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In  reality,  California  does  not  actually  have a  detailed roadmap for  slashing
greenhouse gas emissions in order to fulfill the Paris Agreement goal of limiting
global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels.

California is one of the world’s largest economies. It is also a liberal state that
acts as a leader in efforts to combat the climate crisis. Indeed, California is said to
have  revolutionized  climate  policy,  advancing  many  key  pieces  of  climate
legislation  that  seek  to  combat  global  warming  and  its  catastrophic  effects.
Among them is a plan to ban the sale of new gasoline-powered vehicles statewide
by 2035. California leaders also pride themselves in seeking to meet climate goals
while maximizing jobs and economic growth.

The passage of climate bill AB 32, the Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006, set
the stage for the state’s transition to an ecologically sustainable future. It was a
bipartisan clean energy action requiring the Air  Resources Board to  develop
regulations  and  market  mechanisms  to  reduce  the  state’s  greenhouse  gas
emissions to their 1990 levels by 2020. The state met the goal of AB-32 four years
ahead of schedule. In 2016, California’s legislature voted to extend the state’s
climate change targets. SB-32 set  a goal of reducing greenhouse gas emission
levels by 2030 to 40 percent of 1990 levels, while in 2018 an Executive Order was
signed requiring state agencies to reach carbon neutrality by 2045.

California’s emissions reduction program has a number of key features, which
include the development of California’s Climate Scoping Plan and a cap-and-trade
program.

Pursuant to AB 32 and SB 32,  a number of  other key climate policies were
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introduced as part  of  an apparently overall  roadmap in the state’s efforts to
achieve  its  emission  reduction  goals  and  become  ultimately  a  clean  energy
economy.  They  include  the  Green  Building  Standards  Code,  which  requires
commercial  and  residential  buildings  to  meet  minimum  energy  efficiency
standards, the Low Carbon Fuel Standard, a program designed to decrease the
carbon intensity of fuels used within the state, and the Advanced Clean Cars
Program, which seeks to limit vehicle emissions.

Nonetheless,  California’s  valiant  effort  to  confront  the  climate  crisis  is
encountering increasing difficulties. California is not on pace to meet the 2030
goal of a 40 percent reduction of greenhouse gas emissions from 1990 levels,
according  to  a  recent  report  by  California  State  Auditor  Elaine  Howle.  The
problem seems to  be  that  while  California,  as  Mary  Creasman of  California
Environmental Voters put it, has passed a number of good environmental laws,
most of them are incremental.

In  reality,  California  does  not  actually  have a  detailed roadmap for  slashing
greenhouse gas emissions in order to fulfill the Paris Agreement goal of limiting
global warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius above preindustrial levels. For instance,
while  transportation  is  the  largest  source  of  greenhouse  gas  emissions  in
California, the state lacks an identifiable path to decarbonize the sector. Worse
still, the state’s legally mandated emissions goals do not go beyond 2030. And
when a new bill,  the Climate Crisis Act (AB 1395),  co-authored by Assembly
members Al Muratsuchi and Cristina Garcia, was introduced on the last day of
last year’s legislative session, it was soundly defeated.

If passed, AB 1395 would have codified into law the climate goals set by former
Governor Brown in 2018 and backed up by Governor Newsom. In fact, Governor
Newsom has expressed the hope that a pathway can be identified by the Air
Resources Board to achieve carbon neutrality even a full decade earlier than the
existing target of 2045 set in Executive Order 2018.
AB 1395 went down in defeat at the hands of various organized interest groups,
ranging  from  the  oil  industry,  labor,  California  Chamber  Commerce,  and
agricultural groups. This was a devastating blow to progressive lawmakers and
climate activists who had hoped for the passing of a bill that would ensure the
attainment of a carbon-neutral future for the state of California by mid-century.

Among labor groups that strongly opposed AB 1395 was the State Building and
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Construction Trades Council,  AFL-CIO, which represents nearly half  a million
workers. The organization opposed the bill on the basis of the argument that a
reduction target of 90 percent of carbon emissions would cripple investment and
innovation.  In  the  same  context,  in  a  letter  to  the  Chair  of  the  Senate
Appropriations Committee, the Deputy Legislative Director of State Building and
Construction  Trade  Council  urged  California  lawmakers  to  embrace  carbon
capture  and  storage  (CCS)  technologies  as  a  strategy  to  mitigating  climate
change.

Unions representing fossil fuel workers also opposed AB 1395, but it is uncertain
whether this  was simply due to  the fact  that  the bill  did not  include a just
transition program. Unions representing fossil fuel workers also happen to be in
support  of  CCS  strategies  as  well  as  expanding  oil  and  gas  infrastructure.
Assembly member Muratsuchi had another bill on just transition for fossil fuel
industry  employees  last  year,  AB  1453,  but  it  was  held  in  Assembly
Appropriations  Committee.

AB 1395 may not,  however,  be entirely dead. It  is  still  eligible to move and
Assembly member Muratsuchi and some of his associates will be talking with
stakeholders later this year, according to Ashley Labar, Chief of Staff at California
State  Assembly.  But  judging  from  the  way  organized  interests  mobilized
in opposition to AB 1395, it is highly doubtful that the bill’s fate will be reversed.

The irony behind California’s  efforts  to  tackle  the climate crisis  by reducing
carbon emissions and eventually attain carbon neutrality by mid-century is that
there  is  a  detailed  pathway  available  for  the  state  and  for  immediate
implementation.  It  was  produced  in  the  summer  of  2021  by  a  group  of
researchers headed by Robert Pollin at the renowned Political Economy Research
Institute (PERI)  at  the University  of  Massachusetts-Amherst,  and has already
received the endorsement of over 20 unions, including three fossil fuel unions.  It
is a study that demonstrates that California can reach zero emissions by 2045
while also experiencing economic growth, including the creation of over 1 million
new jobs statewide through investment programs in energy efficiency,  public
infrastructure, land restoration and agriculture. The study also includes a robust
just transition program, which is absolutely essential since fossil fuel workers will
not give up easily what they have managed to secure for themselves (relatively
high-paying union jobs with benefits) after many years of hard work.
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In sum, it might be time that California lawmakers took a close look at the PERI
Program for Economic Recovery and Clean Energy Transition in California. It
seems to be an ultimate win-win situation for all.
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