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Overview

The administration of President Barack Obama has announced targets for US greenhouse gas (GHG) emission reductions, of 80% lower than 1990 levels.  In addition, a renewable portfolio standard (RPS) of 25% of generation, by 2025 and a low carbon fuel standard (LCFS) of at least 10% relative GHG reduction, by 2020, have been announced.  A simple calculation shows that these targets imply that the United States’ rate of per capita emissions would approach that of Europe, as defined by the International Energy Agency.  Combined with the argument for per capita emissions convergence, as advanced by China and India, attaining these rates in the context of RPS and LCFS standards in the U.S. implies dramatic changes in the structure of U.S. electricity generation, but with no impact upon global climate stabilization.  
Methods

The models CARBEN and MARKAL are used to present possible outcomes for the cost and mix of US generation and liquid fuels given the multiple targets, by 2030.   CARBEN, in particlaur, defines possible wedges of CO2 reduction while MARKAL  projects least-cost methods of attaining the targets. The potential role of combined coal and biomass options is highlighted.
Results

Results will be presented in scenario format.  Scenarios will be defined by alternate assumptions regarding the cost and performance of nuclear, advanced coal, and renewable technologies.  Expenditures will be compared to a reference case calibrated to the IEA World Energy Outlook 2008.
Conclusions

Global climate change gives rise to a global public good – climate stabilization- whose provision is cost-effectively achieved through global coordination. To be legally binding, though, obligations must be agreed to by consenting states.  Unilateral action by the United States, if not matched by similar effor in Asia, will confer tremendous cost and restrucutring upon the United States with little to no effect on global climate stabilization.  The argument for per capita emission rate convergence ensures this outcome. Eminent economists (Nordhaus) and leading environmental economics institutes (Resources for the Future) argue strongly that a global, harmonized (ie essentially uniform, with small adjustments) carbon tax system provides the optimal solution for eventual climate stabilization.  Modeling such a system remains an unmet challenge for economists, requiring cooperation between large emitter country modelers and the integration of international trade concepts.
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