After Hurricanes, Climate Change Resurfaces in Washington
by James Osborne
Sep. 18, 2017: Washington – Hurricanes Harvey and Irma are revving up a debate that had gone quiet in Washington recently, as the sheer scale of the destruction in Texas, Florida and the U.S. Virgin Islands forces political leaders to again confront the question of climate change, its role in the increasing frequency of violent storms, and its impact on health, safety and the economy.
In the immediate aftermath, Republicans and Democrats are falling into familiar positions around an issue on which no immediate policy is expected any time soon, particularly under President Donald Trump, who has consistently questioned the severity of climate change's threat.  But the 1-2 punch of the storms, which cost more than 100 lives and well over $100 billion in estimated damage, are at least prompting rethinking of the issue and what Washington can or should do to address climate change, political observers said.
"Short term, does it change anything?  No," said Stephen Brown, a top lobbyist for the San Antonio refiner Andeavor, formerly known as Tesoro.  "But long term, does it encourage consideration by some who are on the fence that this is a serious issue and deserves a lot more careful consideration than has been given to it?  This is the conversation among Republicans right now."
Bob Inglis, a former Republican congressman from South Carolina who runs the environmental group Republicen, noted that Republicans who have long used climate change as a punch line to rile up their base were becoming more cautious as flooding events piled up, recounting the dour mood in his home state last year following flooding caused by Hurricane Matthew.
"Because people had experienced climate change, this epic storm is consistent with the models of what we would expect from climate change," he said.  "If anyone had attempted a joke, it would have gone over like a lead balloon."
Washington has grappled with climate change for decades, coming closest to a policy solution in 2009 when bipartisan legislation creating a cap-and-trade system on greenhouse gas emissions - similar to that in place in Europe - passed the House, before it stalled in the Senate in the face of concentrated opposition from the oil, gas and coal industries.  Since then, the debate has devolved into a partisan dogfight.
Focus on Other Issues
This week, as Democrats offered Harvey and Irma as proof positive of climate change's threat, Republicans countered that powerful storms have happened throughout history, as Trump did aboard Air Force One on Thursday.  "If you go back into the '30s and '40s, and you go back into the teens," he said, "you'll see storms that were very similar and even bigger, OK?"
With Republicans in control of Congress and the White House, any meaningful action on climate change is considered dead on arrival for the foreseeable future, as lawmakers focus on other issues such as tax reform, the federal budget and immigration.
At a breakfast hosted by the American Petroleum Institute last week, the trade group's president, Jack Gerard, said there was little reason to worry about regulations aimed at reducing carbon emissions produced by oil and other fossil fuels.  The agenda of the Trump administration is "quite clear," he said.  "It's about benefiting Americans, creating jobs in America."
As the event wrapped up, Rep. Gene Green, a Houston Democrat who walks a fine line between calling for climate action and supporting the oil and gas refineries that fill his district, said even discussing the potential role of climate change in the series of destructive storms was unlikely to get much time in Congress.
"We probably won't have a hearing on any of that," he said.  "There's a few on the Republican side, but nowhere near the number you would need."
Complicating politics in Washington is uncertainty about the relationship between climate change and hurricanes among scientists.  There is near unanimous agreement among scientists that the increasing concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere - much of it from burning fossil fuels - poses a threat to coastlines and low-lying areas through increased rainfall and rising sea levels from melting polar ice caps.  But how that might affect the development and strength of hurricanes remains one of the controversial areas of the field.
A basic tenet of meteorology is hurricanes feed off warm ocean waters - hence they only form in late summer and fall when surface temperatures are at their warmest.  And with rising global temperatures warming oceans, scientists have long speculated the Earth would experience more severe hurricanes than in the past.
Many Elements at Work
But there remain "large uncertainties," said Pedram Hassanzadeh, an engineering professor at Rice University who studies the impact of climate change on weather.  Even as climate change causes ocean temperatures to rise, so too does it likely affect wind patterns and the movement of air through the upper reaches of the atmosphere, potentially reducing the formation of hurricanes.
In its most recent report, the International Panel on Climate Change downgraded its forecast of more severe storms from "likely" to "low confidence."  "The number of major hurricanes is something that will depend on a lot of factors," Hassanzadeh said.  "The hope is in the next cycles of research, we reduce the uncertainty."
Some Republicans, such as Rep. Lamar Smith, R-San Antonio, have seized on the uncertainty around hurricanes as an argument for not taking action to reduce the carbon emissions that come from fossil fuel production in states like Texas.
"It's important to remember that hurricanes Harvey and Irma, while devastating, do not indicate a climate trend," he said.  "Right now, though, the focus should be on getting displaced Americans back to their homes, assessing the damage, and rebuilding.  That's what my colleagues and I are focused on."
But the future of dogged skeptics like Smith is coming into some question in the Republican Party.  Last year, a pair of congressmen from South Florida, one Republican, one Democrat, formed the Climate Solutions Caucus - a bipartisan group dedicated to politically realistic solutions to climate change.  Membership is limited, because the caucus must have an equal number of Democrats and Republicans.  Still, it counts a membership of 56 House members - about 1/10 of Congress.  The coalition has no members from Texas.
Cornyn, Cruz Reticent
In the aftermath of Harvey, Texas Republicans have largely kept quiet on the issue of climate change.  Eager to talk at any opportunity about relief efforts, neither Sens. Jon Cornyn nor Ted Cruz, nor a single Republican member representing areas affected by Harvey, responded to requests for comment on this story - Smith being the exception.
How much longer their constituents will let them stay quiet on climate change remains to be seen.  A recent public opinion survey conducted by Yale University and George Mason University found 58% of Texans are worried about climate change, with coastal areas and drought-prone regions most concerned.
On the Texas coast, a group of local leaders that includes Republicans and Democrats is lobbying for federal funding to build a seawall to protect the coast from storms, specifically the area around Houston, where refineries and petrochemical plants are an economic linchpin.
Michel Bechtel, mayor of Morgan's Point, just east of Houston, has spent 3 weeks trying to bring his town back to normalcy, after receiving 4 feet of rain during Harvey.  He is no climate activist, questioning predictions about worsening storms and flooding: "One man's crisis is another man's ehhh."
But when it comes to getting a seawall built that would protect the Houston Ship Channel, along which his community lies, he said he'll happily take assistance in the name of climate change.  "If you want to use it and hype it, sure, but I don't go there," he said.  "Basically, if that's what you believe, you better do something."
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