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Overshoot: Trump’s
Deregulatory Zeal
Goes Beyond Even

Where Industry
Asks Him to Go
Automakers, utilities and

appliance makers actually

oppose some of the planned

deregulation. But antiregulation

hardliners are winning out.

Op-Eds

(https://therevelator.org/category/ideas/op-eds/)
September 10, 2019 - by Amy Sinden

(https://therevelator.org/author/amysinden/)

The Trump EPA last month proposed a new plan to remove oil and gas developers’ responsibility for

detecting and fixing methane leaks in their wells, pipelines and storage operations. This proposal to axe

the Obama-era methane rule (https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/29/business/energy-

environment/methane-regulation-reaction.html) is notable for two reasons. First, it is a huge step
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backward in the race to stabilize the climate, just at the moment scientists warn we need to move

forward with unprecedented speed. Second, it’s the latest in a growing list of Trump rollbacks opposed

by the very industries they’re purportedly intended to help.

The Obama EPA put the methane rule in place for good reason: Methane is a powerful driver of climate

disruption. While it doesn’t linger in the atmosphere as long as carbon dioxide, for the 10 or 20 years it

does stay up there it packs 80 times the heat-trapping punch. There’s increasing evidence that such

methane leaks may be far greater in number and volume than previously thought. Unless stopped, they

threaten to undermine global efforts to stem the climate crisis.

The world’s largest energy companies don’t seem to be particularly motivated by such concerns, so it

was a surprise to some that ExxonMobil, Shell and BP publicly opposed the rollback. They do have a

reason: fear that the move might undercut their sales pitch for natural gas as a cleaner source of energy

than coal.

Still, one might expect even this most rabid anti-environment administration to yield to such industry

titans. No such luck, and not for the first time:

In June a group of 17 car companies signed a letter asking Trump to temper his rollback of the

biggest climate initiative of the Obama presidency — the greenhouse gas emissions standards for

cars. This summer four large automakers took an even more aggressive stance, joining a pact with

California to oppose the rollback. And just a few days ago, the arch-conservative U.S. Chamber of

Commerce joined the chorus (https://www.globalenergyinstitute.org/sites/default/files/2019-

08/cafe_ghg_letter_final_8_28.pdf?

utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=newsletter_axiosgenerate&stream=t

op) of voices urging Trump officials to rethink their plans.

Electric utilities that own coal-fired power plants have opposed steps initiated by the Trump

administration this spring to roll back the Obama EPA’s limits on mercury pollution from those very

same power plants.

The administration’s reluctance to implement the 2016 Kigali Amendment to the Montreal Protocol,

which would cut the use of potent greenhouse gases known as hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), has

drawn fire from the air-conditioning and refrigeration industries that use the compounds. The U.S.

Chamber of Commerce and more than a dozen Republican senators have weighed in

(https://insideclimatenews.org/news/12022019/kigali-amendment-trump-ratify-hfcs-short-lived-
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climate-pollutant-republican-business-support-montreal-protocol), urging Trump to send the Kigali

Amendment to the Senate for ratification.

The administration’s repeated efforts to eliminate or cut funding for the Energy Star program, which

sets energy-efficiency labeling standards for appliances, electronics, lighting and other products,

have met with consistent opposition from trade groups representing manufacturers, retailers and

utilities.

The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s planned vehicle-to-vehicle communications

(“V2V”) rule, expected to ease smog-caused traffic congestion and prevent hundreds of thousands of

crashes and 1,000-plus fatalities annually, has stalled under the Trump administration. The auto

industry supports the rule, despite its $2 to $5 billion price tag, but it appears to have run afoul of

Trump’s “2 for 1” executive order prohibiting the issuance of any new rule absent the elimination of

two existing rules sufficient to offset the costs of the new one.

In some of these instances, industry is split, and the Trump administration is choosing the scofflaws and

ideological hardliners over the mainstream companies that tend to be more concerned about their public

image, which used to be the backbone of the Republican Party. The methane rollback, while opposed

by Shell and other big energy companies, comes at the request of the Independent Petroleum

Association of America, a trade group representing small drillers (with less than $5 million in sales

(https://www.ipaa.org/independent-producers/)) whose members are reportedly “giddy” at their

unprecedented access to this administration

(https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2019/03/23/trump-big-oil-industry-influence-investigation-

zinke-226106?eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=2f199f31-52c2-478e-94ad-cecc8ffc3a77).  Trump’s

planned rollback of the clean-car standards is backed by oil-industry groups and the Koch-funded

American Legislative Exchange Council (https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/13/climate/cafe-

emissions-rollback-oil-industry.html?eType=EmailBlastContent&eId=2f199f31-52c2-478e-94ad-

cecc8ffc3a77). In other instances, such as the 2-for-1 order stalling progress on V2V vehicle safety

standards, the ideological tail seems to be wagging the dog.

What seems lost on the deregulation hawks in the Trump administration is that the marketplace often

needs regulation to spur innovation and growth. Before car companies install V2V technologies, they

need government to set a standard for the whole industry so they can be assured other cars on the road

will speak the same language. It’s the same for methane regulation. It’s not that companies particularly

want to pollute. They’re just locked in a collective action problem: If some developers invest in

plugging up their own leaks, they risk being undersold in the marketplace by free riders who don’t

bother. Similarly, Energy Star labels help companies sell products, and standards that force car makers
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to cut emissions and refrigerant manufacturers to phase out HFCs also help U.S. companies stay ahead

of the curve and remain competitive globally in the new green economy. Some of the big public-facing

companies with a public image to uphold recognize this. The hardliners in the Trump administration do

not.

As Adam Smith understood centuries ago, a functioning “free” marketplace needs a government to set

the rules of the road and provide a level playing field. The fringe elements of the far-right wing that

have gotten Trump’s ear have become so ossified in their own simplistic tropes about “freedom” and

“job-killing regulations” that they’ve lost touch with common sense and with the basic tenets of the

free-market economics they purport to uphold. And in the process, they’re upending crucial policies,

the loss of which will cost the environment — and companies — dearly in the long run.

The opinions expressed above are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect those of The

Revelator, the Center for Biological Diversity or their employees.
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