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Executive Summary
The United States Chamber of Commerce has been a central actor in the national and global countermovement
against ambitious action on climate change. During the formative period for climate change policy from 1989 to
2009, the U.S. Chamber mobilized a shifting set of discourses on the issue aimed at obstructing policy proposals
and treaties under consideration. This report analyzes how these discourses shifted through 41 primary source
documents from the Chamber over those years.
Seven key findings illuminate patterns in the Chamber’s dynamic climate discourses over the course of the 19892009 period. First, the Chamber utilized 16 unique “discourses of delay” to discount climate science and dismiss
a series of policy proposals. Second, the frequency by which the Chamber employed these discourses shifted
significantly between presidential administrations. Third, after affirming climate science in an internal May 1989
presentation, the U.S. Chamber shifted to frequent climate skepticism that culminated in a public denial of climate
science during the ‘Scopes Monkey Trial’ moment of 2009. Fourth, after a decade of articulating a fundamental
conflict between climate action and economic prosperity, in the 2000’s the Chamber began suggesting that a longterm, non-transformative strategy for climate progress– referred to as a ‘paradigm shift– could combine formerly
competing objectives. Fifth, after delaying addressing whether or not climate change was a solvable challenge,
this paradigm shift coincided with the introduction of surrender discourses that discredited the possibility of
remedying climate change. Sixth, over the course of the 1989-2009 period, the Chamber tended to ‘diagnose’
climate change and policy challenges when significant climate policy opportunities were absent, and frame
discussions in prognostic, motivational, and policy-specific terms when they were present. Finally, the Chamber’s
messaging about climate change became markedly more extreme, dramatic, and aggressive during the 2000’s,
likely related to the hiring of William Kovacs as Vice President of its Environment, Technology, and Regulatory
Affairs group.
Overall, however, the U.S. Chamber combined these discourses to form a recurring argument: The climate change
problem is elusive and the science needs more time to develop, solutions being proposed would be harmful to the
American economy and put us at disadvantage to other countries, non-transformative solutions like technological
innovation and voluntary action are a viable strategy while scientific and policy issues get resolved.
This research shows how dynamic Chamber climate discourses were over the formative period for climate policy
in the United States. Arguably, these discourses and the pressure exerted by the Chamber and its members were
successful in delaying climate action for these crucial decades. While the recent shift in Chamber public discourse
towards the “inaction is not an option” message is encouraging for climate action advocates, the findings of this
analysis suggest a heightened level of scrutiny.
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Introduction
The United States Chamber of Commerce (“U.S.
Chamber” or simply, “the Chamber”) is arguably the
most powerful non-government political influence
organization in Washington, D.C. The Chamber’s
columned headquarters stand tall and ornate, facing
the White House from across Lafayette Park. The
business association has in recent years claimed to
represent
three
million
businesses
and
organizations,1 from the world’s largest corporations
to the “small businesses and local chambers of
commerce that line the Main Streets of America.”2
The Chamber describes itself as advocating for “probusiness policies that help businesses create jobs and
grow our economy.”3 In practice, this guiding
principle has historically been seen in policy efforts
as pro-market, anti-tax, and anti-regulation.4
Since scientist James Hansen sounded the
alarm on climate change to Congress in 1988, the
Chamber has been an active agent in efforts to deny,
mislead, obstruct, and delay the need for climate
action in the United States.5 UK-based think tank
Influence Map scores the Chamber as having the
second worst ‘carbon policy footprint’ globally; only
the National Association of Manufacturers (NAM)
has had a more negative impact on climate policy
progress.6 A 2019 study using sociological mapping
methods arrived at a similar conclusion, finding the
Chamber to be among the most central organizations
in the network of opposition to climate action, which
Brulle refers to as “the Climate Change
Countermovement.”7
The Climate Change Countermovement has
sought to sow seeds of climate doubt among the U.S.
public and its policy elite. Dunlap and McCright
described
how
the
Climate
Change
Countermovement combines the physical and
strategic resources of American fossil fuel and
carbon-intensive industries, conservative think tanks
1

“U.S. Chamber of Commerce,” Desmog.
“About the U.S. Chamber of Commerce,” U.S. Chamber of
Commerce.
3
Ibid
4
Katz, The Influence Machine
5
Brulle, “Networks of Opposition.”
6
“Trade Groups and Their Carbon Footprints,” Influence
Map.
7
Brulle, “Networks of Opposition.”
2

and foundations, contrarian scientists, front groups
and astroturf campaigns, conservative politicians, the
conservative media, and climate denial blogosphere
to create a powerful, dynamic, and layered
oppositional machine.8 Brulle outlined how these
network actors work together in short, intermediate,
and long term climate policy obstruction, a strategy
whose objectives span winning an election next
month to shaping the perceptions of youth over the
course of their educational experience.9 McGarity
has shown how countermovement efforts have
undermined a dozen national climate policy
opportunities during the two decades considered by
this
study.10
Farrell
has
shown
how
countermovement actors’ manipulation and
dissemination of information (and misinformation)
about climate change contributes to ideological
polarization.11 Over the past three decades, the
Climate Change Countermovement, for which the
Chamber is central, has been chillingly successful in
opposing climate action.
The U.S. Chamber has been involved in
climate change countermovement efforts directly
and through other organizations. Over the past three
decades, it has coordinated lobbying efforts, funded
campaigns, hosted events, litigated, run advertising
campaigns, and taken other steps to coordinate on
and influence climate policy action.12 It has also
channeled its influence through participation,
funding, and leadership of several coalitions, front
groups, and ad-hoc groups opposed to climate action,
as documented by a 2018 CDL report titled
“Countermovement Coalitions: Climate Denialist
Organization Profiles.” Most notorious among these
groups is the Global Climate Coalition (GCC), which
represented dozens of the United States’ most
carbon-intensive companies and business groups and
had a significant role in influencing the Bush
Administration’s decision to un-sign the Kyoto
Protocol.13 Chamber officials consistently served on
8

Dunlap & McCright, “Challenging climate change,” pp. 309319.
9
Brulle, “Institutionalizing delay,” p. 8.
10
McGarity, “The Disruptive Politics of Climate Disruption.”
11
Farrell, “Corporate funding and ideological polarization
about climate change.”
12
Guith, Bradly, & Chaitovitz, Personal Interview. November
2019.
13
“Global Climate Coalition,” Desmog.
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its board of directors.14 More recently, former
Chamber executive Karen Harbert served as co-chair
to the anti-Clean Power Plan front group Partnership
for a Better Energy Future.15 These groups have
often carried out the ‘dirty work’ of climate denial
research and messaging, anti-climate policy
advertising campaigns, and promotion of climate
denying scientists.
The current analysis focuses on climate
discourses employed by the United States Chamber
of Commerce because the Chamber sits at a unique
nexus. It has long been a powerful force obstructing
climate action and an active funder, leader, and
participant of many countermovement groups; it is
also a well-known business association that hosts
companies spanning the United States economy,
long calling itself the ‘Voice of Business’.16
Chamber boardrooms and committees have long
been staffed by executives from fossil fuel
corporations like Shell, ConocoPhillips, and
Southern Company,17 whose leadership has helped
shape its climate change strategies. Meanwhile, the
Chamber also represents industries, companies, and
organizations that are large and small, powerful and
weak, carbon-intensive and low-emitting. In its
activity, actors, identity, and ideology, the Chamber
acts as an intermediary between the climate change
countermovement and American industry as a whole.
Operating at this nexus, the Chamber can be pushed
and pulled by the social and political contexts within
which it operates.
This position presents unique questions and
challenges when considering the Chamber as a
subject for investigation. The process of
consolidating economy-spanning perspectives into a
single ‘Voice of Business’ inevitably involves
unseen elevation and marginalization of certain
member perspectives– power dynamics that are all
but erased in the Chamber’s public façade. Its
identity as a collective, association, carries an
implication of consensus– even while the policy
priorities that distinguish ExxonMobil from a momand-pop grocery store or rooftop solar installation
company are yawningly wide. While it is impossible

to discern the nuances of these dynamics,
membership lists of Chamber board and energy &
environment committees show that large
corporations, often from the energy sector, are
represented far more than smaller companies. A
Public Citizen report titled “The Gilded Chamber”
elaborates on this pattern, showing that in 2014, only
64 of the Chamber’s purported 3 million members
contributed over half of its funding, and slightly over
1,500 members contributed 94%.18 These glimpses
demonstrate that while rhetoric of skepticism and
denial dominated the climate discourse of America’s
Voice of Business from 1989-2009, it is likely that
such messaging emerged from an elite intraChamber network of large, powerful, and carbonintensive companies rather than the broad coalition
the Chamber claims to represent.
Relatively little scholarship has been
dedicated to examining the rhetorical patterns that
characterized the Chamber’s own climate
messaging. This report reviews primary sources
related to climate change from the Chamber. Unlike
Alyssa Katz’s book The Influence Machine, this
research focuses on messaging and examines climate
issues specifically, and unlike DeSmog’s profile of
the Chamber, it conducts a comprehensive analysis
of a collection of primary materials.
The key research question of this report is:
How did the Chamber’s discourses around climate
change and climate policy develop and shift from
1989-2009? To answer this question, this report
employs a typology for categorizing climate
discourses. The analysis sections will examine which
discourses dominated when, and draw out key
emergent patterns. Just as the primary sources
themselves relate to and reflect the dominant climate
governance concerns that shaped the 1989-2009
period, this report will consider key patterns in light
of their contexts. McGarity’s “The Disruptive
Politics of Climate Disruption” and other
background about important historical climate
moments– sometimes derived from the Chamber’s
own publications– will serve as important contextual
touchstones for those two important decades. This

14

16

“GCC Board and General Membership Lists,” Climate
Files.
15
Jones et. al, “Countermovement Coalitions,” p. 36.

Norris, “Does the 'Voice of Business' Think the Bill of
Rights Covers Insider Tips?”
17
“U.S. Chamber of Commerce,” Desmog.
18
“The Gilded Chamber,” Public Citizen, pp. 3-4.

Chamber of Obstruction: CDL Research Report June 2021. FINAL

4

report will conclude by comparing key findings with
scholarship on political opportunity structure, and by
considering how patterns from the Chamber’s
historical climate discourses remain relevant for
present-day climate governance.

Research Methods
This analysis examines 41 documents retrieved from
physical and online archives from 2019-2021, from
which nearly a hundred phrases, sentences, and
sections were sampled. 14 documents were retrieved
in 2019 over the course of a weeklong visit to the
Hagley Archives in Wilmington, Delaware, which
houses U.S. Chamber archival material (those
documents are published online here). Others were
retrieved from online accountability platforms like
DeSmog Blog (5); via online news archives
including NexisUni and Proquest Historical
Newspapers (5); the Proquest Congressional online
archive (2); and material published on the U.S.
Chamber website beginning in the early 2000’s,
retrieved using the Wayback Machine (15, most of
which are also published here).
Documents were selected if they include U.S.
Chamber engagement on climate change issues from
1989-2009. The specific form, length, content, tone,
level of detail, and intended audience of each
document varies significantly. The documents
generally fall into the following categories: speech
and testimony transcripts; reports; policy statements;
memos; advertisements; letters; news stories; and
lists and diagrams. In addition to sorting documents
into a climate typology, the “Key Documents”
section of this report examines four longer Chamber
reports, which each capture dominant discursive
patterns
and
reflect
distinct
presidential
administrations and ‘moments’ for climate
governance. The only semi-internal document used
in this report provides insight on how the Chamber
rationalized potential adverse climate impacts with
economic disruption, and other illuminating
descriptions at a critical early moment for climate
discourse.
This report was primarily guided by a closed
coding scheme, in which major themes were
19

Wetts, “Module 7.”

identified ahead of time and tracked throughout
document analysis.19 These predetermined themes
were chosen using background knowledge and
scholarly resources. With examples of climate
uncertainty in historical U.S. Chamber discourses
already documented by DeSmog, including climate
uncertainty, affirmation, and denial in this report’s
typology was a clear first step. The remaining closed
coding scheme drew from the 2020 article
“Discourses of climate delay” by Lamb et. al, which
provides a typology describing discourses commonly
mobilized in opposition to political and economic
climate action. The categories articulate nuanced
rationalizations for free-market and business friendly
approaches to slowing down climate governance
This analysis also utilized Benford & Snow’s
framework for distinguishing various types of
discourse framing. Benford & Snow explain how
when institutions and social actors collectively frame
and advance issue discourses, they can be shaped as
diagnostic (what’s the problem?), prognostic (what’s
to be done?), or motivational (why must we act, and
how?). These distinctions are important because they
often characterize and contribute to progressing
stages of social movements.20 Considering the U.S.
Chamber as this report’s primary issue framer,
climate change and climate policy action as the
central issues to be framed, and the Climate Change
Countermovement as the social movement for which
the Chamber was active, Benford & Snow’s system
works well to categorize the intended outcome of the
primary sources material. Specifically, this report
takes interest in the difference between quotations
that frame the problems (diagnostic) and those that
frame
or
urge
actions
to
be
taken
(prognostic/motivational). In the findings section, it
will spend some time examining how the Chamber’s
employment
of
diagnostic
vs.
prognostic/motivational framing developed over
1989-2009.

Finding 1: The Chamber used 16
climate discourses
Table 1 outlines the major discourses encountered in
Chamber documents, including summaries of their
20

Benford & Snow, “Framing Processes and Social
Movements.”
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characteristic features and examples from the
Chamber. This report categorizes documents and
assigns sections, sentences, or ideas as certain
discourses. Sometimes, quotations reflected multiple
discourses at once or reflected discourses partially,
imperfectly, or differently depending on how they
were read. The documents fell in four loosely defined

categories to describe their intended audience:
intended to be consumed by the public (often news
clips and PR material, 14), technical but publicfacing (often public reports and memos, 12), policy
elite-facing (often Congressional testimony,
shareholder reports, memos, and letters, 14), and
internal (confidential presentations, 1).

Table 1: U.S. Chamber Climate Discourses & Examples
Discourse

Definition21

U.S. Chamber Example

Climate affirmation

Acknowledging/affirming/ass
erting confidence in the reality
or potential severity of
manmade climate change

1989, internal: "There is qualitative agreement
among prognosticators that sea levels will rise,
wetlands will flood, salt water will infuse fresh
water supplies, and there will be changes in the
distribution of tree and crop species and agricultural
productivity.”22

Climate skepticism
or uncertain science

Questioning the scientific
basis for climate change,
seeding uncertainty about its
reality or potential severity

1991, technical but public-facing: “While possible
global warming is cause for concern, genuine
scientific disputes remain as to the existence, causes,
and potential consequences of global climate
change.”23

Climate denial

Directly or implicitly refuting
the fact that climate change is
real and/or human-caused

2009, technical but public-facing: “A trial-style
public hearing” on the science of climate change is
needed to “make a fully informed, transparent
decision with scientific integrity based on the actual
record of the science.”24

Redirect
responsibility:
Whataboutism

Emphasizes that other highemitting countries like China
have a large responsibility for
taking the lead on climate
action

2007, public-facing: “The Lieberman-Warner Bill
would harm the economy with little resulting impact
on global warming so long as China and India failed
to reduce GHG emissions.”25

Redirect
responsibility:
Individualism

Redirects climate action from
systemic solutions to
individual actions, especially
consumptive choices

1991, policy elite-facing: “Increase public awareness
of actions that may contribute to the accumulation of
or mitigation of greenhouse gas emissions.”26

21

All but climate affirmation, skepticism, denial, and
renewable energy pessimism directly draw from Lamb et. al’s
“Discourses of climate delay.”
22
Alter, “Possible Economic and Trade Impacts of the Current
Global Climate Change Debate.”
23
“Building the National Business Legislative Agenda,” U.S.
Chamber of Commerce, p.6.

24

Kovacs et. al., “Supplemental Statement in Support of
Petition for EPA to Conduct Its Endangerment Finding
Proceeding on the Record,” p. 2.
25
McGarity, “The Disruptive Politics of Climate Change
Disruption,” p. 421.
26
“1991 U.S. Chamber of Commerce Energy and
Environment Policy,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce, p. 80.
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Redirect
responsibility: The
free-rider excuse

Emphasizes that unless all
individuals, industries or
countries undertake emissions
reductions, some will stand to
benefit from the actions of
others

1997, public-facing: “Prudent and precautionary
steps are a preferable alternative to inflexible
regulations that impose unattainable targets on
developed countries, while exempting 85 percent of
the globe's population from meaningful steps to
reduce greenhouse gas emissions.”27

Surrender: Change is Reifies the current state of
impossible
things and denies the ability
of societies to organize large
socio-economic
transformations, suggests
rendering or adapting to
climate change

2003, technical but public-facing: “Costs to stabilize
atmospheric levels of carbon dioxide during the next
one hundred or so years could approach 1.8
quadrillion dollars (that's the number 18 followed by
14 zeros), with a cost of 100 trillion dollars pegged
as a conservative estimate, which is three times more
than the entire world gross domestic product.”28

Surrender: Doomism

Argues that any actions we
could possibly take are too
little, too late

2003, technical but public-facing: “Using currently
available technologies, we cannot stabilize global
atmospheric levels of CO2, notwithstanding even the
strictest of emissions control measures proposed by
some members of the Senate. This fact is beyond
question.”29

Surrender:
Renewable energy
pessimism

Argues that renewable energy
technologies are (and will
continue to be) too early in
development to be a
significant substitute for fossil
fuels

2003, technical but public-facing: “Existing
technologies have severe deficiencies in their use.
No matter how strong any CO2 mandate, the
technology needed to stabilize global atmospheric
levels of CO2 does not presently exist.”30

Emphasize the
downsides: Appeal to
well-being

Claims that climate policy
threatens fundamental
livelihoods and living
standards

1997, public-facing: “The Kyoto agreement will
send US jobs and factories offshore, increase the
price of gas and stifle economic growth… The
American people and its Congress are too smart to
buy the prescription for economic suicide.”31

Emphasize the
downsides: Policy
perfectionism

Argues for disproportional
caution in setting ambitious
levels of climate policy in
order not to lose public
support

2005, technical but public-facing: “While there is a
compliance procedure and mechanism, there are no
enforceable, binding consequences, which can only
be adopted by amendment. What this means is that
in effect, the Protocol is not enforceable. Parties to

27

“Kyoto: U.S. Chamber Signs Voluntary Action Plan To Reduce Greenhouse Gases,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Media Relations.
“The Telescope: Environment Issues on the Horizon,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and Regulatory
Affairs, p. 2.
29
“Reality Check: Straight Talk About Climate Change,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and Regulatory
Affairs, p.3.
30
“Reality Check: Straight Talk About Climate Change,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and Regulatory
Affairs, p. 8.
31
“Global Warming Agreement Gets Mixed Reception In Washington; May Impact Other Areas Of 98 Agenda.” The White House
Bulletin.
28

Chamber of Obstruction: CDL Research Report June 2021. FINAL

7

the Protocol are not compelled to do anything other
than that which they choose to do.”32
Emphasize the
downsides: Appeal to
social justice

Frames the social impacts of a
clean energy transition as
burdensome and costly to
society, especially the
working class

1997, public-facing: “The new EPA rules, based on
inexact scientific evidence, will undermine current
programs and harm economies of America’s urban
areas.”33

Non-transformative
solutions:
Technological
optimism

Confidence that technological
progress will rapidly bring
about emissions reductions in
the future

2005, technical but public-facing: “What is now
needed is an all out abandonment of the desire for
near-sighted, short-term fixes and interventions in
favor of a major paradigm shift—one that focuses on
long-term development of new and innovative
technologies.”34

Non-transformative
solutions: All talk,
little action

Points to recent advances in
lowering emissions or in
setting ambitious climate
targets, thus downplaying the
need for more stringent or
new types of additional
action.

1991, policy-elite facing: “The United States has the
cleanest environment of any industrialized nation.
Our laws, regulations, and enforcement are stiffer
than anyone else’s.”35

Non-transformative
solutions: Fossil fuel
solutionism

The claim that the fossil
industry is a central ‘part of
the solution’ in solving
climate change.

2007, public-facing: “[The Lieberman-Warner
legislation] must not only provide incentives for socalled “renewables” such as wind, solar and
geothermal, but also clean energy sources such as
coal, hydropower, nuclear power, biofuels, and
clean-burning natural gas.”36

Non-transformative
solutions: Voluntary
action, all carrots no
sticks

Advocates for voluntary
policies, especially those that
expand consumer choices,
over regulatory policies often
deemed paternalistic or
overburdening

1997, public-facing: "We strongly believe the world
can do more with smart, voluntary steps to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions -- not with binding
restrictions that destroy our economic capacity to
create jobs and increase productivity.”37

32

“Reality Check: Straight Talk About the Kyoto Protocol,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and Regulatory
Affairs, p.7.
33
“U.S. Chamber: Clinton Endorsement of Clean Air Regulations Disappointing to Business,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Media
Relations.
34
“Reality Check: Straight Talk About the Kyoto Protocol,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and Regulatory
Affairs, p.15.
35
“Building the National Business Legislative Agenda,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce, p.6.
36
Donahue, Thomas J. “Statement of the United States Chamber of Commerce Examining Global Warming Issues in the Power Plant
Sector,” p. 7.
37
“Kyoto: U.S. Chamber Signs Voluntary Action Plan To Reduce Greenhouse Gases.” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Media Relations.
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Finding 2: Discourses shifted strongly
by presidential administration
Fig. 1 tallies the frequency by which various
discourses appeared throughout the source material,
categorized by administration. It was configured by
sorting quotations from source material into climate
discourse categories. Each time a document
contained one or several quotations fitting a
discourse category, the table for which the charts
below are based counted a tally for that category. For
example, during the H.W. Bush administration, 6/8
documents contained evidence of climate
skepticism/uncertainty whereas only 1/8 contained
evidence of climate affirmation, as reflected in the
blue bars. The figure provides insights about the
distribution of climate discourses across the 19892009 period, and are meant to be paired with more
substantive examinations located later in this report.
The number of sample segments entered for each
administration in chronological order is 24, 17, 39,
and 7.
Of the 87 quotations used in this analysis the
discourses of appeal to well-being (20), climate
skepticism (14), whataboutism (11), and nontransformative solutions of technological optimism
and voluntary action (18 combined) were among the
most heavily employed. The Chamber combined
these discourses to form a recurring argument: The

climate change problem is elusive and the science
needs more time to develop, solutions being
proposed would be harmful to American economy
and put us at disadvantage to other countries, nontransformative
solutions
like
technological
innovation and voluntary action are a viable strategy
while scientific and policy issues get resolved. For
example, the Executive Summary of the Chamber’s
2003 “Reality Check: Straight Talk About Climate
Change” argues that, “Global climate change– and
what to do about it– is subject of highly publicized
debate… some [climate policy] proposals would
have far-reaching impacts on our nation’s economy,
the reliability and affordability of our energy supply,
and our ability to compete globally with other
nations… looking forward, the only way to continue
to foster such technological innovation and reap its
rewards is through a major paradigm shift that entails
abandoning near-sighted legislative fixes and
shifting attention to a far-reaching, long-term
strategy for developing and deploying advanced
carbon-free technologies.”38 Throughout the source
material, other climate discourses like individualism
and fossil fuel solutionism appear more sporadically,
while policy perfectionism almost always relates to a
specific policy issue and ‘surrender’ discourses
begin to appear in the 2000’s.

38

“Reality Check: Straight Talk About Climate Change,” U.S.
Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and
Regulatory Affairs, p.3.
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Figure 1: Climate discourse usage in Chamber documents by presidential administration

Findings 3-7 consider five major emergent patterns that mark key patterns and shifts in Chamber climate
discourses.

Finding 3: From climate affirmation, to
skepticism, to denial
Over the course of the 1989-2009 period, the
uncertainty of climate science was a key issue to the
Chamber’s diagnostic framings about climate
change. Overall, the Chamber’s messaging about
climate science was chronologically bookended by
glimpses of affirmation and denial, with a sea of
skepticism and uncertainty in between. Skepticism
towards the validity and usefulness of climate change
science appear in 14 of 41 documents reviewed in
this report, and was clearly an issue of major concern
to the U.S. Chamber.
One of the earliest documents framing
climate science is the May 1989 Harvey Alter
presentation to the International Chamber of
Commerce. This document is unique in that it can be

qualified as semi-internal, at least within elite
business association circles. While we were unable
to confirm the exact audience for this presentation,
the “Key Documents” section explains why it is
unlikely that the event to which this presentation was
delivered was accessible or oriented to the public.
This document is unique as the sole example of
climate affirmation among 41 documents, delivered
as the climate change countermovement’s defining
networks and strategies were just materializing.
However, the document is also unique for its
contradictions: it presents still-relevant climate
science in great depth, while also advancing climate
skepticism discourses. The climate affirmation in
this transcript is robust. It states that, “There is
qualitative agreement among prognosticators that sea
levels will rise, wetlands will flood, salt water will
infuse fresh water supplies, and there will be changes
in the distribution of tree and crop species and
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agricultural productivity,” and offers geographymay occur, if any.”43 The 1991 Chamber Energy and
39
specific examples for each listed climate impact. At
Environment policy chooses to avoid even the
the same time, the transcript highlights scientific
concession of possibility. “Emissions to the
uncertainties, critiques the press for falsely
environment of certain gases may have an effect on
attributing natural disasters to climate change, and
the earth’s climate,” it ambiguously reads, adding
asserts that how one interprets the available science
that, “These emissions are cause for serious concern,
40
is a “value choice.” The speech concludes by
but not case for panic.”44 Similarly, the Chamber’s
calling for non-transformative solutions including
1996 Policy Declarations state that, “In a technically
continued research and voluntary energy efficiency
sophisticated society concerned with environmental
programs.
quality, from time to time new threats to that quality
After this early example of affirmation of
may be identified as a result of research, influence or
climate science, Chamber discourses shifted
speculation… Such threats must be investigated
dramatically. In October 1989, Congressional
carefully so as to distinguish between those that are
testimony delivered by Chamber representative
real and those perceived. The extent of endangerment
Susan Moya demonstrates that the Chamber was
to the environment must be deduced by scientific and
already translating climate skepticism/uncertainty
technical experts from available evidence and sound
discourses into policy. The testimony reads that,
hypotheses, not induced from speculation.”45 These
“The Chamber is pleased that the assessment
increasingly obscure descriptions diagnostically
documents required
frame climate change
“There
is
qualitative
agreement
among
by H.R. 2984 must
as
a
far-off,
include a discussion prognosticators that sea levels will rise, inconclusive theory;
of the ‘scientific wetlands will flood, salt water will infuse the
Chamber’s
uncertainties
complementary
associated with the fresh water supplies, and there will be prognostic framing in
research
and changes in the distribution of tree and crop the policy documents
assessment findings species and agricultural productivity.” (1989) from 1991, 1992, and
and the degree to
1996 is simply to
which
there
is
resolve
scientific
disagreement on the validity, reliability, or meaning
uncertainties through more research, better research,
of such research and assessment findings within the
and research on the Chamber’s terms.46
scientific community’,” while withholding mention
During the years where there was a
of any of the science cited in Harvey Alter’s May
possibility that the United State might sign onto the
1989 presentation.41
Kyoto Protocol, a binding international climate
In the years that followed, Chamber
agreement, significantly fewer documents explicitly
documents not only express skepticism about climate
discussed the state of climate science. Instead, many
science, but obscure and omit it. While the
focused on the Protocol itself, and reasons why the
Chamber’s 1991 Building the National Business
United States should not sign onto it. In 10
Legislative Agenda document makes mention of
documents from 1997-2001, climate uncertainty was
“possible global warming,”42 it adds that it “may not
only mentioned twice, and more as a caveat than a
be probable” and that “scientific models are not yet
main point. For example, one 1997 press release
able to predict accurately where and what changes
reads that, “‘Noting that the scientific community is
39
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40
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Chamber of Commerce, p.6.

43

Ibid.
“1991 U.S. Chamber of Commerce Energy and
Environment Policy,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce, p. 79.
45
“Policy Declarations Adopted by the U.S. Chamber of
Commerce,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce, p. 73.
46
1991 Energy & Environment Policy, 1992 Global Warming
Activity, 1996 Policy Declarations
44

Chamber of Obstruction: CDL Research Report June 2021. FINAL

11

divided on the issue of global climate change,’ [U.S.
Chamber CEO] Donahue said, ‘The White House
should not allow our country to be stampeded by the
United Nations.’”47
From 2003 until the election of President
Obama, climate uncertainty reemerged as a heavily
employed Chamber discourse. Many examples of
climate skepticism can be found in reports and
quotations made by William Kovacs, the outspoken
climate denier hired in 1998 to serve as Vice
President of the Chamber’s Environment,
Technology, and Regulatory Affairs division. For
example, the 2003 “Reality Check: Straight Talk
About Climate Change” report, co-authored by
Kovacs, writes that, “There are deeply conflicting
views of climate change, with respected scientists
and other observers disagreeing sharply about its
existence, extent, causes, and impacts.” The report
also offers examples of ‘alternative’ climate change
science, such as the debunked theory that climate
change is primarily caused by sun-spots.48 The
climate skepticism discourses of the 2000’s use
discrediting language, often associating climate
change or global warming with caveats of
“potential,”49 “so-called,”50 theoretical,51 or
unconcerning.52
Discussions of climate science during the
George W. Bush administration in this report’s
source material were mostly concentrated in the 2003
& 2005 Reality Check reports, but the Chamber
returned to climate skepticism discourses during the
early Obama administration. In 2009, Kovacs led a
campaign urging the EPA to host a public, on-therecord ‘trial’ on the science of climate change before
moving forward with its endangerment finding. The
Chamber’s trial would be modeled after the historic
Scopes Monkey Trial, which brought evolutionary
science to the US court system. In a filing submitted

to the EPA, Kovacs and his colleagues repeatedly
highlighted scientific uncertainties and sincediscredited studies about climate science. The filing
argued that, “The best and only way to resolve the
scientific issues here, provide true transparency, and
assure the public of EPA’s promised scientific
integrity is to convert the current proceeding from an
informal rulemaking to one that is on-the-record.”53
While a trial on climate science never took
place, the Chamber’s campaign represents a
complete refusal reversal of Alter’s “consensus
among prognosticators” statement from two decades
earlier, and a much more aggressive evolution of the
climate skepticism narratives promoted thereafter. It
also reflects a shift between two key perspectives on
climate uncertainty: the first that climate may be
warming, that much is uncertain, that we need more
research, and second that climate science is flawed,
dominant perceptions about it are wrong, and it must
be put on trial.
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Finding 4: Chamber messaging on
global warming and the economy
shifted from fundamental conflict to
potential opportunity

In the coming years, the Chamber continued
to point out conflicts between climate change and
economic prosperity, but usually in response to
specific policy challenges. This pattern was as strong
as ever surrounding the possibility of American
involvement in the Kyoto Protocol. In December
1997, Chamber CEO Tom Donahue was quoted in
Over the course of the 1989-2009 period, the
The Whitehouse Bulletin remarking that, “The Kyoto
relationship between climate change and the
agreement ‘will send US jobs and factories offshore,
American economy shifted significantly in U.S.
increase the price of gas and stifle economic
Chamber discourse. This shift transitioned away
growth.’” Donahue added that, “The American
from the idea that climate change action is inherently
people and its Congress are too smart to buy the
in conflict with economic prosperity, to the argument
prescription for economic suicide.”56 Similarly, in
that climate change could be a vehicle for economic
the period between the Lieberman-Warner and
opportunity if approached through technological
Waxman-Markey climate bills, the Chamber
innovation and a slate of other non-transformative
website’s climate change page listed the Chamber’s
solutions.
goals to, “Defeat proposed measures that are
During the decade or so following 1989,
economically disruptive of business and industry
climate change solutions and economic prosperity
activities.”57 On another web page, the Chamber
were often described by the Chamber as
argued that if the Lieberman-Warner legislation
fundamentally in conflict. Many of these arguments
became a law, “3.4 million Americans will lose their
were made as appeals to well-being, which
jobs. American GDP will decline
emphasized the downsides of
“There
must
be
a
balance
by $1 trillion. And American
potential climate change policies.
For example, Harvey Alter’s May between the priorities of consumers will be forced to pay as
much as $6 trillion to cope with
1989 presentation asserts that, nature and society” (1991)
carbon constraints.”58 These are
“The
various
proposed
examples of policy-specific appeals to well-being
worldwide strategies to respond to potential global
that are prognostic rather than diagnostic. In other
climate change have mostly negative effects on trade
words, they are distinct from earlier examples
and the economies of developed and developing
54
because while advancing the idea that climate
nations.” Similarly, the 1991 Chamber National
policies would lead to economic devastation, they do
Business Agenda writes that policies meant to “block
not reflect a fundamental, generalizable discursive
energy and other development in the name of the
dichotomy between environmental and economic
environment” will do so at the “expense of local and
priorities.
national economic growth.” It adds that, “There must
While the Chamber sometimes made policybe a balance between the priorities of nature and
specific appeals to well-being throughout the 2000’s,
society.”55 In these early years, the conflict between
they simultaneously began constructing a narrative
environmental and economic goals presented by the
in which climate change action was not necessarily
Chamber was broad, and diagnostic. It painted a
incompatible with economic progress. These ideas
picture in which any attempt to regulate industry to
were solidified in the 2003 Reality Check report, but
benefit the environment represented a negotiation
have their roots in partially developed ideas from the
between two completely conflicting forces,
late 1980’s and 1990’s. For example, in a September
regardless of the policy context.
1990 letter to a Congressman, the Chamber
54
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promoted non-transformative solutions that “make
sense now, on their own merits.”59 Aspects of the
“tie-in” strategy presented in Alter’s 1989
presentation may offer the most comprehensive early
example of this pattern. The strategy advocated for a
combination of decreased fossil fuel use, improved
energy efficiency, and scientific innovation, actions
which Alter argued would “provide widely agreed
societal benefits even if the predicted change does
not materialize.”60 These are frequently termed “no
regrets” strategies.
The narrative presented in those early
examples was solidified in the long-term, nontransformative policy course proposed in the 2003
Reality Check report, which promoted an “all-out
abandonment of the desire for near-sighted, shortterm fixes” in favor of a ‘paradigm shift’ focused on
“long-term development of new and innovative
technologies.” Such innovations include long-term
investments in developing infrastructure and
technology relating to natural gas, carbon capture
and sequestration, energy efficiency, and some
renewable energy (nuclear, hydropower, and
hydrogen more than wind and solar)– made on a 50100 year time scale.61 This approach was guided by
the philosophy that, “Even if serious, climate
problems of anthropogenic origin do not arise, the
potential benefits realized from such a major
paradigm shift are innovative ways within a centurylong time frame to generate large amounts of energy,
improve technological efficiencies, and conserve
resources in support of the continued economic
growth and sustainability of the world economy.”62
The ‘paradigm-shift’ approach provided an
alternative frame to discuss (and delay) climate
policy, and when the Chamber made challenges to
such policies, it was often presented as a rosy
alternative to parallel arguments of economic
devastation. For example, in the same year the

Chamber was listing the GDP and jobs that would be
lost by the Lieberman-Warner bill, William Kovacs
also said that, “Economic growth and environmental
progress are not incompatible pursuits” and “a strong
economy gives us the resources to protect our
environment.”63 After Lieberman-Warner failed,
Kovacs told an industry event in August 2008 that,
“Addressing greenhouse gas emissions means
addressing economic policy. The Senate tried to
move legislation this year, and it failed partly
because lawmakers are talking about carbon
reductions while the American public wants to talk
dollars and cents.”64 Two years later, after defeating
Waxman-Markey, the Chamber wrote in an Institute
for 21st Century Energy report that, “How rapidly
advanced energy technologies are developed and
adopted will be the single most important factor in
determining how quickly—and at what cost—
greenhouse gas emissions can be reduced.”65 In sum,
in the 2000’s the Chamber developed a discursive
strategy which invoked economic calamity in
response to disruptive climate policies, but offered a
possibility in which climate action and economic
prosperity could be complementary goals if
approached through its technological ‘paradigm
shift’ model, but only out in the future.
The Chamber’s bottom line on climate
change and the economy in the 2000’s emphasized
the promise of technology, and what it saw as
“realistic goals.”66 Ironically, for an organization that
often promotes itself as a bellwether of American
innovation, the Chamber argued that, “Developing,
diffusing, and deploying the innovative technologies
that may be needed to address climate change and
other global problems could easily, barring surprises,
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take 50 to 100 years.”67 In this sense, the Chamber’s
narrative about climate change and the environment
at the conclusion of the 1989-2009 period can be
viewed as an ultimate discourse of delay: it is
possible that climate change action and economic
prosperity may become compatible with one another
in the future, it argued, but that future is far off. The
Chamber suggested that future will be realized by
industry’s commitment to innovate through
voluntary
means,
and
the
technological
advancements stimulated by non-transformative,
fossil fuel reliant policies like the Energy Policy Act
of 2003.

timeline is as bad as some claim, we can’t possibly
reverse it without completely crippling the economy
and transforming global infrastructure. So, we may
as well invest in long-term non-transformative
technologies that will make sense in their own right
(and be profitable to industry).
In the early stages of the 1989-2009 period,
the Chamber withheld from discussing whether
climate change was solvable, instead emphasizing
the immaturity of its science, policy responses, and
technological solutions. Alter’s 1989 presentation to
the International Chamber of Commerce stated that,
“Society does not have the resources to hedge against
all possible future outcomes of global warming and
other climate changes.”68 Congressional testimony
by Chamber representative Susan Moya in both
Finding 5. In the 2000’s, the Chamber
February and October 1989 emphasized that
presented
global
warming
as
“conflicting information abounds about climate
unsolvable
change,” and that more scientific and policy
research– with the input of industry– is the only
Related to discussions about the reliability of climate
sensible path forward.69 “The Chamber believes that
change science and its relationship with economic
any man-made climate change is cause for the most
wellbeing are Chamber discourses around whether or
serious concern and action– the right action– because
not climate is a solvable challenge. The answer to
the wrong action can be just as serious,” Moya
this question is naturally connected to changing
warned in February 1989.70
diagnostic framings about the nature of climate
During the 2000’s, the Chamber’s ‘paradigm
change itself, and prognostic framings about paths
shift’ model incorporated discourses of surrender
forward. In the early stages of the 1989-2009 period,
into its arguments. The 2003 Reality Check report
instead of addressing whether or not climate change
clearly exemplifies this discursive shift: “Using
was solvable, the Chamber emphasized the need for
currently available technologies, we cannot stabilize
more information, research, collaboration, and
global atmospheric levels of CO2, notwithstanding
technology to improve understanding of the
even the strictest of emissions control measures
challenge and possible
proposed by some
solutions. In the 2000’s, “Using currently available technologies, members of the Senate.”
the
Chamber
began we cannot stabilize global atmospheric It adds: “This fact is
advancing
surrender levels of CO2.” (2003)
beyond question.”71 A
discourses, including that
later 2003 report titled
change is impossible,
The
Telescope:
doomism, and renewable energy pessimism. These
Environment Issues on the Horizon cites a Russian
discourses were naturally paired with the 2000’s
economist in an attempt to quantify the “vast amount
Chamber’s ‘paradigm shift’ approach. The argument
of monies” necessary to stabilize global emissions at
went something like this: If the climate change
67
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an unimaginable 1.8 quadrillion dollars.72
Renewable energy, insisted the Chamber, is not a
viable large-scale climate solution. “In a global
context, affordable technology needed to stabilize
the global atmospheric level of CO2 is not
available,” asserts the 2005 Reality Check report. In
a more prognostic context, Reality Check argues that
the Kyoto Protocol, which many view as the 20th
century’s most ambitious effort to disrupt the climate
change trajectory, “Cannot address the climate
change challenge.” It continues that, “There is
recognition that even if the treaty is fully
implemented, the overall level of greenhouse gases,
and in particular, the level of carbon dioxide (CO2),
in the atmosphere will continue to increase.”73 Rather
than more research and collaboration, the Chamber’s
discourse around climate change solutions switched
in the 2000’s towards defeatism, adaptation, and
long-term non-transformative solutions.
It is unclear to what extent the Chamber’s
early hesitance to address the question of whether
climate change is solvable was a deliberate tactic to
stall climate policy possibilities. What is apparent is
that the in-depth climate impacts described in Alter’s
presentation constitute significant challenges to
humanity, and the non-transformative solutions it
subsequently offered would do little to ‘solve’
climate change. In effect, the “tie-in” strategy
articulated in by Alter’s 1989 presentation did allow
the Chamber to avoid discussing whether climate
change was solvable until the 2000’s, at which point
it colorfully employed surrender discourses.

Finding 6: The Chamber attacked
policies when climate action loomed,
reframed climate debates when it
didn’t
Among the primary source materials, discussions
using diagnostic and early prognostic framings often
occurred more frequently during periods during
which significant climate policy opportunities were
absent, and the Chamber’s bottom line on climate
72

“The Telescope: Environment Issues on the Horizon,” U.S.
Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and
Regulatory Affairs, p.2.

change was not threatened. Conversely, during times
defined by significant climate policy opportunities–
prominently the possibility of American ratification
of the Kyoto Protocol, the Lieberman-Warner and
Waxman-Markey climate bills, and the EPA
endangerment finding– the Chamber’s discursive
framings were usually advanced prognostic and
motivational, often directly responding to the
dominant policy issues. In the long view, this pattern
suggests that periods devoid of major climate policy
opportunities offer a chance for the Chamber to
recharge and reinvent its messaging, while periods
like those surrounding the Kyoto Protocol tend to
cause the Chamber to focus its messaging on policyspecific discussions.
The two significant periods from 1989-2009
in which the U.S. Chamber was arguably not under
direct threat of climate policy action were 19891996, before any serious domestic climate policy or
the Kyoto Protocol became a threat, and 2001-2006,
between when President Bush officially pulled out of
Kyoto Protocol and when Al Gore’s “An
Inconvenient Truth” along with Lieberman-Warner
bill elevated climate change to public and legislative
prominence. During these periods, Chamber climate
discourses heavily reflect diagnostic and early
prognostic framings. As has been discussed, the
Chamber devoted much time to discussing climate
change science in diagnostic terms during the 19891996 period. In the early years of international
climate agreements, the Chamber also framed
whataboutism and free rider discourses in early
prognostic terms, serving to broadly define the
United States’ role in international climate
governance. For example, the Chamber’s 1996
Policy Declarations urged the United States to “1)
Resolve scientific uncertainties through national and
international research programs 2) Balance the
requirements and demand for processes and practices
that emit greenhouse gas with protection of the
environment 3) Encourage coordination of domestic
and international global policies 4) Increase public
awareness of actions that may contribute to the
accumulation of or mitigation of greenhouse gas

73

“Reality Check: Straight Talk About the Kyoto Protocol,”
U.S. Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and
Regulatory Affairs, p. 1.

Chamber of Obstruction: CDL Research Report June 2021. FINAL

16

emissions.”74 Similarly, during the 2001-2006
period, the Chamber conceptualized and frequently
promoted its ‘paradigm shift’ approach, which
redefined climate change as a technology challenge
to be solved through long-term industry innovation.
During periods of major climate policy
opportunity, Chamber discourse shifted pointedly
towards direct challenges at hand. In 1997 and 1998,
rather than generally setting the terms of
international involvement, increasingly common
examples of whataboutism, free rider, and appeal to
well-being discourses all had to do with the Kyoto
Protocol. “America’s jobs and economy are being
held hostage to the environmental political agenda of
the United Nations" read one October 1997 press
release.75 A similar dynamic played out during the
2007-2009 period, during which the LiebermanWarner bill’s rise and defeat was followed by the
election of a Democratic president and Congress, the
Waxman-Markey cap-and-trade bill, and a host of
regulatory reforms including the endangerment
finding. A November 2007 Chamber advertisement
titled “Wake Up To Climate Change Legislation!”
urged voters to call their senators to “vote NO on the
Lieberman-Warner Climate Bill.”76
In times of calm, the Chamber worked to set
new terms for climate change debates; in times of
climate policy opportunities, it threw its resources
into opposing the agreements, bills, and regulations
that threaten its bottom line.

For much of the late 1980’s and early 1990’s, the
U.S. Chamber maintained a relatively limited and
technical public stance about climate change. During
this period, research turned up few news clips
featuring Chamber officials discussing climate
change; much of the relevant accessible material

from the early 1990’s was instead located in small
sections of large policy reports. During this time,
climate change countermovement groups like the
Global Climate Coalition took on the role of a
publicly active industry voice on climate change,
running advertisements and speaking to reporters
while the Chamber stayed largely in the
background.77
This dynamic changed significantly
sometime in the late 1990’s. News stories and publicfacing reports began to occupy a much more
significant share of accessible Chamber material, and
the tone of Chamber discourses became more
animated. The late 1990’s was also when the
Chamber hired William Kovacs as Vice President of
its Environment, Technology, and Regulatory
Affairs team. Kovacs, an outspoken climate denier
with a background in environmental regulation law
and hazardous waste policy,78 brought with him a
knack for publicity and controversial opinions that he
was eager to share. While Kovacs was not alone as
the Chamber’s voice on climate during the late
1990’s and 2000’s, it is clear that he greatly
influenced its messaging throughout the period.
Specifically, the ‘Kovacs era’ of U.S. Chamber
climate discourse was characterized by extreme
positions on climate change, increasingly animated
and dramatic arguments, and descriptive imagery
that was aggressive.
While the U.S. Chamber began advancing
discourses of climate skepticism in the late 1980’s,
reports and quotations involving William Kovacs
were more extreme. Unlike earlier documents, which
usually simply identified uncertainty and the need for
more research on climate change, Kovacs and the
2000’s Chamber often incorporated marginal ‘junk
science’ into its arguments.79 In the 2003 Reality
Check report, for example, the Chamber promoted
theories challenging the scientific consensus on
climate change, including that the 20th century is not
the warmest on record, that climate change could be
caused by sunspots, and that a mid-century cooling
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Chamber to more extreme positions
on climate

“Policy Declarations Adopted by the U.S. Chamber of
Commerce,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce, pp. 79-80.
75
“U.S. Chamber President Challenges White House Global
Climate Change Policies,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Media
Relations.
76
“Wake Up to Climate Change Legislation!” U.S. Chamber
of Commerce.

“Global Climate Coalition,” DeSmog.
“William Kovacs,” LinkedIn.
79
Kovacs et. al. “Supplemental Statement in Support of
Petition for EPA to Conduct Its Endangerment Finding
Proceeding on the Record,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce.
78

Chamber of Obstruction: CDL Research Report June 2021. FINAL

17

event is projected.80 In the filing submitted by
power to regulate almost every single aspect of the
Kovacs and others to the EPA advocating for a trial
American economy– from the design of motorcycle
on climate science, the Chamber even suggested that
engines to conditions on hog farms– would create a
global warming could be more beneficial to
giant red-tape machine that would stifle growth and
humanity than detrimental.81 Kovacs and his peer
leave EPA bureaucrats in charge.” A few days later,
officials during the 2000’s also commonly used
he told The Financial Times that, “It’s not just the
dismissive language about climate science and
large manufacturers that would bear the burden of
solutions, like referencing “so-called science
regulation this time. It’s the little guys: the hotel you
82
consensus” and “so-called renewables.”
stayed at this weekend, the bakery where you bought
The arguments made by Kovacs in reports
your donuts, the office building you work in, even
and news quotations carry an element of animation
the church you take your family to on Sunday.”85
and drama that made them suitable for headlines–
On a more rhetorical note, the ‘Kovacs era’
which Kovacs garnered on behalf of the Chamber on
Chamber tended to evoke aggressive language when
a regular basis. Perhaps the most notable example is
discussing climate topics. Rather than simply making
the Scopes Monkey Trial episode, which was
the argument that climate science and its impact on
covered by many major national newspapers.
human welfare is disputed, the EPA ‘Monkey Scopes
Despite the trial not actually happening, the effort
Trial’ filing asserted that it is “vehemently
itself garnered enough public attention to widely
controverted among scientists and technicians of
circulate Kovacs’ narrative
numerous stripes.”86 Rather
of climate skepticism. “Expanding the EPA’s power to than disputing that the
Other examples include regulate almost every single aspect Kyoto Protocol is a poor
Kovacs’
frequent of the American economy… would approach
to
climate
references to statistics to
governance, Kovacs’ 2005
create a giant red-tape machine that
support his positions about
Reality
Check
report
climate change, like his would stifle growth and leave EPA asserted that it is “riddled
insistence that stabilizing bureaucrats in charge.” (2008)
with flaws” and imposes
atmospheric CO2 in 100
“irrational obligations” on
years could cost 1.8 quadrillion dollars83 or that the
the United States.87 He offered criticism of climate
Lieberman-Warner bill would cause Americans to
policies that “drag down economic recovery and job
pay 6 trillion dollars to cope with carbon
growth,”88 and assessment that “curtailing the use of
84
constraints. Similarly, Kovacs often offered vivid,
needed energy imposes economic suicide.”89
hyperbolic descriptions about how climate policies
It is unclear whether the source of the
would affect the American economy and citizens.
Chamber’s shift towards marginal opinions,
For example, in September 2008 Kovacs told the
dramatic description, and brutality were driven
Wall Street Journal that, “Expanding the EPA’s
primarily by Kovacs himself or the superiors that
80
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hired and supervised him. What is apparent is that
Kovacs had an outsized role in shaping Chamber
climate discourses after his hire in 1998, and did so
in a way that garnered attention, seeded doubt, and

solidified the U.S. Chamber as a public climate
obstruction organization during the first decade of
the 21st century.

Four Key Documents

First, this presentation stands more or less
alone in the material reviewed in this report for its
candid, affirming review of climate change science.
As described in Finding 3, the section titled “Some
Economic Effects of Global Warming” predicts
adverse climate impacts with great specificity.90 It
does so with a tone of consensus, reflected in
terminologies of confidence like “will,” “likely,” and
“predicted” used while describing climate change
and its impacts.91 In the discussion section, Alter
even includes a statistic predicting the cost of 8
meters of sea level rise ($1 trillion in 1971 dollars)–
albeit to make a point about inflation.92 Despite this

Many of the patterns examined above refer to key
documents that offer robust and detailed benchmarks
of U.S. Chamber climate discourse over the course
of the 1989-2009 period. The following section
examines four such documents in detail from 1989,
1996, 2003, and 2009.
“Possible Economic and Trade Impacts of
the Current Global Climate Change Debate,”
May 1989
This document, retrieved in physical form from the
Hagley Archives, appears to be a transcript of a
presentation delivered by Resources Policy
Department Manager Harvey Alter to the
International Environment Bureau Symposium on
Industrial Development and Climate Change in
Washington D.C., on May 4, 1989. It is critical for
three central reasons: 1) It offers a robust scientific
review and affirmation of a variety of science behind
anthropogenic climate change, while also employing
rhetorical tools that seed skepticism and uncertainty,
2) It establishes the foundations of key future policy
arguments, prominently including arguments that
redirect (or minimize) the responsibility of the
United States and developed world, emphasize the
economic and social downsides of climate policies
deemed overly disruptive, and overall lay the
foundation for the ‘paradigm shift’ model that would
come to dominate 2000’s Chamber climate policy,
and 3) It introduces the idea that approaching climate
change policy decisions includes not only a
negotiation between economic prosperity and
environmental health and wellbeing, but also a
“personal value choice” between the priorities of
policymakers.
90

Alter, “Possible Economic and Trade Impacts of the Current
Global Climate Change Debate,” pp. 2-3.
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Alter, “Possible Economic and Trade Impacts of the Current
Global Climate Change Debate,” pp. 2, 5.
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Global Climate Change Debate,” p. 9.
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seemingly affirmative language, other sections of the
presentation to the International Chamber of
presentation mobilize climate skepticism and
Commerce, it is perhaps unsurprising that this
uncertainty. In the introduction, for example, Alter
document also discusses relations between the
says that, “There is argument– or certainly less than
developed and developing world, highlighting that
unified opinions– whether the earth is warming,” and
the developed world has an “obligation” to “teach”
quotes former Energy Undersecretary D. Fitzpatrick
the developing world about smart energy growth, but
in the opinion that, “These scientific uncertainties
emphasizing that the economic burdens of climate
must be reduced before we commit the nation's
adaptation should be distributed across world
economic future to drastic and potentially misplaced
nations.98 These tend to argue that it would be
policy responses.”93 In such sections, uncertain
premature and potentially burdensome to disrupt the
terminologies of “potential global change” replace
economy while climate science and policy research
“predicted global climate change.”94
remains ongoing; one section highlights the suffering
Second, the policy recommendations
that could be faced by coal-dependent regions of the
outlined in this document articulate early versions of
United States in various climate regulation
many key delay discourses prevalent throughout
scenarios.99 Another section ties discourses that
Chamber material spanning the next two decades.
emphasize downsides with those proposing nonThe policy approach advanced in this presentation is
transformative solutions: “The various proposed
described as a “tie-in strategy,” which pursues “those
worldwide strategies to respond to potential global
actions that provide widely agreed societal benefits
climate change have mostly negative effects on trade
95
even if the predicted change does not materialize”
and the economies of developed and developing
and “make economic, social, and environmental
nations,” it writes. “At the same time, the proposed
96
sense on their own merits.” This includes several
policy course must include a balance among the mix
forms of non-transformative solutions, including
of social, strategic, economic, and environmental
development of energy efficiency and emissions
issues.”100
reduction technologies and managing natural (nonThird, this presentation offers insights about
industrial) greenhouse gas emission sources.
how the Chamber may have rationalized balancing
These recommendations also heavily rely on
potential climate change complications with the
discourses that redirect responsibility for dealing
threat of economic disruption. In one passage, Alter
with climate change and emphasize the downsides of
quotes an official from the National Center for
overbearing climate policies.
Atmospheric
Science:
“Whether
some
amount
of
A clear example of the former
“Whether some amount of
approach is articulated in the scientific uncertainty is ‘enough’ scientific
uncertainty
is
section titled “A Policy to justify action or delay… is a ‘enough’ to justify action or
Course”. “No country can be
delay it is not a scientific
personal
value
choice.”
(1989)
singled out for making
judgment testable by any
proportionally more changes
standard scientific method,” it
in their economy than others in order to mitigate
begins. “Rather, it is a personal value choice that
global climate change,” it reads, continuing that, “It
depends upon whether one fears more investing
is popular to ask the US to make the greatest
present resources as a hedge against potential future
sacrifices, even though it has been calculated that the
change or, alternatively, fears rapid future change
US contributes some 5% of CO2 emissions.”97 As a
descending without some attempt to slow it down or
93
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work actively to make adaptation to that change
easier.”101 It presents its own position as a middle
ground between two troublesome extremes: one
which ramps up of government planning and
spending to address climate change, and another
which leaves the world vulnerable to climate
change’s potential adverse effects. In this way, the
Chamber presents itself as a rational actor, balancing
divergent considerations.
Alter’s presentation marks the chronological
beginning of this analysis. The spring of 1989
represents a pivotal moment for the climate change
countermovement. In 1988, devastating droughts and
Senate hearings opened Americans’ eyes to the
existential threat of climate change; at some point in
1989, the Global Climate Coalition, an influential
climate change countermovement organization, was
formed.102
In
the
Climate
Change
Countermovement’s nascent months, the conflicted
positions Alter explains to allies– tension between
dire climate science and perceived uncertainty,
between climate action and economic priorities,
between American action and global action, etc.–
offer a seemingly honest account of the Chamber’s
early process honing business’ position on climate
change. This presentation and the documents that
follow show that the Chamber had a strong
understanding of its options when designing a
climate policy agenda. The Chamber recognized
climate science but chose climate skepticism; it
recognized environmental externalities and global
inequities but chose a free market-driven, Americafirst stance on climate change. Ultimately, it chose a
“tie-in” strategy over more serious climate policies,
and did so following the “personal value choice”
mindset articulated in this presentation.

outlines both a characteristic mid-1990’s diagnostic
framing addressing climate change science and an
early prognostic framing addressing what actions
ought to be taken. The section minimizes the
possibility that climate change presents a legitimate
concern to the point that it withholds even naming it.
It implies that the insufficiency of climate science is
not only due to lack of information, but largely due
to widespread science and communications that are
faulty,
“uninformed,”
“premature”
and
103
“misdirected.”
The Chamber also frames
discussions about significant climate policies,
climate change and the economy, and whether
climate change is solvable, as premature and
misdirected; more research and quality control
appear to be the only sensible paths forward. This
dismissive stance can be better understood
considering the climate governance context: a
binding climate agreement was being planned as a
next step from the 1995 Berlin Mandate to the 1992
U.N. Framework Convention on Climate Change.

“1996 U.S. Chamber of Commerce Policy
Declarations,” May 1996
This official publication from May 31, 1996 explains
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce’s positions on a
variety of policy issues, most likely directed towards
a network of policy elite. Of interest to this report is
the “Environmental Quality” section, which clearly
101
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The looming threat of a binding treaty in the 1997
meetings to be held in Kyoto, Japan would prove to
be among the most formidable climate policy
challenges to the Chamber and countermovement
during the 1989-2009 period. This movement at the
international level appears to have provoked the
Chamber to dial up its framing of climate science as
uncertain and flawed.
“Reality Check: Straight Talk About Climate
Change,” 2003
This report, which was published in 2003, describes
itself as an “informational packet to address
assumptions behind several proposed climate change
policies, the challenges they would create, and their
potential consequences.” It is presumably authored
or co-authored by William Kovacs, Vice President of
U.S. Chamber Environment, Technology, &
Regulatory Affairs– Kovacs was listed as a co-author

of a follow-up Reality Check report in 2005, and the
tone of the 2003 report matches Kovacs’ language
elsewhere. Reality Check is unique because virtually
every major discourse of denial and delay is
deployed, and are neatly sorted into sections. The
packet disputes the integrity of climate science and
the possibility of climate action, discredits largescale climate interventions like the Kyoto Protocol,
carbon taxes, and regulation, and offers an
alternative approach based largely on technological
optimism and 50-100 year time-scales. As a whole,
Reality Check embodies the ‘Kovacs era’ of U.S.
Chamber climate discourses, which is characterized
by robust and unfettered assaults on all dimensions
of serious climate action.
Since Reality Check employs nearly every
discourse of climate denial and delay considered by
this report, the following table provides an example
of each throughout the document.

Table 2: Climate discourses utilized in Reality Check
Climate discourse
Climate uncertainty

Redirect responsibility
(whataboutism,
individualism, free
rider problem)
Surrender (change is
impossible, doomism,
renewable energy
pessimism)
Emphasize downsides
(appeal to well-being,
policy perfectionism,
appeal to social justice)
Non-transformative
solutions (technological
104

Example(s)
“Global climate change– and what to do about it– is the subject of highly publicized
debate. There are deeply conflicting views of climate change, with respected
scientists and other observers disagreeing sharply about its existence, extent, causes,
and impacts.”104
“Through 2020, developing countries will account for more than 70% of the
projected increase in CO2 emissions. Imposing a mandatory carbon cap in the
United States would be ill-conceived because it would ignore the global nature of
CO2 emissions.”105
“Producing just 10 TW of carbon-neutral biomass power requires using a land area
equivalent to that used by all of human agriculture today… producing that much
power using wind-turbine technology would require building 100 wind-energy
turbines, each nearly the height of the Washington Monument, every day for the
next 100 years.”106
“[The Kyoto Protocol] would harm our nation’s economy, threaten U.S. jobs and
competitiveness, raise energy prices for consumers, and further exacerbate natural
gas supply and demand imbalances.”107
“[The technological paradigm shift model] might be implemented through a farreaching, long-term program akin to a “Marshall Plan” or an “Apollo Plan” that is

“Reality Check: Straight Talk About Climate Change,”
U.S. Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and
Regulatory Affairs, p. 3.
105
“Reality Check: Straight Talk About Climate Change,”
U.S. Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and
Regulatory Affairs, p. 7.
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Regulatory Affairs, p. 6.
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optimism, talk over
action, fossil fuel
solutionism, voluntary
solutions):

aimed at developing, proving, commercializing, deploying, and diffusing
throughout the world advanced carbon emissions-free and other innovative
technologies and materials that are not now available.” 108

During the fossil fuel-friendly George W.
Bush administration, the Chamber used the Reality
Check series to redefine and reframe issues spanning
the climate discourse typology. The packet and its
sequel express climate skepticism with renewed zeal,
while also presenting climate change as an
unsolvable challenge, dismissing the Kyoto Protocol
and other climate policies, and offering a nontransformative path forward. In the short term, that
vision is embodied by the Bush Administration’s
Energy Policy Act of 2003 and Climate VISION
program, which prioritized non-transformative
‘clean energy’ solutions like energy efficiency and
hydrogen fuel cell technology alongside donations to
university research efforts and investment in clean
coal technology. 109 In the long term, it manifests as
Kovacs’ ‘paradigm shift’ model, which champions
industry-driven technological optimism and
voluntary action, and would ensure that America and
its carbon-intensive companies remain rich. All in
all, the 2003 Reality Check packet constitutes a
remarkably well-organized presentation of many of
the discourses that constitute the backbone of this
analysis. One need not look far further than the
packet’s section headings to witness a clear
argumentative course through discourses of climate
skepticism, climate policy opposition, and
enthusiasm for non-transformative industry-driven
climate progress.
“Supplemental Statement in Support of
Petition
for
EPA
to
Conduct
Its
Endangerment Finding Proceeding on the
Record,” August 2009
This docket was filed by the U.S. Chamber of
Commerce to the EPA on August 25, 2009, coauthored by William Kovacs, Ross Eisenberg, and
others. It concerns the Endangerment Finding, a
108

“Reality Check: Straight Talk About the Kyoto Protocol,” U.S. Chamber of Commerce Environment, Technology, and Regulatory
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109
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landmark decision determining that anthropogenic
climate change associated with greenhouse gas
emissions presents risks to human health and welfare
and therefore can and should be regulated by the
EPA.110 The petition is the culmination of a series of
filings made by the U.S. Chamber to the EPA starting
in April 2009, which argued that due to major
uncertainties and misrepresentations in the science
behind the finding, the EPA had a responsibility to
hold an on-the-record proceeding aimed at debating
aspects of climate change science. The petition held
that such a proceeding would allow, “Questions of
scientific uncertainty [to] be narrowed, questions of
conflicting scientific views [to] be resolved, and
certain scientifically-indefensible assertions [to] be
put to rest, all with transparency and scientific
integrity.”111 At the time, this proposal was
extremely controversial, especially considering that
by 2009 climate change science was overwhelmingly
thorough– Cook et al.’s 2013 analysis of 11,944
peer-reviewed papers written between 1991-2011
found that over 97% of scientists endorsed the
position that humans are causing global warming.112
It was elevated into the national spotlight after many
of the country's major newspapers reported Kovacs’
description of the effort as a modern-day Scopes
Monkey Trial.
The August 2009 EPA petition relies on
discourses
that
highlight
uncertainty,
incompleteness,
misrepresentation,
and
manipulation in institutional climate change science.
It challenges four major assumption is climate
change science: 1) that climate change impacts
human mortality, 2) that the impact of climate
change on air quality affects human health, 3) that
climate change will have negative impacts on the
physical environment of the United States, and 4)
that climate change will contribute to worse and
more frequent extreme weather evens and disease.
110

“Endangerment and Cause or Contribute Findings for
Greenhouse Gases Under the Section 202(a) of the Clean Air
Act,” United States Environmental Protection Agency.
111
Kovacs et. al, “Supplemental Statement in Support of
Petition for EPA to Conduct Its Endangerment Finding
Proceeding on the Record,” p. 20.
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Cook et al., “Quantifying the consensus on anthropogenic
global warming in scientific literature,” pp. 1, 3.
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Kovacs, William L. et. al, “Supplemental Statement in
Support of Petition for EPA to Conduct Its Endangerment
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Through the 21-page petition, the terms “uncertain,”
“uncertainty,” or “uncertainties” are used fourteen
times to describe climate science. It states that,
“Uncertainties are a pervasive problem running
through EPA’s entire [endangerment finding]
proposal. 113 It also insists that the EPA has a
responsibility to review the “total weight of
evidence” surrounding climate science (the phrase
appears four times), arguing that key scientific
material disputing mainstream climate change
science have been discounted. 114 115 It continues that
some of the evidence and experts relied upon by the
EPA are “alarming but scientifically baseless,”
“attenuated,”
confusion-inducing,
and
114

Kovacs, William L. et. al, “Supplemental Statement in
Support of Petition for EPA to Conduct Its Endangerment
Finding Proceeding on the Record,” p. 20.
115
Meanwhile, the oppositional studies cited by the Chamber
include authorship by fossil-fuel funded climate skeptic
Patrick Michaels and the National Association of
Manufacturers, ranked as the most influential organization in
the world for obstructing climate action (Influence Map 2019).
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methodologically flawed. 116 Taken collectively, the
Chamber argues that the evidence behind the
endangerment finding is a “taint that has now
infected the proposed endangerment finding
process.” 117 The proceeding outlined by the
Chamber, the petition insists, would restore integrity
and transparency (each mentioned 10 times) to the
scientific review process.
The EPA petition, and the publicity that
surrounded it, represented a moment of unabashed
U.S. Chamber climate skepticism. Unlike the Reality
Check packets, which employ a range of climate
discourses and offer non-transformative paths
forward, the Scopes Monkey Trial events were aimed
wholly and directly at discrediting institutional
climate science. Contextually, and considering
Finding 6, this makes sense: due to the endangerment
finding and other policy momentum in the climate
movement, the Chamber had switched to a defensive
position: it was focused on opposing new regulatory
regimes rather than promoting its own visions for
climate progress. After the Scopes Monkey Trial
moment, the U.S. Chamber would not advance such
a public refusal of institutional climate science
again– understandably, considering the wave of
public backlash and the departure of several highprofile Chamber members that followed. 118 In this
sense, it represents a culmination of the climate
skepticism discourses long-advanced by the
Chamber, and a bookend for this analysis.

Discussion
The Chamber’s climate discourses from 1989-2009
span the formative period from global warming
being introduced into U.S. policy circles to the
crucial negotiations in Copenhagen and the debates
on Congressional cap and trade legislation. During
this period, the Chamber most frequently advanced
arguments of 1) climate skepticism and uncertainty
about the science, 2) “whataboutism” that said there
was no point in the U.S. acting if other nations like
China and India did not, 3) appeals to well-being that
claimed that the economy and especially low-income
116

Kovacs, William L. et. al, “Supplemental Statement in
Support of Petition for EPA to Conduct Its Endangerment
Finding Proceeding on the Record,” pp. 2, 14.

Americans would suffer, 4) that technological
solutions would appear in the future and we should
wait for them, and 5) that solutions should be
voluntary, not mandated by the government. These
discourses were often used in tandem throughout
these two decades, creating arguments that often
sequentially disputed climate science, pointed out
issues with proposed climate policies, and offered
alternative, non-transformative solutions for the
future.
Findings 3-7 in this report illuminate patterns
amidst the Chamber’s dynamic climate discourses
during the 1989-2009 period. First, after affirming
climate science in May 1989, the U.S. Chamber
shifted to frequent but wavering climate skepticism
that culminated in a public refusal of climate science
during the ‘Scopes Monkey Trial’ moment of 2009.
Second, after a decade of articulating a fundamental
conflict between climate action and economic
prosperity, in the 2000’s the Chamber began
suggesting that a long-term, non-transformative
strategy for climate progress– referred to as a
‘paradigm shift– could combine formerly competing
objectives. Third, after delaying addressing whether
or not climate change was a solvable challenge, this
paradigm shift coincided with the introduction of
surrender discourses that discredited the possibility
of remedying climate change. Fourth, over the course
of the 1989-2009 period, the Chamber tended to
‘diagnose’ climate change and policy challenges
when significant climate policy opportunities were
absent, and frame discussions in policy-specific
terms when they were present. Finally, the
Chamber’s messaging about climate change became
markedly more extreme, dramatic, and aggressive
during the 2000’s, likely related to the hiring of
William Kovacs as Vice President of Environment,
Technology, and Regulatory Affairs.
Collectively, these findings provide
significant insights beyond just how the Chamber’s
climate discourses developed from 1989-2009. As
was discussed in the introduction, the U.S. Chamber
of Commerce has long been at the center of the
Climate Change Countermovement. It has close ties
117
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both to climate denial coalitions and American
industry as a whole, the resources to defeat climate
bills and treaties, and the institutional reputation to
advance years of public climate denial and delay
without losing its power in Washington. The
Chamber calls itself the ‘Voice of Business’, but that
voice has shifted its discourses as social
expectations, political contexts, policy regimes, and
elite alliances around global warming change.
Considering the Chamber as a representative
for the climate change countermovement as a whole,
the ebbs and flows of its climate discourses align
well with political opportunity structure and
movement-countermovement structure as described
by sociologist David Meyer and colleagues. Broadly,
Meyers’ framework argues that movements and the
organizations that shape them are often guided,
enhanced, or inhibited more by “exogenous factors”
than formal institutional structures.119 Those
exogenous factors or ‘political opportunities’ can be
developments that encourage momentum or pose
challenges to a movement’s priorities, changing
social and political landscapes, or changing
relationships to actors in a countermovement.120
These exogenous factors appear to have effected how
climate discourses at the Chamber and the broader
Climate Change Countermovement evolved. When
political
and
movement
leadership
were
unproductive regarding climate progress, the
Chamber advanced entirely different discourses
when Democrats were in power and climate action
loomed. During the W. Bush administration, the
Chamber articulated rich visions of private sectordriven technological climate futures, while nearly
every climate-related news clip, speech, and policy
document leading up to the Kyoto Protocol focused
on the shortcomings of a single treaty.
Looking past 2009, the patterns articulated in
this report can help researchers explain and
anticipate Chamber climate messaging. Considering
that any discourse is highly influenced by exogenous

factors, one central conclusion is that any climate
discourse should be taken in context. This
scrutinizing mindset helps explain examples of
discursive shifts beyond 2009. For example, in
January 2017 a U.S. Chamber executive told a group
in Kentucky that climate change is based on
“religion… not scientific fact,”121 whereas the
Chamber website in 2019 officially adopted the
position that “inaction is not an option.”122 Political
opportunity structure points towards a distinct
contextual difference between these two anecdotes.
January 2017 marked the crest of President Trump’s
term, when aggressive action against Obama-era
climate regimes was underway. By 2019, with
markets swinging away from fossil fuels and the
Republican Party pushed far to the ideological right,
the Chamber seized the opportunity to reinvent its
climate change policy as bipartisan. In 2021, with
trillion-dollar climate legislation being designed,
diplomatic and regulatory climate efforts expanding,
and climate litigation threatening powerful Chamber
member companies, it will be interesting to see if and
how the Chamber continues the patterns of 19892009– which in this case might mean defensive
messaging and policy-specific attacks.
While the recent shift in Chamber public
discourse towards the “inaction is not an option”
message is encouraging for climate action advocates,
the findings of this analysis suggest caution and a
heightened level of scrutiny. The Chamber has for
decades been one of the most impactful leaders of
climate obstruction. It has funded, led, and
participated
in
the
Climate
Change
Countermovement network,123 contributed to
developing and deploying climate misinformation,124
and today remains one of the most powerful
institutions in Washington. In other words, the
challenge that the Chamber poses to climate action
in 2021 has once again changed form, rather than
disappeared.
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