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SAN FRANCISCO - One of the nation’s 
most hard-hitting environmental 
advocacy groups will dramatically ramp 
up its efforts to combat climate change 
by pushing for new legal precedents and 
changes in government policy through 
a new San Francisco-based project, the 
Climate Law Institute. 

The environmental group, the Center 
for Biological Diversity, has already 
been at the forefront of several key 
global warming legal battles. It led the 
push to have the polar bear protected 
under the Endangered Species Act 
because of the effects of climate change 
on the animal and pioneered the use of 
the California Environmental Quality 
Act to force projects to reduce their 
carbon footprint. 

With $6.3 million in new funding and 
a plan to raise roughly $10 million 
more over the next fi ve years, the 
environmental group plans, among 
other measures, to bring lawsuits 
under current environmental laws to 
rein in climate change, ensure climate 
change legislation is strict enough to 
prevent runaway global warming, 
block oil shale development and new 
coal plant construction and reverse 
ocean acidifi cation. 

“[The institute is] going to be taking 
cases and building up a series of 
new precedents raising the legal 
stakes constantly, taking legal risks 
that many groups aren’t willing to 
do in order to shift the entire legal 

framework of global warming very 
quickly,” said Kierán Suckling, the 
center’s executive director. 

The institute plans to double the 
amount of lawyers and scientists 
it already has working on climate 
change issues over the new few years 
and will unify the center’s disparate 
climate change efforts already under 
way, Suckling said. The Arizona-
based center currently has 15 lawyers 
on staff and offi ces in ten states. 

The new institute will be headquartered 
in the center’s San Francisco offi ce 
under the leadership of attorney Kassie 
Siegel, who has long worked on climate 
change issues for the center. 

Sean Hecht, who heads the UCLA 
School of Law’s Environmental Law 
Center, said the center has already 
made a big mark by using existing 
laws to deal with climate change. 

Hecht will serve on the institute’s advisory 
board, which also includes Deborah Sivas, 
a professor at Stanford Law School; Luke 
Cole, who heads the California-based 
nonprofi t activist group the Center on 
Race, Poverty & the Environment; and 
Cymie Payne, a professor at UC Berkeley 
School of Law. 

“They’re very innovative and willing 
to be aggressive in taking positions 
that are really cutting edge,” Hecht 
said. 

But not everyone has cheered 
the center’s approach to tackling 
climate change. The group has 

raised the hackles of developers 
and local governments by pushing 
for greenhouse gas emissions to be 
considered part of state-mandated 
environmental impact studies. 

The Sacramento-based Pacifi c Legal 
Foundation, which advocates for 
private property rights, has fought the 
center’s attempts to make the polar 
bear the fi rst mammal listed under 
the Endangered Species Act based on 
global warming arguments. 

In 2008, the center successfully sued 
the Department of the Interior for 
failing to decide whether to list the 
polar bear under the species act. After 
several delays and much criticism 
of the act, the Bush administration 
fi nally placed the polar bear under 
protection last year. 

Damien Schiff, an attorney with the 
Pacifi c Legal Foundation, said the 
center’s tactics will improperly make 
the courts, rather than the legislature, 
take the initial steps to deal with 
climate change issues. 

Schiff said response to global 
warming should be addressed through 
new laws, not by bringing litigation 
based on current law such as the 
Endangered Species Act. The legal 
foundation had sued the government 
to overturn its listing of the polar 
bear under the act. “We don’t want 
the nation’s environmental laws to be 
misconstrued or misinterpreted just 
to meet the current problems posed 
by climate change,” Schiff said.
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