Charting an Ambitious U.S. NDC

Leon Clarke
Research Professor, University of Maryland

BAbstract
2021 is a critical year for climate ambition and action in the United States. After four

years without federal engagement, the Biden-Harris Administration has made climate a
centerpiece of its policy agenda. President Biden campaigned on a commitment to achieve
economy-wide decarbonization by 2050 and 100% clean electricity by 2035. Having
recently formally re-joined the Paris Agreement, the administration has announced its
intent to deliver a new national climate target to the international community by April 22nd.
This new U.S. nationally determined contribution (NDC) will be critically important. The
U.S. remains the world’s second largest greenhouse gas emitter and is therefore essential
to limiting climate change. The NDC will set the bar for domestic action, influencing federal
and subnational policymaking. The NDC also has the potential to spur significant additional
global action by sending a clear signal about the U.S. commitment to climate action. A
successful NDC will need to balance ambition with what’s possible in the next 9 years,
taking into account political realities and evolving market dynamics. Too ambitious an
agenda risks setting the U.S. up for failure and loss of credibility; too little ambition risks
communicating only lukewarm support for climate with profound implications for global
efforts. The U.S. remains deeply polarized on the topic of climate change, yet increasingly
ambitious action by cities, states, and businesses across the U.S. are driving momentum
around climate, and emerging technological trends that were largely unanticipated a
decade ago are driving changes in the U.S. energy sector. This presentation will discuss
the issues surrounding the U.S. NDC, and it will discuss recent research that has explored
potential pathways to an ambitious U.S. NDC.
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