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During an appearance on Bill Maher’s HBO show, former Sen. Rick Santorum, R-Pa., tried to
convince the generally liberal host that Donald Trump was right to shelve Barack Obama’s Clean
Power Plan, which placed stricter standards on carbon emissions from power plants as a way of
curbing pollution and climate change.

"The EPA director under Obama said the Clean Power Initiative would have no effect on man-
made CO2 emissions,” Santorum said. "That's what she said. Go look it up."

As if Santorum’s suggestion to "look it up" wasn’t enough of a prompt for us to take a look, a
number of readers also suggested we analyze his statement. So we did.

What was the Clean Power Plan?

In August 2015, the Obama administration announced that its Clean Power Plan regulations
would require power plants to reduce carbon emissions, from 2005 levels, by 32 percent by
2030. Scientists say that carbon emissions are a significant contributor to global climate change.
Advocates added that the Clean Power Plan would also reduce other emissions that create soot
and smog.

However, after opponents sued the Obama administration and found some success in the courts,
the plan was never implemented. Then, on March 28, President Donald Trump, as expected,
issued an executive order that set in motion the plan’s dismantling.

What was Santorum referring to?

The primary piece of evidence for Santorum’s statement, according to Santorum spokesman
Matt Beynon, was an exchange at a House Science Committee hearing on July 9, 2015, including
questioning of Obama EPA Administrator Gina McCarthy by Rep. Lamar Smith, R-Texas.
Here’s the exchange:

Smith: "On the Clean Power Plan, former Obama Administration Assistant Secretary, Charles
McConnell said it best, that it will reduce global temperature by only 1/100th of a degree
Celsius. At the same time, it is going to increase the cost of electricity, that's going to hurt the
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lowest income Americans the most. How do you justify such an expensive burden, some -- rule
that is really not going to do much good, and isn't this all pain and no gain?"

McCarthy: "No sir. | don't agree with you. If you look at the RIA we did, the Regulatory Impact
Analysis, you would see it's enormously beneficial. The value of this..."

Smith: "Would you consider 1/100th of a degree to be enormously beneficial?"

McCarthy: "The value of this rule is not measured in that way. It is measured in showing strong
domestic action, which can actually trigger global action to address what is a..."

Smith: "Do you disagree with my 1/100th of a degree figure? Do you disagree with my 1/100th
of a degree?"

McCarthy: "I’'m not disagreeing that this action in and of itself will not make all the difference
we need to address climate action. But what I'm saying is if (we) don't take action domestically,
we will never get started."

Smith: "But if you're looking at the results, the results can't justify the cost and the burden that
you are imposing on the American people.”

McCarthy: "Actually this is a cost-beneficial rule..."
Did McCarthy say the rule would have ""no effect on man-made CO2 emissions?

First, we should point out that neither Smith nor McCarthy mentioned emissions per se in their
exchange -- they discussed temperatures, a related but separate factor.

Beyond that, though, McCarthy actually didn't say the plan would have "no effect.” It would be
more accurate to say McCarthy sidestepped the question.

After McCarthy’s non-response to Smith’s question, the lawmaker didn’t follow up on that
specific line of questioning. Because of McCarthy’s verbal fancy footwork, it’s a stretch for
Santorum to say McCarthy acknowledged the view that the Clean Power Plan would have "no
effect” on carbon emissions.

In the meantime, Benyon provided some additional pieces of supporting evidence. However,
they did not directly support Santorum’s statement.

Benyon cited comments by an earlier EPA administrator under Obama, Lisa Jackson, at a
hearing of the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee. At the hearing, Sen. James
Inhofe, R-Okla., showed Jackson a chart showing "virtually no change" in carbon dioxide and
asked her if she agreed with it.

Jackson responded, "I believe that essential parts of the chart are that the U.S. acting alone will
not impact the world's CO2 levels. But as we've all said, and as many members of this committee
said, the race is on for us to enter into a clean energy future. There is technology in this country
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that can be used to move markets not only here, but abroad, and that means jobs for Americans
that we are currently losing.”

This is actually a stronger example of an Obama EPA administrator acknowledging the
limitations of curbing carbon emissions. However, this hearing was held in 2009, long before the
Clean Power Plan was unveiled. (In fact, in 2009, the Obama administration was pursuing
legislation, not regulation, on carbon emissions.)

Benyon also cited prepared testimony in 2016 by former Obama assistant energy secretary for
fossil fuels Charles McConnell.

"What is also clear both scientifically and technically is that the EPA’s (Clean Power Plan) is not
a plan that will significantly impact global CO2 emissions.” McConnell wrote. He cited
calculations that the Clean Power Plan would reduce global temperatures by 0.01 degrees
Fahrenheit and that the reduction in sea level rise would be only as wide as two human hairs.
"These are facts, and facts are stubborn things," he said.

But again, Santorum wasn’t citing just any senior Obama administration official but specifically
the head of the EPA.

Does Santorum have a point anyway?

Some researchers have expressed skepticism about the Clean Power Plan’s value. Benjamin
Zycher of the conservative American Enterprise Institute and Patrick Michaels and Paul
Knappenberger of the libertarian Cato Institute, have pointed to calculations using a model
known as MAGICC, which EPA itself has used. The model suggests that the Clean Power Plan
would reduce temperatures by small fractions of a degree, varying by the assumptions made.

A wide range of climate scientists and policy experts we checked with offered some
counterpoints. First, they said the United States needs to take its own steps to curb carbon
production if the rest of the world is going to follow.

"Everyone acknowledges that the Clean Power Plan alone isn't enough to stop climate change,
but that's a rather ridiculous bar to hold for a single regulation,” said William Anderegg, a
biologist at the University of Utah. "What is clear, however, is that the Clean Power Plan is
likely the single most critical piece of U.S. action to fulfill our commitments under the Paris
Agreement."

Second, they argued that even a small reduction would be preferable to the upward trend line the
world would likely see otherwise. "Reducing the temperature of the atmosphere by 1/100th of a
degree is in fact really significant,” said Harold Wanless, who chairs the department of
geological sciences at the University of Miami. "We shot up several hundredths of a degree last
year alone. Every hundredth of a degree cooled is a step in the right direction."”

Finally, Santorum's perspective "misses the thousands of lives per year we're already saving each
year by cutting coal use," said Rob Jackson, a professor at the Stanford University School of
Earth, Energy and Environmental Sciences. And tallying up the impact of just the Clean Power
Plan ignores other carbon-reduction policies pursued by the Obama administration, including
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higher vehicle fuel economy standards, regulations on other greenhouse gases such as methane,
and heightened energy-efficiency requirements for buildings and appliances.

Reasonable people can disagree about whether the costs on utilities, their employees and local
economies justify such benefits. But focusing only on the global warming impact of the Clean
Power Plan, as Santorum did, ignores these other considerations.

Our ruling

Santorum said, "The EPA director under Obama said the Clean Power Initiative would have no
effect on man-made CO2 emissions. That's what she said. Go look it up.”

Many scientists would acknowledge that the climate-change impact of U.S. action by itself
would be modest. However, McCarthy didn’t actually say that, and few experts would peg the
impact at zero, as Santorum did. We rate the statement False.



