Gov. Wolf Targets Slashing Pennsylvania Greenhouse Gas Pollution 80% by 2050
by Anya Litvak and Laura Legere
Jan. 8, 2019 – Gov. Tom Wolf has set Pennsylvania’s first economy-wide target for reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, and proposed steps for the agencies under his watch to slash their energy use, through an executive order he signed on Tuesday at the Heinz History Center.
The governor made the announcement while hailing Peoples Natural Gas, the North Shore-based utility that announced a plan to cut its methane emissions in half, as a model for how industry and government can tackle the problem without confrontation.
“The threat that we’re confronting is not an abstract problem,” he said at an event organized by the Environmental Defense Fund, a New York-based non-profit.  “2018 was the wettest year on record with flooding.  That’s affected our farms.  It’s devastated homes.  This is affecting all of our lives each and every day.”
His goals are a 26% reduction of GHG emissions statewide by 2025 and an 80% reduction by 2050, both from 2005 levels.  These are the same as those the state Department of Environmental Protection wrote into its draft climate change action plan in November.
The targets are ambitious.  But they mirror federal projections for what it will take to keep global temperatures from rising 2°C above preindustrial levels — the international consensus threshold for avoiding the worst effects of climate change.  However, devastating changes are expected to start with even less warming.
The 2025 target is the same as what the U.S. promised to meet as part of the Paris Agreement, a climate accord among nearly all of the world’s nations that the Trump administration plans to withdraw from.
Mr. Wolf said he was compelled to take action when the federal government, under President Donald Trump, abdicated responsibility for tackling climate change.  “I recognize that one state cannot move alone, but in the absence of national movement, we do what we can,” he said.  16 states in the U.S. Climate Alliance — including neighboring New York, New Jersey and Maryland — have the same 2025 GHG reduction goal.
The most practical and effective strategies for cutting emissions identified in DEP’s draft climate action plan include reducing electricity demand from homes and businesses, transitioning to electric vehicles, requiring more of the state’s electricity mix to come from wind and solar, and keeping the state’s current nuclear power plants open.
Those changes would mark a major shift for Pennsylvania — one of the nation’s top 3 electricity, coal and natural gas producers.  But it would still not come close to meeting the long-term target of an 80% reduction in emissions by 2050, based on the key strategies DEP has modeled so far.
As for what happens next, the announcement was thin on specifics.  Mr. Wolf said not to expect a package of bills to realize these goals, since the Pennsylvania legislature is controlled by Republicans in both chambers.  While regulations — “fair and honest regulations” — might be an option, the governor didn’t have anything in mind and wanted to avoid sounding a punitive note to industry.  “What I try to make sure is that what I do is not too much, but not too little,” he said.
Mr. Wolf’s executive order also sets energy performance goals for agencies under the Democratic governor’s jurisdiction.  It directs them to:
— reduce energy consumption by 3% a year, and 21% by 2025 from 2017 levels
— replace 25% of the state passenger car fleet with electric and plug-in hybrid cars by 2025
— buy renewable energy directly or through credits to offset at least 40% of Pennsylvania’s annual electricity use
— ensure new agency buildings and major renovations are designed to use 10% less energy than 2016 model codes for commercial buildings.
Andrew Williams, director of regulatory and legislative affairs at EDF, said that setting the goal will force a discussion on next steps.  By signing an order that demands reductions in emissions from the power generation sector, Mr. Wolf has set up the conditions for a potential carbon cap and trade system, Mr. Williams said.
The governor, meanwhile, said he plans to bring industry to the table, by stressing the benefits of cutting emissions to their bottom line.
Peoples is a case in point, he said.  A few years ago, Peoples partnered with the Environmental Defense Fund and Google to drive around certain Pittsburgh neighborhoods and sniff out methane leaks, using a car-mounted sensor.  Methane is about 80 times more potent at trapping heat in the atmosphere than CO2, over the short term.
On Tuesday, armed with several years worth of proof of concept, Peoples announced its intent to reduce its methane emissions by 50% by using the same technology to identify, quantify and fix the most egregious pipeline leaks on its system.
"There’s not anybody in the private sector that doesn’t have incentive to trap methane," Mr. Wolf said.
He refused, even when pressed by an audience member, to take a stand against natural gas or the growing petrochemical industry, including the Shell cracker plant being built in Potter Township.  “This is a good thing,” he said unequivocally.  “We can’t ignore the fact that we have this huge natural resource that can make us energy self-sufficient and create jobs.”
At the same time, the Governor said he supports raising the mandate for the amount of renewable energy utilities must buy, especially as prices for renewable sources decline.  “We’re moving — whether anybody likes it or not — toward a solar and wind future,” he said.  “The question is how fast.”
Not fast enough for some like Matt Mehalik, executive director of the Breathe Project.  “These are tiny steps and we need bolder action,” he said after the announcement.  “We need to be across the natural gas and petrochemical bridge.  We are calling for a broader policy on renewable energy.”
Rachel Gleason, executive director of the Pennsylvania Coal Alliance, urged the Governor not to leave coal out of his energy plans and to “show a commitment to investments in advanced coal technology”, similar to the investments he proposes for renewable energy.
Pennsylvania is already more than halfway to reaching Mr. Wolf’s 2025 reduction target.  Net GHG emissions statewide were 13% lower in 2015 than they were in 2005, largely due to increased energy efficiency and natural gas displacing coal in the power sector, according to the state’s most recent economy-wide inventory.
A report released Tuesday by the Rhodium Group, a research firm, reinforced that the status quo won’t be nearly enough to solve the problem.  After 3 years of decline, U.S. carbon emissions “rose sharply” — by 3.4% — in 2018, the firm said, based on preliminary data.  The increase is the 2nd largest annual gain in more than 2 decades.
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