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The Hub for America’s Next Environmental Generation

Grist’s Coverage of Presidential Politics

Grist delivered the country’s most comprehensive environmental coverage of the presidential election. Our
top-viewed page of the year was a widely referred to chart comparing the presidential candidates’
environmental views. Other news outlets, such as the print edition of Newsweek, reprinted our chart as a tool
for their audiences. As the election came to its conclusion, our website traffic in October 2008 increased by
26 percent over the previous October. Our accomplishments in election coverage included:
o Exclusive interviews with House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and the top environmental policy advisors to
the Obama and McCain campaigns.
e Reports by Grist staff from the Democratic and Republican national conventions.
o Daily news updates about energy and the environment from the campaign trail.
e Careful coverage of Big Coal and Big Oil’s roles in the race.
e Coverage of the Obama transition team’s picks for key environment positions.
e Close monitoring of the relevant Senate and House races, 11 gubernatorial races, and 14 state ballot
initiatives.

In January 2009, as part of our inauguration coverage, we published a special series looking back on the best
and worst of the Bush years. Features included:

e David Roberts on the challenge of covering Bush’s dismal record

e Aninteractive time line

e Bush’s WTF moments

e Team Bush as Simpsons characters

e Bill McKibben on the worst of the Bush years (below)

e Jim DiPeso on the best of the Bush years

Fiddling While the Coal Burns

Eight years of Bush inaction leave Obama with a near-impossible challenge
By Bill McKibben

16 Jan 2009

Given the sheer number of candidates for "worst legacy of the Bush years,” it may seem perverse to pick the
hundreds of coal-fired power plants that have opened across China during his administration. But given their
cumulative effect -- quite possibly the concrete block that broke the climate-camel's already straining back --
I think they may be what history someday seizes on. And they are emblematic of George W. Bush's utter
failure to help the world rein in carbon emissions at what may have been the last possible moment.

When Bush first took office, China (and really India as well) were right at the bottom of their energy takeoff.
China had actually become steadily more energy efficient over the previous decade, as absurd state industries
began to shut down. But both countries were poised, thanks to the creation of the \World Trade Organization,
for the true explosion of their export economies, and for the subsequent rapid migration of rural residents to
the factory cities that became the largest exodus in human history.
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The obvious, easy, and cheap candidate to power that boom was always going to be coal: China has its own
vast stockpiles and the kind of labor force and rail links to make exploiting it relatively easy. But by 2000 we
already knew enough to conclude just how dangerous it would be if China went whole-hog into the coal
business. George W., remember, had pledged during the 2000 campaign that he would enact a "four-
pollutant bill" for America's own coal-fired power plants, forcing them to start reducing carbon dioxide.

But Bush abandoned that plan within weeks of taking office, kneecapping Christine Todd Whitman, his EPA
chief, just before her first foreign trip. She grinned and took it, and the rest of the world winced and took it.
From that day forward there was no real chance that the world would make substantive progress against
carbon during the Bush years.

For one thing, the lack of U.S. action provided everybody else who didn't want to change with a perfect
scapegoat, an unbeatable excuse for doing nothing. The Chinese, for instance, could say with perfect justice
that they certainly shouldn't have to take the lead -- because they've been burning fossil fuel only a short
time, it will be decades before they're as responsible for global warming as the U.S., never mind their much
higher population. (Not only that, of course, but a huge percentage of the Chinese emissions come from
building stuff for us, now that we've gutted our manufacturing economy.)

And so the Chinese took the path of least resistance. Anyone who has visited there in recent years knows the
result: cities choked in coal haze, shiny new high-tension lines draping every ridge and valley in the same
hypnotic swoop and fall as the Great Wall itself. And anyone who reads the rising carbon numbers from the
instruments on the side of Mauna Loa knows the larger consequence: The world is now above even the
bleakest "business as usual™ paths laid out just a few years ago by climate policy experts.

But even for those -- Europe and Japan -- that wanted to do something about climate, the U.S. refusal to
engage meant that nothing much could happen. Yes, the Kyoto treaty was finally ratified -- somewhat
miraculously, since without our participation it required virtually every other developed nation to sign on.
But because of America’s recalcitrance (right back to the Clinton years) they were never strong enough to do
much in any event. The eight Bush years turned into an international interregnum on climate policy. The
American delegations sabotaged international meetings, slowed down any proposal to actually change, and
in general served as the anchor thrown off the back of the caboose.

It's not entirely clear that even the most well-intentioned president could have headed off the China coal
binge. It would have taken a shrewd mix of diplomacy, technology-sharing, and moral pressure to head them
in a different direction. But even subtle nudges in their trajectory in the early years of the decade would have
resulted in far less damage than we see today. And, of course, we'll never know since Bush didn't try. If
anything, his team cheered on the Chinese.

As a result of all this planned malfeasance, Bush leaves Obama in the worst possible place to do anything
substantial about carbon. For one thing, the Chinese now have all those coal-fired power plants and so, just
like us, an enormous problem with sunk costs if they ever try to shut them down. (And shut them down is
what Jim Hansen has told us must happen; if the earth is not done burning coal by 2030, then 350 parts per
million CO2 goes forever by the board.) And because the Chinese are now producing as much CO2 as we
are, our own coal lobby has a powerful rhetorical argument to use against any real action close to home. You
can hear it anytime you want on C-Span -- some coal-state Republican or another announcing piously that it
"will do no good for America to reign in its carbon emissions until China does the same."

Negotiating away the results of these eight years will be Obama'’s biggest environmental task, bigger even
than figuring out how to limit our own emissions. By Copenhagen next December, the Americans and the
Chinese will need to have rechoreographed entirely the poisonous dance they've spent the last decade
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perfecting. If they can't, the possibility of a breakthrough agreement is nil.

Oh, and since the most important element of that breakthrough will doubtless be finding some way to
partially compensate China (still an overwhelmingly poor nation) for the cost of switching to more expensive
fuel sources, the recession that Bush leaves us with is yet one more obstacle. If he'd set out to purposefully
screw up the chances for dealing with global warming, it's unlikely Bush could have done a better job. (But
the purposeful party was no doubt Dick Cheney.)

Bill McKibben, a Grist board member, is a scholar-in-residence at Middlebury College and co-founder of
350.0rg.

About Grist

Grist is the nation's preeminent environmental news source. Our team of professional journalists and
technology innovators has built Grist’s direct monthly audience to 800,000—primarily people in their 20s
and 30s —and that audience is expected to grow substantially in 2009 with the launch of a cutting-edge Web
site redesign and content-management system. During the past year, we have established content-sharing
partnerships with Yahoo! (the #1 most-read website in the country), Huffington Post (the #1 most-read blog),
and The Washington Post, and expanded an existing partnership with MSN and MSNBC.com (the most-
popular news sites online). Grist also pioneered a partnership with Arizona State University to distribute
news about climate change and other issues of sustainability to each of its 60,000 students.

In 2008, major outlets such as The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, Newsweek, The Washington
Post, and Time, mentioned, quoted, or featured Grist news more than 100 times. NBC’s Today show, The
New York Times, Newsweek and The Huffington Post each included prominent stories on Grist. The
Independent Publisher Book Awards recognized Grist with a Silver Medal for Outstanding Book of the Year
for our book Wake Up and Smell the Planet. Grist also inspires its audience to act: A recent reader survey
found that 64% had changed their behavior at least once a month based on what they read in Grist. Of this
group, 72% said they had changed their purchasing habits, 52% consumed less, 40% contacted a politician,
and 14% voted differently. These numbers are especially significant given that 48% of respondents said they
weren't otherwise involved with green organizations.
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