
ETC Group Briefing  
 27 March 2017 

www.etcgroup.org  
 

The Trump Administration – A Geoengineering Administration? 

Geoengineer David Keith first made his intention to launch a geoengineering trial public 

back in 2012 – saying then that it would take place “within a year” and naming Fort Sumner in New 

Mexico as the likely location.1 All indications were that he was ready to move forward, but was first 

waiting to get a signal of public support from the US government, ideally in the form of funding. 

Tellingly, the experiment never came. Five years later, Keith is once again announcing his 

geoengineering experiment is moving forward – this time in late 2018 at World View Spaceport in 

Tucson, Arizona.2 What has changed between 2012 and 2018 that has emboldened David Keith to 

announce this test in Washington, DC? Answer: The USA’s new government.  

Although climate activists have been rightfully alarmed that the Trump administration 

appears to be a climate change denial administration, there are nuances that suggest that this may 

more accurately turn out to be a geoengineering administration. Some of the leading climate 

skeptics now moving into power do not necessarily deny that warming is happening or might 

happen, they may only disagree that CO2 or human emissions are to blame. As a prominent Trump 

EPA appointee, David Schnare, has pointed out many times – whether you believe in human causes 

for warming or just natural cycles, geoengineering provides a means to address the consequences 

without having to burden the fossil fuel industry or change consumption patterns. “Solar 

Geoengineering” is regarded by Schnare and allies as a ‘no regrets’ policy that creates an 

“uncomfortable middle ground” in which global warming ‘alarmists’ and ‘skeptics’ can collaborate 

to dial back the worst effects of climate change in a supposedly apolitical manner.3   

When the Obama administration took office, discussion and support for geoengineering 

bubbled under the surface but never made it into formal policy. Science advisor John Holdren 

raised geoengineering in an early White House briefing,4 and ex BP-chief Steve Koonin was midway 

through finalising a technical paper on how to carry out solar radiation management when he was 
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tapped for office,5  but right until the end of the Obama administration other forces within the 

White House and agencies seemed able to keep a lid on the ambitions of the geoengineers to move 

ahead with testing and experimentation. The Trump administration however may be happier to 

give the nod to geoengineers such as David Keith under the influence of individuals who appear 

open and interested in moving a geoengineering approach forward.  

Three of note are: 

1) David Schnare – EPA     

David Schnare was one of the lead appointees to Donald Trump’s EPA transition team,6 and 

until March 16, 2017 was a senior official within the EPA administration (until he suddenly quit, 

citing internal fights with established EPA staff7). A lawyer and scientist by training, he is known for 

his skepticism of climate change theories and aggressive legal action against climate scientists as 

general counsel for Energy and Environment Legal Institute (E&E Legal) – a legal outfit with ties to 

the coal industry.8 In 2007, Schnare, as a representative of the right-leaning Thomas Jefferson 

Institute, gave evidence to a US Senate committee calling for the establishment of a federal 

programme for SRM geoengineering research.9 He laid out a five phase plan for ratcheting up SRM 

research and deployment in which real world testing of SRM would begin within 18 months and 

actual deployment of an SRM programme would begin three years later and be maintained for a 

full century. Schnare, then an employee at the EPA, presented his plan for geoengineering at the 

first Heartland ’climate deniers’ conference in 2008 and coordinated a letter to government signed 

by prominent climate scientists calling for such a research programme. He later told Science 

journalist Eli Kintisch that he had almost succeeded in allocating federal funds to SRM research: “he 

had managed to convince staffers on one of the Senate’s appropriations committees to consider 

paying for geoengineering research. They’d just silently tuck roughly $5 million into the bowels of 

an enormous spending package they were preparing, he envisioned, labeling it something vague, 
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innocuous.”10 The plan was scuppered, he claimed, as a result of Kintisch’s investigations. As a well-

connected player in Washington, Kintisch labelled Schnare as geoengineering’s first supporter on 

the Hill. Schnare argues that public support for geoengineering (and SRM in particular) can be built 

by forcing both climate deniers and climate activists into an alliance around pushing forward SRM. 

In 2009, on a public geoengineering listserve, he encouraged geoengineering supporters to 

“publicly challenge the environmental activists to pick a side – death by economic harm, death by 

political inaction, death by climate change, or life through geoengineering,”11 and proposed that 

the best means to build public support for geoengineering was to talk up a climate emergency. He 

is on record in many places arguing strongly for real-world SRM tests to begin as soon as possible. 

2) Newt Gingrich 

Formerly Republican speaker of the US House of Congress, and famous for his ‘Contract 

with America,’ this leading conservative strategist was tapped by Donald Trump as a possible 

running mate and despite choosing not to take a formal role in the Trump administration, he sits as 

a member of the Trump transition executive board and has been one of its leading spokespeople in 

media and on the speaking circuit. Gingrich has long been an outspoken fan of grand technological 

schemes (for example, Gingrich was also a leading cheerleader in Washington for 

Nanotechnology12 and a large project to enhance human abilities13) and an opponent of both 

environmental regulation and technology assessment (Gingrich was credited with destroying the 

US Office of Technology Assessment). As a senior fellow for the American Enterprise Institute (AEI), 

a neo-conservative think tank with ties to big oil, Gingrich was one of the first political figures to 

speak up for Solar Radiation Management. In a 2008 action alert letter to AEI supporters titled 

‘Stop the Green Pig’14 Gingrich wrote about the prospect of releasing particles in the atmosphere 

and then asserted that “geoengineering holds forth the promise of addressing global warming 

concerns for just a few billion dollars a year. Instead of penalizing ordinary Americans, we would 

have an option to address global warming by rewarding scientific innovation.” That letter also 

marked the public coming-out for AEI’s Geoengineering Project which had at least two full time 
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Washington DC staff pushing for establishment of SRM research funding.15 The principals of that 

project have argued that geoengineering by SRM is the cheapest way to address climate change. 

3) Rex Tillerson – Secretary of State, Former CEO of Exxon 

Much alarm has been expressed by climate campaigners and scientists about the 

appointment of Exxon CEO Rex Tillerson as Secretary of State in the Trump administration. While 

Exxon’s funding of climate denial is well documented, less commonly understood is Exxon’s role in 

advancing geoengineering. Exxon scientists have been at the forefront of developing 

geoengineering technologies, particularly in the area of capturing greenhouse gases from the 

atmosphere (so-called CDR – Carbon dioxide removal –technologies). Some of the earliest work 

was led by Dr Haroon Kheshgi, who remains head of the global climate change programme at 

Exxon. In an early 1997 book called Engineering Response to Climate Change: Planning a Research 

and Development Agenda,16 Kheshgi co-authored the chapter on geoengineering. In the mid-1990s 

he proposed the idea of adding lime to the oceans and continued to actively participate in shaping 

discussion on geoengineering, for example facilitating discussions at an influential meeting on solar 

radiation management research held by NASA in 2006.17 Another former leading Exxon scientist 

Peter Eisenberger went on to found Global Thermostat, a geoengineering company which spun out 

of Columbia university. Tillerson himself has also been interpreted as promoting geoengineering. 

While at Exxon he stated that he regarded climate change as just an “engineering problem”18 and 

he told Exxon investors in 2015 that “Our plan B has always been grounded in our beliefs around 

the continued evolution of technology and engineered solutions to address and react to whatever 

the climate system and its outcomes present to us.” 
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