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the coal-fired Plant Scherer, one of the nation’s top carbon dioxide emitters, stands in the distance June 3 in Juliette, Ga. the trump administration is seeking 
to ease restrictions on greenhouse gas emissions from coal-fired power plants.

FROM THE FRONT PAGE 

The EPA’s new proposal would 
make good on Trump’s campaign 
pledge to unravel Obama’s efforts 
to curb global warming and fol-
lows Trump’s promise to pull the 
United States out of the landmark 
Paris climate agreement. Nearly 
200 countries have committed 
to combat global warming by re-
ducing carbon dioxide and other 
greenhouse gases that contribute 
to global warming.

The EPA won’t prescribe an im-
mediate replacement to the plan, 
but will seek public comment on 
whether to curb climate-warming 
emissions from coal and natural gas 
power plants.

A spokeswoman for EPA Admin-
istrator Scott Pruitt declined to 
comment Friday on the authentic-
ity of the leaked document but said 
the Obama administration “pushed 
the bounds of their authority so far” 
that the U.S. Supreme Court issued 
a stay to prevent the Clean Power 
Plan from taking effect.

“Any replacement rule that the 
Trump administration proposes 
will be done carefully and properly 
within the confines of the law,” EPA 
spokeswoman Liz Bowman said.

The Obama administration’s 

cost-benefits analysis of the Clean 
Power Plan was “highly uncertain” 
in multiple areas, Bowman said, 
vowing that the Trump administra-
tion will present a range of scenarios 
to the public “in a robust, open and 
transparent way.”

Obama’s plan was designed to cut 
U.S. carbon dioxide emissions to 32 
percent below 2005 levels by 2030. 
The rule dictated specific emission 
targets for states based on pow-
er-plant emissions and gave offi-
cials broad latitude to decide how 
to achieve reductions.

The Supreme Court put the plan 
on hold last year following a legal 
challenge by industry and coal-
friendly states.

Even so, the plan has been a fac-
tor in a wave of retirements of coal-
fired plants, which also are being 
squeezed by lower costs for natural 
gas and renewable power and state 
mandates promoting energy con-
servation.

Repealing the Clean Power Plan 
without a timeline or a commit-
ment to propose a rule to reduce 

carbon pollution “isn’t a step for-
ward, it’s a wholesale retreat from 
EPA’s legal, scientific and moral 
obligation to address the threats of 
climate change,’” said former EPA 
Administrator Gina McCarthy.

While the Supreme Court has 
concluded that the EPA is obligated 
to regulate greenhouse gases, “this 
administration has no intention of 
following the law,” said McCarthy, 
who led the EPA when the Clean 
Power Plan was completed. “They 
are denying it just as they are deny-
ing the science. They’re using stall 
tactics to defer action, ignoring 
the courts and the demands of the 
American people.”

Industry groups cheered the 
planned repeal, saying it would 
reverse regulatory overreach by 
Obama and McCarthy.

“The Clean Power Plan rep-
resented an unlawful attempt to 
transform the nation’s power grid 
... and raise costs on American con-
sumers,” said Hal Quinn, president 
and CEO of the National Mining 
Association.

The Obama-era plan would 
have sharply reduced the number 
of coal-fired plants, making the 
grid more vulnerable to reliability 
concerns and increasing costs with 
“trivial environmental benefits,” 
Quinn said.

The new plan will save an esti-
mated 240 million tons of annual 
coal production and safeguard more 
than 27,000 mining jobs and almost 
100,000 additional jobs throughout 
the supply chain, he said.

In the leaked document, the 
Trump administration argues that 
repealing the Clean Power Plan 
could spare an estimated $33 bil-
lion in compliance costs in 2030, 
arguing that the Obama adminis-
tration overstated the rule’s poten-
tial health benefits.

Previously, the EPA had esti-
mated that by 2030 the Clean Power 
Plan would prevent 90,000 asthma 
attacks and up to 3,600 premature 
deaths a year.

The leaked document casts 
doubts on those numbers and says 
the EPA plans to perform updated 
modeling and analysis of health 
benefits and other impacts of the 
rule.

Liz Perera, climate policy director 
for the Sierra Club, said repealing 
the Clean Power Plan “is about one 
thing and one thing only: helping 
corporate polluters profit.”
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Davis encouraged participants at 
the event to get in touch with po-
litical leaders and encourage them 
to support legislation that aims to 
bring justice for missing and mur-
dered Native American women.

A panel discussion of victim ad-
vocates who work with domestic 
violence, sexual assault and human 
trafficking cases urged attendees to 
be active bystanders, calling or tex-
ting tips to law enforcement if they 
see something suspicious.

“We are the eyes, we are the ears of 
our community,” Brunner said.

reach amy dalrymple at 701-250-
8267 or amy.dalrymple@bismarcktri-
bune.com
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less than three hours after the rules 
were issued.

Both directives had been in the 
works for months, with activists on 
both sides of a culture war on edge 
about the timing and the details.

The religious-liberty directive, 
issued by Attorney General Jeff 
Sessions, instructs federal agen-
cies to do as much as possible to ac-
commodate those who claim their 
religious freedoms are being vio-
lated. The guidance effectively lifts 
a burden from religious objectors 
to prove that their beliefs about 
marriage or other topics that affect 
various actions are sincerely held.

“Except in the narrowest cir-
cumstances, no one should be 
forced to choose between living out 
his or her faith and complying with 
the law,” Sessions wrote.

In what is likely to be one of 
the more contested aspects of the 
document, the Justice Department 
states that religious organizations 
can hire workers based on religious 
beliefs and an employee’s willing-
ness “to adhere to a code of con-
duct.” Many conservative Christian 
schools and faith-based agencies 
require employees to adhere to 
moral codes that ban sex outside 
marriage and same-sex relation-
ships, among other behavior.

The new policy on contraception, 
issued by the Department of Health 
and Human Services, allows more 
categories of employers, including 
publicly traded companies, to opt 
out of providing no-cost birth con-
trol to women by claiming religious 
or moral objections — another step 
in rolling back President Barack 
Obama’s health care law that re-
quired most companies to cover 
birth control at no additional cost.

Employers with religious or 
moral qualms will also be able to 
cover some birth control meth-
ods, and not others. Experts said 
that could interfere with efforts to 
promote modern long-acting im-
plantable contraceptives, such as 
IUDs, which are more expensive.

The top Democrat in the House of 
Representatives, Minority Leader 
Nancy Pelosi, said the birth-con-
trol rollback was despicable.

“This administration’s contempt 
for women reaches a new low with 
this appalling decision to enable 
employers and health plans to deny 
women basic coverage for contra-
ception,” she said.

On the Republican side, however, 
House Speaker Paul Ryan wel-
comed the decision, calling it “a 
landmark day for religious liberty.”

The new policy took effect on 
Friday, but its impact won’t be 
known immediately and may not 
be dramatic.

“I can’t imagine that many em-
ployers are going to be willing to 
certify that they have a moral ob-
jection to standard birth control 
methods,” said Dan Mendelson, 
president of the consulting firm 
Avalere Health.

Nonetheless, he worried that 
the new rules would set a prece-
dent for undermining basic health 
benefits required under federal law. 
The administration has estimated 
that about 200 employers who have 
already voiced objections to the 
Obama-era policy would qualify 
for the expanded opt-out, and that 
120,000 women would be affected.

Since contraception became a 
covered preventive benefit, the 
share of female employees paying 
with their own money for birth 
control pills has plunged to 3 per-
cent, according to the Kaiser Fam-
ily Foundation.

Many Catholic hospitals now 
rely on an Obama-era workaround 
under which the government pays 
for the cost of birth control cover-
age. That workaround can continue 
under the new rules.
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The North Dakota Blues’ chief ex-
ecutive said the spike in rates, which 
follows a decrease of 1.57 percent, 
are because of an influx of new cus-
tomers – an increase of 30 percent 
– who might have been sicker than 
their previous base of customers.

The individual market is more 
susceptible to dramatic swings than 
the group health insurance market, 
said Tim Huckle, Blue Cross Blue 
Shield’s president and CEO. Also, 
he said, the marketplace exchange 
allows consumers to easily make 
price comparisons, so consumers 
are prone to switch coverage.

“I think we could see this go back 
and forth each year,” Huckle said. “I 
think we could see a flip-flopping, 
back and forth.”

Insurance Commissioner Jon 
Godfread, who approved the rate 
increases, said they were justified by 
claims the insurers have paid. “The 
cost of health care is continuing to 
go up,” he said.

Kirk Zimmer, who heads the San-
ford Health Plan, said the insurer 
has worked hard to hold its costs 
down, including close cooperation 
with health providers to achieve ef-
ficiencies.

One problem that has plagued the 
individual market since the incep-
tion of Obamacare, Zimmer said, is 
that it has not been able to attract 
enough young, healthy customers 
to offset costs from the older, sicker 
customers who have flocked to the 
coverage.

Small-group coverage 
More modest premium increases 

have been approved for small-

group coverage sold through the 
Obamacare exchange in North Da-
kota.

Groups covered by Blue Cross 
Blue Shield of North Dakota will 
face average premium increases of 
11.8 percent, while Sanford’s small 
groups will see an average increase 
of 7.9 percent.

Medica small-group premiums 
will increase an average of 6.2 per-
cent to 8.8 percent next year.

Blue Cross Blue Shield group cov-
erage not sold through the market-
place generally experienced lower 
increases, Huckle said.

Uncertainty stemming from 
Congress’ failure to agree on health 
reforms also plagues the Affordable 
Care Act market, Godfread said.

In fact, Medica cited uncertainty 

over the fate of continued federal 
subsidies to defray premium costs 
as the reason it plans to withdraw 
from the North Dakota Obamacare 
individual market next year.

In approving the premium rate 
increases, Godfread said his office 
assumes that the subsidies will 
continue, but acknowledged uncer-
tainty plagues the health insurance 
market.

Congressional Republicans, 
who have campaigned for years 
on a promise to repeal and replace 
Obamacare, have failed despite 
multiple attempts to kill the pro-
gram.

Godfread, a Republican, said he 
believes the Affordable Care Act 
marketplace is under significant 
strain, and advocates trying to shore 

it up to serve the people who rely on 
it for their health insurance.

“This marketplace exists,” he 
said. “It’s still the law of the land,” 
intended to help low-income peo-
ple get health insurance. “In my 
opinion this market is crumbling. 
I’d much rather see it fixed before 
it collapses.”

A large question hanging over the 
Obamacare market is whether the 
Republican-controlled Congress 
will continue the federal subsidies 
that help hold down premiums. 
Godfread, Huckle and Zimmer all 
said they thought the subsidies 
would be maintained, at least for 
now.

readers can reach Forum reporter 
Patrick Springer at 701 241-5522
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“They are denying it just as they are denying 
the science. They’re using stall tactics to defer 
action, ignoring the courts and the demands of the 
American people.”

Gina McCarthy, former ePa administrator


