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The Calculus Behind Hillary Clinton’s
Big Environmental Endorsement

LCV’s decision to back Clinton, which angered the Bernie Sanders campaign, shows why a stellar green record is not
enough.
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I f there’s any​one left who thinks en​vir​on​ment​al​ists are simply a

bunch of wide-eyed ideal​ists, the last day shows just how polit​ic​ally

tac​tic​al and cal​cu​lat​ing the green move​ment can be.

In case you missed it, the League of Con​ser​va​tion Voters Ac​tion Fund is

en​dors​ing Hil​lary Clin​ton for pres​id​ent, even though both Bernie

Sanders and Mar​tin O’Mal​ley have staked out more ag​gress​ive stances

on en​ergy and cli​mate change.

It’s the first time the group, which has one of the green move​ment’s

largest and most or​gan​ized polit​ic​al op​er​a​tions, has made an en​dorse​-
ment be​fore any votes are cast.
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As The Wash​ing​ton Post (which broke the en​dorse​ment story) notes, the

early nod is aimed at get​ting vo​lun​teers and donors mo​bil​ized fast to

pre​pare for the gen​er​al elec​tion. “LCV will now launch its Green​roots

pro​gram to mo​bil​ize mem​bers in early primary states to vo​lun​teer for

Sec​ret​ary Clin​ton’s cam​paign,” the group said Monday.

Clin​ton has moved left​ward dur​ing the cam​paign, com​ing out against the

Key​stone XL pipeline after long re​fus​ing to take a side, and firmly op​pos​-
ing any oil-and-gas drilling in the Arc​tic Ocean, adding to her long-

stand​ing op​pos​i​tion to oil-in​dustry tax breaks. And she has drawn green

cheers for an am​bi​tious sol​ar power plan un​veiled over the sum​mer and

her com​ments about con​front​ing the threat of cli​mate change.

But her re​cord and pro​pos​als to date, while gen​er​ally quite green, don’t

go as far as those from Sanders, her stiffest com​pet​i​tion for the nom​in​a​-
tion, or low-polling hope​ful Mar​tin O’Mal​ley. (Clin​ton’s cam​paign did

not re​spond to a re​quest for com​ment on her re​cord com​pared to the

com​pet​i​tion’s.)

For in​stance, Sanders has pushed le​gis​la​tion to im​pose a car​bon tax, a

step Clin​ton has not taken (al​though the Sen​ate Demo​crats’ lead​er-in-

wait​ing Chuck Schu​mer pre​dicts she could even​tu​ally back a tax as part

of a fisc​al deal). Sanders is also co​spon​sor​ing new le​gis​la​tion to halt any

new drilling on fed​er​al lands and wa​ters.

O’Mal​ley has said he would “not be in​clined to al​low fossil-fuel ex​trac​-
tion on pub​lic lands” and op​poses all off​shore drilling too, and he has

also come out against ex​port​ing crude oil and in fa​vor of le​gis​la​tion to re​-
quire get​ting 100 per​cent of U.S. power from re​new​ables by 2050.

En​vir​on​ment​al move​ment vet​er​an Dan Beck​er, a former Si​erra Club of​fi​-
cial who now runs the Safe Cli​mate Cam​paign, be​lieves LCV is weigh​ing

factors bey​ond the can​did​ates’ re​cords.

“I can ima​gine that they re​cog​nize that the over​whelm​ing like​li​hood [is]

that Hil​lary Clin​ton will be the Demo​crat​ic nom​in​ee,” said Beck​er, not​-
ing that “polit​ic​al real​ity” is driv​ing the de​cision des​pite what he calls the

stronger re​cords of Sanders and O’Mal​ley.

Still, while Clin​ton—whose cam​paign chair​man, John Podesta, is a

former LCV board mem​ber —has not made the en​vir​on​ment her top pri​-
or​ity dur​ing her polit​ic​al ca​reer, Beck​er said that Clin​ton has “gen​er​ally”

voted the right way.
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THE LATEST

"Donald Trump’s political director, Jim
Murphy, told a small group of House
members Wednesday that the
campaign is targeting a broad
collection of 17 states in the general
election, according to people at the
meeting. Mr. Murphy said Mr. Trump
would focus on Arizona, Colorado,
Florida, Georgia, Indiana, Iowa, Maine,
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri,
Nevada, New Hampshire, North
Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Virginia
and Wisconsin." Trump had earlier
pledged to compete in New York and
California, "but they are not top
targets, according to people at the
meeting."
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THE DETAILS

The crumbling Memorial Bridge
received $90 million in federal funds
toward its needed repairs on Tuesday,
but National Park Service officials say
that's still only a fraction of the $250
million required to prevent the
structure from turning into a
"footbridge." "Park Service Director
Jonathan B. Jarvis said the bridge,
which carries 68,000 vehicles a day,
will need to be shut to traffic in 2021 if
the overhaul is not done."
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Sanders’s cam​paign has scored an en​dorse​ment from Friends of the

Earth’s polit​ic​al arm, but it’s a far smal​ler op​er​a​tion than LCV, which ac​-
cord​ing to the group, spent nearly $15 mil​lion in the 2012 elec​tions, in​-
clud​ing around $2 mil​lion on the White House race, and $30 mil​lion in

the 2014 cycle.

Sanders has also re​ceived the sup​port of act​iv​ist Bill McK​ib​ben, founder

of 350.org and a key force be​hind the anti-Key​stone move​ment.

LCV has closer ties to the Demo​crat​ic es​tab​lish​ment. It’s board chair​wo​-
man, Car​ol Brown​er, formerly served as a top cli​mate-change of​fi​cial in

Pres​id​ent Obama’s White House and ran the En​vir​on​ment​al Pro​tec​tion

Agency un​der Pres​id​ent Bill Clin​ton.

Sanders’s cam​paign is not happy that LCV is throw​ing its weight be​hind

Clin​ton, es​pe​cially be​fore any votes have been cast. Clin​ton, as a sen​at​or,

garnered an 82 per​cent ca​reer score in the group’s vote rank​ings com​-
pared to Sanders’s 95 per​cent score (though Clin​ton’s missed votes while

she was run​ning for pres​id​ent as a sen​at​or eight years ago af​fected her

av​er​age).  

Mark Longabaugh, a former LCV of​fi​cial who cur​rently ad​vises Sanders,

called the en​dorse​ment “dis​ap​point​ing” and said it’s “bey​ond ques​tion”

that Sanders is the strongest en​vir​on​ment​al​ist in the race. “LCV is out of

step with the grass​roots of en​vir​on​ment​al act​iv​ism in this coun​try,” he

said.

Longabaugh flagged Clin​ton’s de​cision to avoid a po​s​i​tion on Key​stone

un​til mid-Septem​ber, and con​tras​ted it with Sanders’s long-stand​ing op​-
pos​i​tion to the pro​posed pipeline, a pro​ject the White House fi​nally re​-
jec​ted last week.

He also cri​ti​cized Clin​ton’s com​ment that Key​stone is a “dis​trac​tion from

the im​port​ant work we have to do to com​bat cli​mate change, and, un​for​-
tu​nately from my per​spect​ive, one that in​ter​feres with our abil​ity to

move for​ward and deal with oth​er is​sues.”

“The way Hil​lary Clin​ton backed in​to her po​s​i​tion is not what an en​vir​-
on​ment​al cham​pi​on does,” said Longabaugh, who was LCV’s polit​ic​al

dir​ect​or in 2003-2004. “It was not a dis​trac​tion. It was a cent​ral lit​mus-

test is​sue” in the fight over cli​mate change, he said.

Demo​crat​ic act​iv​ist and strategist Glenn Hurow​itz says LCV’s ap​proach

is con​sist​ent with how most oth​er Wash​ing​ton, D.C.-centered pro​gress​-
ive groups are ap​proach​ing the race.

http://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2016-election/hillary-clinton-n431781


“Sure, Bernie has been more of an en​vir​on​ment​al cham​pi​on than Hil​-
lary, but he’s also been more of a cham​pi​on of labor, and that hasn’t

stopped her from rack​ing up uni​on en​dorse​ments. For bet​ter or worse,

left-lean​ing or​gan​iz​a​tions tend to en​dorse based on who’s most likely to

win, not who shares their val​ues the most,” said Hurow​itz, who is a seni​-
or fel​low at the Cen​ter for In​ter​na​tion​al Policy.

“It means they’re less likely to in​cul​cate fear from can​did​ates, or provide

an in​cent​ive for can​did​ates to vote with them, but per​haps they do get

more in​sider in​flu​ence,” he said in an email. Still, Hurow​itz isn’t at​tack​-
ing the move—he notes that Clin​ton has been broadly sup​port​ive of the

en​vir​on​ment and calls LCV a crit​ic​al voice.

And the dif​fer​ences among the Demo​crats are small com​pared to their

col​lect​ive gulf with Re​pub​lic​ans. The main GOP White House can​did​ates

are vow​ing to roll back Obama’s cli​mate-change reg​u​la​tions, ex​pand ac​-
cess to drilling on fed​er​al lands and wa​ters, and back Key​stone.

LCV, in an​noun​cing the en​dorse​ment Monday, evid​enced no hes​it​a​tion

about Clin​ton. The group flagged Clin​ton’s work on cli​mate change while

sec​ret​ary of State, her re​new​able-en​ergy plan laid out over the sum​mer,

her op​pos​i​tion to Arc​tic off​shore drilling, and oth​er policies.

“When it comes to fight​ing the cli​mate crisis, the stakes couldn’t be high​-
er—and we are con​fid​ent that Hil​lary Clin​ton is the right per​son for the

job,” said Gene Kar​p​in​ski, pres​id​ent of LCV Ac​tion Fund, in a state​ment.

“With her proven his​tory of lead​er​ship, strong en​vir​on​ment​al re​cord,

and a cam​paign com​mit​ted to build​ing a clean en​ergy fu​ture, Hil​lary

Clin​ton is without a doubt the most ef​fect​ive lead​er to stand up to Big

Pol​luters and push for​ward an ag​gress​ive plan to tackle cli​mate change

and get it done.”
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