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Abstract

The environmental policy of the Obama administration (2009-2017) represents one of the most ambitious yet
contentious efforts in U.S. history to reconcile economic growth with ecological sustainability. This study criti-
cally analyzes President Barack Obama’s environmental legacy by examining the interplay between his political
rhetoric, legislative initiatives, executive actions, and the institutional constraints that shaped policy implementa-
tion. Drawing on official government records, presidential speeches, environmental agency reports, and second-
ary academic analyses, this paper mvestigates the translation of campaign promises into regulatory outcomes,
focusing particularly on landmark initiatives such as the Clean Power Plan and the Paris Climate Accord. The
research highlights Obama’s dual reliance on domestic regulatory reform and international diplomacy to ad-
vance climate mitigation objectives amid congressional gridlock and persistent lobbying by fossil-fuel industries.
While the administration achieved measurable reductions in greenhouse-gas emissions and accelerated the
expansion of renewable energy, these gains were structurally fragile—largely dependent on executive authority
rather than statutory legislation. The subsequent reversal of many of these policies during the Trump admin-
istration underscores the impermanence of environmentally progressive action within the U.S. federal system
when not codified into law. By analyzing the tension between environmental advocacy and industrial lobbying,
the study exposes how systemic political polarization, economic lobbying networks, and federal-state conflicts
constrained sustaiable policy continuity. The findings contribute to the broader discourse on the durability of
presidential environmental leadership and the vulnerability of executive-driven climate governance in contem-
porary American politics.
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Introduction

During President Barack Obama’s tenure, the United States confronted an increasingly urgent environmental
crisis. Given the increasing frequency and severity of natural disasters, climate change became a pressing and
escalating global threat that demanded urgent action. The United States 1s among the wealthiest and most
idustrialized countries in the world. However, this prominent status also comes with significant environmental
and economic costs. Historically, the United States has been the largest emitter of greenhouse gases (GHG),
which has made the country particularly vulnerable to the mmpacts of global warming. This includes enduring
severe storms, devastating wildfires, and historic floods. Coastal areas from Florida to New Jersey are all facing
the dire consequences of rising sea levels and intensified hurricanes.

In this context, the urgency of addressing environmental policy during Obama’s presidency was unprecedented.
Scientists, environmental advocates, and the most affected communities, who have been disproportionately
impacted by climate change and pollution, called on American lawmakers to implement stronger and more
permanent environmental regulations. However, powertul lobbying by polluting industries like coal, oil, and gas
sought to obstruct the establishment of stricter environmental protections necessary to combat the worsening
climate crisis.

Ever since Obama’s first term, his administration has dedicated a significant part of its domestic policy agenda to
environmental policy. Addressing climate change by reducing pollution and greenhouse gas emissions has always
been a central theme i Obama’s and Democratic officeholders’ rhetoric and platforms. During his 2008
presidential campaign, Obama pledged to prioritize combating global warming, revitalizing the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), ensuring cleaner air and water, and responsibly managing the country’s natural
resources.

Obama’s commitments translated into significant actions. His administration achieved notable reductions in toxic
emissions, protected public lands and endangered species, and invested in clean energy and green technology as
part of both environmental and economic policy. However, due to political and economic reasons, including the
2008 financial crisis, Obama’s environmental efforts were more noteworthy during his second term. The 2015
Clean Power Plan (CPP) was Obama’s environmental signature achievement, which represented the U.S.
commitment to the global emission reduction goals in an international and coordinated 196-nation
environmental agenda, the Paris Climate Accord.

Nonetheless, Obama’s environmental agenda and legacy were far from being unanimously applauded or left
uncontested. There has always been some form or another of environmental lobbying in the United States.
However, attempts to influence legislation and regulation took on other dimensions during the Obama
presidency. On the one hand, there were environmental groups who were in favor of more stringent
environmental protections. They conducted research about political issues, studied new policies and bills, met
with government officials, and educated both voters and politicians about policies that affected the environment.
They also planned campaigns and fundraisers to support environmental issues or political candidates who shared
their ideas and opinions.

On the other hand, industrial lobbyists worked tirelessly to protect the interests of highly polluting industries,
often impeding policies aimed at reducing fossil fuel use and greenhouse gas emissions. These lobbyists
represented sectors such as the automotive and fossil fuel industries, influencing legislation and elections at all
levels of government to favor their interests.

The clash between pro-environmental protection and pro-fossil fuel advocacy groups triggered other issues that
further complicated matters. Many Republican-controlled states, more particularly those with economies
dependent on employment and tax revenues from the fossil fuel companies, challenged the constitutionality of
Obama’s climate-related regulatory actions and filed multiple lawsuits to repeal most of them . Furthermore, the
subsequent administration under President Donald Trump profoundly affected these achievements. Through
aggressive deregulation, withdrawal from key international agreements, and systematic rollbacks of environmental
protections, Trump’s policies reversed many of Obama’s mitiatives. This political shift not only stalled progress
but also created new challenges for maintaining long-term environmental reforms, further complicating the legacy
of Obama’s climate action.
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This article argues that while the Obama administration achieved notable regulatory and diplomatic successes in
advancing climate action, these accomplishments were marked by legislative gridlock (even within his own party),
mdustry opposition, litigations, and persistent federal-state conflicts over environmental governance. Moreover,
the deregulatory agenda pursued by President Trump significantly undermined Obama’s efforts, exposing the
vulnerability of environmental progress achieved through the administrative tools of the presidency—such as
executive orders and agency rulemaking—to changes in political leadership as compared to legislation passed by
Congress.

To evaluate Obama’s environmental record and his ability to convert campaign pledges into measurable
outcomes, this study relies on analyses of data from lobbying reports and official governmental institutions—
including Congress, the Council of Economic Advisers (CEA), the White House, and the EPA. By examining
Obama’s speeches, regulatory achievements, and international engagements, the article also assesses how
lobbying dynamics, environmental federalism, court cases, and equity concerns ultimately shaped his climate
agenda. The analysis reveals that Obama’s reliance on executive actions and international diplomacy enabled
progress where legislation stalled, highlighting both the potential and limitations of presidential authority in
advancing environmental protections within a polarized and ever-shifting federal political system, further
constrained by the constitutional two-term limit on presidential tenure.

1. President Obama’s Climate Promises and Initial Actions

President Obama frequently emphasized the importance of addressing climate change. From his early 2008
presidential campaign speeches to his final 2016 State of the Union address, he consistently promoted the need
for a cleaner energy economy (Obama, 2008d, 2016). After he won the Democratic nomimation against Hillary
Clinton for 2008 U.S. presidential election, Barack Obama delivered his primary-campaign victory speech on
June 3, 2008, in St. Paul, Minnesota (ABC News, 2008). He drew attention to the fact that his election would
mark a pivotal moment in addressing two critical issues: health care and climate change. He asserted: “We will be
able to look back and tell our children that this was the moment when we began to provide care for the sick...
When the rise of the oceans began to slow and our planet began to heal” (Lizza, 2010; Obama 2008d).
Furthermore, in many of his subsequent speeches during the 2008 Presidential campaign—such as in Denver,
Colorado; Grand Rapids, Michigan; and Indianapolis, Indiana—Obama (2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2008e, 2008f)
promised to invest $150 billion over the next decade in renewable energy sources (solar, wind, and hydraulic),
create new jobs in the renewable energies sector, implement a cap-and-trade system, and improve fuel efficiency
standards.

Throughout the campaign, Obama frequently argued that tackling climate change was crucial to the nation’s
energy policy. In his debates with the then Republican nominee John McCain, he consistently underscored that
the transition to clean energy was the immediate challenge, with healthcare being the second priority (Lizza,

2010).

After winning the election, Obama committed to addressing both issues concurrently and he quickly started
working on these promises. Mainly due to the Democratic majority in both chambers of Congress at the time—
even though not a single Republican voted for and 11 Democrats voted against it in the House of
Representatives—the successful passage of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009 was
one of Obama’s first major achievements (Calmes, 2009; U.S. Senate, 2009). Signed mto law by President
Obama on February 17, 2009, the act not only aimed to combat climate change, but also to create jobs and
stimulate economic recovery after the 2008 financial crisis (Romer, 2010).

In fulfillment of its transparency obligations included in the ARRA to provide quarterly reports to Congress on
the Act’s economic efficiency, the Council of Economic Adwisers, or ClEA—a United States agency within the
Executive Office of the President—conducted an analysis on the impact of the ARRA on the country’s economy
and clean energy transformation, which concluded with the release of its third quarterly report and supplement to
Congress on April 14, 2010 (Romer, 2010). Drawing on the CEA’s report and supplement (2010), the ARRA
allocated approximately $90 billion for clean energy projects—including renewable energies, energy efficiency
improvements, and smart grid initiatives—which directly contributed to creating more than 83,000 clean energy
jobs in the first quarter of 2010 alone. Over the next six years, the number of these jobs increased substantially to
exceed 900,000 by 2015 (CEA, 2016, pp. 2-24).
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Briefly after the passage of the 2009 ARRA, President Obama addressed a joint session of Congress on February
24, 2009, and stated: “To truly transform our economy, protect our security, and save our planet from the
ravages of climate change, we need to ultimately make clean, renewable energy the profitable kind of energy. So 1
ask this Congress to send me legislation that places a market-based cap on carbon pollution and drives the
production of more renewable energy in America.” (Obama, 2009)

A few months later after Obama’s speech to Congress, the American Clean Energy and Security Act (ACES),
also known as the Waxman-Markey Bill, was introduced in the House of Representatives on May 15, 2009, by
Representative Henry Waxman, then Democrat from California’s 30th Congressional District (U.S. House of
Representatives, 2009). That bill aimed to create a cap-and-trade system to reduce greenhouse gas emissions,
targeting a reduction of 17% below 2005 levels by 2020 and 83% by 2050 (U.S. House of Representatives, 2009).
The bill passed the House on June 26, 2009, by 219 to 212, which unexpectedly included 44 Democrats
(representatives for areas dependent on coal for electricity generation) voting against it and 8 Republicans voting
for its passage (Broder, 2009; GovTrack.us, 2009). However, due to strong opposition from various economic
mterests, powerful lobbies of the fossil fuel sector and a polarized political environment, it never reached the
floor of the Senate to be discussed or voted for (Reilly & Bogardus, 2016).

Despite the failure of the Waxman-Markey Bill, Obama’s administration continued to push for climate goals. In
President Obama’s 2010 State of the Union address, he emphasized the mmportance of prioritizing and
addressing climate change despite economic challenges. He declared:

I know that there are those who disagree with the overwhelming scientific evidence on climate change. But here’s
the thing - even if you doubt the evidence, providing incentives for energy-efficiency and clean energy are the
right thing to do for our future - because the nation that leads the clean energy economy will be the nation that
leads the global economy. And America must be that nation. (Obama, 2010b)

During that same year, the Obama administration started laying the groundwork for what will become to be
known later as the “Climate Action Plan,” outlining executive actions to reduce carbon pollution, increase
renewable energy, and improve energy efficiency. However, due to the lack of consensus at the time, this plan
could not be officially introduced until Obama’s second term in 2013. It included measures to cut emissions
from power plants, expand clean energy, and enhance the resilience of communities and infrastructure to climate
mmpacts (The White House, 2013).

2. Regulatory Achievements of the Obama Administration

Regardless of the polarized political landscape, the Obama administration continued on the same path and
achieved significant progress through regulations and administrative tools related to policymaking—such as execu-
tive orders, proclamations, signing statements, and memoranda (Konisky & Woods, 2016, pp. 366-368; Potter et
al., 2019). On May 21, 2010, President Obama signed a Presidential Memorandum instructing the EPA and the
National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) to collaborate on creating a unified National Program,
through a public rulemaking process known as notice and comment, aimed at enhancing fuel efficiency and
cutting GHG emussions for light-duty vehicles from model years 2017 to 2025 (NHTSA & EPA, 2012, pp.
62626-62627; Obama, 2010a). This resulted in the first momentous reform in over thirty years to the existing
Corporate Average Fuel Economy (CAFE) standards, originally established in 1978 (The White House, 2011b).
Consequently, an agreement with thirteen renowned automakers—among which were Ford, General Motors, and
Chrysler—was reached, enabling the Obama administration to increase fuel efficiency standards for cars and
trucks, targeting an average of 54.5 miles per gallon by 2025 (NHTSA & EPA, 2012, pp. 62626-62627; The
‘White House, 2011b).

The revised CAFE standards, which came into effect on October 15, 2012, aimed to drive mmnovation in the
automotive industry and reduce reliance on fossil fuels (NHTSA & EPA, 2012, pp. 62626-62627). This measure
was projected to save approximately 12 billion barrels of oil and an estimated $1.7 trillion dollars in fuel costs to
American families by 2025—with an average of over $8,000 per vehicle—while significantly reducing GHG emis-
sions by eliminating 6 billion metric tons of carbon dioxide pollution over the program’s lifespan (NHTSA &
EPA, 2012, pp. 62626-62627; The White House, 2011a).

In 2011, under Obama’s direction and the authority vested in it by the Clean Air Act (CAA) amendments of
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1970, the U.S. EPA implemented the Mercury and Air Toxics Standards (MATS), which set strict limits on
mercury, arsenic, and other toxic emissions from 600 coal and oil-fired power plants across the country (Hardin
& Lujan, 2018). The EPA (2012) estimated that these standards would protect public health by reducing pollu-
tants that cause respiratory illnesses and other health issues, preventing thousands of premature deaths and 1ll-
nesses each year.

Nevertheless, as mentioned earlier, it was during Obama’s second term that his climate policy was more effective
and noteworthy. After being re-elected in 2012, Obama delivered an maugural address where he reaffirmed his
administration’s commitment to act on climate change, stating “We will respond to the threat of climate change,
knowing that the failure to do so would betray our children and future generations” (Obama, 2013). He also

added:

The path towards sustainable energy sources will be long and sometimes difficult. But America cannot resist this
transition, we must lead it. 'We cannot cede to other nations the technology that will power new jobs and new
industries, we must claim its promise. That’s how we will maintain our economic vitality and our national treas-
ure, our forests and waterways, our crop lands and snow-capped peaks. That is how we will preserve our planet,
commanded to our care by God. (Obama, 2013)

Another important regulatory achievement for the Obama administration was the implementation of the Clean
Power Plan in 2015, aiming to reduce carbon emissions from power plants by 32% below 2005 levels by 2030
(U.S. EPA, 2017). The CPP was the most ambitious action the U.S. had taken to combat climate change at the
time. It set specific targets for each state to reduce carbon emissions and allowed states to choose their methods
to meet these targets, giving them the possibility to increase energy efficiency, mvest in renewable energy, and
improve emissions standards for power plants (U.S. EPA, 2017). By focusing on the power sector, the largest
source of carbon emissions in the United States, the CPP aimed to significantly reduce overall greenhouse gas
emissions; it was the United States contribution in a much larger global environmental agenda, the Paris Climate
Accord.

3. President Obama’s International Leadership in Promoting Climate Protections

Globally, Obama played a key role in promoting international cooperation on climate change. His administration
was crucial in the negotiations leading to the Paris Climate Agreement in 2015, 196 countries committed to
limiting global warming to well below 2 degrees Celsius above pre-industrial levels (United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change [UNFCCC], n.d.). Obama’s efforts to rally international action highlighted his
commitment to addressing climate change globally (The White House, 2015).

The Paris Agreement was a significant milestone in global climate diplomacy. The Obama administration worked
hard to build consensus among nations, bridging gaps between developed and developing countries and securing
commitments from major emitters like China and India. The agreement required countries to submit plans for
reducing emissions and adapting to chmate change impacts, encouraging broad participation and ambitious
action.

Obama’s diplomatic efforts extended beyond the Paris Agreement. In 2014, he announced a climate deal with
China, where both countries committed to significant emissions reductions. The U.S. pledged to cut emissions by
26-28% below 2005 levels by 2025, while China agreed to peak carbon emissions by 2030 and increase non-fossil
fuel energy consumption to around 209% by the same year (The White House, 2014b). This bilateral agreement
was the precursor that paved the way to the Paris Agreement and demonstrated that major emitters could find
common ground on climate action.

Additionally, the Obama administration provided significant financial support for international climate initiatives,
and pledged $3 billion to the Green Climate Fund, which helps developing countries mitigate and adapt to
climate change impacts (Davenvort & Landler, 2014). This commitment aimed to help vulnerable nations build
resilience and transition to clean energy, reinforcing the U.S. leadership role in global chmate finance.

4. The Influence of Lobbying on President Obama’s Climate Agenda
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Environmental lobbying during the Obama presidency played both a supportive and obstructive role.
Environmental advocacy groups like the Sierra Club, Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), and
Greenpeace pressured the administration to adopt stronger climate policies (Konisky & Woods, 2016, p. 367;
Mackinder, 2010; National Geographic Staff, 2019). These groups mobilized public support and provided data
and policy recommendations that shaped initiatives like the Clean Power Plan (Eilperin & Bernstein, 2014; U.S.

EPA, 2017).

Advocacy organizations worked hard to keep climate change on the political agenda and ensure that the Obama
administration prioritizes environmental issues. Through grassroots campaigns, public demonstrations, and
strategic lobbying, these groups helped create a favorable political climate for ambitious climate action (Eilperin
& Bernstein, 2014; Mackinder, 2010). They also held the administration accountable, pushing for stronger
regulations and challenging insufficiently aggressive decisions (Eilperin & Bernstein, 20145 Mackinder, 2010).

Conversely, the fossil fuel industry and other economic interests lobbied heavily against strict climate regulations.
Organizations like the American Petroleum Institute (API), the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, and major energy
companies such as Koch industries—a U.S. conglomerate owned by the oil and gas tycoons Koch brothers—
ConocoPhillips, and ExxonMobil spent millions on lobbying and political contributions to counteract Obama’s
environmental agenda (Mackinder, 2010). This opposition was particularly strong and unprecedented during the
first two years of Obama’s tenure as lobbying spending reached its peak during the debate over the Waxman-
Markey Bill of 2009, where industry-funded campaigns played a major role in its defeat in the Senate (Brulle,
2018, p. 295).

Environmental sociologist Robert Brulle (2018, p. 294) obtained the data on U.S. national climate change
lobbying expenditures from 2000 to 2016 through the Center for Responsive Politics’ OpenSecrets website,
which monitors lobbying efforts and activities (Brulle, 2018, p. 294; MacArthur Foundation, n.d.). The CRP is a
‘Washington-based non-profit and non-partisan organization that hosts OpenSecrets.org, a publicly accessible
online database of lobbying expenditure reports that must be submitted to the U.S. Senate Office of Public
Records (SOPR) under the 1995 Lobbying Disclosure Act, detailing the amounts spent by various sectors and
organizations on federal campaign contributions and lobbying spending (Brulle, 2018, p. 294; MacArthur Foun-
dation, n.d.).

In his study published in Climatic Change m 2018, Brulle examined this data to shed light on the extent and
nature of climate lobbying in the United States. His analysis highlighted spending by key industries as well as
environmental advocacy groups to influence legislation in favor of their interests. This included the electrical
utilities sector with $554 million, representing 26.5%. Followed by the fossil fuels with $370 million or 17.7%,
and the transportation sector, at $252 million which represents 12.0%. The results clearly demonstrate that
environmental advocacy groups and the renewable energy sector, with a relatively small contribution of $48
million and $78 million respectively, or 2.3 and 3.8% of the total lobbying expenditures, were considerably
outspent by the polluting industries by 10 to 1 (Brulle, 2018, pp. 295-298).

In addition to direct lobbying of legislators and other high-ranked public officials, the fossil fuel industry’s
lobbying efforts involved funding think tanks and advocacy groups promoting pro-industry perspectives, and
public relations campaigns shaping public opinion, which aimed to cast doubt on the urgency of climate action
and emphasize the economic costs of regulations (Eilperin & Bernstein, 2014). By leveraging their financial
resources and political influence, these industries significantly resisted many of Obama’s climate mitiatives (Lizza,
2010; Mackinder, 2010).

The influence of these competing lobbying efforts created significant conflict of interests as well as a dynamic
policy environment where Obama had to balance the demands of environmental advocates and the economic
concerns of powerful industry stakeholders (Eilperin & Bernstein, 2014; U.S. EPA, 2017). This balancing act
often led to compromises shaping the final form of many of his climate policies. For example, while the Clean
Power Plan set ambitious emissions reduction targets, it also included flexibility mechanisms to accommodate
concerns from states and industries about the economic impact (U.S. EPA, 2017).

5. Environmental Federalism: Obama’s Climate Battle with States

The interaction between federal and state governments, or environmental federalism, also affected the
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immplementation of Obama’s climate agenda. States like California—one of the “Big Three” Democratic strong-
holds alongside New York and Illinois—led with stringent emissions standards and ambitious renewable energy
targets, often serving as models for federal policies (California Air Resources Board [CARB], 2018). However,
the federal-state relationship sometimes posed challenges, particularly when states opposed federal mandates

(U.S. EPA, 2017).

Even before Obama’s first term, California played a crucial role in advancing climate action with its pioneering
environmental policies. The state’s Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006, or Assembly Bill (AB) 32, sets a
precedent for comprehensive climate legislation, including a cap-and-trade system, renewable energy mandates,
and energy efficiency standards (CARB, 2018). California’s stringent climate policies provided a blueprint for
federal initiatives and showed the feasibility of ambitious climate action.

While the Obama administration pursued ambitious climate policies, not all states supported this agenda.
Republican-controlled states with economies heavily reliant on fossil fuels—such as Texas, Oklahoma, North
Dakota, Wyoming, and Louisiana—resisted federal mandates and challenged the EPA’s regulatory authority,
arguing that rules like the Clean Power Plan exceeded the agency’s statutory powers under the Clean Air Act
(Texas Attorney General, 2017; U.S. EPA, 2017). Legal battles over the CPP exemplified these federal-state
tensions, with 27 states joining lawsuits that gave place to landmark cases such as West Virginia et al. v. EPA et al.
(2016), which resulted in a Supreme Court stay halting the plan’s implementation (Tsang, 2017, pp. 9-15, 2016;
West Virginua et al. v. EPA et al., 2016). However, political analysts argued that this opposition to Obama’s
environmental initiatives came as a result of the close connection between special interest groups of the fossil fuel
mdustry and the political and judicial figures of these states (Jackson, 2016; Venook, 2017). They often pointed
to the example of Scott pruitt—then Oklahoma Attorney General, who was known for his climate change
skepticism and antagonism toward the EPA and the Obama administration—who received large donations from
oll and gas companies (Jackson, 2016; Venook, 2017).

Even Democratic governors of coal-reliant states, such as West Virginia’s Earl Ray Tomblin (2010-2017) and
Kentucky’s Steve Beshear (2007-2015), alongside Republican-controlled legislatures and federal representatives
of both states drove opposition to Obama’s climate agenda (Environmental and Energy Study Institute [EESI],
2015; Peterson, 2015; Tsang, 2017, pp. 9-15). This became even more evident when West Virginia’s
Republican-majority legislature and Attorney General Patrick Morrisey spearheaded the aforementioned litiga-
tion against the ’PA to repeal the Clean Power Plan, framing it as as “economically harmful” and “federal
overreach” (EESI, 2015; Hansen, 2015; Tsang, 2017, pp. 9-15; West Virginia et al. v. EPA et al., 2016). Fossil
fuel-dependent states often prioritized economic mterests tied to coal, oil, and gas industries over federal
environmental mandates, a dynamic that deepened partisan divides and reflected broader ideological clashes
over federalism (Mayer, 2016, pp. 235-236, 289-290; Stokes & Breetz, 2018, pp. 80-82).

These legal and political conflicts underscored the complexities of implementing national climate policies in a
federal system. As Stokes and Breetz (2018, pp. 80-82) observed, the interplay of state politics and federal
authority not only shaped Obama’s environmental legacy, but also set precedents for future climate governance.
For example, the Supreme Court’s 2016 stay of the CPP delayed its enforcement and paved the way for subse-
quent efforts to weaken federal environmental regulations via judicial appointments and funding of conservative
candidates and think tanks known for their opposition to federal environmental regulations (Mayer, 2016, pp.
235-236, 289-290, 307-308; West Virginia et al. v. EPA et al., 2016). Such think tanks included the Federalist
Society, the Heritage Foudation, and the Koch brothers’ Super PAC Americans for Prosperity (AFP), which
alongside other oil and gas groups, spent millions of dollars in lobbying against the 2009 Waxmen-Markey Bill,
and later on spent millions more in funding Trump’s and other Republican candidates’ electoral campaigns
(Basseches et al., 2022; Mackinder, 2010; Mayer, 2016, pp. 235-236, 289-290, 307-308).

6. Environmental Justice Strategy of the Obama Administration

Promoting environmental justice was another key consideration and goal to achieve for the Obama
administration. Neighborhoods with low incomes, communities of color, and tribal regions have been unequally
affected by climate change related issues as a result of contamination from industrial facilities, air pollution, and
excessive heat temperatures due to poor housing conditions (Obama, 2014). These environmental risks
exacerbate health inequities and limit opportunities for residents, including children who miss school because of
asthma-related issues and adults facing difficulties with medical expenses (Obama, 2014).
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Notwithstanding the urgency of the situation due to climate-related disparities, environmental justice only became
a federal priority in 1994, when President Bill Clinton issued Executive Order No. 12898 (Clinton, 1994; U.S.
EPA, 2016). This order instructed federal agencies to: (1) enhance the enforcement of health and environmental
laws in communities with minority and low-income populations; (2) increase public engagement; (3) advance
rescarch and data collection concerning the health and environment of these populations; and (4) recognize
varying patterns of natural resource consumption among minority and low-income groups (Clinton, 1994; U.S.
EPA, 2016). The order also directed the acting EPA administrator to convene an Interagency Working Group
on Environmental Justice to supervise the execution of the aforementioned tasks (Clinton, 1994; U.S. EPA,
2016).

President Obama revitalized agencies’ environmental justice strategies by reviving Executive Order 12898. He
reconvened the Environmental Justice Interagency Working Group and introduced new regulations to limit toxic
emissions, aiming to address pollution in overburdened communities (Obama, 2014). The Obama
administration recognized that marginalized communities often suffer most from environmental degradation and
sought to address these disparities through mitiatives like the Clean Power Plan, which included provisions to
support affected communities (U.S. EPA, 2017). The administration focused on ensuring climate policies
benefited all Americans, especially those vulnerable to climate change impacts. The Clean Power Plan included
measures to promote equity, such as providing incentives for states to invest in energy efficiency and renewable
energy projects in low-income communities (U.S. EPA, 2017). Additionally, the EPA established the
Environmental Justice Advisory Council to engage with communities, gather input, and incorporate
environmental justice into policy development (U.S. EPA, 2016).

Furthermore, the Obama administration launched the “Climate Action Champions” competition, an initiative
that was meant to recognize and support local governments in implementing environmental protections and
regulations (The White House, 2014a). This program aimed to foster imnovation, share best practices, and
provide technical assistance to help communities implement sustainable solutions. By empowering local leaders
and promoting community-driven approaches, the administration sought to ensure climate policies were flexible
and responsive to diverse needs (The White House, 2014a).

7. The Impact of Trump’s Deregulatory Agenda on Obama’s Environmental Legacy, 2007 -2021

Taking advantage of a Republican-controlled Congress during the first two years of his tenure, the Trump
administration and Republican officeholders at all levels adopted a fundamentally different approach to
environmental policy, prioritizing fossil fuel-based energy independence and economic deregulation under the
slogan of "America First" (Guliyev, 2020; Wentz & Gerrard, 2019, p. 3). This strategy involved a comprehensive
effort to roll back and weaken the environmental protections and regulations established by the Obama
administration. Key policies such as the Clean Power Plan, the US commitment to the Paris Climate Agreement,
vehicle fuel efficiency standards, and the Mercury and Air Toxics Standards among many others were directly
targeted for repeal or weakening (Baker, 2020; National Geographic Staff, 2019).

Like Obama, the primary mechanisms employed by Trump to advance his policy encompassed expansive use of
the administrative tools of the presidency—this included executive orders, regulatory rollbacks, and actions aimed
at reducing the statutory authority and capacity of environmental agencies (Baker, 2020; Potter et al., 2019).
However, these actions were widely criticized by the scientific community and environmental groups. While the
Trump administration argued that these rollbacks would benefit the economy and lower costs for Americans,
critics asserted that they would undermine environmental protection and exacerbate the worsening climate crisis
(National Geographic Staff, 2019). According to scientists, the anticipated impacts of these changes are
significant, with projections of increased greenhouse gas emissions, greater air and water pollution, harm to
sensitive ecosystems, and potential negative consequences for public health, particularly among vulnerable
communities (National Geographic Sttaff, 2019).

Environmental organizations, state governments—including California, Massachusetts, and New York—and other
advocacy groups mounted strong opposition to these rollbacks, utilizing legal, political, and public engagement
strategies (CBS News, 2018; Wheeler, 2018). Many of the Trump administration's deregulatory efforts faced
hundreds of substantial litigations, with federal courts frequently ruling against the administration, highlighting the
importance of legal frameworks in the implementation of environmental policies (Baker, 2020; Farber, 2018, pp.
104-105; National Geographic Staff, 2019).

14 - www.imcraazorg, | Issue 1, Vol. 9, 2026 @ SEI
President Obama’s Environmental Policy Legacy: Achievements, Setbacks, and the (0 ®/ JOURNAL
Fragile Foundations of U.S. Climate Action under Executive Authority 2/ scieice, epucation

ATIONS IN
XT OF MODERN

Mohamed Hillel Ardjouni; Salim Kerboua

T
PROBLEMS.




Sci. Educ. Innov. Context Mod. Probl.| ISSN p (e): 27900169; 27900177 (( IMCRA

Nonetheless, despite lawsuits and fierce opposition from environmental groups and some states (both
Democratic- and Republican-controlled) that adopted Obama-era environmental protection standards,
tossil fuel lobbies—such as the American Petroleum Institute, the Alliance of Western Energy Consumers,
and the Texas Oil & Gas Association—have never been so active and successful in thwarting climate
actions than during the Trump Presidency (Carter et al., 2020; Davenport, 2020; Reuters, 2020). Additionally,
the majority of public figures often point to the strong ties between the Trump administration and the fossil
tuel industry, including coal, o1l and gas companies, whose owners and CEOs donated millions of dollars to
Trump’s 2016 and 2020 presidential campaigns (Basseches et al., 2022; Stone, 2019). Many of Trump’s
appointees were lobbyists, executives, or shareholders in fossil fuel firms—such as Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson, former CEO of ExxonMobil (Venook, 2017); EPA Administrator Scott Pruitt, former Oklahoma
Attorney General who sued the EPA multiple times (Jackson 2016; Venook 2017); and U.S. Ambassador to the
United Nations Kelly Craft, wife of Joe Craft, the CEO of the United States’ third-largest coal company, Alliance
Resource Partners (Stone 2019).

Discussion and Conclusion

President Obama’s climate legacy represents a major turning point in U.S. environmental policy, characterized
by significant achievements in the face of considerable challenges. This was exemplified by legislative success and
failure, ambitious regulatory actions, international leadership, and a commitment to equity among all communi-
ties in the country. The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 represented an unprecedented clean
energy investment in United States history, promoting clean energy efficiency and creating over 900,000 renewa-
ble energy jobs from 2009 to 2015 (CEA, 2016, pp. 2-24). On the other hand, the subsequent failure of the
Waxman-Markey Bill, due to Congressional stalemate, political and partisan divisions—including within the
Democratic Party itself—and a fierce opposition from industry stakeholders, compelled the Obama administra-
tion to seek alternative methods in order to effectively achieve its environmental policy goals (Konisky & Woods,
2016, pp. 366-368). Regulatory achievements such as the revised CAFE standards, the Mercury and Air Toxics
Standards, the Clean Power Plan, and the Paris Climate Agreement demonstrated the potential of executive
authority and diplomatic skills to drive progress in the face of legislative stagnation. However, the rehance on
administrative tools and international diplomacy—rather than durable bipartisan legislation—rendered these poli-
cies vulnerable to reversal. This fragility became starkly evident under the Trump administration, which systemat-
ically dismantled Obama’s environmental commitments (Baker, 2020; National Geographic Staft, 2019).

By withdrawing from the Paris Agreement (Trump, 2017), rolling back the Clean Power Plan (Baker, 2020; U.S.
EPA, 2019, pp. 32520-32521), and weakening emissions standards for vehicles and power plants (Baker, 2020;
Davenport, 2020; Reuters, 2020), Trump’s administration underscored how deeply chimate policy and priorities
remain subject to changes in presidential administrations and entangled in partisan politics and industry influ-
ence. However, the administration's ability to change this framework was limited by existing laws and other fac-
tors beyond its control. These restrictions encompassed important rules set by laws like the Clean Air Act—which
originally laid the foundation for many of the Obama-era climate regulations that President Trump sought to
reverse—as well as the required procedures agencies must follow when changing or canceling regulations. This
includes the notice-and-comment rulemaking process, whereby agencies are required to publish proposed
changes in the Federal Register and allow the public to submit feedback before finalizing any new rule (Wentz &
Gerrard, 2019, p. 7). Because of these limits, deregulation has been a slow process and exposed to challenges
and lawsuits (Wentz & Gerrard, 2019, p. 1).

Nevertheless, political commentators tend to argue that Obama’s and the Democrats’ environmental agenda or
Trump’s and the Republicans’ efforts to reverse it, were in fact dictated by lobbies and special interest groups,
which donated huge sums of money to political candidates’ electoral campaigns in order to influence the lawmak-
g process and ensuing laws and regulations in their favor. Even so, lobbying 1s constitutionally protected as the
right to petition the government for redress of grievances (U.S. Const. amend. I, 1791). On the other hand, many
argue that it 1s in fact a legalized form of bribery that hinders the people’s will by interfering in the democratic
process (Wall et al., 2019). This allows corporations and wealthy individuals to manipulate the executive, legisla-
tive, and judicial authorities (at both the state and federal level) by exerting a corrupting influence on politicians,
legislators, and legal officials such as judges and attorney generals to fulfill their agendas (Wall et al., 2019).

The political, legal, and lobbying dynamics that came as a result of the transition from Obama’s proactive climate
agenda to Trump’s deregulatory stance highlight a broader tension in U.S. environmental governance and
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policymaking: executive actions, while necessary under certain circumstances and effective in the short term, lack
the permanence and resilience of codified laws. Trump’s reliance on fossil fuel lobbyists—illustrated by the
appointment of former industry advocates to key regulatory roles—reinvigorated the influence of polluting sectors
(Mayer, 2016, pp. 235-236; Stone, 2019). Meanwhile, states like California and New York resisted federal
rollbacks by strengthening their own climate mandates (CARB 2018; Svoboda, 2017; Wheeler, 2018). These
states demonstrated a commitment to preserving progress on climate and environmental issues, even if federal
policies shifted, illustrating how environmental federalism can both enable and obstruct progress at the national

level (CARB 2018; Svoboda, 2017; Stokes & Breetz, 2018, p. 82).

Additionally, while the Trump administration argued that its deregulatory agenda would stimulate economic
growth and reduce costs, the long-term economic consequences of environmental degradation and climate
change are likely to outweigh any short-term benefits. The rollback of fuel efficiency standards, for instance, while
potentially lowering the initial cost of vehicles, will probably lead to higher fuel costs for consumers over the
lifespan of those same vehicles. Furthermore, reduced support for clean energy technologies could certainly
hinder innovation and investment in a growing and job-creating sector of the economy that is already facing fierce
competition from other developed countries such as China, Germany, and Singapore, among many others.

This analysis offers valuable lessons in promoting democracy and future climate policymaking. It also sheds light
on the role and prerogatives of U.S. institutions, legal system, and elected and appointed officeholders. The
notice-and-comment procedure exemplified the democratic rulemaking process by mviting all interested parties—
citizens, industry groups, and civil-society organizations—to submit evidence and arguments, thereby enhancing
agency responsiveness and legitimacy. Notice and comment also allows individuals and organizations to influence
policy outside electoral cycles, giving their opinions and filling gaps that Congress and the President cannot antic-
ipate. Especially in high-stakes rules, broad participation from various components of the society atfirms the
foundational democratic principle that those governed should have a voice in lawmaking. Moreover, in case of
opposition and lawsuits, courts are more likely to uphold rules where agencies have adhered to robust public-
participation procedures.

The examination of Obama’s chimate record and Trump’s numerous attempts to roll it back also highlights the
critical role of public engagement and advocacy in driving policy change. The efforts of environmental groups,
community organizations, and concerned citizens—mainly through protests, awareness campaigns, and litiga-
tions—were instrumental in pushing for stronger climate action and holding the administration accountable. This
dynamic interaction between government, civil society, and industry underscores the complexity of
environmental policymaking and the need for continued vigilance and advocacy to ensure progress. Yet the en-
during power of lobbying, political and partisan alignment and divides—even within the same political parties—
and federal-state conflicts remain decisive key factors in shaping environmental outcomes. The study also consid-
ers the broader implications of these political contestations on the energy sector, arguing that the structure of U.S.
energy policy 1s not solely a matter of technological capability but 1s deeply intertwined with political power, ad-
vocacy efforts, and 1deological commitments.

The legacy of the Obama administration’s efforts continues to influence U.S. and international chmate policy
and serves as a foundation upon which future leaders can build. The dismantling of Obama's environmental
mitiatives through administrative means has been a time-consuming and dynamic process that mvited legal
challenge as well as subsequent efforts to reverse these changes and restore Obama-era status quo. Ultimately, the
lasting consequences of these policy shifts and the future direction of environmental protection in the United
States remain uncertain and subject to ongoing debates as well as political and legal developments. For durable
progress, U.S. policy makers must anticipate and consider long-term implications of neglecting the environment
and make some concessions, even if it has to be done at the expenses of economic or political interests. This can
only be achieved by overcoming partisan disagreements and reliance on shifting executive priorities to reach
consensus and secure bipartisan and resilient legislation like the Clean Air Act and the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA) of 1970—a challenge that remains as urgent as the crisis it seeks to address.
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