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Introduction and summary

California has long been synonymous with effective climate policy. Beginning in 2001, 
the Golden State established its first voluntary emissions reporting program under 
Gov. Gray Davis (D). Subsequently, Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger (R) built on this 
initial commitment to reducing emissions when the state passed the Global Warming 
Solutions Act of 2006—its landmark climate legislation.1 California has gone on to 
propose and adopt progressively more ambitious goals that address emissions econo-
mywide, continuing through 2050. California has achieved this while simultaneously 
decoupling greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from economic growth, which creates 
jobs, saves Californians money, reduces environmental inequities, and ensures that 
programs benefit disadvantaged communities.

Over the past two decades, California has continued to develop, implement, and 
iterate upon its climate commitments, creating one of the most comprehensive and 
responsive climate policy landscapes in the world. This wide-ranging strategy has 
resulted in policy innovations that run the gamut from direct regulations to inclusive 
interagency climate actions to a multijurisdictional carbon market.

There are a number of lessons, strengths, and challenges from the California model 
that can be adapted by the Biden-Harris administration as well as other states and 
governments across the country and around the world looking to address the climate 
crisis. Rather than focusing on any one particular policy, the authors of this report 
view these as broadly applicable principles that can be gleaned from many examples 
across California’s climate programs.



2 Center for American Progress | Learning From California’s Ambitious Climate Policy

Background

During the last four years, California went toe-to-toe2 with the Trump administration 
over climate and environmental policy on almost every possible front. As co-founder 
of the United States Climate Alliance, We Are Still In, the Under2 Coalition, and 
America’s Pledge, California worked alongside other states and cities to hold the line 
on climate progress during the Trump administration, helping keep the Biden-Harris 
administration within reach of achieving the emission reductions over the coming 
decade and beyond deemed necessary by the International Panel on Climate Change. 

But California’s climate efforts were not a reflexive or partisan response to former 
President Donald Trump. To the contrary, California’s climate leadership has benefitted 
from bipartisan political support for decades, extending across the terms of Gov. Davis, 
Gov. Schwarzenegger, Gov. Jerry Brown (D), and Gov. Gavin Newsom (D). Climate 
action is popular in California: According to a 2019 study by the Public Policy Institute 
of California,3 71 percent of California adults are in favor of the state’s 100 percent 
renewable energy goal, and overwhelming majorities of Californians support requir-
ing automakers to further reduce GHG emissions from new cars. The state has also 
decoupled its economic growth—it is the fifth-largest economy in the world—from 
GHG emissions, while bringing in $3.4 billion in venture capital investment in clean 
technologies in 2019 alone. 

California’s climate policies are fundamentally a pragmatic response to the increas-
ingly disastrous impacts4 of climate change the state is facing. These include sea level 
rise, coastal flooding and erosion, losses to the Sierra snowpack and threats to the 
state’s water supply, and an increased risk of wildfires.5 Impacts from climate change 
damage the state’s agricultural industry and cause biodiversity loss, ecosystem 
disruption, and significant public health impacts, particularly to the most vulnerable 
members of the population. 

The state—where nearly 85 percent of the population is coastal—has already experi-
enced almost eight inches of sea level rise in the last century;6 $17.9 billion of residential 
and commercial buildings statewide could be inundated with a further 20-inch rise by 
2050. California’s agricultural industry—a $39 billion sector that provides the United 
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States with almost half of all its fruits and vegetables—is being threatened7 by reduced 
winter chill hours, which will significantly affect key crops, including a projected 40 
percent decline in avocado yields. In 2018 alone, California’s wildfire season cost an 
estimated $148.5 billion in losses.8 Pollution causes 21,000 early deaths each year—
seven times more than the state’s fatalities from car crashes—with Latino children 40 
percent more likely than white children to die from asthma than white children.9 

The increasing effects of climate change facing Californians are shared across the United 
States, driving home both the responsibility and moral imperative to act that under-
pins the Biden-Harris administration’s climate proposals. The Fourth National Climate 
Assessment,10 released by the Trump administration in 2018, found that the impacts 
of climate change are already being felt across the country and that without “substan-
tial and sustained” climate action, “rising temperatures, sea level rise, and changes in 
extreme events [would be] expected to increasingly disrupt and damage critical infra-
structure and property, labor productivity, and the vitality of our communities.” 

With climate change setting unwelcome records11 across the globe, experience-shar-
ing from California can help the new administration as well as other states and local 
governments across the country act swiftly to address U.S. contributions to global 
climate change. 
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Recommendations

This report lays out a number of lessons from the California model that could be useful 
to the Biden-Harris administration that can be summarized as follows: Build a strong, 
science-based foundation for effective climate policy; be ambitious and aggressive in 
setting targets and policies; prioritize environmental justice; reflect on and adjust poli-
cies over time; and forge partnerships.

While it may not be possible to adapt all of California’s subnational policy approach as a 
national climate policy applicable under the Biden-Harris administration, some aspects 
of the California experience are readily translatable and replicable. Others represent les-
sons learned for how the federal government can improve upon the California experi-
ence. California has benefited a great deal by learning from other states, provinces, and 
countries around the world, including Acre, Brazil; Baden-Wurttemberg, Germany; 
China; Mexico; and the European Union. 

Build a strong, science-based foundation for effective climate policy

Building a solid foundation for effective climate policy requires employing the best 
available science, setting targets based on that science, and understanding and collect-
ing data to gauge and report progress. 

Provide the scientific foundation for policymaking
California’s Climate Change Assessments12 and the state’s Indicators of Climate Change 
reports13 provide the scientific foundation for its policymaking. The reports look back at 
impacts in the state attributable to climate change and look ahead at expected impacts 
and key actions for resilience. The Biden-Harris administration has already begun to rein-
state and advance federal climate change research to support science-based policymak-
ing at the federal level. The administration should continue and expand this in both the 
“hard” and “soft” sciences to advance the country’s understanding of the intersections 
between climate and human behavior, institutions, society, and economic development. 
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For example, the administration has already moved to update the social cost of carbon 
on an interim basis.14 Moving forward, the federal government can further explore how 
to accurately reflect the cost of climate damages and an updated social cost of carbon that 
better aligns with life cycle impacts of decisions, inclusive of land use and downstream 
effects. The administration should also support state, local, and tribal policymaking 
efforts, including by ensuring that future National Climate Assessments provide infor-
mation downscaled to subnational levels to support science-based target-setting at the 
local level. States typically rely on the National Climate Assessment to better understand 
the effects of climate change in their jurisdictions. While many states, including those in 
the U.S. Climate Alliance, have continued to conduct state-level assessments, states with 
smaller budgets and staff will need the federal government’s support.

Set science-based climate targets 
Since the 1970s, California has set a series of increasingly ambitious, science-based envi-
ronmental policy targets. In 2018, Gov. Brown set a goal through Executive Order B-55-
18,15 calling for the state to achieve carbon neutrality “as soon as possible, and no later 
than 2045,” exceeding the previous 2005 target of 80 percent reduction from 1990 levels 
by 2050 (Executive Order S-3-05). With each goal, California executive and legislative 
branch leadership relied on years of state-level climate assessments and indicators as well 
as commissioned models, external reports, and research across its university system to 
identify pathways for emission reductions grounded in data and cutting-edge science.16 
The carbon neutrality mandate, for example, arose from scientific revelations that emis-
sions from natural and working lands17 were significant and not previously accounted 
for and that, in light of a decreasing global carbon budget consistent with a 1.5 degrees 
Celsius scenario, the timeline for emission reductions needed to accelerate. 

Root climate policies in reliable GHG emissions data and trends
California’s annual statewide GHG emissions inventory is a critical tool for deter-
mining historical emissions trends and tracking the state’s progress toward its GHG 
reduction goals. It is consistent with international and national GHG inventory 
practices and based on state, regional, and federal data sources as well as on specific 
emissions reports from the California Air Resources Board’s (CARB’s) Mandatory 
GHG Reporting Program (MRR). Having a robust and reliable set of emissions 
data for sources was critical in the development and implementation of California’s 
cap-and-trade program, ensuring that emission reductions are authentic and verifi-
able. California’s current GHG inventory builds on legislation passed by Gov. Davis 
in 2001, which created the California Climate Action Registry18 and AB 1803, which 
granted CARB responsibility to maintain a voluntary registry of GHG emissions.19 
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This landmark legislation marked the policy precedent that would later lead to the 
stricter requirements of MRR, facilitating the move from voluntary to mandatory 
emissions accounting. Current emissions reporting largely excludes emissions and 
sequestration from natural and working lands activities,20 though California developed 
a separate inventory for natural and working lands in 2018.21 Natural and working 
lands emissions have proved more difficult to quantify with the same level of accu-
racy and precision as fossil energy and industrial emission sources. The Biden-Harris 
administration can improve upon California’s example by ensuring that future GHG 
emissions data include a comprehensive accounting for activities in natural and work-
ing lands, which is all the more critical given the increasing emissions due to wildfires 
across the Western United States. Having reliable emissions data is the first step in 
setting emission reduction targets, which can then feed into federal programs designed 
to meet those targets. 

Set ambitious and aggressive targets and policies  
while iterating on them continuously 

Science-based targets are often criticized as too ambitious, unachievable, and detrimen-
tal to the economy. However, experience from California shows that, over time, what 
might have been seen as an impossible long-term target becomes eminently achievable. 
For example, at the time Gov. Brown’s carbon neutrality executive order was released, 
the state had recently achieved its 2020 target of reducing emissions to 1990 levels four 
years early and was well on its way to meeting its 2030 target.22 The state’s three largest 
investor-owned utilities were also on track to achieve a 50 percent renewable portfolio 
standard (RPS) goal by 2020—10 years ahead of schedule. In fact, based on the state’s 
current emissions reduction trajectory, achieving the prior 80 percent reduction by the 
2050 target would have implied a slowdown in the rate of emission reductions between 
2030 and 2050.

Over time, seemingly impossible targets become achievable 
When California’s first climate targets were initially announced, critics claimed the 
measures would tank the economy, drive industry out of the state, and increase costs for 
consumers. Yet California has consistently delivered on its science-based targets—often 
years ahead of schedule—while experiencing rates of economic growth that significantly 
outstrip those of other states that have not adopted similar policies. Of note is California’s 
acceleration in meeting renewable and clean energy targets set by the legislature in 2018, 
which include RPS requirements of 33 percent renewables by 2020, 60 percent by 2030, 
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and 100 percent by 2045. A 2018 California Public Utilities Commission report23 found 
that the state’s investor-owned utilities were on track to achieve 50 percent renewables by 
2020, years ahead of schedule. The Biden administration has already committed to net-
zero emissions by 2050 or earlier, with near- and mid-term targets to be determined.24 
Given that the International Panel on Climate Change suggests that leading jurisdictions 
such as the United States can and should get carbon neutrality goals earlier than mid-
century, the administration should consider whether and how to move that goal up over 
time. Equally critical to long term goal setting are the establishment of interim targets, 
the structures required for implementation, as well as processes to track progress and 
course correct along the way as needed. 

Plan for success—and enhanced ambition
California’s Scoping Plan—mandated by the Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006—
outlines the state’s path forward to meet its emission reduction targets and provides 
both a critical process and document for building consensus and an action plan for how 
to achieve the aggressive targets set by the state.25 A key feature of the Scoping Plan is 
that it must be updated by CARB every five years to allow California to continuously set 
stricter standards.26 Through a combination of technical input, cross-agency coopera-
tion, public hearings, and stakeholder feedback, the document is updated regularly and 
provides a roadmap for how the state will meet its goals based on up-to-date science, 
technology, community needs, political and social realities, etc.27 Under the guidance of 
White House National Climate Advisor Gina McCarthy and working in coordination 
with the National Climate Task Force, the Biden-Harris administration could benefit 
from a similar process, coordinated at the highest level, to ensure success and sufficient 
ambition. A coordinated planning process across agencies and sectors offers a balanced 
mix of strategies that can minimize costs, maximize public health benefits, and create a 
greater level of certainty around meeting climate targets. 

Use executive authority
California’s climate goals have often been established iteratively: first by executive 
order and later enshrined in legislation. Longer-term goals in particular have been 
set primarily through executive order and then codified through legislation. Many 
people think of the Global Warming Solutions Act—California’s landmark climate 
legislation—as the state’s first GHG target. In fact, Gov. Schwarzenegger actually set 
the state’s first GHG reductions target in 2005, the year before the act was passed, 
via Executive Order S-3-05.28 This executive order set the goal of reducing GHGs to 
year 2000 levels by 2010, to 1990 levels by 2020, and 80 percent below 1990 levels by 
205029 and applied to all executive branch agencies. The executive order also set forth a 
process for regularly checking in on the state’s progress toward achieving these targets, 
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but it did not specify how to do so. In a different vein, Gov. Newsom’s Executive Order 
N-19-19 is an important example of how executive authority can drive groundbreak-
ing policy work. In this instance, it is an example of how government agencies and 
pension funds can invest in ways that reduce climate risk as well as emissions.30 As a 
result, the state is increasingly looking at itself as both an investor and asset manager 
and owner, and the state recently announced a new Advisory Group on Climate Risk 
Disclosure. The Biden-Harris administration can use executive authority to set policy 
North Stars and break new ground on climate for the next four years. It has already 
done so with the midcentury GHG target and may consider sector-specific objectives 
for major emitting sectors in the economy in the future. California also has had the 
advantage of continuity in environmental policy across gubernatorial administrations. 
This is a challenge the federal government must meet in instilling durable executive 
actions that will continue despite inevitable changes in leadership—and ideally that 
convert to or are complemented by legislation over time. 

Give regulators room to allow adaptability
The Global Warming Solutions Act is relatively short and succinct. At around 10 
pages in length, it granted CARB broad authority to develop regulations and market 
mechanisms to meet the act’s specified emissions targets but left it to the agency’s 
technical experts to elaborate on the details of implementation, rather than having 
these negotiated politically. Allowing expert agencies broad ability to work out details 
through a robust, public rule-making process gives policies the necessary durability 
to meet ambitious climate commitments yet the flexibility to iterate continuously 
and check back where appropriate, such as with the legislature of California. This 
broad approach set the mandate for regulators (in partnership and coordination with 
nonregulatory agencies) to do the detailed work needed for an effective, science-
based climate strategy. One caveat to this approach at the federal level depends on 
the likelihood of the U.S. Supreme Court overturning Chevron U.S.A. v. Natural 
Resources Defense Council, which determined that when a legislative delegation to an 
administrative agency on a particular issue or question is implicit, a court may not 
substitute its own interpretation of the statute for a reasonable interpretation made 
by the administrative agency.31 The Supreme Court has recently placed limitations 
on Chevron, indicating the court’s willingness to further limit the power of regulating 
agencies to interpret broad legislation. With comprehensive climate legislation at the 
federal level likely under debate in the coming months, the Biden-Harris administra-
tion could signal to Congress that any potential legislation should provide the broad-
est possible framing and explicit, broad authority for regulators, while ensuring that 
agencies are well-staffed and resourced to implement it. 
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Iterate continuously
In Gov. Brown’s first two terms in office in the 1970s, he ushered in energy efficiency 
regulations and catalyzed a boom in renewable energy projects—many on federal 
lands—contributing to nearly flat per capita energy usage from that time up until 
today.32 The state’s building codes and appliance standards, for example, were designed 
to be iterative. Under Title 24, signed by Gov. Brown in 1978, California’s building 
code ratchets up automatically every three years, growing tighter each time.33 The suc-
cess of refrigerator performance standards is another key example: California set the 
first-ever efficiency standards in 1978 under Gov. Brown, which were improved upon 
in 1980 and 1987 before consensus standards were adopted by the U.S. Department 
of Energy.34 New refrigerators today consume nearly 85 percent less electricity35 
compared with those of 40 years ago. Renewable energy targets have similarly been 
improved upon over the years. In Gov. Brown’s second two terms, a 20 percent RPS 
quickly burgeoned to 33 percent, then 50 percent, and then 100 percent.36 This was 
possible because the state’s climate policies created a sufficiently large market that 
moved beyond single-year stop-start incentive programs, and toward long-term 
incentives and mandates that provided certainty in the market. This in turn allowed 
companies to invest, scale, and cut costs to become competitive. These trajectories 
have foreshadowed the state’s successes with other environmental policies that are in 
place today. California has learned to build in mechanisms for continuous iteration, 
improvement, and “ratcheting up” of ambition over time, including audits37 that offer 
policy critiques to improve outcomes. Creating a sustained, reliable climate strategy 
has in turn created big enough clean technology markets for the state to become an 
incubator of whole new industries. The Biden-Harris administration can do the same, 
focusing not only on quantitative targets but also on a sustained and reliable policy 
landscape and continuous improvement. 
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Prioritize environmental justice

In California, like the rest of the country, communities of color are disproportionately 
burdened51 by pollution. In census tracts scoring in the top 10 percent of the state’s 
CalEnviroScreen52 tool—a first-of-its-kind effort to aggregate population and pollution 
burden data—89 percent of the residents are people of color.53 Black and Latino popu-
lations are overrepresented in these highly affected communities, while white residents 
are overrepresented in the least-burdened communities. California was one of the first 
places in the country to codify environmental justice work in statute,54 and the state 
has one of the most extensive policy landscapes in the country targeted specifically at 
environmental justice issues. This is thanks in large part to the hard work and advocacy 
efforts of the environmental justice community and grassroots groups in particular. 

A timeline of executive action on climate change in California 
California governors have signed a number of executive orders throughout the years, laying the foundation for the state’s comprehensive 
climate platform. These include:

• S-07-04 established the 14-agency Climate Action Team led by the 
California Environmental Protection Agency.38

• S-3-05 set a series of goals to reduce GHG emissions to 80 percent 
below 1990 levels by 2050 and a process for checking the state’s 
progress toward meeting those goals.39 

• S-06-06 established targets for increased use of biomass waste 
resources for transportation fuels and electricity.40

• S-01-07 led to the creation of the Low Carbon Fuel Standard, which 
drives down the carbon intensity of transportation fuels and is one 
of the most critical policies for reducing emissions from California’s 
transportation sector.41

• S-13-08 directed the California Resources Agency to develop a 
climate adaptation strategy on sea level rise.42

• S-14-08 increased the state’s RPS to 33 percent by 2020.43

• B-16-12 set the goal of 1 million zero-emission vehicles (ZEVs) in 
California by 2020.44

• B-30-15 set the interim goal of reducing emissions to 40 percent 
below 1990 levels by 2030.45

• B-48-18 laid out a set of transportation decarbonization targets, 
including 1.5 million ZEVs on the road by 2025 and 5 million ZEVs 
by 2030.46 

• B-55-18 called for the state to achieve carbon neutrality by no later 
than 2045.47

• N-19-19 tasked the powerful California Department of Finance 
with creating a framework to align the state’s climate goals with its 
asset management and investment policies, including leveraging its 
transportation and pension investments and purchasing power to 
be consistent with reducing climate risk and emissions.48

• N-79-20 requires all new vehicles sold in California to be zero-
emission by 2035.49

• N-82-20 conserves 30 percent of the state’s land and coastal water 
by 2030 to fight species loss and ecosystem destruction.50

Executive orders can be a good way to establish long-term (midcentury) targets and have been used effectively to set short- and medium-term 
targets as well—often paving the way for legislation. In addition to setting emissions targets, executive action plays a critical role in terms of setting 
policy North Stars for sector-specific goals on everything from transportation to investment, power sector decarbonization, and adaptation. 
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At the same time, California’s efforts to prioritize environmental justice have not been 
perfect, and environmental injustices persist across the state. Work continues—both 
in government agencies and by advocates—to improve the state’s approach and fully 
address environmental justice in all policies. There are concerns that climate policies 
have been insufficiently centered on equity and environmental justice in California, and 
the state’s cap-and-trade program has often been at the heart of this debate.55 The state’s 
efforts to prioritize environmental justice remain a work in progress and will require 
more resources and focused tools. While California offers valuable lessons, fundamen-
tal changes must also occur to address environmental justice concerns more fully. The 
Biden-Harris administration has already demonstrated a strong commitment to center-
ing their climate work on equity and environmental justice, hopefully creating a virtu-
ous cycle that will, in turn, inspire and accelerate state and local efforts to do the same. 

Design and center climate policies on equity, justice, and human dignity
The Global Warming Solutions Act—commonly known as AB 32—required CARB 
to “consult with the environmental justice community” and to “convene an environ-
mental justice advisory committee” (EJAC) that included nominations from environ-
mental justice groups. However, many environmental justice advocates have expressed 
concerns about whether and how recommendations from the EJAC have been 
addressed—particularly around local air pollution and fundamental opposition from 
some groups to cap-and-trade. Subsequent legislation sought to center environmental 
justice concerns56 within California’s climate mitigation efforts, including through the 
expenditure of revenue from the state’s cap-and-trade program57 and creation of more 
targeted tools to reduce harmful pollution in local communities.58 While California has 
not always gotten it right, efforts to design and center climate policies on equity, jus-
tice, and human dignity have continued over time. Federal proposals and approaches 
should learn from California’s challenges while also preparing for their own. In addi-
tion, while the Biden-Harris administration has already committed to including equity 
and environmental justice as a central tenet, California’s experience shows that this is 
only the first step, and that it is critical to ensure meaningful consultation with affected 
groups from the inception of any policy through implementation so that concerns are 
taken seriously and translated into meaningful policy change.

Prioritize sincere stakeholder and community engagement
Collaborative and effective stakeholder and community engagement requires time 
and focus from staff across multiple departments and geographic areas. In California’s 
implementation of the CalEnviroScreen tool and the California Climate Investments 
(CCI) program,59 state staff held meetings and hearings at multiple points and loca-
tions throughout California through the development and update of the policies. 
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Meeting locations and times were selected to maximize community member atten-
dance. Staff performed extensive outreach to increase meaningful community engage-
ment. To create comfortable environments for participation, meetings emphasized 
roundtable discussions with limited presentations from state and local officials. State 
and local representatives shared tables with community members so that community 
members and other stakeholders had a direct line to government. Staff published 
responses that reflected more than 1,000 oral and written comments and questions 
from these meetings.60 The large investment in transparent, meaningful public input 
built trust in the state’s ability and commitment to execute and allowed for modifica-
tions that improved the programs. Also critical was participants’ ability to see that their 
comments changed the process and the outcomes; the adoption of linguistic isolation 
as an indicator in CalEnviroScreen was the direct result of a comment made at one 
of the many public meetings held.61 The Biden-Harris administration can invest in 
meaningful community and stakeholder engagement to inform both the work of the 
proposed White House Environmental Justice Advisory Committee and in support of 
broader climate policy and rulemaking efforts across the whole of government. This 
process should identify and prioritize community and local values such that result-
ing policies reflect and respond to the lived experiences of the communities being 
served. One key measure of success should be that communities can see their com-
ments change both processes and outcomes. Policy choices should include measur-
able actions—with metrics of progress reported back regularly to the communities 
served—to ensure communicated needs continue to be met. 

Empower staff who are leading on environmental justice issues
Building effective and meaningful environmental justice policies requires empow-
ering staff to lead on environmental justice issues as well as recruiting and hiring 
multilingual staff who are from the communities being served. By cultivating part-
nerships and empowering staff with local knowledge and community expertise, the 
government is better positioned to identify specific community values and needs, tar-
geting policies and investments to meet them. California has significantly increased 
the number of staff focusing on environmental justice over time, so that there are 
now environmental justice leads at the deputy secretary level at the California 
Environmental Protection Agency; in the executive office at CARB and throughout 
that agency; and across a number of other agencies, boards, and departments, includ-
ing the state’s regional air districts. The Biden administration has already committed 
to a whole-of-government approach to embedding climate action across its work62 
and could likewise benefit from embedding staff with environmental justice expertise 
and backgrounds across a wide array of agencies. 
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Fund equitable climate action 
Since its launch in 2013, proceeds from California’s cap-and-trade program have been 
reinvested under the CCI program63 in furtherance of the state’s climate goals. This 
includes investments that reduce GHGs while also delivering economic, environmen-
tal, and public health benefits for Californians, particularly in the most disadvantaged 
communities. CCI has resulted in $12.7 billion in appropriated funds64 through 2020, 
with $6.3 billion in implemented projects and 55 percent—$3.5 billion—benefiting 
priority populations. Programs range from affordable housing and active transporta-
tion to low-income weatherization, training and workforce development, safe drink-
ing water, and wildfire response and readiness. CalEnviroScreen, as well as state and 
federal data, targets revenues to priority communities. A recent Center for American 
Progress report, “Mapping Environmental Justice in the Biden-Harris Administration,” 
describes in detail the history of CalEnviroScreen’s development as well as its use to 
target investments and other program benefits to disadvantaged communities.65 In 
addition to setting a minimum threshold for investment in disadvantaged communi-
ties, California has also established funding programs specifically geared to benefit 
disadvantaged communities, notably the Transformative Climate Communities 
(TCC) program. The Biden administration has similarly committed to creating a 
“government-wide Justice40 Initiative” that will facilitate the delivery of 40 percent of 
overall benefits of “relevant federal investments to disadvantaged communities.”66

Center climate solutions in communities—particularly the most disadvantaged
In California, a number of specific programs have been designed for disadvantaged 
communities, including the TCC program,67 which funds community-led develop-
ment and infrastructure projects that achieve major environmental, health, and 
economic benefits in California’s most disadvantaged communities. A newer program 
called Partners Advancing Climate Equity (PACE)68 provides technical assistance and 
capacity-building resources to support community leaders. The Governor’s Office of 
Planning and Research (OPR) has also issued guidelines for cities and counties to use 
in developing land use planning that require jurisdictions within disadvantaged com-
munities to incorporate environmental justice goals, policies, and programs.69 These 
programs are excellent models for the new administration to consider for achieving 
measurable, neighborhood-level benefits—and exemplify how to center climate solu-
tions in disadvantaged communities and ensure that they have the necessary resources, 
technical support, and capacity to provide ongoing program support. 

Sow institutional change
Shifting policies to comprehensively include, plan for, and target environmentally 
just outcomes requires adaptation in staffing, mission, and accountability. Under SB 
535, funds from California’s cap-and-trade program were specifically allocated for 
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investment in disadvantaged communities.70 This initial investment led to further 
climate policies that included investment requirements in disadvantaged communi-
ties, primarily as part of funding, and began ingraining an institutional commitment 
to environmental justice. California’s Health in all Policies71 program, technical assis-
tance support,72 and cross-agency engagement in the Government Alliance on Race 
and Equity73 seek to embed environmental justice, health, and equity expertise and 
thinking in 17 departments and agencies.74 Partnerships between state agencies and 
expert third-party organizations strengthened CCI’s technical assistance programs 
by aligning efforts across agencies to promote an understanding of the full suite of 
programs available under CCI.75 Technical assistance bolstered the capacity of CCI 
programs to meet community needs through engaging outside expertise and trans-
lated throughout other cross-agency, equity-based programs. Additionally, the state’s 
focus on the just transition of the state’s workforce to prepare for shifts in work types 
and locations due to climate impacts through the high-road training partnerships76 
effort will provide benefits to vulnerable communities. In the first year of the Biden-
Harris administration, institutional change will be critical. New and existing hires—
including staff in the White House and the Council on Environmental Quality as 
well as high-ranking officials at the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency and other 
agencies charged with implementing the administration’s climate agenda—must 
receive regular racial equity and inclusion training and embed environmentally just 
principles in all their work. Equity training and environmental justice policies must 
be coupled with meaningful, ongoing budgetary investments in programs. Budgets 
for programs must reflect that environmental justice is essential to climate action 
and ensure durability across federal administrations to continue sowing long-term 
change. Creating lasting institutional change is a matter of ongoing process and com-
mitment rather than one-off solutions or short-term fixes.

Take a whole-of-government approach and communicate  
about it effectively 

California has taken an approach to reducing GHG emissions that integrates work 
across agencies and programs, ensures a whole-of-government approach to climate 
change, and implements a broad, economywide suite of complementary policies that 
tackle emission sources from multiple angles. 

Employ complementary policies
California’s climate policies are a suite of complementary, sector-based strategies that 
collectively drive down statewide emissions while meeting other statewide goals, such 
as improving transit access, housing stocks, and natural resource protection. In its first 
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Climate Change Scoping Plan, California adopted complementary policies in part 
because the state already employed numerous energy sector strategies; additionally, 
international standards generally followed a sector-based policy approach.77 As an early 
adopter of a comprehensive climate strategy, the state created individual programs 
with measurable, reportable, and verifiable emission reductions, acceptable to both the 
state legislature and the public.78 In the transportation sector, for example, California 
employs a comprehensive set of complementary policies that include the Low Carbon 
Fuel Standard, sustainable community development approaches, the Advanced Clean 
Cars program, sustainable freight strategies, and more.79 The benefit of these comple-
mentary and overlapping policies is that they are able to work together to tackle decar-
bonization of a particular sector from a number of different angles. In addition, having 
multiple approaches—rather than just one—made California’s approach robust to 
legal challenge. When considering how to meet the Build Back Better agenda’s climate 
goals, the Biden-Harris administration can similarly employ complementary policies, 
increasing the potential for success and buttressing against potential legal challenges to 
individual proposals. 

Implement cross-sectoral policy tools 
At the same time, California’s sector-focused approach previously struggled to 
accommodate natural and working lands policies or land use implications of policy 
decisions— an area that requires a more integrated, cross-cutting, and cross-sectoral 
approach. Recognizing that California climate policy has multiple objectives—
including improving air quality, supporting economic growth, and advancing equity 
and environmental justice—and that policies are not exclusively focused on reducing 
carbon at the lowest cost, the state has moved toward more integrated and cross-
sectoral approaches in some areas. As the Biden-Harris administration considers its 
ambitious nationwide approach, it can also consider where a suite of complementary 
policy tools makes sense and where cross-sectoral strategies might be better suited—
e.g., natural and working lands.

Embed climate leadership throughout government to seed lasting change
California has long undertaken climate policy as a whole-of-government effort. The 
Newsom administration has established a climate cabinet and senior-level climate-
focused officials—typically at the deputy or assistant secretary level—create a cross-
agency network and culture to prioritize climate action not only within environmental 
agencies but also in those dedicated to health, transportation, business development and 
innovation, labor, food, and agriculture, etc. The state coordinates climate action through 
the 14-agency Climate Action Team (CAT), established in Executive Order S-3-05 and 
led by the California Environmental Protection Agency. Sub-CAT teams with narrower 
membership, such as an international engagement group and an energy-focused group, 
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ensure that proposed cross-agency policies, action plans, and/or memoranda can be 
realized across government. Similarly, the Integrated Climate Adaptation and Resilience 
Program provides a central clearing house of information to support decision-makers 
at the state, regional, and local levels who are planning and implementing adaptation 
and resilience projects. It also brings together a Technical Advisory Council of local 
government, practitioners, scientists, and community leaders.80 As noted in Part II of the 
January 27, 2021 Executive Order on Tackling the Climate Crisis at Home and Abroad,81 
the White House has similarly established a cross-agency task force to coordinate climate 
work. It will be important to establish specific cross-agency working groups to set and 
track targets, share best practices, and coordinate cost- and time-efficient climate action. 

Communicate effectively
Effective and approachable communication can help the public, elected officials out-
side of the executive branch, and affected stakeholder groups see and hear the results 
of policies to make them less opaque and more tangible. For example, subprograms of 
the CCI program hold public events to launch electric car shares or crush older cars, 
community bike rides to introduce a bike-share program, and neighborhood events 
to celebrate affordable housing development openings. Websites display individual 
stories of the benefits of climate action. Partners in civil society groups host meetings, 
webinars, and events to share progress and connect individual action with statewide 
success. Together, strong partnerships and regular communications with clear, identifi-
able branding or symbology can help create a positive feedback loop that builds public 
understanding of and support for climate policy. 

California Climate Investments  
public launch event examples
CCI publishes a series of profiles on its website of projects launched through its program. 
Some of the highlighted events include:

• The Pauma Band of Luiseño Indians launched a project with funding for on-farm 
practices including compost application, hedgerow installation, no-till, and a transition 
from row crops to trees. This investment in soil health improves long-term productivity 
and natural sequestration 82

• A $1.3 million CalRecycle grant will help establish a new glass recycling facility in 
Victorville that will produce recycled glass in a way that reduces GHG emissions.83

• The Urban Wood Rescue, a multibenefit program administered by the Sacramento Tree 
Foundation, repurposes dead trees into useful lumber.84 
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Forge partnerships

Since its earliest days of climate action, California has sought to partner both beyond 
its borders and with various levels of the U.S. government. In part, the state undertakes 
partnerships in recognition of the global nature of climate change—California’s emis-
sions represent less than 1 percent of global GHG emissions, thus collective goals and 
resources can produce greater collective emission reductions. That said, even major 
emitters cannot on their own solve the issue. Partnership matters if America wants to 
address climate change successfully.

International cooperation opens up opportunities to multiply impact
In the lead-up to the 2015 Paris Agreement, California built the Under2 Coalition, 
which has since grown to more than 200 state and regional governments from 
around the world. As part of the agreement, these subnational governments com-
mitted to reduce emissions in line with a 2 degrees Celsius future (the group subse-
quently aligned with 1.5 degrees Celsius following the language included in the Paris 
Agreement).85 Within this coalition, California has partnered with and provided 
support to other jurisdictions in China, Mexico, Brazil, and many others looking for 
technical guidance and support to meet their commitments.86 States such as California 
and those in the U.S. Climate Alliance stand ready to continue these sorts of efforts in 
cooperation with the new administration. 

States can be key partners for the federal government
The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) of 2009 coincided with 
increases in California’s Renewables Portfolio Standard from 20 percent to 33 per-
cent, making California’s rich solar and wind energy resources a key area for develop-
ment of renewable energy and transmission projects. Over several years, federal and 
state partners met weekly to understand, prioritize, and permit renewable energy 
projects that met rigorous state and federal environmental standards, qualifying for 
and receiving ARRA funds while meeting California’s RPS. The joint effort produced 
the first-ever one-year National Environmental Policy Act process—an often-lengthy 
environmental review process required by the federal government—and catalyzed 
the Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan—a 20 million-plus acre planning 
process to designate the least costly areas for energy development.87 Key state and 
federal relationships emerged from the process that sustain fruitful partnerships to 
this day both within the energy sector and beyond. Working together on tangible, 
time-bound projects can produce critical environmental benefits. The Biden-Harris 
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administration could establish regional or state teams across federal and state agen-
cies to hasten the accomplishment of key cross-sectoral climate targets, such as 
western forest resilience, regional grids, or coordinated electric and hydrogen vehicle 
charging infrastructure. Additional federal incentives could spur and support the 
development of such teams.

State-to-state partnerships in the United States are key
Under the Trump administration, states developed partnerships on climate action at 
an unprecedented level. The bulk of this cooperation has taken place under the aus-
pices of the U.S. Climate Alliance88 and has included everything from broad target-set-
ting, to specific technical cooperation on short-lived climate pollutants, to engagement 
with other countries. These state-to-state partnerships provide a critical foundation for 
action that the Biden-Harris administration can and should build upon as they look to 
develop a comprehensive approach to tackle the issue at every level of government. 

Vertical integration of climate action from the federal to state and local levels 
must become the norm
The California Governor’s Office of Planning and Research provides a central conduit 
for guidelines, technical assistance, and coordination with and for state partners and 
local communities with a focus on land use, climate resilience, and community and 
high-road economic development. OPR has a unique and important role to play in 
California’s climate agency ecosystem. Specifically, it serves as an interface with and 
addresses the needs and concerns of communities at the substate (regional, county, 
and local) level. In turn, it interfaces with the rest of the government and helps expand 
capacity for climate action, technical assistance, and partnerships statewide. Within 
OPR sits the California Strategic Growth Council (SGC), which serves as a clearing-
house and coordinating point for regional and local governments across California 
and is focused on the state’s most disadvantaged communities.89 Its mission is to 
“coordinate and work collaboratively with public agencies, communities, and stake-
holders to achieve sustainability, equity, economic prosperity, and quality of life for all 
Californians.”90 SGC implements its mission through four key activities: making invest-
ments in infrastructure and conservation programs; conducting outreach and providing 
technical assistance to support communities seeking to access these investments; and 
leading and supporting integrated policy initiatives that align with SGC’s mission. The 
National Climate Task Force—or an agency tasked by them—could serve a similar role, 
establishing best practices and expectations to be shared and met across agencies with 
seemingly disparate missions. Additionally, establishing a senior member of the White 
House staff as a “focal point” would give states and other subnational entities clear 
points of contact for coordinating and augmenting their climate ambitions. Finally, hav-
ing a clear focal point providing investments, outreach, capacity-building, and support 
to the country’s most disadvantaged communities will be critical.
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Conclusion

The California model shows that climate action can be a political, economic, and 
social winner—a policy objective that begets its own success. The broad principles and 
lessons learned on effective climate leadership, gleaned from California’s experience 
and outlined in this report, could apply to the Biden-Harris administration and state 
and local governments seeking to act on climate. This examination offers domestic 
and international actors the opportunity to gain insights into which aspects of the 
California approach are appropriate to tailor to their purposes and which can provide a 
basis for lessons learned as they chart their own course. 
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