innovations of tomorrow, while acknowledging the role existing resources like natural gas and nuclear power have played in our success to date,” Baker said in his written testimony.
Baker listed several areas where the federal government could help states.  He asked Congress to provide federal money to make infrastructure more resilient before a disaster occurs, to fund research in technologies that can reduce emissions and help municipalities adapt to climate change, and to ensure that federal funding for infrastructure considers things like rising sea levels and flooding.
Rep. Tom McClintock, R-California, questioned the Governors about federal environmental regulations that he said led to forest fires in the West, by making it harder to manage forest land.  Baker stressed that he is pushing for actions on climate change that are “practical and cost-effective” and implemented well.  “Sometimes, when something doesn’t go the way it should go, everyone blames the concept,” Baker said. “Sometimes we screw up the way we implement it.”
Asked about Trump’s interest in opening up water off the coast of New England for drilling for oil and gas, Baker said there is not support in Massachusetts for allowing offshore drilling.  He said he would rather see the development of offshore wind energy.  The tourism and fishing industries, Baker said, provide “a lot of good reasons not to do offshore drilling.”
Baker received some pushback from his own party.  U.S. Rep. Garret Graves, a Louisiana Republican, noted that Massachusetts has some of the highest electricity prices in the country.  He pointed out that Massachusetts has virtually no oil or gas production and relies on other states, like Louisiana, for the large amount of energy it uses.
At the same time, U.S. Rep. Jared Huffman, a California Democrat, praised Cooper and Baker for testifying as “problem solvers” not bound by party labels.  “The country needs to hear more of that,” Huffman said.  “America is tired of the shrill, fact-free partisan food fight that has tended to be what we see when we talk about climate change.”
Baker’s willingness to be seen as a national leader on climate change marks a break not only from many in his party, but also from Baker’s words as a candidate during his first, unsuccessful run for governor in 2010.  At that time, the Boston Globe reported that Baker declined to say whether he believes there is a human role in climate change.
“I’m not saying I believe in it.  I’m not saying I don’t.  You’re asking me to take a position on something I don’t know enough about.  I absolutely am not smart enough to believe that I know the answer to that question,” Baker said in 2010, according to the Globe.
This time, when Grijalva asked if humans contribute to climate change, Cooper cited the “overwhelming scientific consensus” that they do.  Baker clapped Cooper on the back and said, “What he said.”
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