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Current Events 

 

 

 

Two US Policy Institutions 

 

1. People use government to solve environmental problems,  

     no matter what their priorities.   

     Why do they turn to government ? Why do people say “there ought to be law?” 

 

2. The U.S. Constitution 

 James Madison’s dilemma 

 The solution: divide powers among institutions with different standpoints: 

  Congress, the president and executive branch, and the courts 

  The federal government and the states 

The Constitution encouraged fragmentation, pluralism, incrementalism and state & 

local initiatives in environmental policy  

3. Divided Powers 1:  Federal Government Institutions 

 a. Congress - a fragmented law-making body  

 Mostly, a collection of parochial standpoints. 

           The House of Representatives 

           The Senate (you need 60 of 100 votes to get most policies through the Senate) 

  



        Small states have disproportionate influence in the Senate: 
 
  California’s 2 Senators represent about twelve percent of the U.S. population 
 
  Wyoming’s 2 Senators represent two-tenths of one percent 

  

        This tends to help resource-rich states with small populations (Wyoming and 
Alaska),  

        but there are small states whose Senators are strong 
environmental supporters(VT) 

 

b. The President and executive branch 

 

   What can a president influence? 

 i. The national agenda through legislative proposals and appointments 

 ii. budget priorities 

iii. executive orders 

 iv. agency priorities 

v. international agreements 

     The Bureaucracy  

            The problem of controlling bureaucratic discretion 

     

    c. The Courts 

• an independent view of environmental issues  

 

• Interpretations of laws and the Constitution may differ from other branches 

 

• Court decisions can have far-reaching consequences) 

 

4. Divided Powers Part 2:  Federalism  

Federalism: Political authority divided between a national government and subnational (or 

regional) governments 

States matter because state policies affect the environment 



   

States have a strong interest in natural resources within their borders managed  

So…State standpoints  

a) State resource management has provided prosperity, jobs and tax revenues for states - and 

all these things are politically popular. 

b) State and local governments usually make market-driven economic growth a top priority 

c)  But some state (& local) governments are usually the first to put an issue on the public 

agenda 

 

 

Science, Public Opinion and Polarization 

 

The gap between science and public opinion 

 

Public Opinion 

• The issue-attention cycle 

 

• American support for the environment is a mile wide and an inch deep 

 

• Bitter partisan divisions have polarized opinion on the environment 

 

 


