Pope Francis Backs Urgent Climate Change Action, Lauds Obama's Climate Plan
by Andrew Freedman
Sept. 23, 2015 – In his 1st public remarks since arriving in the U.S. for an historic visit, Pope Francis jumped immediately into the hot-button issue of climate change policy - by praising President Obama's plan to curb emissions of planet-warming greenhouse gases (GHGs).
The Pope has made addressing global warming a signature issue of his papacy.  He issued a 180-page teaching document, known as an encyclical, to bishops in June.  It portrayed the issue as a threat to "our common home,” saying that humanity has a religious, moral ,and ethical duty to protect the planet.
"Mr. President, I find it encouraging that you are proposing an initiative for reducing air pollution," Francis said, in a likely reference to the administration's Clean Air Plan, a set of EPA regulations that would reduce GHG emissions from the power sector.  The administrator of the EPA, Gina McCarthy, was seated prominently in the audience on the South Lawn, near Vice President Joe Biden.
The Clean Power Plan is a key component of the White House's pledge to cut the country's overall GHG emissions by between 26% to 28% by 2025, compared to 2005 levels.  Other pieces of the Obama administration's climate policies include investments in wind and solar power, and more stringent vehicle fuel economy standards.
"Accepting the urgency, it seems clear to me also that climate change is a problem which can no longer be left to a future generation.  When it comes to the care of our common home, we are living at a critical moment of history.  We still have time to make the changes needed to bring about a sustainable and integral development, for we know that things can change," Francis said, referencing text contained in the encyclical, known as Laudato Si: On the Care of the Common Home.
"Such change demands, on our part, a serious and responsible recognition not only of the kind of world we may be leaving to our children, but also to the millions of people living under a system which has overlooked them," Francis said.
Francis compared the Earth to the poor who have been neglected for too long: "Our common home has been part of this group of the excluded, which cries out to heaven and which today powerfully strikes our homes, our cities and our societies," he said, according to a White House transcript of his remarks.
"To use a telling phrase of the Reverend Martin Luther King, we can say that we have defaulted on a promissory note and now is the time to honor it."
The Pope's climate change encyclical, which he quoted from in his remarks on the White House South Lawn on Wednesday, accepted mainstream climate science findings and implored the global community to act to mitigate the severity of global warming.
The letter to bishops portrayed global warming as a threat to humanity, endangering progress in combating poverty and improving global inequality.  He echoed these themes, but on a more hopeful note, in his White House remarks: “We know by faith that ‘the Creator does not abandon us; he never forsakes his loving plan or repents of having created us.  Humanity still has the ability to work together in building our common home’ (Laudato Si’, 13).  As Christians inspired by this certainty, we wish to commit ourselves to the conscious and responsible care of our common home.
“Holy Father, you remind us that we have a sacred obligation to protect our planet – God’s magnificent gift to us,” Obama said, in remarks prior to Francis' brief speech.  “We support your call to all world leaders to support the communities most vulnerable to a changing climate and to come together to preserve our precious world for future generations.”
Obama has been prominent role in rallying the global community to agree to an ambitious new global climate treaty, during the next major round of U.N. climate talks in Paris this December.
Most Republican lawmakers on Capitol Hill, where Francis will give an historic address on Thursday, are staunch opponents of Obama's climate policies, particularly the EPA's climate regulations.
Therefore, if Francis discusses climate change during that speech, which he is likely to do, then he may be met with a different reception than the cheers that went up on the White House South Lawn on Wednesday following his remarks.
As if to echo the Pope's warnings, as well as those from other leaders, regarding the urgent need to act on global warming, scientists said last week that there is at least a 97% chance that 2015 will beat 2014 for the dubious distinction of the world's hottest year since instrument records began in the late 19th century.
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