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The Federal Beat

Under the Trump administra-
tion, the era of robust federal 
environmental programs may 

be over. EPA is pursuing an aggressively 
deregulatory agenda that may have 
spurred more than 700 agency officials 
to leave. Regulatory retreat is also the 
watchword at the Energy Department 
and throughout the executive branch.  

With federal shrinkage, voluntary 
progress toward high environmental 
standards becomes more important 
than ever. For years, corporations and 
other entities have touted their sustain-
ability pledges. But will they live up to 
their commitments in the absence of a 
federal prod? What difference will vol-
untary actions make? 

Because humanity needs an all-
hands-on-deck response to combat 
climate change, biodiversity loss, and 
other urgent environmental challenges, 
says John Dernbach, a Widener Uni-
versity environmental law professor 
and sustainability authority, if the fed-
eral hand isn’t visible, 
then state, local, and 
private forces become 
more important. 

Reasons to be 
hopeful are numer-
ous. In 2017, with 
leadership from the 
America’s Pledge movement, 2,300 
governors, mayors, businesses, inves-
tors, and other organizations from 
across the United States responded to 
Trump’s withdrawing from the Paris 
climate agreement by signing a “we are 
still in” statement supporting the ac-
cord. At the same time, the Center for 
Climate and Energy Solutions (C2ES) 
worked with 25 global companies to 
take out full-page newspaper ads urg-
ing the administration not to withdraw. 
Sustainable Brands, which describes it-
self as a community of forward-think-
ing business professionals, claims a 
membership of 348,000 sustainability 
business leaders who are active on cli-
mate, recycling, and other issues.

Regarding corporate sustainability, 
Dernbach offers a historical perspective 
on business leadership today compared 
with 1997, the five-year anniversary of 
the Rio Earth Summit. In 1997 only 
a handful of corporate and municipal 
leaders could be found, and such stan-
dards as forestry certification, LEED 
for green buildings, the Global Report-
ing Initiative, and many others did not 
exist. But now they abound, Dernbach 
notes, and many large companies won’t 
locate in places where they cannot 
source materials and energy sustainably. 
Some business interests are still fight-
ing back, but battles are occurring on 
a front that today is vastly expanded 
compared with 1997. 

“The momentum is really there” for 
companies to go beyond compliance, 
says Janet Peace, the senior vice presi-
dent for policy and business strategy at 
C2ES. For both economic performance 
and reputation reasons, large businesses 
now see sustainability as essential. But 

the bigger concern is 
that without a policy 
framework post-2020, 
there is a lot of uncer-
tainty, and “companies 
don’t like uncertainty,” 
Peace adds. 

Committed cities 
and major corporate energy users — 
such as Amazon, Walmart, and Google 
— can make significant progress in 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, 
but it is difficult to completely fill the 
gap without strong federal leadership, 
Dernbach says. In his view, Trump’s 
climate policies aren’t fact-based and 
will ultimately have limited impact, 
whereas companies think internation-
ally and are driven by facts pertaining to 
cost reduction, consumer demand, re-
source availability, and other issues that 
are driving them toward sustainability 
without regulatory drivers. 

Corporate performance data will 
be critical. In 2016, the Securities and 
Exchange Commission issued a “con-

cept release” seeking public comment 
on corporate disclosure requirements. 
In response, labor and citizens groups 
urged the SEC to require greater cor-
porate disclosure on environmental, 
social, and governance issues. But in 
2017 the Business Roundtable told the 
White House that a top regulatory con-
cern was to have tighter SEC rules lim-
iting the power of activist shareholders 
with small stakes in public companies 
from pursuing social agendas through 
shareholder proposals. 

Concerns about shareholder activ-
ism have existed for decades, Peace 
notes. But, despite efforts to limit that 
activity, participation in the Carbon 
Disclosure Project has risen annually, 
with more than 6,000 companies now 
on board. Additionally, 237 companies 
with a combined $6.3 trillion market 
capitalization publicly committed to 
supporting the Task Force on Climate-
related Financial Disclosures, which last 
June published recommendations on 
governance, strategy, risk management, 
and metrics and targets.  The task force 
information will be useful to disclosers, 
advisers, and third parties, Peace says, 
adding that some 200 sustainability 
disclosure frameworks exist. Standards, 
such as ISO 14001 for environmental 
management systems, are helping com-
panies achieve leadership roles, Peace 
adds. 

Many corporate, state, and local 
hands are on deck, but with global 
middle class consumers doubling by 
2030, will the coming storms be over-
whelming?

As Regulators Retreat, Is Corporate 
Sustainability Up to the Challenge? 

Sustainabiity is  
surging at all levels, 
making deregulation 

less attractive
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