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Augusta, ME - Last week, Maine’s governor, Janet Mills, addressed the Climate Action Summit in the United Nations General Assembly in New York.  She was given two minutes to speak.  During her remarks, she pledged that Maine will have “a carbon-neutral economy” by 2045.  She concurrently issued an executive order directing a recently-established Maine Climate Council to generate recommendations to make Mills’ pledge a reality.
The following weekend Mills penned an op-ed in the Bangor Daily News, “Maine won’t wait on climate change.”  In it she ticked off her accomplishments in this area, such as providing incentives for solar programs, rebates on electric vehicles, and promotion of heat pumps to replace older oil furnaces.   She reiterated her commitment to adopting programs to make Maine carbon-neutral and labeled her decisions based on “irrefutable science” as opposed to “politics.”
Establishing a commission to tackle challenging problems is the go-to methodology for most politicians.  This pushes policy decisions back a year or two and provides political cover for the Governor in the event that the recommendations prove to be unpopular.  Meanwhile Mills can continue to claim credit both within the state and nationally for being a Climate Change leader. 
The political and technical realities of any significant improvements are doubtful.  Every new proposal in the past several years to transition to green energy sources in main-land Maine have been met with vociferous citizen opposition, mostly involving NIMBY concerns.  Everyone wants green energy, but no one wants it to be located near them, or to affect their lifestyle.  Although the governor advocates transitioning to electrical sources of energy (vehicles, heat pumps) she avoids discussions of how the massive increases in electricity generation will be implemented.  She is opposed to nuclear power and any new hydro generation (no new dams).   Large numbers of Mainers oppose wind farms on mountain ranges, large solar farms, and generation from tidal sources.  In short, everyone, including the governor, wants more electricity, but few are willing to accept any new forms of generating it.
There are also serious questions about what carbon-neutrality really means.  The  Wikipedia definition is relatively straightforward, “Achieving net zero carbon dioxide emissions by balancing carbon emissions with carbon removal (or simply eliminating all carbon emissions).” What is not clear is how either emissions or removal can be effectively measured.  This inability to measure is what politicians making promises love.   I have no idea how the total emissions of a gas, some of which comes from animals (wild and domestic), some from humans, and a host of non-living sources (vehicles, industry, non-green power plants, wood stoves and on and on) can be measured even with ballpark numbers. Removal is also tricky. How does one count vegetation’s role with any certainty?  The bottom line is that you add a few new programs and then declare, with great fanfare, that you are now, magically, carbon-neutral.
I do not mean to suggest that it is inappropriate or foolish to strive to reduce harmful gasses or products into our environment, whether in Maine, throughout America, or everywhere on our planet.  We have had considerable success cleaning our waterways throughout the U.S.  In my travels to several other nations I have been able to observe how much success we have had vis a vis other countries.  But water quality is local, observable and measurable.  What Mills is promising meets none of these criteria.
The challenge with all lofty environmental goals is how to implement meaningful and effective programs without seriously damaging the economy.  Maine’s foremost industry, timber, was, ironically, essentially carbon free a century ago.  At that time loggers felled trees with hand saws, and then floated the timber on lakes to nearby rivers to reach saw mills downstream run by water power.  Today, logging is done with gasoline chain saws and heavy diesel-powered equipment with the logs transported on huge trucks (also diesel-powered) many miles to mills.  I doubt that Governor Mills or her Climate Council has a plan to make this activity carbon neutral without scrapping the entire industry.
Promises are easy until reality takes over, usually after the politician making those promises is long gone.  Nonetheless, stay tuned.  I assure you that we will continue to hear far more promises on carbon neutrality and climate change than implementation of policies  leading to actual attainment of these goals.
I thought you might like to know.
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