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One Year on: Donald Trump, 
the Environment and the Church

By Dr Martin J. Hodson

1. Introduction

It is now exactly one year since Donald Trump was inaugurated as the 45th President of the United 
States of America. In many respects it has been a tumultuous year. The name of Donald Trump has 
hardly ever been out of the news. Certainly, writing from the UK, I can never remember a president 
of the United States who had such news coverage here. Trump has had major impacts across a range
of issues, but for JRI we are most concerned with the environment and faith, and that will be the 
focus of this briefing.

But first let us set the context. This
year has been one of the warmest on
record, probably the second warmest.
Unlike the previous warmest years,
2017 was not an El Niño year, making
it unusual and very worrying.1 There
have been extreme weather events
around the world, but in the context of
this briefing let us focus on those that
impacted directly on the United
States. Irfan and Resnick provide a
good summary of the storms, fires,
floods and heatwaves that impacted
on the country.2 Perhaps the events
that gained the most attention were
the hurricanes, Harvey, Irma and Maria.3 The hurricane season in the Atlantic was particularly 
severe in 2017. Because the United States is a developed nation, and people were warned and able 
to take appropriate shelter, the death toll was relatively small. The Caribbean islands were 
particularly badly affected and even now at the beginning of 2018, Puerto Rico is struggling to 
recover from Hurricane Maria. The Thomas Fire in Southern California which began on 4th 
December 2017 was the largest in Californian history, and in early January was still burning, with 
full containment not expected until 21st January 2018.4 

It is estimated that the United States suffered 306 billion dollars’ worth of damage in 2017 as a 
result of weather-related disasters, a record figure.5 Irfan and Resnick conclude their article looking 
forward to the future climate in the United States: "So larger hurricanes are coming. More wildfires 
will ignite. Longer heat waves will sear. And other climate disasters are likely grow bigger, more 
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intense, more expensive, and more frequent. We see them on the horizon. And we need to start 
preparing now."6 It is against this stark background that the first year of Trump’s presidency is set.

On the day of Trump’s inauguration (20 January 2017) I produced, and JRI published, a major 
briefing, “Donald Trump, the Environment and the Church” outlining what I thought would be 
Trump’s major impacts on environmental policy.7 Of course, at that time Trump had not become 
president and much of what could be said was informed guesswork. After a year of Trump’s 
presidency we have a much better idea. When I wrote my earlier briefing I set out ten questions in 
the conclusion and promised to come back to them at intervals. A year seems a suitable interval, and
so what are the answers to my questions?

2. Will Donald Trump follow a climate sceptic path, or will this be moderated in office?

“In the East, it could be the COLDEST New Year’s Eve on record. Perhaps we could use a little bit 
of that good old Global Warming that our Country, but not other countries, was going to pay 
TRILLIONS OF DOLLARS to protect against. Bundle up!” (Trump, 29 Dec 2017)8

Scientists were quick to denounce Trump’s tweet, accusing him of conflating weather and climate.9 
Moreover his claim that the United States would spend trillions of dollars on the Paris Agreement 
was also disputed. Some may see this tweet as humour, but Trump’s actions throughout the year 
have almost entirely followed a sceptic path. I say his actions, because occasionally his words have 
suggested otherwise. Even after announcing the withdrawal of the United States from the Paris 
Agreement (see below) it was not entirely clear from his words whether he was sceptical of climate 
change itself or just worried about the economic impact of the Agreement on the States.10

In my previous briefing I suggested that it was possible that Trump could be influenced by those in 
his inner circle who were more moderate, but one year on these hopes no longer exist. Certainly 
speculation that discussions with those in favour of climate action such as Al Gore and Leonardo Di
Caprio would have any substantial effect has proved ill-founded. The idea that Trump’s daughter, 
Ivanka, would have a major impact on his thinking now also has to be discarded. It seems that the 
more moderate voices around him have failed, at least in the first year, to persuade him on climate 
change. Secretary of State, Rex Tillerson, advised against pulling out of the Paris Agreement, but 
Trump ignored him. Tillerson’s position has been the subject of speculation for some time, and it 
must be doubtful whether he will remain in post much longer.11

Sadly, I conclude that Trump is following a climate sceptic path, and that this is likely to continue.

3. Will the United States pull out of the Paris Agreement?

After months of speculation, and numerous appeals for him not to do so, Trump announced that the 
United States would withdraw from the Paris Agreement on 1st June 2017. I rapidly wrote a JRI 
Blog post12 on this, and my overall conclusions have not changed since. Within the United States, 
many cities, states, businesses and faith organizations have announced “We are Still In”13 (or 
#StillIn on Twitter), and so the effects of a withdrawal may not be that great (see section 8 below). 
At the same time other countries vowed to step up their actions, and none decided to follow Trump. 
A feeling emerged that it might be better if the United States were out of the Agreement at the 
moment to avoid Trump’s meddling in the whole process.14 In the months that followed the two 
nations that were outside the Agreement, Syria and Nicaragua, decided to join, leaving the United 
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States totally isolated. As has been widely predicted, this has
allowed China to assume leadership on this issue. In December
2017 they announced plans to create the world’s largest carbon
market, a move commentators suggest will move them closer to
world leadership.15

The rules of the Paris Agreement are such that actual withdrawal
is not possible until 2020. Occasionally we hear that there are
those in Trump’s administration who still wish to engage with
the process, but these voices are then countered, and the position
becomes very confused.16 In January 2018, Trump stated that the
United States could “conceivably” stay in the Paris Agreement,
but his problem was that it was not a good deal for the US.17 My
conclusion is that the United States will probably withdraw from
the Paris Agreement in 2020, but that given the volatile state of
American politics this remains far from certain. What is more
certain is that the announcement of the withdrawal has seriously
damaged the standing of the United States around the world.

4. Will Trump be able to reverse the decline in coal?

During his presidential campaign one of Trump’s key policies in the energy area was to revitalise 
the ailing coal industry in the United States. What has happened in the first year?18 Trump has 
begun the process that will eventually eliminate the Clean Power Plan, which would have reduced 
carbon emissions from power plants. He has also ended a moratorium on coal leasing on federal 
lands and cut the limits on dumping coal waste into streams. As we saw above he has announced 
that the United States will withdraw from the Paris Climate Agreement. Despite all this activity 
there has been only a modest increase in employment in the coal industry and in coal production, 
and the outlook for coal still looks very poor. Coal is expensive, and most countries around the 
world are moving away from it. Hardly anyone in the United States wants to build new coal plants. 
Energy Secretary, Rick Perry, used what he feels is an urgent crisis with the grid and its reliability as
an excuse to increase coal production.19 The Trump administration brought forward a plan to reward
coal plants that can store 90 days of fuel on site as these would provide protection against severe 
weather and other unexpected events.20 This would extend the life of plants that are due for closure. 
However, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC), which is controlled by the 
Republicans, recently rejected the plan, considering that there is no evidence that retiring coal-fired 
power plants posed a threat the nation’s electricity grid.21

My conclusion is that it is very likely that Trump’s attempts to revive coal will fail because of 
global economic trends.

5. Will work begin again on the Keystone XL pipeline?

On 24th January 2018, shortly after his inauguration, Trump signed an executive order to allow the 
construction of the Keystone XL pipeline. In March 2017, and as was widely expected, the Trump 
administration gave the go ahead to the controversial project, reversing President Obama’s 
decision.22 Of course, just saying that the project can proceed does not necessarily mean that it will. 
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There has been widespread opposition to the Keystone project before, and that has now been re-
ignited. The main groups opposing the pipeline are the environmentalists, the farmers23 and the 
indigenous peoples.24 We are now in the midst of a major legal battle where the opponents of the 
pipeline are using every possible means to delay or even totally defeat the proposal. Nebraska 
regulators approved a pipeline route through the state on 20th November 2017, but only two days 
later environmentalists brought a lawsuit stating that the approval was based on old environmental 
impact assessments. A federal judge agreed the case could go ahead.25

Should the Trump administration manage to clear all of the legal hurdles that have delayed 
construction so far, then they will face massive on the ground protests during the construction 
phase. But overshadowing the whole Keystone XL project now is whether it will prove economic.26 
With low oil prices and high costs of extracting and processing oil sands there is uncertainty 
whether it will be able to make a profit.

In conclusion, the long fight over Keystone XL is likely to continue for some time, and whether it 
will ever be built is still uncertain.

6. Will Trump's administration dent the surge in the use of renewable energy sources?

In my 2017 briefing I pointed out that renewable energy was gaining ground very quickly even in 
staunchly Republican states because it was becoming cheaper. It is very clear that the Trump 
administration would like to boost coal production (see above), and that they prefer oil, gas and 
nuclear energy to solar and wind energy. Is this having any effect on the uptake of renewables 
globally and in the United States?

As far as I can determine all of the indicators are that 2017 will be seen as another year of massive 
growth in renewable energy globally. Solar energy, in particular, is doing very well with huge 
demand in China and India. The forecasts are that this growth will continue into the future.27 The 
situation in the United States is more complex, and as we saw above Energy Secretary, Rick Perry, 
is using grid reliability as an excuse to try to increase coal production. It looks highly likely that the 
Trump administration will attempt to slow down the expansion of the solar industry by placing a 
tariff on imported solar panels.28 It is unclear whether this plan will succeed, and researching this 
briefing in January 2018 I found a highly confusing situation where some saw renewables surging 
despite Trump29 and others felt a decline was already underway.30

My prediction is that it is fairly likely that the Trump administration will manage to cause a 
slowdown in the uptake of renewables in the United States, but that this will be dwarfed by 
increased adoption elsewhere.

7. Will Trump succeed in selling off public lands?

Successive presidents of both parties have gradually extended the amount of land that is under some
form of protection in the United States (they represent 27% of the total area). Obama followed this 
trend, but Trump is attempting to open up public lands for coal, oil and gas exploitation. In a highly 
controversial move in November, the Trump administration opened up land in the Grand Canyon 
watershed for uranium mining.31 Previous environmental impact assessments had suggested that if 
mining took place it could have highly detrimental effects on water quality downstream. Probably 
Trump’s biggest announcement came in December when he said the Bears Ears national monument 
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in Utah would be downsized from about 1.3 million
acres to about 220,000 acres.32 The Grand Staircase-
Escalante, also in Utah, will decrease from 1.9 to just
over 1 million acres. Many of the national monuments
under threat have particular significance for the
indigenous peoples.33 Announcements concerning
other monuments are likely to happen in the coming
months.

It is likely that there will be major legal battles over
these moves. In some cases the Trump administration
will win, but in others they will lose. Then, as with the
Keystone XL pipeline, we will probably see large
scale protests before any of these lands are developed.

8. Will the cities and the states be able to prevent
the worst effects of a roll back in environmental
legislation?

A year ago it was already evident that quite a large
number of cities and some of the individual states
would resist any attempts to reverse action on climate change and a whole range of other issues. We
will consider California separately below, but what has happened elsewhere?

As Trump announced that he was withdrawing the United States from the Paris Agreement a group 
calling themselves Climate Mayors, led by Mayor Eric Garcetti, formed on 1st June 2017.34 The 61 
mayors represent 36 million Americans, and they pledged continued action on climate change. 
According to the Climate Mayors website those figures have now increased to 388 mayors and 68 
million Americans. Most recently, in December 2017, over 50 city mayors signed an agreement that
committed their cities to reducing greenhouse gas emissions in line with the Paris Agreement targets
for 2025.35

In a similar move to the cities, on 1st June 2017 three states, California, New York and Washington 
announced that they were forming a coalition of states that were committed to the Paris Agreement 
and to fighting climate change.36 This led directly to the formation of the United States Climate 
Alliance37, and according to their website in January 2018 they have 15 states as members. There is 
no doubting that these states are very committed to taking action, but as Elizabeth Shogren points 
out in her detailed analysis it is uncertain how effective they will be in the absence of federal 
action.38 At some stage the federal authorities and those in the states will probably engage in some 
legal battles over issues such as vehicle emissions standards. It is still too early to say whether the 
cities and states will be able to mitigate the effects of the Trump administration on environmental 
protection, and the extent of that mitigation.

9. How far will California go to protect environmental sustainability?

California, the world’s sixth largest economy, has in many respects been the leader in opposing 
Trump’s environmental policies from within the United States, and it was fairly obvious that this 
would be the case even a year ago. In addition to being one of the leading states in the formation of 
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the United States Climate Alliance (see above), California has pursued a number of initiatives of its 
own.

California governor, Jerry Brown, has been tireless both on the national and international scenes. In 
April 2017 he signed an agreement with Scottish First Minister, Nicola Sturgeon, to work together 
on reducing carbon dioxide emissions.39 Soon after the announcement that the United States would 
leave the Paris Agreement, Brown was in China meeting president Xi Jinping.40 The two leaders 
signed their own agreement pledging to increase cooperation and to expand trade in green 
technologies. In November, Brown toured Europe, including visits to the Vatican and the Bonn 
COP23 meeting. His opposition to Trump’s climate policies is total, and he is extremely passionate 
about the whole issue. Brown stated that climate “is fundamental. It’s not like dietary requirements. 
It’s not like a tax measure, or a school curriculum, or many of the issues, even a crime bill. It goes 
to the essence of being alive, living things. Whether it’s humans or fauna, flora, the basis of life is 
embedded in this chemical structure, biological structure. And it’s threatened.”41 Brown will retire 
as California governor in January 2019, and it is uncertain who will replace him. It is, however, 
fairly certain that California will continue to oppose Trump on climate change and a whole range of 
other issues. If anything the divide between California and the federal government is widening.42 In 
my previous briefing I mentioned the Calexit movement who wish for California to secede from the
United States and become an independent country. They are now attempting to put the matter to an 
independence referendum in 2021.43 I think this is unlikely to be successful, but my sense is that the
battle between California and the federal authorities is really heating up, and it could well boil over 
in 2018.

How far will California go? I do not detect any evidence that they will give in to the federal 
authorities on environmental issues, or indeed a whole raft of other issues. The recent climate 
disasters that have befallen California will only strengthen their resolve. So Calexit may be unlikely
in the near future, but California will probably act increasingly like an independent state even if it is
not.

10. Will climate science in the United States survive four years under Trump?

On the day of Trump’s inauguration references to 
climate change started to be deleted from 
government websites, and this has continued all 
year, with one by one government sites being 
altered.44 This is just one symptom of what has 
been a fairly dismal year for American science, 
and particularly climate science. Scientists have 
been side-lined and the Trump administration shut
down the Federal Climate Advisory Committee.45 
There are real fears that NASA will lose its 
climate change brief and be focussed onto space 
exploration. These ideas were reinforced by the 
nomination of climate sceptic, Jim Bridenstine, as 
head of NASA.46 It is unclear whether his 

nomination will be approved after his congressional confirmation hearing in November, but it 
probably will. If NASA and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), have 
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their satellite programmes curtailed then it will be bad news for climate science more widely than 
just in the US.

American scientists have fought back in a number of ways. The continual attacks on science led a 
number of scientists in the US to set up ‘March for Science’. This idea soon spread to other 
countries around the world, including the UK.47 I wrote two blog posts on the topic, one giving the 
rationale48, and the other after attending the march in London on 22nd April 2017.49 Thousands of 
scientists from around the world attended marches, and they were positive events, but I have not 
detected any plans for future marches.

If climate science is not popular with the United States government, we may well see some 
scientists leaving for other countries. Within hours of Trump announcing withdrawal from the Paris 
Agreement, the French president, Emmanuel Macron invited American climate scientists to come to
France to continue their work. Macron was as good as his word, and in December 2017 he 
announced that eighteen, mostly American scientists, had won “Make Our Planet Great Again” 
grants and would relocate to France for the duration of Trump’s presidency.50

Meanwhile the Climate Advisory Committee that was earlier disbanded by Trump has now re-
emerged, hosted by Columbia University and funded by New York State and private sponsors.51 Ten
of the original fifteen members of the committee have already returned.

While I was writing this section of the briefing I kept thinking about, “The Collapse of Western 
Civilization”, a climate change novel written by historians Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway in 
2014.52 In their novel a Chinese historian looks back to our time from 2393 trying to work out why 
humanity did not take action to avert the major climate catastrophe that befell the planet in the later 
part of the 21st century when it was quite obvious that there were serious problems. The novel 
blended actual events that have already occurred with events that could happen fairly shortly. They 
foresaw climate scientists in the United States became increasingly marginalised, and by 2025 three
hundred were imprisoned for, “endangering the safety and well-being of the general public with 
unduly alarming threats.”53 In 2018 we are still some way off this happening, but Oreskes and 
Conway’s book is already feeling eerily prophetic.

There is little doubt that climate science in the United States is being damaged by the actions of the 
Trump administration. Scientists are fighting back in a number of ways, but the federal government 
is already making life difficult for them. How bad the damage will be depends on how long the 
administration remains in power. Four years would be bad, but eight years may see little left of 
climate science in the United States.

11. Other environmental issues

My questions from a year ago have captured many of the major talking points of the Trump 
administration’s impact on the environment. Before we tackle the final question concerning the 
church response let us briefly look at a few of the issues that my questions did not cover.

Besides carbon dioxide, the Clean Power Plan was also intended to tackle other forms of pollution 
from power plants, including ozone, sulphur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide and atmospheric particles. 
The Obama era Environmental Protection agency saw these as major threats to human health, 
causing premature deaths, asthma in children, and heart attacks.54 The Plan is now targeted for being
cut.
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One of Trump’s headline policies during the election campaign was his desire to build a wall on the 
United States border with Mexico to limit illegal immigration. Prototypes for the wall have been 
built, and the project has recently been costed at 18 billion dollars. Trump had originally said that 
Mexico would pay for the wall, but it now appears likely that the American tax payers will have the 
bill, and there are doubts that Senate or Congress will fund it.55 It is perhaps less well known that if 
the wall is built it could have serious impacts on wildlife, including more than 100 threatened 
species.56

Most of the Trump administration’s moves 
have concerned climate change and land, but 
very recently they proposed a huge expansion
of offshore drilling by oil and gas 
companies.57 If their proposal goes ahead 
90% of the coast of the United States will be 
opened up for exploration. This idea is 
already meeting opposition from many 
sources. If it goes ahead it will take years to 
overcome the legal hurdles and then build the
necessary infrastructure.

If you wish to keep abreast of developments 
in this area the National Geographic 
magazine has produced a regularly updated 

running list of changes to environmental science and policy in the United States.58 My overall 
conclusion is that there is no wild area or section of environmental legislation that is safe from the 
Trump administration. Even laws which are designed to protect people from having their health 
affected by pollution are under attack. Certainly there is no regard for impacts on biodiversity 
whatsoever. It is a depressing situation.

12. Will the Church in the United States and beyond rise to the new challenges set before 
them?

The mainstream churches and denominations in the United States have mostly opposed Trump and 
his policies on climate change and the environment. For example the Episcopal Church leaders 
issued several strong statements condemning the announcement to withdraw from the Paris 
Agreement which were posted on the “Stewardship of Creation” page of their website.59 The 
Catholic bishops of the United States also quickly released a statement saying that they were 
“deeply troubled” by Trump’s decision.60 On 24th October 2017, 213 faith organizations, mostly but 
not entirely churches, signed the “We Are Still In” declaration, indicating their support for the Paris 
Agreement.61

A large majority of evangelicals in the United States voted for Trump, and climate scepticism is 
fairly dominant in this group. There are, however, some very committed evangelicals who are active
in supporting climate change and other environmental initiatives. We commend the work of the 
Evangelical Environmental Network62, long term partners with JRI. Their president, Mitchell 
Hescox, has led the way with some strongly worded statements, such as one he made in defence of 
public lands.63 More recently, Lydia Gorrell of Young Evangelicals for Climate Action wrote an 
impassioned defence of the Arctic Refuge.64 Katharine Hayhoe, the evangelical climate scientist, 
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has remained extremely active this last year, and included a highly successful tour of the UK. 
Katharine spoke in Oxford and John Weaver wrote a report on the event.65 I have sensed 
considerable soul searching among socially and environmentally concerned American evangelicals, 
and those who oppose Trump. Some wonder where evangelicalism is going, and some even debate 
whether they still wish to be called evangelicals. This is a much wider topic than we can cover here,
but it does impact on American politics and hence on the environment. Do pray for all our friends 
among the evangelical community in the United States.

On the international scene it has been Pope Francis who has, in many respects, led the church in 
opposition to Trump’s environmental policies. When Trump visited the Vatican on 24th May 2017 
the Pope gave him a copy of his environmental encyclical Laudato Si, a document strongly 
affirming the reality of human-induced climate change.66 Only a week later Trump ignored the 
Pope’s pleas and announced the withdrawal of the United States from the Paris Agreement. For the 
most part, however, Christians who are concerned about the environment in the world outside the 
United States see the Trump presidency as having relatively little direct impact. They have mostly 
carried on with the job of making their communities and churches more sustainable. Yes, Trump 
comes up in conversation or in questions after a climate change talk, but he does not dominate the 
scene. So Christian organisations had a considerable focus on COP23 in Bonn, and many Christians
were present, but they were more concerned with progress on climate justice than Trump.67

To conclude this section it seems that in the United States the vast majority of mainstream 
Christians oppose Trump’s environmental policies. The evangelicals are split with the majority still 
in favour of Trump, but almost certainly not primarily because of his environmental policies. A 
vocal minority of evangelicals oppose Trump across many of his policies. From my personal 
observations there are no American evangelical environmentalists who approve of Trump. Outside 
of the United States very few Christians of any variety have time for Trump, and most Christian 
environmentalists are getting on with the job of caring for God’s creation.

13. Conclusion

What can we conclude, one year into Trump’s presidency? It is now certain that in general terms 
Trump is bad news for the environment, but I feel that his overall effect will be uneven.
First, let us consider the headline issue of climate change. We need to remember that in 2015 the 
United States only emitted 14.34% of global carbon dioxide emissions.68 Trump’s policies will 
almost certainly lead to more emissions from the US than would have been the case under a 
president following Obama’s policies. However, that increase will certainly be offset by initiatives 
from the individual states, cities and businesses. There also seems to be no sign that any other 
nations will follow Trump’s lead. On the contrary his actions seem to have spurred them on to 
greater action. So I would anticipate that the Trump effect on global carbon emissions will not be 
that great. This is not to say that we do not have to worry about carbon emissions. We are a long 
way off keeping emissions at the level needed to meet the 2oC global temperature rise limit first 
suggested in Copenhagen and confirmed at Paris. But it will not be Trump who decides whether we 
stay below the 2oC target, it will be all of us.

Having considered all the evidence I think it is probable that Trump will be far worse for the United
States than for rest of the world. On the climate change issue, the US was the leading nation in the 
world, but is now rapidly losing that position to China. Internally, pollution laws and regulations are
being repealed meaning that Americans will be exposed to higher levels of a whole range of toxic 
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substances. If Trump gets his way, public lands and the coasts around the US will be opened up for 
drilling and mining. These activities and the Mexican border wall will have many negative impacts 
on biodiversity. The US science base, particularly in the area of climate science, is already being 
eroded. I can see more scientists leaving.

So with one proviso, Trump is likely to be worse for the US than for the world. Here is the 
exception. In my 2017 briefing I expressed worries about the potential for a nuclear war. A year of 
Trump’s leadership has not decreased those worries. Even a limited nuclear war would be disastrous
not only for the many people killed, but for the wider environment.

What will happen in the next three years? The legal profession will do very well out of the Trump 
era. There will be all kinds of legal battles over emissions regulations, whether the land and the 
oceans can be opened up for drilling and mining, and quite possibly over what can be taught in 
schools and universities. If the law cases fail then the protests will begin. Most protests will be non-
violent, but sadly people may get desperate and turn to violence. For those of us outside the US, we 
will wake up each morning and listen to the news, hoping and praying things will not get worse, and
particularly that we do not descend into a nuclear war. It is unlikely to be a happy time.

For me I will continue to monitor this area. I will produce JRI blog posts when significant events 
happen. I will probably not write another briefing at least until we near the next presidential election
in the United States. But you never know…..

Photographs

All images are from Martin’s personal collection apart from Donald Trump (Credit: Evan El-Amin /
Shutterstock.com).

Pinterest

Again I found Pinterest particularly useful for researching this briefing, and for storing the articles 
consulted. The “Trump and Environment” collection is likely to continue growing after the 
publication of this briefing and can be found here: https://uk.pinterest.com/martinjhodson/trump-
and-environment/
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