Gov. Whitmer’s Executive Order Aims for Carbon-Neutral Michigan by 2050
by Keith Matheny
Sep. 23, 2020 – Citing a rising threat to public health and the environment, Governor Gretchen Whitmer on Wednesday signed an executive order battling climate change.  It aims to make Michigan's economy carbon-neutral by 2050.
"The science is clear — climate change is directly impacting our public health, environment, our economy and our families," Whitmer said in a statement.  "This dangerous reality is already causing harm throughout Michigan, with communities of color and low-income Michiganders suffering disproportionately.  Which is why I'm taking immediate action to protect our state.  We owe it to our children and grandchildren to leave them a cleaner, safer and healthier world."
The move was hailed by environmentalists as continuing forward momentum toward cleaner energy and technologies, as Michigan warms and endures stronger storms that scientists have tied to global climate change.  But it comes as Whitmer battles with the Republican-led state Legislature over her executive orders related to the COVID-19 pandemic, and restrictions on businesses and life in the name of public health, that Republicans have called heavy-handed.
"The Majority Leader is not surprised by the governor using an EO (executive order) to attempt to control the climate, as she has used EOs to try and control everything else in Michigan," said Amber McCann, press secretary for Senate Majority Leader Mike Shirkey, R-Clarklake.
Whitmer's decarbonization-by-2050 goal includes an interim target of a 28% reduction from 1990 greenhouse gas (GHG) emission levels by 2025.
Carbon neutrality generally means getting carbon emissions as close to zero as possible, then utilizing various "offsets" — projects that reduce GHG emissions such as planting trees or increased efficiencies at power plants — to address the remainder. 
It's unclear what kinds of changes the order might mean for Michigan businesses and residents.  It's a framework with large goals that gives the Michigan Department of Environment, Great Lakes and Energy, with the help of a newly formed Council on Climate Solutions, the task of devising ways to get there.
The Council will include the directors or director-designated representatives from 9 state agencies and 14 state residents appointed by the governor, "representing the range of sectors, experiences and expertise relevant to this issue."
The council will advise EGLE in formulating and implementing a "MI Healthy Climate Plan," the state's action plan for GHG emissions.  The work is to include identifying and recommending emissions-reduction strategies, and identifying solutions for communities disproportionately impacted by changing climate.
The council may establish advisory work groups; make inquiries, studies and investigations; hold hearings; and receive public comments.  It may hire or retain contractors, advisers and consultants, and enter into relevant contracts "as the (EGLE) director deems advisable and necessary."  EGLE "must assist the Council in the performance of its duties and provide personnel to staff the Council," the order states.
Whitmer, in an accompanying executive directive, called on EGLE to provide her with the climate plan in draft form by Sep. 1, 2021, with a final plan by the end of that year.
A 2019 study by 18 university researchers, most of them from institutions around the Great Lakes, including Michigan State University and the University of Michigan, found that the Great Lakes Basin has warmed faster than the rest of the contiguous United States over the past 30 years.  The warming is mostly tied to human activity, according to scientists.
The Midwest and the Northeast are getting more precipitation than in the past.  And more of that coming in larger events, particularly in the winter and spring.  Since 1951, total annual precipitation has increased by 13.6% in the Great Lakes region, while the amount falling in heavy storms increased 35% in that time period, according to Great Lakes Integrated Sciences + Assessments.  GLISA is an Ann Arbor-based partnership between the University of Michigan and Michigan State University that serves as a climate change-related regional center for the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.
Jamesa Johnson-Greer, climate justice director for the Detroit-based non-profit Michigan Environmental Justice Coalition, applauded Whitmer's "decisive action on climate change."  "We're dealing with a climate crisis while we're actually in the middle of another crisis, COVID-19," she said.  "We're seeing the impacts of climate change right now, with the wildfires in California and the impact of the smoke actually being felt here."
Climate change impacts, such as hotter summer days and the ozone pollution they generate, exacerbate existing problems with air quality that tend to particularly affect communities of color and impoverished areas, Johnson-Greer noted.  The lung problems that such pollution often worsens, like asthma, make people even more susceptible to COVID-19, she said.
If anything, the Governor's order might not be rapid enough, Johnson-Greer said.  "We're hearing from the (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change) that we really have until 2030 to adequately tackle the crisis at hand," she said.  "A lot of the metrics we're seeing the corporations commit to, with 2050 (goals) involved, may not be fast enough."
She added that the Council on Climate Solutions offers promise — if it includes the people most impacted by climate change and other environmental problems, people in "environmental injustice communities" such as residents of Flint, southwest Detroit and people in PFAS-contaminated areas of Michigan.
"They would bring the most color and the most opportunity to that climate council," she said.  "But if that is made up of those who already have a lot of power - corporations - that opportunity might look very different."
Michigan's 2 largest utilities, DTE Energy and Consumers Energy, have already begun carbon emissions reduction effort.  DTE targets net zero emissions by 2050 and Consumers net zero emissions by 2040.  The efforts include transitioning from multiple aging, coal-fired power plants to natural gas-fired plants and expanding wind and solar energy generation.  "The industry and the marketplace are driving technological advancements in cleaner, more efficient energy — regardless of government mandates," press secretary McCann said.
John Walsh, president and CEO of the Lansing-based Michigan Manufacturers Association, said officials there have not yet reviewed the details of Whitmer's executive order.  "The MMA is proud of the efforts undertaken by manufacturers that continue to address a shared concern for air and water quality throughout the state," he said.  "Our association and our members will continue to work with the state and local communities on such issues.  As for issues related to energy and energy policy, the MMA will always advocate for policies that balance both public safety and economic security."
Whitmer's order also calls on the state Department of Treasury to develop an Energy Transition Impact Project "to assist communities in maintaining critical services and ensuring high quality employment for workers, while moving toward a more sustainable future, when faced with the closure of energy facilities."  A spokeswoman for the Governor did not immediately return messages seeking further elaboration on the project, who it would serve and how.
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