Pete Buttigieg, Polling High in Iowa, Targets Farmers with Climate Message
by Dino Grandoni
Nov. 21, 2019 – Pete Buttigieg is polling incredibly well in Iowa.  The mayor of South Bend, Indiana, did nearly everything possible during the 5th Democratic debate to try to boost his support even more in the big corn-growing state -- by repeatedly hammering how farmers can be part of the solution to climate change. 
Buttigieg spent much of Wednesday evening honing an environmental message designed to cast farmers as a key group in battling climate change, more than perhaps any other candidate on stage during the debate hosted by the Washington Post and MSNBC in Atlanta. 
"American farming should be one of the key pillars of how we combat climate change," Buttigieg said.  That message, he added, is a good way of recruiting "everybody to be part of the solution, including conservative communities where a lot of people have been made to feel that admitting climate science would mean acknowledging they're part of the problem." 
This message may resonate in nation's 1st state to vote in the Democratic primary.  A recent Des Moines Register-CNN poll showed Buttigieg surging, with support from 25% of likely Iowa caucus-goers.  Sens. Elizabeth Warren (D-Mass.) ands Bernie Sanders (I-Vt.) and former Vice President Joe Biden were all behind the small city mayor, in essentially a 3-way tie at about 15% support.
When asked about President Trump's subsidies to farmers amid a trade war with China, Buttigieg pivoted to a part of his $1.5 trillion to $2 trillion climate plan to support farmers and ranchers in adopting management techniques that capture CO2 from the air. 
"I believe that the quest for the carbon-negative farm could be as big a symbol of dealing with climate change as the electric car in this country," Buttigieg said during the debate.  "Look, I don't think this President cares one bit about farmers," Buttigieg said.  Buttigieg called out Trump for exempting dozens of oil refineries from having to blend biofuels — notably, corn-based ethanol — into their gasoline.  Renewable fuel policy means little outside the nation's Corn Belt, but it is perennially a high-priority issue in Iowa, which grows more corn than any other state.
Like many other Midwestern states earlier this year, Iowa was hit with catastrophic floods of the sort which will become more frequent and severe as the world continues to warm.
In the past, Buttigieg has made that connection when campaigning in Iowa.  "Rural communities — from river towns to tribal lands to farms — are on the front lines of climate change," the candidate wrote in an op-ed in August in the Des Moines Register, the state's largest newspaper.  "Yet too often, rural Americans are told they’re part of the problem."
Buttigieg's momentum in Iowa, as well as in New Hampshire where polling also shows him up, put a target on his back during the debate.  But Buttigieg escaped unscathed.  His biggest tussle of the night was with Rep. Tulsi Gabbard (D-Hawaii).  "That’s about the best he could have hoped for, given her limited constituency in the Democratic Party," writes The Post's Aaron Blake.
Here are some of the other climate-related moments from the debate.
• Tom Steyer: The billionaire financier tried to cast himself as the "climate candidate" on stage (a la former Presidential contender and Washington Gov. Jay Inslee).  He claimed he was the only candidate to support declaring a state of emergency to address climate change.  "I'm the only person on this stage who will say that climate is the #1 priority for me," he said.  "Vice President Biden won't say it."   But Sanders shot back that he too has put forward legislation calling for the use of emergency powers.
• Joe Biden: Also in response to Steyer, the former Vice President pushed back, by noting that the billionaire used to invest in coal mines. "I don't really need a kind of a lecture from — from my friend," Biden said.  He added that by contrast, he was among the 1st to introduce climate-related legislation in the Senate.
• Bernie Sanders: At least 3 times during the debate, the Vermont independent peppered his answers to non-climate questions with admonishments of fossil fuel interests.  That included a call to prosecute oil, gas and coal executives who knew about the risks climate change posed.  "By the way, the fossil fuel industry is probably criminally liable, because they have lied and lied and lied when they had the evidence that their carbon products were destroying the planet," he said. 
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