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ABSTRACT

Presidents Bill Clinton and Barack Obama faced similar political environments in their first terms.  Both entered office with solid Democratic majorities and then lost those majorities (at least in the House) in their initial midterm elections.  These similarities in political environment, combined with somewhat similar governing strategies, shaped the approaches each president took in the area of environmental policy.  Given their political affiliations, each president made some "good faith" efforts to further their party's agenda in this area.  Given their political environments, each president was blocked in these efforts on many occasions, especially after their party lost control of Congress.  This paper will compare the approach to environmental governance taken by each president, in order to gain a greater understanding of the potential powers and limitations modern presidents face in this area.   

INTRODUCTION
     The purpose of this study is to compare and contrast the approaches to environmental policy taken by the two most recent Democratic presidents, Bill Clinton and Barack Obama.  Since the beginning of the modern environmental movement in the United States in the 1960s, eight presidents have held office.  These presidents can be placed in three broad categories regarding their approach to environmental policy.  In the first grouping, the Innovators, we have the presidents (Nixon, Ford and Carter) who served during a time of relative bipartisan consensus on environmental policy, of solid public support for government action in this area and at a time when environmental policy needed significant development (more laws, regulations, agencies, etc.).  In the second grouping, the Regressors, we have two presidents (Reagan and George W. Bush) who sought from the outset of their administrations to “roll back” the environmental policy choices made by the presidents in the first category.  Riding into office on a wave of anti-government rhetoric, presidents in this category used the environment as a convenient example of the overreach of the federal government.  These presidents attempted, with some success, to reduce environmental regulation and oversight in the United States. 

     The environmental policies of the Innovators and Regressors have been examined extensively.  In this analysis, we turn to the presidents in a third category.  These presidents did not have the luxury of pursuing great advances in environmental policy like the Innovator presidents----the political environment they faced would not allow that.  Unlike the Regressor presidents, these presidents did not loudly proclaim their intention to roll back environmental regulation.  In fact, their campaign rhetoric suggested the opposite.  George H.W. Bush, Bill Clinton and Barack Obama fall into this third category.  In this paper, the policies pursued by the latter two will be the focus, as the similarities in the political environments they faced create the conditions for an intriguing comparative case study in contemporary environmental policy-making.  

PRESIDENTS AND THE ENVIRONMENT

     Presidents have significant formal and informal powers to influence public policy choices (Rosenbaum 2014:  84).    Presidential success in using these powers is based on a number of factors.  Personal political skills have been a major focus in some studies of presidential success (Neustadt 1991).  Others have focused on a president’s rhetorical skills (Tulis 1980; Kernell, 2006).  Some have sought to combine communication and political skills into a set of characteristics that define ”great” presidents.  One set of authors argues that “great” presidents have three characteristics:  “takes the public to school” (use leadership skills to demonstrate to the public why certain actions are necessary); is a "conservative revolutionary" (while holding the Constitution and laws in highest respect, great presidents take bold actions that are necessary to take the nation forward); and is a  “strong party leader” (successfully use the political party as a vehicle to accomplish policy goals) (Landy and Milkis 2000).  
     In contrast to those who put the emphasis on a given president’s personal skills, Skowronek argues that the political environment a president faces is a crucial determinant of success.  He introduces the idea of “political time” as a significant factor in presidential performance.   According to Skowronek, “political time is the president’s construction of ‘where we are’ as a polity and ‘whither we are tending’, a construction designed to authorize a certain course of political action in the moment at hand.” (Skowronek 2011: 18).  This view argues that the personal skills of a president are less important to their success than their political surroundings.  In particular, two questions are important:  the question of whether they are affiliated or opposed to the prevailing political regime and the question of whether that regime is vulnerable or resilient (85).  Under the framework put forth by Skowronek, both Bill Clinton and Barack Obama are likely examples of the ”politics of preemption,” presidents politically opposed to a prevailing and resilient political regime.  Although such presidents can be successful, they are unlikely to enact bold policy innovations (107-113, 167-194).
     The area of environmental policy holds specific challenges for presidents.  As 

Soden (1999) points out, environmental policy is often an area of “second-level importance” to presidents, given the “multiple-item agenda of contemporary American politics.” (2-3) Presidents do have power resources in this area, but they “may vary dramatically as a result of the specific role the president is playing.” (2). In general terms, the key presidential roles are (from most powerful to least powerful):  commander-in-chief, chief diplomat, chief executive, legislative leader and opinion/party leader (3-4).  (The power structure of these roles is different for the environmental presidency---see below).  These roles combine with the key power resources held by presidents:  authority, decision making, public opinion, expertise and crisis (5).   The combination of roles and resources define the boundaries of presidential success in environmental policy-making. 

     Several recent studies of environmental policy making have focused on individual presidencies.  Flippen’s (2000) study of the Nixon Administration’s approach to environmental policy demonstrates the power of public opinion and political pressure in this area, as these factors pushed a reluctant leader to embrace environmental action, at least temporarily (9-10, 202-213).  Numerous authors have noted the abrupt change in environmental policy that occurred during the Reagan Administration (Kraft and Vig 1984, Landy 1994), as this administration “began with a pervasive and determined commitment to turn the environmental tide.” (Hays 1987, 491).  Daynes and Sussman (2007) compare the two Bushes (with Clinton as a control variable) and also examine the environmental presidencies of the two Roosevelts, Richard Nixon and Bill Clinton (Sussman and Daynes 2004).  The authors also have a book-length treatment of the environmental policies of the presidents from FDR to George W. Bush (Daynes and Sussman 2010).  Stine (1998) addressed the environmental policies of the Carter Administration and Daynes assesses the Clinton Administration’s policies (1999).  Soden and Steel (1999) evaluate the environmental presidency in the post-war era and conclude the power roles of the president in the environmental area are different than overall (see above).  In the environmental area, chief executive and legislative leader have greater power, while chief diplomat and commander-in-chief have less (346).  

     The overall findings of these numerous studies are generally consistent with what was stated earlier.  Early presidents in the beginning of the modern environmental era ---Nixon, Ford and Carter---set the stage for a new approach in environmental policy, one characterized by enhanced government activity in this area and a command-and-control approach to regulation (Rosenbaum: 182).   Certain presidents---Reagan and George W. Bush---have tried to roll back some this regulatory framework.  Others---George HW Bush and Clinton----sought to take a “middle road” on the environment, with varying success.  Daynes and Sussman (2007) point out that “environmental fared much better” under Clinton’s two terms than under that of Bush (176).   Presidents use a variety of tools to pursue their goals in environmental policy, but these studies demonstrate that the goals themselves are largely driven by the political viewpoints of the presidents and by pressures from the surrounding political environment. 

RESEARCH DESIGN

     Based on previous research, the key hypotheses put forth in this analysis are as follows: 

H1:  Economic conditions limit presidential flexibility in environmental policy-making.
H2:  Political conditions limit presidential flexibility in environmental policy-making. 
H3:  Presidential expectations in environmental policy limit presidential flexibility in environmental policy making. 

H4:  Policy achievements in environmental policy are the products of economic and political conditions more than presidential expectations. 

H5:  The rhetoric of Democratic presidents rarely matches the reality of their policy-making, although these presidents do make “good faith” efforts to achieve their environmental policy goals.  

     To assess these hypotheses, this study examines the following explanatory factors and variables: 
	EXPLANATORY FACTOR
	VARIABLES

	Economic Conditions
	1.  GDP Growth

2.  Unemployment Rate

3.  Budget Deficit (as percentage of GDP)



	Political Conditions
	1.  Electoral Margin

2.  Seats held by the President’s party in the House and Senate

3. Job Approval (overall)



	Policy Expectations
	1.  Campaign Promises

2.  Party Platforms

3.  General Rhetoric



	Policy Achievements
	1.   Spending:  EPA, Interior

2.   Nominees---EPA, Interior

3.   Legislation

4.   Executive Orders

5.   Public Land Preserved

6.   Job Approval (on environment specifically)




Testing Process:  The variables noted above will be compared for the administrations of Bill Clinton (both terms) and Barack Obama (first term).  In some situations, comparable statistics from other recent presidents will be used as control variables.  The data will be used to analyze the key ideas put forth in this study:  economic and political conditions constrain presidents in environmental policy-making; some presidents set expectations high in their campaign rhetoric; and the reality of environmental policy achievements may not always match their initial rhetoric.  The overall argument is that Democratic presidents in the current era are largely constrained in this manner in environmental policy, and that hopes for major achievements in environmental policy may be wishful thinking. 

     The variables used in this study are somewhat similar to the Index of Greenness used by Daynes and Sussman (2007).  Their index has ten variables organized around three categories:  presidential communication, presidential actions, sources of support (165).  The overlap occurs mainly in the area of presidential actions, as might be expected, since the indicators of presidential activity on the environment are not going to be markedly different across administrations.  There is some difference, however, as this study focuses on budgets and nominations while Daynes and Sussman use indicators such as parks and monuments created and international treaties signed (165).  The emphasis of our respective studies is also slightly different, as this study pays more attention to the economic and political constraints a president faces in environmental policy-making. 

DATA ANALYSIS

ECONOMIC CONDITIONS 

TABLE 1:  Economic Conditions

Sources:  Bureau of Labor Statistics (www.bls.gov);  Bureau of Economic Analysis (www.bea.gov); Office of Management and Budget (http://www.whitehouse.gov/omb/budget/historicals)

	President
	Average Annual GDP

Growth
	Average Annual Unemployment

Rate
	Average Annual Budget Deficit as Percentage of GDP

	George HW Bush
	2.3
	6.3
	-4.75

	Bill Clinton—1st Term
	3.3
	6.0
	-3.30

	Bill Clinton---

2nd Term
	4.5
	4.4
	-0.15

	George W. Bush---1st Term
	2.4
	5.5
	-4.23

	George W. Bush---2nd Term
	1.8
	5.0
	-3.43

	Barack Obama---1st Term
	1.1
	9.0
	-9.03

	Barack Obama---2nd Term (thru January 2014)
	1.9
	7.3
	-4.10


Discussion:  The economic conditions faced by Presidents Clinton and Obama were very dissimilar.  While both presidents rode into office on a wave of economic dissatisfaction. Clinton faced a mild recession that had ended even before he took office.  Obama faced a severe economic downturn that was very much in progress as his term began.  As Table 1 illustrates, Bill Clinton enjoyed robust economic growth, low unemployment and relatively small budget deficits  throughout his time in office, with his second term demonstrating even better economic performance than his first.  Obama’s first term saw slow economic growth, very high unemployment and very high budget deficits.   Things have improved at the beginning of Obama’s second term, but conditions have still not equaled the prosperity that characterized the Clinton years.  While Clinton oversaw a strong recovery from a mild downturn, Obama faced a mild recovery from an exceptionally strong downturn.  These economic conditions created a policy environment regarding the environment that was clearly more constricted for Obama than Clinton.  
POLITICAL CONDITIONS
TABLE 2:  Political Conditions (Electoral Margin)

Sources:  Dave Leip’s Election Atlas (uselectionatlas.org);

Cook Political Report (www.cookpolitical.com)(2012);

http://www.polidata.org/maps/cd92p1cb.gif   (1992and 1996)

http://frontloading.blogspot.com/2009/03/2008-electoral-college-by-congressional.html (2008)

	
	Clinton Initial (1992)
	Obama Initial

(2008)
	Clinton Re-Elect (1996)
	Obama Re-elect (2012)

	Electoral Votes
	370
	365 
	379
	332 

	States
	32+DC
	28+DC 
	31+DC
	26+DC 

	Vote Percent
	43.01%
	52.87%
	49.23%
	51.01% 

	Vote Percent Margin
	+5.56%
	+7.27% 
	+8.51%
	+3.85% 

	Congressional Districts Won
	256
	242 
	280
	209 


TABLE 3:  Political Conditions (Seats Held by the President’s Party in the House and Senate)

Source: 2014 World Almanac, p. 555

***---Majority 

Blue Seats refer to seats held by Democrats in states won in the previous presidential election 

	President
	Congress
	House Seats
	House Blue Seats
	Senate Seats
	Senate Blue Seats 

	Clinton
	103rd
	258***
	176
	57***
	46

	
	104th
	204
	150
	48
	39

	
	105th
	206
	161
	45
	36

	
	106th
	211
	166
	45
	34

	Obama
	111th
	257***
	204
	59/60***

(includes Independents who caucus with Democrats)
	46/47

	
	112th
	193
	162
	53***
	42

	
	113th
	201
	162
	55***
	43


TABLE 4:  Political Conditions (Job Approval)

Source:  www.gallup.com
	Average Annual Approval 
	Year 1
	Year 2
	Year 3
	Year 4
	First Term
	Year 5

	Clinton
	49.0
	45.9
	47.5
	55.8
	49.6
	57.9

	Obama
	57.2
	46.7
	44.4
	48.1
	49.1
	45.8

	Difference
	+8.2
	+0.8
	-3.1
	-7.1
	-0.5
	-12.1


Discussion:  The three indicators used here are conventional measures of a 

president’s political capital.  Presidents Clinton and Obama had similar levels of 

capital in their first terms, as Tables 2 through 4 indicate.   While Clinton 

won by a slightly larger margin in the electoral college in 1992 and won a few
more congressional districts, Obama won a larger percentage of the popular vote
and by a larger margin in the popular vote.  Clinton’s re-election victory was 

much more impressive (with the exception of not quite getting 50% of the popular

vote), and we will see if this difference affects policy-making in Obama’s second 

term. 

     Obama’s coattails were a little larger in his initial election, as he brought in 

8 additional senators from his party and 24 new House members (compared to 

Clinton’s 1 and 9, respectively) (World Almanac 2014, 555)   Both presidents 
faced similar, devastating losses in their first midterm elections (9 senators and 
54 House seats for Clinton; 6 Senate seats and 64 House seats for Obama) 
(555).  The key differences between the two situations are that the Democrats
were able to hold the Senate in the second and third Congresses of Obama’s
term, while they did not do so under Clinton, and that Obama had a slightly
higher number of Blue State Democrats in the House and Senate through his
term.  This latter point is important because members of the president’s party
from a state he won in the presidential election might be easier to win over on
policy decisions because the president has proven he has support in that state or
district. 

     Another key indicator of political capital for presidents is job approval.  As 
Table 4 shows, Presidents Clinton and Obama had different trajectories on this 
measure. Obama led early, being more popular in his first year as president by a 
margin of 8 points.  The two had roughly similar second years, but by year three, 
President Clinton had pulled ahead by 3 points.  Clinton continued to be more 
popular in year four (by 7 points) and accelerated this margin to 12 points by year 
five.  Even though presidents Clinton and Obama had very similar averages for 
their first terms, this is misleading, as Clinton’s popularity was on the rise over 
the course of his presidency, while Obama’s popularity (at least to this point) has
been on the wane.
POLICY EXPECTATIONS

TABLE  5:  Policy Expectations (Campaign Promises)

Sources: Carolyn M. Shaw, “President Clinton's First Term: Matching Campaign Promises with Presidential Performances” Congress and the Presidency, Spring 1998; Politifact (www.politifact.com) 
*---(Kept+1/2 Comp div. by Made-Stalled)
	
	Enviro Promises Made
	Kept
	Comp
	Broken
	Stalled/
Pending 
	Enviro Promises out of Total
	Pct

Fulfilled*

	Overall Fulfillment

	CLINTON 1992
	17
	NA
	NA
	NA
	NA
	11.3% (17/150)
	NA
	69.0 (NA)

	OBAMA 2008
	59
	24
	20
	9
	6
	11.1% (59/532)
	64.2 (+1.5)
	62.7 


TABLE 6:  Policy Expectations (Party Platforms)

Sources:  The American Presidency Project

http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=29610
On the Environment and Related Issues (Climate Change, Energy, etc.)
	
	Words
	Specific Pledges

	Democratic  Party 1992
	313
	17

	Democratic Party 1996
	947
	27

	Democratic Party 2008
	1,898
	39

	Democratic Party 2012
	832
	24


TABLE 7:  Policy Expectations (General Rhetoric)

Source:  www.ontheissues.org
	President
	Environment

Quotes
	Energy and Oil Quotes
	Total
	Total Quotes
	Pct

	Clinton
	13
	15
	28
	555
	5.05

	Obama
	36
	86
	122
	1449
	8.42


Discussion:  The election of presidents Clinton and Obama were greeted with great joy and high expectations by the environmental movement.  After the inaction of the Reagan Administration and the stalled efforts of the first Bush Administration, many saw Bill Clinton as the “great green hope” (Daynes, 1999: 259).  Similar views were held about the election of Barack Obama, who entered office in the wake of a Regressor president.  Some of these expectations can be seen in Tables 5 through 7. Given the expectations of environmentalists, that Clinton and Obama did not make that many specific environmental promises is surprising.  In raw numbers, Obama made more, but as a percentage of their overall promises, they were very similar at 11%.  In terms of their party platforms, 

the Democratic Party in 2008 devoted much more attention to the environment and related issues (energy, climate change, etc.) than in 1992, dedicating almost six times the words to these issues and twice as many specific promises.  Interestingly, in their respective re-election campaigns, Clinton and Obama ran on platforms that were similar regarding the environment.  Finally, in terms of general rhetoric, neither president has devoted a great amount of discussion to environmental issues, but Obama has slightly outdone Clinton in this area---8.4% of quotes related to environment or energy compared to 5.1%.  In general, for all of the high hopes that Democratic presidents generate for environmentalists, the environment as an issue is not all that prominent in their stated expectations, which is generally in line with how the public views the environment as a priority (Rosenbaum:  64-70; Tatalovich and Wattier, 1999). 
POLICY ACHIEVEMENTS 

TABLE 8:   Policy Achievements (Spending:  EPA, Interior)

Source:  Office and Management and Budget: Budget of the US Government:  Historical Tables, FY 2014, pp.  84-98
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/budget/fy2014/assets/hist.pdf
	
	EPA
	+/-
	Percentage of Total Outlays
	Interior
	+/-
	Percentage of Total Outlays



	Clinton
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Prev Adm Avg
	5,689,250,000
	+2.84
	0.40
	6,326,500,000
	+4.58
	0.50

	1994
	5,855,500,000
	-1.26
	0.40
	7,064,000,000
	+2.69
	0.50

	1995
	6,351,000,000
	+8.47
	0.40
	7,479,000,000
	+5.87
	0.50

	1996
	6,046,000,000
	-4.80
	0.40
	6,776,000,000
	-9.40
	0.40

	1997
	6,164,000,000
	+1.95
	0.40
	6,763,000,000
	-0.19
	0.40

	1998
	6,269,000,000
	+1.70
	0.40
	7,222,000,000
	+6.79
	0.40

	1999
	6,733,000,000
	+7.40
	0.40
	7,783,000,000
	+7.77
	0.50

	2000
	7,223,000,000
	+7.43
	0.40
	7,743,000,000
	-0.51
	0.40

	2001
	7,367,000,000
	+1.99
	0.40
	7,998,000,000
	+3.29
	0.40

	Obama
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Prev Adm Avg
	8,040,250,000
	+2.77
	0.34
	9,741,000,000
	+2.61
	0.38

	2010
	11,007,000,000
	+36.39
	0.30
	13,164,000,000
	+11.80
	0.4

	2011
	10,772,000,000
	-2.14
	0.30
	13,519,000,000
	+2.70
	0.4

	2012
	12,796,000,000
	+18.79
	0.40
	12,891,000,000
	-4.77
	0.4

	2013
	9,178,000,000
	-28.27
	0.20
	10,448,000,000
	-18.95
	0.3


TABLE 9:  Policy Achievements (Nominees---EPA, Interior)

Source: EPA. http://www2.epa.gov/aboutepa/chronology-epa-administrators
The Hill. http://thehill.com/blogs/floor-action/senate/312093-senate-votes-59-40-to-confirm-mccarthy-as-epa-administrator; 
http://thehill.com/blogs/floor-action/senate/293105-senate-votes-87-11-to-confirm-sally-jewell-to-be-interior-secretary
US Senate. http://www.senate.gov/reference/resources/pdf/cabinettable.pdf
	
	Clinton
	Obama

	EPA
	Carol M. Browner

(1/22/1993-1/19/2001)

Unanimous Consent
	Lisa P. Jackson

(1/26/09-2/14/13)

Voice Vote

	
	
	Gina McCarthy (7/19/13—present) 59-40

	Interior
	Bruce Babbitt (1/22/93-1/2/01)—

Unanimous Consent
	Ken Salazar (1/20/09-4/12/13)---Voice Vote

	
	
	Sally Jewell (4/12/13---present) 87-11


TABLE 10: Policy Achievements (Legislation)  

Table 12: Legislation 

Source:  Switzer, Jacqueline Vaughn.  Environmental Politics:  Domestic and Global Dimensions. 4th Edition.  Belmont, CA: Wadsworth/Thompson, 2004.

Natural Resources Defense Council

http://www.nrdc.org/legislation/obamarecord/files/obamarecord.pdf
White House.  http://www.whitehouse.gov/energy/our-environment#energy-menu
	Title
	Number
	Year
	President

	California Desert Protection Act
	PL 103-433
	1994
	Clinton

	Safe Drinking Water Act Reauthorization
	PL 104-182
	1996
	Clinton

	Magnuson Fishery Act Reauthorization
	PL 104-297
	1996
	Clinton

	Omnibus Parks and Public Lands Management Act
	PL 104-333
	1996
	Clinton

	National Wildlife Refuges Act
	PL 105-57
	1997
	Clinton

	Water Resources Development Act

(Everglades Restoration)
	PL 106-541
	2000
	Clinton

	American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009
	PL 111-5
	2009
	Obama

	Omnibus Public Lands Management Act
	PL 111-11
	2009
	Obama

	Shark Conservation Act
	PL 111-348
	2010
	Obama

	Food Safety and Modernization Act
	PL 111-353
	2010
	Obama


TABLE 11:  Policy Achievements (Executive Orders)

Table 13:  Executive Orders Source:  American Presidency Project  http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/data/orders.php
National Archives

http://www.archives.gov/federal-register/executive-orders/clinton-subjects.html;
http://www.archives.gov/federal-register/executive-orders/obama-subjects.html
	President
	Years in office
	Total Executive orders
	Total by Year
	Environmental Executive orders
	Environmental as Pct of Total
	Environmental by Year

	CLINTON
	8.0
	364
	45.5
	30
	8.24%
	3.75

	OBAMA
	5.0
	168
	33.6
	11
	6.55%
	2.20


TABLE 12:  Policy Achievements (Public Land Preserved)

Source:  Wilderness Society (www.wilderness.org)

	President
	Protected with Congressional Approval  
	Protected 
Administratively
	Total Land Protected

	Obama
	2,401,277
	186,077
	2,587,354

	George W. Bush
	3,102,936
	746,373
	3,849,309

	Clinton
	17,621,012
	9,250,136
	26,871,148

	George HW Bush
	5,000,328
	12,198,223
	17,798,551

	Reagan
	11,974,315
	578,581
	12,552,896


TABLE 13: Policy Achievements (Job Approval on Environment)

Source:  Gallup (www.gallup.com)

Do you think (President) is doing a good or poor job in [protecting the nation’s environment?  Percentage saying YES

	President
	Years in Office
	Average Environmental Approval 

	Obama
	6
	69.6

	George W. Bush
	8
	39.9

	Clinton
	8
	58.0

	George HW Bush
	4
	47.0

	Reagan
	8
	36.0


Discussion:   Policy achievements of presidents are the key factors in 

determining the success on an “environmental president.”   Tables 8 through 13 

look at the policy achievements of presidents Clinton and Obama on six 

measures.  The first is funding for the two key environmental agencies at the 

federal level in the US, the EPA and the Department of Interior.    Clinton 
generally increased funding for both agencies, raising the EPA budget six times 
and the Interior budget five.  At the end of his term, budgets for both agencies 
were higher than under his immediate predecessor.  If you examine the budgets 
as a percentage of total outlays, however, the differences are not that sharp---
almost no movement for EPA and a slight decline for Interior.   Obama has a 
similar pattern, although with more fluctuation.  A huge increase in the budget 
for EPA marked the first year of his administration.  There was a slight decrease

in year two and another large increase in year three.  2013 saw a huge 
decrease (most likely due to the effects of the budget battles between the 
president and Congress).  The Interior budgets were similar, with two initial
increases and then two declines (again a large decline in FY 2013).  Like Clinton,
the story with regard to the percentage of total outlays is less impressive, as the
budgets at both agencies under Obama held steady or showed a slight decline 

on this indicator.  

     In Table 9, the appointments of the two presidents for the key agencies of EPA and Interior are displayed.   Environmentalists generally cheered Clinton’s appointments of Carole Browner at EPA and Bruce Babbitt at Interior and neither faced significant opposition in the confirmation process.  Both also stayed through the entire eight years of the Clinton Administration.   President Obama appointed Lisa Jackson as his first EPA Administrator and former Senator Ken Salazar as his first Interior secretary.   Like the Clinton appointees, neither faced significant opposition in confirmation.   Obama’s second round of nominees were a bit more controversial.  Sally Jewell at Interior was confirmed by a lopsided 87-11 vote, but Gina McCarthy’s nomination as EPA Administrator was originally held up and then only approved by a 59-40 margin (The Hill 2013).  These “controversies”, like the budget issues above, probably have more to say about the poor relationship between President Obama and the Republicans in the Senate than the qualifications of either nominee. 

     Table 10 examines environmental legislation.   President Clinton got off to a slow start in this area, with only the California Desert Protection Act in his first three years.  Clinton finished with six pieces of major environmental legislation, a record that ranks near the average for recent presidents (Sussman and Kelso 1999: 136).  President Obama began his term with more momentum, with four pieces of legislation in his first two years (the American Recovery and Investment Act being included for its significant investments in areas such as clean energy), but that process came to a standstill when the Republicans won control of the House in the 2010 elections.  Because of this political stalemate, President Obama may end up with fewer pieces of environmental legislation signed than President Clinton, despite his initial successes.  

     Executive orders have become a political issue in the Obama Administration (Benen 2014), but the data suggests that this issue is a false one.  Overall, President Clinton issued over 45 executive orders per year as president, while Obama’s current pace is just under 34.  In terms of environmental policy, Clinton also tops Obama, having a higher percentage of executive orders that are environmental (8.2 to 6.5%) and a higher yearly average (3.75 to 2.20).  Despite the hurdles placed in front of his environmental agenda from a legislative standpoint, and notwithstanding the criticism he has received from his political opponents, President Obama has yet to fill that vacuum with a large number of executive orders. 

     Table 12 represents the most marked contrast between the two presidents.  While Bill Clinton used both congressional legislation and his executive authority under such devices as the 1906 Antiquities Act to preserve more public land than any president since Theodore Roosevelt, President Obama lags well behind on this measure.  In fact, Obama not only trails Clinton by a large factor in this area, he trails all four of his most recent predecessors, three of whom were Republican presidents.  Again, there is a bit of political irony here, as the Republican House recently approved a measure to significantly reduce a president’s ability to preserve public land through administrative action (Daly 2014).  President Obama is starting to get more active in this area (White House 2014, “President Obama Designates”), and may yet prove himself on par with Clinton as opposed to his Republican predecessors, but for now, his actions in this area have been quite limited.   

     Table 13 addresses the perception of environmental success by the public.  On this measure, the distinction between recent presidents is clear.  The two Regressor presidents, Reagan and George W. Bush, received low marks from the public on this measure (36 and 40 respectively).  George HW Bush, received marks in the middle of the range (47).  The two Democrats, Clinton and Obama, received extremely high marks, with Obama actually outdoing Clinton in terms of his average (to qualify, however, most of that lead is due to extremely high ratings that Obama had in the first years of his term).  Whether or not policy choices made by presidents of different parties are different in reality, the public certainly perceives an important difference.  

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

     This paper examined the approaches to environmental policy taken by the two most recent Democratic presidents, Bill Clinton and Barack Obama.  It put forth the following hypotheses: 
H1:  Economic conditions limit presidential flexibility in environmental policy-making.

H2:  Political conditions limit presidential flexibility in environmental policy-making. 
H3:  Presidential expectations in environmental policy limit presidential flexibility in environmental policy making. 

H4:  Policy achievements in environmental policy are the products of economic and political conditions more than presidential expectations. 

H5:  The rhetoric of Democratic presidents rarely matches the reality of their policy-making, although these presidents do make “good faith” efforts to achieve their environmental policy goals.  

     Hypothesis number one was found to be of limited usefulness, as both presidents pursued similar paths on environmental policy despite having very different economic conditions.  There is little evidence to suggest that President Obama was burdened by the weak economy as his administration pursued its environmental policy agenda.  Hypothesis two showed more promise.  Both presidents faced the prospect of opposite party control of at least part of Congress after their first two years and this significantly limited their environmental policy options.  This situation was particularly acute in areas such as budgeting and legislation, which is not surprising given that these are two areas in which congressional approval for presidential initiatives is crucial.   Overall, at least in these two cases, the political environment was much more important than the economic one. 

     Hypothesis number three addressed the issue of policy expectations.  Democratic presidents in recent years tend to have more expectations in this area, partially in reaction to the policies of their Republican predecessors and partially in reaction to their own campaign rhetoric.  Both Clinton and Obama did contribute somewhat to these high expectations through their campaign promises, their party platform and their general rhetoric.  If anything, Obama put forth higher expectations in this area than Clinton.  The idea that these expectations limit flexibility, however, is not strongly supported.  Changes in the political environment clearly require flexibility and an ability to find different paths to the stated policy goals.  This latter point supports hypothesis number four, especially in terms of the political environment. 

     Finally, hypothesis five describes a common situation faced by Democratic presidents and environment:  dramatic rhetoric and good faith efforts but a mixed record overall.  The hopes of environmentalists are not completely dashed, and they rarely give much thought to supporting the other side, but there is generally a feeling of discontent with the reality of these Democratic administrations that defines the political reality of their time in office.  

     These findings have implications for both scholarship and policy.  For scholarship, these findings contribute to a greater understanding of how policy, politics and expectations interact, which leads to a greater understanding of policy outputs in the area of environmental policy. Along with the literature in the study of the presidency, this study shows that presidents are constrained in policy-making and can be hindered by factors beyond their control.  For policy, this study shows that more “realistic” ideas on what a president can accomplish are in order, and that the true comparison should not be a president’s output to his/her expectations, but this output compared to that of their predecessors. 
On that measure, both Clinton and Obama measure up pretty well, which may 
explain why environmentalists did not completely abandon them. 
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