March 13, 2008
Dear Senator,

 
Late last year, the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee took the first steps toward addressing climate change by passing America’s Climate Security Act (S.2191, Lieberman-Warner). This legislation establishes cap-and-trade as a promising tool for reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from many sectors of the U.S. economy, such as electricity generation and manufacturing. However, as with other sectors, in the transportation sector, complementary policy will be needed to effectively and efficiently achieve the emissions reductions needed to stabilize our climate. Unless provisions to address this issue are added to the legislation, other economic sectors and industries will be forced to overcompensate to ensure that the bill’s overall emissions reduction targets are met.

Reducing emissions in the transportation sector is integral to climate policy. It is responsible for a third of America’s carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, making it the nation’s second largest source. Our current transportation policy framework is not set up to deal with CO2 emissions, and transportation is the nation’s fastest growing emissions source as a result.  This is due to the increasing national driving rate, which has outpaced population growth threefold in the last twenty-five years. The Energy Information Administration estimates that driving, measured in vehicle-miles traveled (VMT), will double nationwide by 2030. This is due to limited transportation options, inefficient land use and development patterns, and inadequate traffic and road management.
Recent analyses show that this projected growth in driving will wipe out the combined CO2 reductions from higher CAFE standards and low carbon transportation fuel requirements passed in last year’s energy bill. This leaves CO2 emissions from the transportation sector 25 percent above 1990 levels in 2030. Emissions need to be at least 30 percent below 1990 levels to be on the path toward the S.2191 reduction targets.

In his testimony to the Senate Environment and Public Works Committee, Dr. David L. Greene of Oak Ridge National Laboratory, a leader in transportation and climate policy, affirmed this policy gap. “…[W]e should not expect a cap-and-trade policy alone to bring about an efficient reduction in transportation GHG emissions…. [L]and use and infrastructure policies that enhance the attractiveness of walking, biking, and public transport can also make an important and potentially critical difference by 2050.”
Without such complementary policies, Americans will have no choice but to spend more time driving each year, increasing CO2 emissions that must be mitigated by other emitters, i.e. petroleum producers, auto manufacturers, and the power sector. To avoid this market imbalance, it is critical that the Lieberman-Warner bill supports transportation alternatives and encourages efficient land use patterns that allow more people to leave their car at home and take public transportation, use intercity passenger rail, bike, or walk.

Including such policies in S. 2191 will also help achieve additional CO2 reductions in the transportation sector. The Urban Land Institute’s recently published study Growing Cooler: The Evidence on Urban Development and Climate Change, which aggregated decades of data analysis, confirmed that given the right incentives and legitimate alternatives, Americans will choose to drive less. With corresponding policy changes in upcoming transportation legislation, significant CO2 reductions are achievable by 2030.

If enacted, emissions permits from the Lieberman-Warner legislation would generate a great deal of revenue to be used for a variety of public and private benefits, incentives, and transition assistance. However, this revenue is not allocated proportionately to the problem. Currently, the legislation only allocates one percent of the total permit revenue for reducing travel demand - specifically for transit investments - averaging $1.5 billion per year using Duke Nicholas Institute projections for permit prices. By comparison, through 2050, the coal industry is projected to receive $425.0 or $11.2 billion per year, fossil fuel-fired utilities are allocated $272.3 billion or $7.8 billion a year, energy-intensive manufacturers will get $133.1 billion or $3.5 billion a year, and cellulosic biofuel industry will receive $102.0 billion or $2.6 billion per year.

The transportation sector requires an average annual investment of at least 5-7 percent of the permit revenue in travel demand strategies to avoid forcing other economic sectors and industries to shoulder a greater emissions reduction burden, likely at a higher cost. To give states, cities, and regional planning organizations the flexibility to make investments that best meet their needs, use of this funding should be expanded to other transportation alternatives and tools, and incentives to develop efficient land use patterns and greener communities. Performance-based allocation of funding and mechanisms to account for achieved reductions would increase the impact of this funding, and ensure its wise use.  

States such as California, Massachusetts, New York, and Washington have already recognized the critical role that efficient transportation and land use policies can play, and have made such policies a key part of their state and local global warming plans. Certain cities, towns, counties, and regions have implemented more ambitious policies. However, with restrictions on federal transportation spending and perverse incentives that reward increased driving with additional funding, they are limited in the CO2 emissions reductions that they can achieve. 

Transportation-sector reductions are critical to good climate policy, and the Lieberman-Warner bill should support and encourage such state and local policies while more fundamental transportation and infrastructure reform is debated. Without addressing this important component of global warming emissions, cap-and-trade legislation falls short of its potential to achieve transportation sector CO​2 reductions. Meeting the bill’s CO​2 reduction targets will require other sectors to make up the difference, likely at increased cost to consumers and industry. We urge you to support amendments and other efforts that strengthen and balance America’s Climate Security Act by addressing this need for greener infrastructure and other tools to reduce transportation-sector GHG emissions.  We look forward to following up with you and your staff on this.
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