
Status of Climate Action legislation in Oregon - September 4, 2019 AJ 

 

At the state level, the coalition will be meeting in Eugene next week to explore options for the 

future. Up until recently, there seemed to be an array of options: 

 

1)  Governor Brown would use her Executive Authority to impose those components of HB2020 

over which she has authority. 

2)  A special session might be convened to complete this 'unfinished business.' 

3)  A modified version of HB2020 could be introduced in 2020 that might elicit some Republican 

support and firm up wavering Democrats 

4)  HB2020 could be reintroduced as it was in 2019 

5)  Ballot Measures could be developed that would impose a Climate Action Program. 

 

However, in the intervening weeks since the close of the session, Governor Brown has done 

nothing to suggest that she will act - and indeed she has called a Special Session but climate 

action is not on the agenda. 

 

The remaining options seemingly remain on the table. 

 

It is still unclear if the votes existed to pass HB2020 had it come to a vote in the Senate. The fact 

that the Republicans walked out suggests their intelligence told them they didn't have the votes 

to defeat it...so maybe they thought it would pass. If this is the case, the argument for adjusting 

the proposal to placate Republicans seems moot. And it remains totally unclear whether 

anything would placate them enough to persuade them even to stay in Salem and allow a vote 

much less vote in support of action. Indeed, what some Republicans are demanding is for 

language to be included in the bill that is already there. 

 

Of the three Democrats possibly voting 'Nay,' Betsy Johnson is a lost cause (DINO - Democrat In 

Name Only). Meanwhile, Arnie Roblan has indicated he supports climate action and only 

wanted a couple of minor changes. Finally, Laurie Monnes Anderson occupies a seat that 

contains many climate concerned citizens, and - while threatening a "No" vote might have 

found it impossible to actually be the vote that defeated the proposal. 

 

So, it remains quite unclear what the status of the Senate is (the House is probably a lock 

anyway since it voted overwhelming in favor of HB2020). 

 

Quite frankly, there is some sentiment that in bringing a bill in 2020, we should adjust it to 

target what the science argues we need: net zero emissions by 2050, but we don't know how 

our champions in the legislature would respond to this. 

 

Reflecting on the debacle that was HB2020 in 2019, there is some concern that we failed to 

present a positive enough frame for the proposal, and succumbed to an all-defense position - 

fighting back against the lies and misinformation of industry and Republicans that it was a 

Portland versus the rest of the state gambit, that the program would have tanked the economy, 



and it would have cost Oregonians gobs of money in utility and fuel bills. These arguments 

gained traction despite the evidence from other states possessing cap and trade that none of 

this happens. 

 

So - now what? 

 

One consideration underway is to target rural Oregon with a more positive message about the 

investment benefits from the program as proposed, to focus on the Investment component 

since this is where so many of the positives lie. 

 

On a separate (though clearly related) note, there is discussion underway about establishing a 

Rural Oregon Climate Political Action Committee (ROCPAC) to allow us a presence in Salem to 

fight the lies and misinformation with rural perspectives, and to help educate rural residents 

about the urgency of climate action and the benefits of a climate action program such as that 

embedded in HB2020. 

 

In this vein, there is much talk about reframing the entire effort. Thus (in my judgment - AJ) we 

need to drop reference to HB2020, Clean Energy Jobs, and Cap and Trade (all of which now 

have too much negative baggage), and focus on a bumper sticker phrase such as 'Join us to 

Invest in Oregon's Future.' 

 

Countering the Social Justice Claims: 

After working in the statewide coalition and on the bill for several years, a few organizations 

with a social justice emphasis pulled out at the last minute, some claiming neutrality, others 

actively campaigning against it.  

While the climate coalition is very committed to serving the needs of equity / social justice and 

ensuring that climate action addresses the needs of disadvantaged communities.  However, in 

our judgment, the outcome of no climate action program is far worse for all Oregon 

communities than the establishment of the HB2020 Climate Action Program would be.   

 

Here are some responses to their claims: 

 

1) The 2050 target of 80% below 1990 emissions is inadequate; we need net zero emissions 

by 2050. 

In terms of the IPCC 2018 report and best available science, it is well understood that such a 

goal would be optimal. However, it is necessary when developing and promoting a 

legislative proposal to accept political reality. Unfortunately, the evidence suggests that ‘net 
zero emissions by 2050’ is likely both politically and publicly unpalatable at this point. 
However, we know embarking on a steep emissions reduction trajectory is urgent and 

suggest that the HB2020 target could subsequently be adjusted without too much 

disruption in plans or economy when the public will reaches the consensus that it’s 
necessary.  

2) The California Cap and Trade program is not reducing emissions. Data from the California 

Air Quality Board that assesses emissions indicate that this claim is simply not true. 



Note that the Transportation sector the largest emissions sector) was not incorporated in 

the program until January 2015, so its impact will probably barely be recognized in the data) 

https://www.energy.ca.gov/sites/default/files/2019-

05/Greenhouse_Gas_Emissions_Reductions.pdf 

 

3) The Carbon Offsets in the California Cap and Trade Program are compromising 

disadvantaged communities. This seems to be based on two issues: 

(i) One component is largely based on a 2018 paper by Cushing et al. 

(https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002604) which 

concluded: "California's cap-and-trade program has not yielded improvements in 

environmental c equity with respect to health-damaging co-pollutant emissions." but also 

that: "The incorporation of additional policy and regulatory elements that incentivize more 

local emission reductions in disadvantaged communities could enhance the local air quality 

and environmental equity benefits of California's climate change mitigation efforts." The 

point is that Oregon can learn from the CA outcome.  Indeed, like previous iterations of 

Oregon’s climate legislation, HB2020 reflected this learning by incorporating into the bill 
and Climate Action Program the ability of the supervising office to preclude the use by 

polluting entities of offsets that would allow them to continue polluting in air quality 

attainment zones where their pollution is contributing to the poor air quality. 

(ii) The second component concerns the projects in which corporations can invest. The 

problem is that offset projects outside the U.S. are difficult to monitor in terms of whether 

they really produce greenhouse gas emissions reductions or sequestration or whether they 

compromise the lives or culture of native peoples here or in developing nations. The 

solution to this embodied in HB2020 was to restrict carbon offsets to third-party certified 

projects in the United States or linked jurisdictions (currently Canada) so they can be 

monitored effectively. In addition, offsets are limited to 8% of total compliance obligations 

(allowable emissions) and half of these must benefit Oregon. 

https://www.energy.ca.gov/sites/default/files/2019-05/Greenhouse_Gas_Emissions_Reductions.pdf
https://www.energy.ca.gov/sites/default/files/2019-05/Greenhouse_Gas_Emissions_Reductions.pdf
https://journals.plos.org/plosmedicine/article?id=10.1371/journal.pmed.1002604


 

4) HB2020 had been ‘watered down’ too much to be effective. 
This criticism was based on the fact that the final Engrossed bill offered too many free 

allowances to utilities and industry compromising the funds raised and investments that 

these could allow.  

However, it should be noted that the free allowances for utilities were carefully regulated as 

to usage, and were deigned to prevent utilities from using the program as an excuse to raise 

rates - especially for low-income Oregonians. Meanwhile, the free industry allowances were 

designed to serve industries that are either emissions intensive or trade exposed (i.e. could 

become exposed to competitive disadvantage from comparable industries in other states 

without a comparable GHG emissions cap program). The purpose of this element is to 

protect Oregonian industries and the jobs they provide. 

In other words, the components of the bill that offered free allowance are exactly the 

components that serve social justice goals by protecting Oregonians, especially low-income 

Oregonians. It seems paradoxical that social justice organizations would oppose these 

elements. 

 

5) Agriculture and Forestry are exempt from the program. Though not a feature of all 

opposition, one criticism levelled by some at HB 2020 and the Climate Action Program it 

proposed was that it did not target emissions from agriculture and forestry.  There are 

pragmatic and political reasons for this: 

a) Currently, greenhouse gas emissions are assessed for transportation and stationary 

sources by DEQ. Protocols currently exists for these to be assessed. Thus, they are 

known as the Regulated Emissions. If we wish to add agriculture and forestry, we need 

to develop protocols for assessing these on the basis of each project or farm.  While 

statewide estimates can be developed by sampling techniques, to be included in a 

climate action program, we would need techniques accurate at a much smaller scale. 

While we acknowledge that the emissions and capture of greenhouse gases by 

agriculture and forestry should be included, requiring their inclusions before a program 

is enacted would delay its establishment substantially and potentially set us back on our 

required emissions reduction trajectory several years.  This would require that it be 

even steeper and more economically challenging than starting now without those 

sectors and including them later when assessment protocols are established.  

b) In the current rural vs urban political climate, it seems highly likely that inclusion of 

agriculture and forestry emissions in the program would only exacerbate that conflict.  


