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Is the global warming bill that's soon to hit the Senate floor the most important bill of our time? I 
think so. And Sen. Jeff Merkley will play a crucial role in what that bill looks like.  

In June, the House passed a deeply flawed global warming bill, the American Clean Energy and 
Security Act -- ACES -- which gives us, at best, only a 50/50 chance of avoiding runaway global 
warming.  

ACES guts the Clean Air Act, which has protected the air we breathe for four decades and is our 
strongest existing tool for reducing greenhouse pollution.  

The Clean Air Act is responsible for saving lives and money. According to the EPA, in its first 
two decades alone the act provided benefits 42 times greater than the costs of regulation. In 
2010, the Clean Air Act will save 23,000 lives and prevent 1.7 million asthma attacks, 4.1million 
lost work days, and over 68,000 hospitalizations and emergency room visits.  

Similar results can be expected if the EPA would simply start using the Clean Air Act to reduce 
greenhouse pollutants from coal plants. But ACES repeals the act's pollution reduction authority.  

The Senate bill must also set a cap that is consistent with the best science. Leading scientists 
warn that CO2 levels must be reduced to below 350 parts per million to avoid climate 
catastrophe. Even if ACES were fully implemented, it would not reduce CO2 to below 350 ppm. 
In fact, ACES would allow CO2-equivalent concentrations to rise to more than 450 ppm, giving 
less than a 50/50 chance of limiting warming to 2 degrees Centigrade, a number President 
Barack Obama and G8 leaders have agreed to as an upper limit.  

The consequences of a 3-degree temperature increase include the displacement of millions, sea 
level rise, loss of entire ecosystems, triggering of multiple "tipping points" like the complete loss 
of summer Arctic sea ice and the melting of the Greenland ice sheet, loss of agricultural yields 
and water stress for billions of people. Increases above that would be even more devastating. To 
avoid these consequences, the Senate bill must aim to stabilize atmospheric CO2 at no more than 
350 ppm and be ratcheted down as necessary.  



Finally, ACES is filled with loopholes. ACES allows for 2 billion tons of offsets, equal to nearly 
a third of all U.S. greenhouse gas emissions. Carbon offsets theoretically represent emissions 
reductions elsewhere, but these reductions may occur only on paper. Carbon offsets are also all 
but impossible to verify.  

We need a Senate bill that provides greenhouse emissions reductions required to avert 
catastrophic climate impacts, and we need it now. But any efforts to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions must be in addition to rather than instead of the Clean Air Act's critical safety net.  

We all recognize the political effort necessary to pass a good climate change bill, but passing a 
bill as flawed as the American Clean Energy Security Act will likely be worse than passing no 
bill at all.  

Amy Atwood works with the Portland-based Center for Biological Diversity. 
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