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CHAPTER   1

A  ROAD TO LEADERSHIP

The chairs were gilded.  The chandeliers cascaded.  The secu-
rity was full metal jacket.  As past evenings of chamber music 

hung in the air, California Governor Jerry Brown was welcomed into 
the 17th century Parisian palais, now home to the US ambassador 
to France.  This was not the governor’s personal style.  Open shirt 
sans tie does not prevail as palace dress code. As the governor de-
clined an offer of champagne passed on a silver salver, Ambassador 
Jane D. Hartley introduced him to fifty elite guests and an even 
larger number of media cameras.  Governor Brown stood and 
launched the Subnational Global Climate Leadership Memorandum 
of Understanding, nicknamed “Under 2 MOU.”  In attendance that 
day, December 9, 2015, were scores of mayors, governors, premiers, 
and other regional signatories—officials who were publicly pledg-
ing to reduce carbon emissions by 80 percent to 95 percent of their 
1990 levels by 2050. More than 100 jurisdictions, home to more 
than 600 million people and one quarter of the economic activity in 
the world, have signed on to this commitment.4  Each jurisdiction 
has set specific midterm climate goals, and will accomplish them 
through projects best addressed locally, such as energy efficiency 
and zero-emission vehicles.  This approach was a sea change from 
the UN’s views nine years earlier.

The prevailing conceit underlying the 1997 United Nations 
Kyoto Agreement on climate change had been clear: Kyoto Agreement on climate change had been clear: Kyoto Agreement on climate change had been cleara global prob-: a global prob-: 
lem like climate change could be addressed only by reduction 
commitments on the national or regional (European Union, for ex-
ample) level.  Actions taking place anywhere below nation level 
were derided as meaningless in effectively addressing a worldwide 

Building an intricate web of environmental policies and practices 
did not occur swiftly, or smoothly, however.  There were definitely en-
emies in the drama.  Because California’s economy is so large,1  if “en-
vironmental leadership” was going to gore the ox of a mainline, large 
industry in the state, blood and dust would ensue before anything 
settled down.  Enemies didn’t always stay slain.  Heavy industry cov-
ered California: power plants, cement factories, automotive plants, 
oil refining, and manufacturing.  Some cleaned up.  Some moved out.  
Some are still fighting.

Since World War II, California has had a largely continuous growth 
trajectory.  It passed New York as the most populous state in 1962, 
and there was rejoicing in the streets of the Golden State.2  It vies 
with Texas for the biggest year-to-year economic growth, and two 
states with more opposite views of long-term sustainability and eco-
nomic success cannot be found.3

California has accomplished major changes in behaviors and val-
ues, without being measurably crazier or better at predicting the fu-
ture than the nation at large.  But the state has been blessed over the 
last forty years by a set of individuals in positions to make significant 
advances in policy and practice—and they did.

As Governor Schwarzenegger often said to staffers who doubted 
they could carry out a directive that seemed politically impossible: 
“I never thought I could press five hundred pounds either—until the 
four-hundredth time I tried it.”
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Under 2 MOU demonstrates that a collective impact to sharply 
cut greenhouse gases is essential and that subnational governments 
can act, usually quicker than their bigger brethren.  The signatories 
agreed to collaborate on expanding the market for zero-emission ve-
hicles (ZEVs); share research and technology on energy efficiency and 
renewables; have consistent and accurate monitoring and reporting 
of emissions; reduce short-lived climate pollutants such as methane 
and black carbon; and assess the impacts of climate change on their 
communities.

---

While Jerry Brown and other governors and mayors were being fet-
ed in baroque halls, a man who is much more comfortable in such 
surroundings, Brown’s predecessor, Arnold Schwarzenegger, was 
across town celebrating another public-private partnership, R20
(the nonprofit Regions of Climate Change), which also addresses 
worldwide climate change through local actions.  Schwarzenegger 

problem.   Even as late as 2006, at the UN Congress of the Parties 
(COP) 12 in Nairobi, when then-California EPA Secretary Linda 
Adams attempted to offer UN negotiators success stories of the 
state’s greenhouse gas reductions, the doors were literally shut in 
her face.

Yet nine years later, here was a US ambassador hosting a celebra-
tion of locally based greenhouse gas reductions during the COP 21 
climate meeting in Paris.  It was a clear acknowledgement that the 
Kyoto Agreement, built upon a top-down philosophy of emissions re-
ductions, had failed.   In Paris, many nations presented a bottoms-up 
approach, relying on local programs to help them bring more to the 
table. This may prove to be a seminal reflection on how to turn the 
world to more measurable and practical ways to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions.

The origin of Under 2 MOU was a partnership between California 
and the German state of Baden-Württemberg. Both governments 
committed to sharply reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to 
demonstrate subnational leadership and commitments to such re-
ductions prior to the convening of the Paris Climate Summit.

The Under 2 MOU has more than 50 subnational governments 
signed up, with each committing to reduce their greenhouse gas 
emissions by 80 percent by 2050—the figure California has also 
committed to achieve by statute and executive order of governors 
Schwarzenegger and Brown.  The signatories range from the two 
original partners to Baja California, Mexico; Los Angeles; New York 
City; Sardinia; Wales; Quebec; Ucayali, Peru; and Tocantins, Brazil.


