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President Barack Obama hasn't publicly drawn a connection between climate change and the Keystone 

XL pipeline, but new pressure is building on him and other officials to connect those dots. 

 

Protests are springing up from Maine to Washington, D.C., to Oklahoma urging leaders to stop the 

Keystone XL and other oil sands import projects on climate change grounds. The Texas-bound Keystone 

XL is the biggest of many projects being proposed to connect Canada's oil sands to U.S. refineries and 

export ports. Protesters claim the pipelines would commit the United States and other countries to a form 

of heavy oil that would worsen global warming. 

 

On Jan. 26, some 1,400 people marched through Portland, Maine, against possible plans to move oil from 

Canada's tar sands mines to local ports for export. Days earlier, hundreds of people joined solidarity 

rallies across New England and in Canada, where they picketed outside gas stations, locked arms along 

bridges, and hoisted signs that read "Tar Sands (equals) Game Over for Climate." On Monday, indigenous 

rights activists in Texas and Oklahoma filled public squares to show support for efforts by Canada's First 

Nations to block oil sands growth. 

 

"We're trying to build the social movement" against expansion of tar sands oil extraction, said Sophie 

Robinson, who organized events through the Massachusetts chapter of 350.org, a grassroots organization 

that focuses on climate change. 

 

Robinson said she plans to send seven busloads of Boston area activists to the next big anti-Keystone XL 

rally in Washington, D.C., on Feb. 17. 

 

The event called Forward on Climate could be the largest climate protest in U.S. history, organizers say. 

Some 20,000 people have signed up to attend - twice the number of protesters at a similar event in 

November 2011. Participants will take to the capital's streets and encircle the White House with a "human 



pipeline." The protest is the work of 350.org, the environmental group Sierra Club and the Hip Hop 

Caucus, a nonprofit that promotes political activism among minority youth. 

 

A separate civil disobedience protest against the Keystone XL is also in the works for sometime this 

month. On Jan. 22, the Sierra Club announced it would engage in a one-time act of civil disobedience for 

the first time in its 120-year history. 

 

Allison Chin, the Sierra Club's president, said the 15-member board of directors approved the action after 

a year of debate. In the past, the same request over other issues didn't get far. The group's bylaws forbid 

civil disobedience. 

 

"We felt this was a unique moment in time where we just had to really use all the tools at our disposal," 

Chin said. "Something had to be so wrong that it just compelled the strongest defensible protest." The 

past year of record-breaking extreme weather capped by the devastation of Hurricane Sandy was a big 

factor. 

 

Chin wouldn't reveal details about the protest, saying only that it would likely take place this month, and 

that other environmentalists, as well scientists, civil rights leaders and labor union organizers, would be 

invited to participate. It will be closed to the public. 

 

In August 2011, more than 500 pipeline protesters were arrested during a sit-in outside the White House 

that energized the anti-Keystone XL movement. Two months later the Obama administration delayed a 

final decision on the pipeline. 

 

The Keystone XL needs approval from the State Department because it crosses an international border. 

The agency is expected to release its Supplemental Environmental Impact Statement (SEIS) soon. A final 

decision by the administration is expected later this year. 

 

Michael Brune, Sierra Club's executive director, said the decision poses a "moral challenge" to Obama, 

who recently vowed to make climate change a priority. The question, Brune said, is, "To what extent is 

(Obama) willing to expend political capital ... in order to produce a breakthrough in 2013 on fighting 

climate change?" 

 



TransCanada, the pipeline's builder, thinks the project will be approved. "The key question ... is whether 

or not this cross-border pipeline is in America's national interest, and we believe that the case for it is 

strong," Shawn Howard, a company spokesman, said in an email. "Keystone XL is the safest and most 

environmentally responsible way to move a product we all rely on every day." 

 

Howard said the project would not increase emissions. Scientific studies that say oil extracted from 

Canada's tar sands region has an average carbon footprint that's 20 percent higher than conventional oil. 

 

Paul C. Knappenberger, researcher and assistant director of the Center for the Study of Science at the 

Cato Institute, a libertarian think tank, said opponents' attempts to "frame the issue in terms of climate 

change is sort of a hollow claim," claiming they exaggerate the global warming potential of tar sands 

development. 

 

Still, Knappenberger said pipeline protesters are "wise to try to put this in a climate change framework," 

given the rise in concern over global warming in the wake of Sandy. 

 

Previous environmental impact assessments of the Keystone XL carried out by the State Department did 

not consider the entire suite of greenhouse gases associated with operation of the project. 

 

Environmentalists are hopeful that will change this year, because new Secretary of State John Kerry, a 

proponent of climate action, will lead the review. In testimony during his nomination hearing before a 

Senate committee, Kerry listed global warming as one of the "life-threatening issues" that defines U.S. 

foreign policy. 

 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency could also assert considerable influence over the review, 

InsideClimate News has reported. 

 


