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By E-mail Attachment and 
Certified Mail - Return Receipt Requested 
 
October 8, 2014 
 
Sally Jewell 
Secretary of Interior 
U.S. Department of Interior 
1849 C St. NW 
Washington, D.C. 20240 
feedback@ios.doi.gov  
 
Tom Vilsack 
Secretary of Agriculture 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 
1400 Independence Ave. SW 
Washington, D.C. 20250 
agsec@usda.gov  
 
Re: A Chance to Seize a Transformational Opportunity to Account for Carbon Benefits 

and Safeguard the Climate 
 
Dear Secretaries Jewell and Vilsack: 
 
 The undersigned organizations write to urge you to embrace a significant opportunity to 
ensure that the costs of carbon emissions are taken into account in decision making processes 
under the National Environmental Policy Act.  Recent events have opened the door for both the 
Departments of Agriculture and the Interior, together the largest land and resource managers in 
the United States, to consistently and effectively address the costs and benefits associated with 
carbon, and in doing so to set our nation on a new path toward climate security. 
  

 As you are aware, the U.S. District Court for the District of Colorado held on June 27, 
2014 that it was both reasonable and appropriate for the Departments of Agriculture and Interior 
to utilize the social cost of carbon protocol when analyzing the costs of greenhouse gas 
emissions associated with a federal coal leasing decision in western Colorado.1  According to the 
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, the social cost of carbon protocol, which was developed 
by numerous federal agencies, “is meant to be a comprehensive estimate of climate change 
damages and includes, but is not limited to, changes in net agricultural productivity, human 
health, and property damages from increased flood risk.”2  Its purpose is to reflect “an estimate 

                                                
1 High Country Conservation Advocates, et al. v. U.S. Forest Service, et al., F.Supp.2d---, 2014 
WL 20922751 (D. Colo. June 27, 2014). 
2 U.S. EPA, “The Social Cost of Carbon,” website available at 
http://www.epa.gov/climatechange/EPAactivities/economics/scc.html (last accessed Sept. 15, 
2014). 
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of the economic damages associated with a small increase in carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, 
conventionally one metric ton, in a given year.”  

 
The protocol was developed primarily in response to Executive Order 12866, which 

directs federal agencies to assess the economic costs and benefits of significant regulatory 
actions.  In 2009, an Interagency Working Group was formed to develop the protocol and issued 
final estimates of carbon costs in 2010.3  These estimates were then revised in 2013 by the 
Interagency Working Group, which at the time consisted of 13 agencies, including the 
Department of Agriculture.4  Currently, the Interagency Working Group estimates the cost of 
carbon emissions, and therefore the benefits of reducing carbon emissions, to range from $11 to 
$105 per metric ton of carbon dioxide, depending on the chosen discount rate.  In July 2014, the 
U.S. Government Accountability Office confirmed that the Interagency Working Group’s 
estimates were based on sound procedures and methodology.5 

 
The June 2014 District of Colorado ruling emphasizes that accounting for carbon costs 

and benefits is wholly appropriate in the coal leasing context, particularly where other economic 
costs and benefits are quantified through socio-economic impacts analyses under the National 
Environmental Policy Act.  Additionally, the ruling found that in the context of analyzing 
climate impacts, agencies have an obligation to evaluate and disclose the “reasonably foreseeable 
effect” that federal agency decisions have on the coal market and thus on overall coal 
combustion.6  The decision provides the Departments of Agriculture and the Interior with a 
powerful platform from which to engage the public in an open, transparent, and thorough 
accounting of carbon impacts associated with federal coal leasing.   

 
This ruling presents a significant opportunity for both the Departments of Agriculture and 

the Interior to use existing tools, created by sister federal agencies, in order to better inform 
decision makers and more openly engage the public, while ensuring that the climate impacts of 
federal actions are adequately analyzed and disclosed.  This opportunity is especially critical 
given that Agriculture and Interior agencies undertake many actions that impact the climate.  A 
quantitative accounting of carbon costs and benefits will ensure a more robust understanding of 
the climate implications of agency decisions. 

                                                
3 Interagency Working Group on Social Cost of Carbon, “Technical Support Document:  Social 
Cost of Carbon for Regulatory Impact Analysis Under Executive Order 12866” (Feb. 2010), 
available at http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/inforeg/for-agencies/Social-Cost-
of-Carbon-for-RIA.pdf (last accessed Sept. 15, 2014). 
4 Interagency Working Group on Social Cost of Carbon, “Technical Support Document:  
Technical Update of the Social Cost of Carbon for Regulatory Impact Analysis Under Executive 
Order 12866” (May 2013), available at 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/assets/inforeg/technical-update-social-cost-
of-carbon-for-regulator-impact-analysis.pdf (last accessed Sept. 15, 2014). 
5 GAO, “Regulatory Impact Analysis, Development of Social Cost of Carbon Estimates,” GAO-
14-663 (July 2014), available at http://www.gao.gov/assets/670/665016.pdf (last accessed Sept. 
15, 2014). 
6 High Country Conservation Advocates, et al. v. U.S. Forest Service, et al., F.Supp.2d---, 2014 
WL 20922751 at *15 (D. Colo. June 27, 2014). 
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 Under your leadership, both the Departments of Agriculture and the Interior have 

acknowledged the economic and environmental risks of carbon pollution and stepped up to play 
vital roles in helping our nation combat climate disruption.  With the District of Colorado ruling 
now before us, another significant moment of leadership is at hand. 

 
We urge your Departments to seize the opportunity to ensure transparent and informed 

decision making, and ensure that our nation is moving forward as effectively as possible to 
address the impacts of climate change. 
 

Sincerely, 
 
Jeremy Nichols 
Climate and Energy Program Director  
WildEarth Guardians 
Denver, CO 
jnichols@wildearthguardians.org  
 

Alli Melton 
Public Lands Director 
High Country Conservation Advocates 
Crested Butte, CO 
alli@hccaonline.org  
 

Athan Manuel 
Director, Lands Protection Program 
Sierra Club 
Washington, D.C. 
athan.manuel@sierraclub.org  
 

Theo Spencer 
Senior Policy Advocate 
Natural Resources Defense Council 
New York, NY 
tspencer@nrdc.org  
 

Diana Best 
Western Region Organizing Manager 
Greenpeace 
Denver, CO 
Diana.best@greenpeace.org  
 

Ben Schreiber 
Climate and Energy Program Director 
Friends of the Earth 
Washington, D.C.  
bschreiber@foe.org  
 

Bob LeResche 
Coal Campaign Team Chair 
Western Organization of Resource 
Councils 
Billings, MT 59101 
 

Steve Charter 
Board Chair 
Northern Plains Resource Council 
Billings, MT 
 

Erik Schlenker-Goodrich 
Executive Director 
Western Environmental Law Center 
Taos, NM 
eriksg@westernlaw.org 
 

Michael Green 
Climate Action Liaison Coalition 
Washington, D.C. 
michael.green@cabaus.org  
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Jennifer Miller, Ph.D 
Center for Public Health and Climate 
Change 
Public Health Institute 
Oakland, CA 
jmiller@phi.org  
 

Sloan Shoemaker 
Executive Director 
Wilderness Workshop 
Carbondale, CO 
sloan@wildernessworkshop.org 
 

Dan Olson 
Executive Director 
San Juan Citizens Alliance 
Durango, CO  
danolson@sanjuancitizens.org 
 

Anne Mariah Tapp 
Energy Program Director 
Grand Canyon Trust 
Flagstaff, AZ  
atapp@grandcanyontrust.org 
 

Anne Hedges 
Deputy Director 
Montana Environmental Information 
Center 
Helena, MT  
ahedges@meic.org 
 

Mimsi Milton 
Chair 
CO-FORCE 
Coloradans for Fair Rates and Clean 
Energy 
Boulder, CO 
mimsim@gmail.com  
 

Micah Parkin 
Executive Director 
350 Colorado 
Boulder, CO 
micah@350colorado.org  
 

Alan Journet 
Co-facilitator 
Southern Oregon Climate Action Now 
Jacksonville, OR 
alanjournet@gmail.com  
 

RJ Harrington 
Executive Director 
Clean Energy Action 
Boulder, CO 
rjharrington@cleanenergyaction.org 
 

Niranjali Amerasinghe 
Climate and Energy Program Director 
Center for International 
Environmental Law 
Washington, D.C. 
namerasinghe@ciel.org  
 

Susan Stephenson 
Executive Director 
The Regeneration Project 
Interfaith Power and Light 
susan@theregenerationproject.org  
 

Collin Rees 
SustainUS Partnerships Director 
SustainUS  
Washington, D.C. 
collin.rees@sustainus.org  
 

Tim Wagner 
Executive Director 
Utah Physicians for a Healthy 
Environment 
twagneruphe@gmail.com  
 

Jim Ramey 
Executive Director 
Citizens for a Healthy Community 
Paonia, CO 
chc.director@gmail.com  
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Cc: John Podesta, White House  
 Shaun Donovan, Director, Office of Management and Budget 
 Jason Furman, Chair, Council of Economic Advisers 
 Mike Boots, Council on Environmental Quality 
 Janet Schneider, DOI, Lands and Minerals Management 
 Robert Bonnie, USDA, Natural Resources and Environment 
  


