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Finance Committee Chair Senator Liz Krueger has said that “This is the year when the rubber meets the 
road on climate action in New York State.” With the Climate Action Council having wrapped up its work 
on the CLCPA Scoping Plan, there is no doubt she is right. Yet there is also no doubt that when we hit the 
road, bad things can happen as well as good. And just because we have a good destination in mind does 
not mean we will get there in the safest and least cost way. 

I have a PhD in political science from the University of Oregon and taught public policy and political 
economy at the collegiate level for many years before coming to the Empire Center. Throughout the past 
year I have been increasingly discouraged by the Climate Action Council’s failure to analyze the real net 
cost of the CLCPA to New York.  

The Climate Action Council had in hand an integration analysis that claimed the cost of inaction 
outweighed the cost of action by at least $115 billion. There are two fundamental problems with that 
analysis. 

First, there is research on the accuracy of cost projections for multi-billion dollar, decades-long 
government policies, and the ugly reality is that they are nearly always too optimistic. They tend to 
underestimate the challenges of achieving the goals, so they frequently underestimate the costs by two, 
three, or even ten times the real cost. 

Examples include Boston’s Big Dig, which was vastly over budget and almost 10 years behind schedule,i 
and California’s high-speed rail project, which was estimated to cost $40 billion but has now ballooned to 
over $100 billion,ii with a starting operation date pushed back from 2020 for the entire San Francisco to 
Los Angeles Run to a starting date of 2030 for just middle section that reaches neither city.iii 

Examples are so numerous that scholar Bent Flyvbjerg has coined the Iron Law of Megaprojects: “Over 
budget, over time, over and over.”iv 

One of the unavoidable difficulties of large projects that causes such results is the technical complexity of 
doing something that has never been done before. Even the experts are unable to predict the problems that 
will arise. A second problem is the long time frames involved, which allow for inflation and changes in 
project goals and design. And a third is the failure to recognize that political opposition doesn’t just stop 
because a policy has been announced, and every available political and legal maneuver will be utilized by 
citizens who, although in the minority, continue to have a right to have their voice heard. 

But there is also an ugly political reason for cost over-runs, as stated by California politician Willie 
Brown – former mayor of San Francisco and former Speaker of the California Assembly, who said, 

[W]e never had a real cost for the Central Subway or the Bay Bridge or any other massive 
construction project. . . In the world of civic projects, the first budget is really just a down 
payment. If people knew the real cost from the start, nothing would ever be approved. The idea is 
to get going. Start digging a hole and make it so big, there’s no alternative to coming up with the 
money to fill it in.v 

For all these reasons, the CLCPA is likely to cost more than advertised, and if it costs just half again as 
much as advertised, the net benefits disappear entirely. 

Second, the analysis showing net benefits is based on the global benefits of reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions. That means more than half of the benefit goes to other states, even other countries, rather than 
to New York. This leaves New York with about $170 billion in benefits at a cost roughly twice that 
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much.vi So even by the numbers given by the Climate Action Council’s own consultants – even if, 
however unlikely, there are no cost overruns – the net benefit to the State of New York is outweighed by 
the costs New Yorkers will pay. 

That bears repeating: By the Climate Action Council’s own numbers, even if the costs of the CLCPA 
come in on budget, it is a net loss for the New Yorkers whom you represent. 

I emphasize this because these Committees are holding this hearing to examine the legislative and 
budgetary actions necessary to implement the Climate Leadership and Community Protection Act and the 
Climate Action Council’s Final Scoping Plan. 

These actions are critical, because with the overall plan posing a net cost to New York, each individual 
policy should be examined as to whether its benefits outweigh its costs. Further, the Legislature needs to 
carefully examine how we are to pay for these policies.  

So far, the State is lagging on both measures. 

Consider electric school buses. The cost of transition will be between $8 and $15.25 billion.vii The Clean 
Water, Clean Air, and Green Jobs Environmental Bond Act allocates only $500 million to help school 
districts adapt, only 6.25 - 3.3 percent of the total cost. Another $300 million may be available from a 
variety of state and federal sources. Where is the remaining  $7.2 - 14.4 billion to come from? Will local 
school districts be expected to cover the costs? If so, what other areas of spending, such as in academic 
programs, will they have to cut? What will be the net costs of losing such programs? 

Overall, while there is no doubt that electric school buses reduce harmful emissions, does the benefit 
outweigh the cost? The state has not conducted a study, so it cannot say. We can say that much of the 
reduction can be accomplished at much lower cost through the use of new engines, cleaner biofuels, 
hydrogen fuel cells, or propane.  

The legislature should require the DEC to conduct a comparative benefit-cost analysis that the 
Legislature, the Executive Branch, and local school districts can use to determine the most cost-effective 
route forward. 

We also lack good data on both the cost and on whom the cost will fall for the transition of existing 
homes to electric housing. The Scoping Plan itself notes that "For many customers now heating with low-
cost gas, however, bill savings do not currently offer a clear economic return on investment for adopting a 
whole-home heat pump.” The state cannot expect many such customers to transition on their own, and to 
date the subsidies for heat pumps have only been sufficient to attract the wealthy.  

Helping moderate- to low-income homeowners transition can require tens of thousands of dollars in 
home-envelope upgradesviii in addition to the potentially tens of thousands of dollars cost for heat pumps. 
Even with assistance from the federal Inflation Reduction Act, many homeowners will be unable to afford 
the combined cost of envelope upgrading and heat pump installation. Just saying there are combined 
federal and state subsidies does not make the level of subsidy sufficient. So how will the state assist these 
real New Yorkers to make the transition, and what will be the real cost of doing so? 

If, not being able to afford heat pumps, these people transition instead to electric-resistance heating, their 
heating bills can be expected to increase substantially. Will that cost fall on them, will other ratepayers 
cover their costs, or will the state also take on this cost? 

Governor Hochul, in her 2023 State of the State Address,ix proposed that no low-income New Yorker 
should ever pay more than 6 percent of their income for electricity. But she also did not address how any 
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additional costs are to be covered. Nor did she offer any cost estimate for this ideal, yet as increasing 
numbers of homes electrify, and as increasing numbers of auto owners have electric vehicles that they 
charge at home, the cost of this open-ended commitment will multiply. How much will it be and who will 
pay it? To make good policy decisions, the legislature needs someone to estimate the cost, and only then 
can it talk wisely about whether and how to pay for it. 

In another major proposal, the Climate Action Council has proposed a cap-and-invest plan for greenhouse 
gas emissions.x I would first note that both the Council and the Governor have proposed to skirt the input 
of the people’s representatives by not submitting such a plan to the Legislature, but by hiding it in the 
machinery of the Department of Environmental Conservation and the New York State Energy Research 
and Development Authority. 

I would note second that there is no calculation of the proceeds likely to come from this plan. Governor 
Hochul has assumed it will be sufficient to “jumpstart the green economy.” But to prevent energy-
intensive and trade-exposed businesses from responding by fleeing the state – which would undermine 
CLCPA goals by creating fugitive emissions – the Climate Action Council has recommended giving 
away emissions allowances, which will potentially radically reduce the amount of revenues the program 
produces.  

Further, while cap-and-trade programs are widely recognized by economists as the most cost-effective 
way to reduce emissions, they note that the ideal scale for such a program is global, precisely to eliminate 
leakage. The next best is the national or multi-national scale, where countries can impose border-
adjustment tariffs to discourage emissions leakages. As a U.S. state, New York cannot impose such 
border-adjustments – it is, most likely, the wrong scale for such a program. While other states are also 
beginning to experiment with such cap-and-invest programs, there is no evidence yet that they can work 
at the state level. The two probable outcomes would seem to be extensive leakage as energy-intensive 
businesses shift operations out of state – as has been the experience with California’s programxi – or 
lower-than-anticipated revenues due to giving away allowances to keep them in-state. 

And whatever the outcome there, it is likely to deter out-of-state businesses from looking to New York for 
future investment without promises that they will also be given free allowances for an extended period of 
time, undermining the effectiveness of the program. This includes many green and high-tech industries 
the state would like to court. 

Cap-and-invest is the crown jewel of the Scoping Plan, the primary means by which much of it is to be 
funded, yet the Council made no effort to estimate either the likely revenues from its auctions of 
emissions allowances or its likely effect on the state’s economy. 

Finally, I remain exceptionally concerned about the CLCPA goals of 70 percent renewable electricity by 
2030 and 100 percent emissions-free electricity by 2040. I have seen no serious analysis addressing the 
costs and benefits of trying to achieve those goals in that time frame. Having been written into law, they 
seem to be treated as holy writ, unalterable and unchanging, however untenable. 

The New York Independent System Operator has desperately been trying to sound the alarm that we risk 
shutting down reliable sources of electricity generation faster than we can bring them on-line – and solar 
and wind are not reliable sources, thus not suitable as full replacements – and the Climate Action Council 
has not understood what they are saying.  

The Scoping Plan itself says we will need “days, weeks, and even longer” of energy storage, but gives no 
attention to the truly astronomical cost of developing that storage. Today, even days of energy storage do 
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not exist, and there is no medium-term prospect for the industry to build storage suitable for weeks, much 
less at an affordable price.  

Additionally, following NYISO’s concerns, the Scoping Plan references the need – in a system dependent 
on unreliable wind and solar power – for up to 45 gigawatts of dispatchable emissions-free resources. 
That reserve source of power is greater than the total of currently installed generating capacity in the state, 
but these resources do not yet exist, and the Climate Action Council made no attempt to analyze what it 
would cost to research, develop, and deploy them. 

As a policy analyst, I find the Scoping Plan – and Governor Hochul’s proposals – all too drearily familiar. 
The destination is well-intended, but both the goals and the pathways are based on hopeful thinking, an 
assumption that the benefits of each pathway must outweigh its costs; an assumption so strong that the 
need for detailed benefit-cost analysis is thrown out the window as we speed along.  

The result, all too often, is a crash. The megaproject gets developed, eventually, and everyone cheers 
because it looks great, but the benefits never recoup the cost.  

In the case of the CLCPA, much of the push seems to stem solely from the perception of climate action as 
a race. But there’s no prize for being first. There are only prizes for ensuring the benefits of action 
outweigh the cost. Only by moving more cautiously, by observing the successes and failures of other 
states and countries and by doing benefit-cost analyses of each Scoping Plan proposal, can New York 
win.  
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