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One-Half Cheer for Trump on the Climate?

On a fateful Thursday, June 1, Donald Trump announced that “The United States will
withdraw from the Paris climate accord,” setting off alarm bells and outraged protests in
U.S. cities and around the world. We would suggest that under present circumstances, he
chose the better – well, less bad â€” of the existing options.

To be absolutely clear, we are not adopting a stance of “the worse the better.” Not at all. What socialists and all
environmentalists actually want is a U.S. government committed to implementing the inadequate Paris accord, and
rapidly surpassing it. It is inadequate, as briefly outlined below â€” at best an international agreement to begin
addressing a climate-change crisis that threatens human civilization. But the kind of U.S. commitment that the
situation demands wasn’t on Trump’s desk, or anywhere near his brain.

In announcing U.S. withdrawal, Trump overrode the pleas of his main corporate advisors, including many fossil fuel
executives and Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, who argued that “keeping a seat at the table” would enable
Washington to obstruct, slow down and sabotage any part of the Paris accord that it deemed damaging to “our
economic interests.”

Indeed, as negotiated under president Obama’s leadership, the climate accord allowed each country to set its own
voluntary carbon-reduction targets, which could be watered down at will. What was to be gained from pulling out,
aside from Steve Bannon’s appeal to Trump’s hardcore nationalist supporters, the megabucks pumped in by the
Koch brothers, and the applause of coal-country voters who bought Trump’s lies about bringing back the miners’
jobs?

Had Trump followed the stay-and-sabotage course, the result might have been a collective sigh of relief. Instead, four
U.S. states – California, New York, Washington and Connecticut – close to 200 cities including the used-to-be coal
and steel center Pittsburgh, and scores of academic institutions have been reaffirming their own commitments to the
Paris targets.

China, India, Germany, the European Union and many national governments proclaimed that they’re still in – wiping
away the fear that U.S. withdrawal from Paris and from the commitment to fund emerging nations’ carbon-reduction
efforts would cause the entire accord to unravel. Arguably, in making the United States a climate-change pariah,
Trump has succeeded in strengthening the global commitment to the accord and support for it in the U.S. population.
So he may have struck at least a small blow for the environment.

Of course, the environmental movement can have no confidence that capitalist governments, which answer to their
own ruling classes, can or will make the urgent transition to a renewable-energy global economy work. Of course,
Paris itself is inadequate.

Consider that climate scientists are almost unanimous that a two-degree Celsius (3.6 degrees Fahrenheit) increase
in global temperature over mid-19th century levels is the outer limit of what civilization is likely to survive; that a much
safer goal is to hold global warming to 1.5 degrees C, and that very close to one degree C has already occurred.
Now consider this: “Under the Paris deal, countries submitted voluntary pledges that, various analyses have found,
would put the world on pace for three degrees [5.4 degrees F] of warming" â€” which is in catastrophic bordering on
apocalyptic territory.
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The hope must be that starting the global carbon-reduction process will create accelerating momentum that by
mid-century could brings the two or 1.5 degree target within range. The justification for Paris is the gamble that it sets
only the floor, not the ceiling, of a sustainability revolution that must be accomplished â€” through the combination of
political will, technical innovation, investment in renewable energy, and above all profound changes in social relations
and our collective understanding of how to live full and meaningful lives.

Donald Trump, on the other hand, looks to the most advanced technology – of the 19th centuryâ€” when coal fueled
the industrial transformation of human life. His blustering pronouncements that Barack Obama’s policies waged a
“war on coal” has only one, unintentional, element of truth. Whatâ€˜s killed off an already declining U.S. coal industry
isn’t really regulation, but the spectacular growth of natural gas and shale oil production, primarily through hydraulic
fracturing (fracking) during the Obama administration.

In 2012 alone, this technology produced 280 billion gallons of wastewater in ten U.S. states (see the extensive report
“Fracking by the Numbers.” In a strange dialectical quest, the dirtiest fossil-fuel industry has effectively been
supplanted by a technology that is itself destructive, a massive threat to clean water supplies and the global
environment, and must be replaced as rapidly as possible.

But the fear and loathing created by Trump’s sneering withdrawal from the climate accord – instead of staying to kill it
from within – may have moved the needle in an important positive direction. For the first time, mainstream media are
picking up what experts and environmentalists have said for years, that a transition away from fossil fuels will create
more and better jobs than those lost, and that rural and coal-country America will share the benefits. â€” along with
those many nations whose physical existence depends on ending capital’s war on nature.

In the end, if civilization survives and future historians exist to tell the tale, they might offer up a muffled half-cheer for
Donald Trump, for helping to bring the world face to face with its real condition.
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