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t he North Carolina General Assembly has established a “global climate-
change commission” to study “issues related to global warming” and 
make policy recommendations.1  There are two overarching areas for 

investigation: climate change and economics. In fact, economics dominates 
the analysis that the commission is mandated to carry out. With 16 members 
specified in the legislation and 18 yet to be appointed by Senate President Pro 
Tem Mark Basnight and House Speaker James Black, the commission has 
only one climate scientist and no economists. As it now stands, the commis-
sion clearly lacks the expertise that would be necessary to perform its man-
dated functions.  Generally, the commission comprises representatives from 
environmental pressure groups, their allies in academe and business, and 
industry groups with financial interests in potential policy recommendations.

Who Is the N.C. Global Warming Commission?

From the onset the commission has been stacked with left-of-center 
environmental pressure groups: Environmental Defense, the Southern Alli-
ance for Clean Energy, the North Carolina Coastal Federation, and the North 
Carolina Conservation Council. All of those groups advocate extensive regu-
lation of private decision making to regulate greenhouse gas emissions (see 
Exhibit 1).

The commission also includes others with close ties to these groups or 
who hold extreme positions on global warming policy. For example: 
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• Dr. William Schlesinger, dean of Duke University’s School of Environment and Earth Sci-
ences, member of the North Carolina Board of Trustees of Environmental Defense (ED)2 and 
a well known advocate for radical policies to reduce greenhouse gases. 

• Dr. Douglas Crawford-Brown, Director of UNC’s Carolina Environmental Program, has 
advocated a 60-percent reduction in carbon dioxide emissions,3  dramatically greater than 
reductions required by the United Nations treaty.

• Duke Power’s President has publicly called for a new “carbon tax” to combat global warm-
ing.4  Recently Duke Power has made a multi-million dollar grant to Schlessinger’s depart-
ment at Duke University to study climate change issues.5  Duke Power also worked closely 
with ED to pass Clean Smokestacks legislation calling for a global climate commission.6 

Others on the commission mostly represent the narrow interests of particular industries. Their role is not to 
provide detached scientific or economic analysis but to get the best set of policies for their particular industry or con-
stituency. Only four of the commission’s 16 current members do not have an apparent advocacy or financial agenda.

Climate Science underrepresented

The legislation that established the commission, Senate Bill (S.B.) 1134, mandates analysis in seven general 
areas, and six require expertise in specific fields of research. Two examine the relationship between greenhouse 
gases and climate change, and four relate to the economic impact of climate change and policy proposals. The last is 
a review of actions taken by the federal government (See Exhibit 2).

The commission’s charge to examine “the possible natural and anthropogenic [human induced] causes of global 
climate change” and “the extent to which reductions in [greenhouse gas emissions] in the State, region, nation, and 
worldwide could be expected to affect global climate change” (a and c in Exhibit 2)clearly requires specialized exper-
tise in climate science. Although the commission has several members who are scientists, only one of the current 16 
commissioners — state climatologist Dr. Sethu Raman — has a specialty in a climate-related science (meteorology). 
Dr. Raman’s appointment was apparently an afterthought. The original legislation passed by the House and Senate 
included neither the state climatologist nor anyone else with expertise in a climate-related science on the commis-
sion — a commission on climate change. After State Senator Andrew Brock held a press conference in which that 
omission was highlighted, a climate scientist was included in the final compromise bill. Conceivably, a climatologist 
should have been the highest-priority position for such a commission, not an apparent afterthought. For this com-
mission, however, environmental advocacy groups have been well represented from the legislation’s very first draft.

No Economists

For similar reasons, the commission needs members with expertise in economics. Many of the commission’s man-
dates will involve sophisticated economic analysis. Indeed sections d through g (Exhibit 2) all require specialized 

Exhibit 1. Members of the N.C. Global Warming Commission, As Specified in S.B. 1134

• The President of Duke Power or the President’s designee.

• The President of Progress Energy or the President’s designee.

• The President of the North Carolina Citizens for Business and 
Industry.

• The President of the Manufacturers and Chemical Industry Council 
of North Carolina.

• The President of the North Carolina Farm Bureau Federation.

• The President of the North Carolina Forestry Association. 

• The Southeast Regional Director of Environmental Defense. 

• The Executive Director of the Southern Alliance for Clean Energy.

• The Executive Director of the North Carolina Coastal Federation.

• The Executive Director of the North Carolina Conservation Council.

• The Dean of the Nicholas School of the Environment and Earth Sci-
ences, Duke University.

• The Dean of the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at North 
Carolina State University.

• The Dean of the School of Agriculture and Environmental Sciences 
at North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University.

• The Director of the Carolina Environmental Program at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

• The Distinguished Research Professor, Department of Geology at 
East Carolina University.

• The North Carolina State Climatologist.



knowledge of economic analysis. The legislation calls for an “in-depth examination” of the costs and benefits of any 
“action taken by the State on individuals, households, business operations, agricultural operations” and “other eco-
nomic institutions.” Furthermore, the commission is to examine the impact of global climate change on “the economy 
of the State,” enumerating particular economic sectors, including agriculture, tourism, insurance, and real estate. It 
must also evaluate any “economic opportunities” that might result from actions to address climate change. 

In essence, the commission must conduct a full-blown cost/benefit analysis requiring sophisticated and technical 
knowledge of analytical techniques and advanced research capabilities in an extensive range of economic specialties. 

But as currently construed, the commission is dominated by advocacy groups and others who have either an 
ideological or financial interest in the global-warming debate. If this construction is not remedied with future ap-
pointments, the commission’s economic analysis will likely be pedestrian at best, lacking scientific rigor. At worst it 
will be manipulated to favor the dominant advocacy position on the commission. Barring the input of trained econo-
mists who are not associated with any of the interest groups, such a result is highly likely.

The problem of advocacy economics

A good example of the kind of economic analysis that the citizens of North Carolina may be subjected to was 
recently published by Environmental Defense (ED),7  which has a dominant presence on the commission and over 
the last 5 years has had a significant influence upon both the N.C. General Assembly and Governor Easley’s admin-
istration.8  ED’s recent “economic study” of the impact of climate-change policies on North Carolina was apparently 
designed to influence the commission and take advantage of its lack of economic expertise. Also, its conclusions were 
pre-ordained by its methodology. It’s noteworthy that there were no economists listed among the report’s authors. 
Indeed, its analysis was so weak that it could not have received a passing grade in an introductory economics course. 

ED’s report ignored what might be the first principle of economic analysis: all actions, by either individuals or 
government, have costs as well as benefits. A sound economic policy study would therefore have to net out the costs 
from the benefits. In advocacy mode, ED’s analysis focused strictly on industries that would benefit from proposals 
to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and ignored industries or consumers that could be harmed. In doing so they 
conveniently ignored any costs associated with their policy proposals. Needless to say, analysis that focuses only 
on benefits will invariably conclude that the policy proposal is beneficial. That is the hallmark of advocacy econom-
ics — analysis structured to reach the conclusion that the advocates had decided beforehand they wanted to reach 
— and that is the risk North Carolina faces by having a commission stacked with advocates, not scientists. 

Particularly telling, not even once did the ED study reference any of the truly rigorous analysis on the economic 
effects of CO2 reduction plans, all of which show dramatic economic losses for the United States.9  For example, the 

Exhibit 2: Excerpt from SB1134

This examination shall include all of the following:

a. A review of current scientific literature on the possible natural and anthropogenic causes of global climate change.

b. A review of actions taken by the federal government and by other states to address global warming.

c. An examination of the emissions of greenhouse gases from within the State and the extent to which reductions in the emissions of these 
gases in the State, region, nation, and worldwide could be expected to affect global climate change.

d. An evaluation of the economic opportunities for the State that may result from international, national, and State action to address 
global climate change and the emerging carbon market.

e. The potential impacts of global climate change on the citizens, natural resources, and economy of the State, including agriculture, travel 
and tourism, recreation, coastal real estate, insurance, and other economic sectors.

f. The costs of any action taken by the State to address global climate change on individuals, individual households, local governments, 
businesses, educational institutions, agricultural operations, the State government, and other institutions and economic sectors.

 g. The benefits of any action taken by or within the State or other states and at the national or international levels to address global 
climate change on individuals, individual households, local governments, businesses, educational institutions, agricultural operations, the State 
government, and other institutions and economic sectors.



U.S. Energy Information Agency’s 1998 analysis of the effects of the UN’s Kyoto protocol (which ED 
endorsed), found over a 4 percent reduction in GDP with an 83 percent increase in electricity prices 
and a 53 percent increase in gasoline prices. Also, a study by Wharton Econometric Forecasting Asso-
ciates (WEFA) at the University of Pennsylvania, which attributed to Kyoto on net over 2 million jobs 
lost nationally — over 100 thousand of those in North Carolina.10 

Also, ED offered no evidence that their policy proposals would have any effect on the climate, 
despite that being their ultimate goal. ED freely admits that “one state’s actions will not stop global 
temperatures from rising.” Regardless, ED asserts without evidence that “the collective actions of 
individual state’s will make a difference.”11  This claim is unsupportable. An unrefuted study by Dr. 
Thomas Wigley,12 a scientist sympathetic to ED’s alarmist position on climate change, concluded that 
even if the UN treaty were implemented with 100 percent compliance, global temperatures would be 
only fourteen-hundredths of one degree (F) cooler in 50 years they they would be if nothing were done. 
Fourteen-hundredths of a degree is an amount so small that it would be undetectable by convention-
al temperature measuring devices. 

If a global effort would have an imperceptible impact on climate, then there is nothing mere 
states could do, acting either individually or in consort. This means that any policy recommended by 
the commission would have no benefits in terms of climate change. 

Conclusion

With few exceptions, the North Carolina Global Warming Commission appears to be primarily an 
assembly of special interests with their political and economic agendas. The state’s global-warming 
policies are at risk of being crafted not in response to reasoned scientific investigation, but as part of 
a special-interest process meant to advance ideologies and bottom lines. Indeed,  it’s enough to excuse 
the skeptic who suspects the commission was chosen with a pre-ordained result in mind.

Dr. Roy Cordato is V.P. for Research and resident scholar at the John Locke Foundation. 
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