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A 50th anniversary few remember: LBJ's warning on carbon
dioxide

Fifty years ago this this month President Johnson's science advisors delivered the first warning about rising greenhouse gas emissions to a



sitting president. On Feb. 8, he warned Congress about altering the atmosphere with carbon emissions. Above, climate scientist Roger
Revelle shakes hands with Johnson in the Oval Office. Photo courtesy Roger Revelle Papers, Special Collections & Archives, University
of California, San Diego.

Feb. 2, 2015

Fifty years ago this month President Johnson voiced concern over invisible fossil fuel emissions in a special
message to Congress. It was the first time a U.S. president warned the nation about our carbon habit.
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By Marianne Lavelle
The Daily Climate

It is a key moment in climate change history that few remember: This week marks the 50th anniversary of the first presidential mention of
the environmental risk of carbon dioxide pollution from fossil fuels.

This generation has altered the composition of the atmosphere on a global scale through radioactive materials and a steady increase in
carbon dioxide from the burning of fossil fuels.

- President Lyndon B. Johnson, 1965

President Lyndon Baines Johnson, in a February 8, 1965 special message to Congress warned about build-up of the invisible air pollutant
that scientists recognize today as the primary contributor to global warming. 

"Air pollution is no longer confined to isolated places," said Johnson less than three weeks after his 1965 inauguration. "This generation
has altered the composition of the atmosphere on a global scale through radioactive materials and a steady increase in carbon dioxide
from the burning of fossil fuels."

The speech mainly focused on all-too-visible pollution of land and waterways, including roadside auto graveyards, strip mine sites, and
soot pollution that had marred even the White House. 

Within the year, Johnson would sign six new environmental laws during a period better remembered for the strife that led to the Voting
Rights Act of 1965 and the escalation of the Vietnam War. Johnson also that year established a dozen new national monuments, historic
sites, and recreation areas; and submitted a draft nuclear non-proliferation treaty to the United Nations. 

Carbon risk, of course, still stymies policymakers. But it was not ignored entirely in the wake of Johnson's "Special Message to Congress
on Conservation and Restoration of Natural Beauty." In fact, the warnings and predictions given to Johnson from his science team proved
remarkably prescient.

On-target estimate

Coal, oil, and natural gas burning would lift atmospheric carbon dioxide between 14 percent and 30 percent by the year 2000, the panel
estimated.

In fact, CO2 increased 15.5 percent by 2000, and is 25 percent higher today than in 1965.

The science on carbon dioxide as known at the time, including forecasts of warming and sea level rise, was detailed in a chapter of a
report on environmental pollution issued later that year by the president's Science Advisory Committee. Pioneering climate scientist
Roger Revelle chaired the sub-committee that wrote the chapter in the November 1965 report. While citing a need for better calculations
with "large computers," Revelle's panel delivered a forecast on growing atmospheric carbon that proved on-target.

Coal, oil, and natural gas burning would lift atmospheric carbon dioxide between 14 percent and 30 percent by the year 2000, the panel
estimated. In fact, CO2 increased 15.5 percent by 2000, and is 25 percent higher today than in 1965.

"Man is unwittingly conducting a vast geophysical experiment," the report said, echoing language Revelle first had used in a 1957
scientific paper when he was at the University of California, San Diego, Scripps Institution of Oceanography. "Within a few generations,
he is burning the fossil fuels that accumulated in the earth over the past 500 million years." 

Ken Caldeira, atmospheric scientist at the Carnegie Institution for Science's Department of Global Ecology, said the exchanges between
scientists and the White House 50 years ago have significance for climate discussions today.

"To the best of my knowledge, 1965 was the first time that a U.S. President was ever officially warned of environmental risks from the
accumulation of fossil-fuel carbon dioxide in the atmosphere," Caldeira said in an email. "This year will mark a half-century of
Presidential knowledge of the risks of climate change. I wish I could say that there has been a half-century of concerted efforts to reduce
these risks.



"The science of climate and the carbon-cycle that was reported to President Johnson in 1965 largely holds up today, demonstrating that
climate science is a mature science," Caldeira added. "Climate scientists are still arguing about the details, but knowledgeable people have
agreed about the fundamentals for a long time."

Cue to Johnson's thinking

The only surviving member of the sub-panel, Wallace Broecker, geology professor at Columbia University's Earth Institute, said by
telephone he does not recall work on it, though he might have been asked to review the chapter by Revelle, then at Harvard, and the other
panel members, who were at Scripps. 

As a young Columbia faculty member in 1965, Broecker had already begun what would be his seminal work on ocean chemistry and the
carbon cycle; the chapter includes an appendix of detailed calculations on that subject.

A clue to Johnson's own thinking about his environmental message – and his concern about potential push-back he'd face from industry
proponents – may be found in a telephone conversation he had three days before sending it to Congress. Johnson sought support for his
environmental initiatives from United Auto Workers' union chief Walter Reuther, a recording of the phone call shows.

"Now my natural beauty message is going up Monday, and
it is an eloquent thing," Johnson told Reuther. "We think it will be our best message." He added that White House speechwriter Richard
Goodwin and his team had crafted the language with two figures who later would be recognized as icons of the conservation movement,
Interior Secretary Stewart Udall and financier-philanthropist Laurance Rockefeller. 

Congressional master

Udall had two years earlier authored the book, The Quiet Crisis, about land and water degradation. Rockefeller co-founded the American
Conservation Association, which later merged into the World Wildlife Fund. The two were then working closely with the president's wife,
Lady Bird Johnson, on the environmental initiatives she hoped to make her legacy. 

The president's message to Congress called for White House "Conference on Natural Beauty" to be co-chaired by the First Lady and
Rockefeller, grandson of oilman John D. Rockefeller. Nearly 1,000 delegates attended the conference, which was held in May.

Johnson, well-recognized for his mastery of Congressional politics, knew his plan faced opposition – especially his call for devoting 3
percent of highway trust cash for purposes other than road building, such as the planting of trees and wildflowers on roadsides. Johnson



urged influential auto union leader Reuther to meet with one of the most vocal opponents, Democratic Michigan Sen. Pat McNamara, the
public works chairman. The president suggested he deliver the message that the state's workers supported cleaning up pollution, because
in the end, it would sell more cars.

"Now you must not quote me," Johnson says. "You just must get the positive, affirmative message out… how we're going to have a real
campaign to see America, go to Wyoming, go to Colorado, and get the kids out on Sunday afternoon… and we'll make more automobiles,
and sell more!

"Now you're intelligent enough to take it from there," Johnson cajoles.

Faith in a solution

The idea of ramping up car sales may seem counter to Johnson's warning about the risk of increasing fossil fuel emissions. But Johnson's
message to Congress projects faith that the auto emissions problem was solvable. "I intend to institute discussions with industry
officials…leading to an effective elimination or substantial reduction of pollution from liquid-fueled automobiles," he said.

It is not surprising that then-fledgling carbon dioxide science was overshadowed by the other monumental problems Johnson catalogued
in his address: degradation of every major river system, eye-watering noxious air pollution in cities, an America where "skeletons of
discarded cars litter the countryside."

In the following months, the president would sign the legislation most associated with Lady Bird—the Highway Beautification Act, which
forced landscaping beside federally funded roads and removal of junkyards. Other 1965 laws included the Water Quality Act, the Solid
Waste Disposal Act, and the Land and Conservation Fund Act. Among new protected areas Johnson established in 1965 were Ellis Island
in New York, the Agate Fossil Beds in Nebraska, and the Pecos Indian pueblos site in New Mexico. 

"There are more thinking people in America thinking of improving their land and their life at any period in America since I've known it,"
Johnson said in the eight-minute call with Reuther. "They're fussing about junkyards along the roads and pollution in the rivers, and the
whole natural beauty thing. There've been more editorials about it, more garden clubs interested. I really feel it…If that's true, it's a good
sign. It's something we want to build on."

Marianne Lavelle is a staff writer for The Daily Climate. Weekend editor Peter Dykstra contributed to this report. Follow Marianne on
Twitter @mlavelles. The Daily Climate is a nonprofit news site covering energy, the environment and climate change.

Top photo of Lady Bird Johnson and Interior Secretary Stewart Udall (right) in a raft in Grand Teton National Park in 1964. Stewart said
this trip cemented Lady Bird Johnson's interest in making environmental issues her legacy. Bottom photo: Lady Bird Johnson dedicates
Watts Branch Park in Washington, D.C. with Laurance Rockefeller (center) and Interior Secretary Stewart Udall (right). Both photos by
Robert Knudsen/LBJ Library.

The Daily Climate is an independent, foundation-funded news service covering energy, the environment and climate change. Find us on
Twitter @TheDailyClimate or email editor Brian Bienkowski at bbienkowski [at] DailyClimate.org
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21 April DD..lliigghhtt  aattttaacckkss  aa  bbiigg  eenneerrggyy  pprroobblleemm  wwiitthh  ssmmaallll  ssoollaarr.. The Silicon Valley company d.light is in the vanguard of entrepreneurial firms bringing
electricity to the world's energy-poor without fossil fuel or an electric grid.

9 April VViiddeeoo::  RReesseeaarrcchheerr  wwaarrnnss  ooff  cclliimmaattee--ddrriivveenn  ppuubblliicc  hheeaalltthh  iimmppaaccttss  iinn  TTEEDDxx  ttaallkk.. University of Michigan's Valerie Tran didn't mince words at a
recent TEDx talk.  "Climate change is our generation's greatest threat to public health," she said bluntly in the talk given last month.

9 April OOppiinniioonn::  LLiittiiggaattiioonn  ccoouulldd  bbee  tthhee  nneewweesstt  ttooooll  ffoorr  tthhee  ddiivveessttmmeenntt  mmoovveemmeenntt.. In 1998, then-President of Harvard Derek Bok explained that a
decision to divest from tobacco companies was due to the substantial and unjustified risk of harm to other human beings. Fossil fuels create still greater
risks. It’s time for our legal system to recognize that.



8 April MMiicchhiiggaann  SSttaattee  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  pprreessiiddeenntt  aannnnoouunncceess  ccooaall  pphhaassee--oouutt.. The university seeks to phase out coal by the end of 2016, transitioning to
natural gas.

2 April CCaatthhoolliiccss  pprreepp  ffoorr  PPooppee  FFrraanncciiss  ttoo  ttaacckkllee  cclliimmaattee  iinn  uuppccoommiinngg  eennccyycclliiccaall.. Pope Francis' upcoming encyclical on climate change is designed
to find acceptance in a huge and diverse religious flock. And many have faith that this particular pope has the leadership skills to deliver.

31 March RReettrroo  nneewwss::  CCrroonnkkiittee''ss  11998800  gglloobbaall  wwaarrmmiinngg  aalleerrtt.. On April 3, 1980, Walter Cronkite tossed to a news piece from CBS veteran Nelson
Benton. Thirty-five years ago, for two and half minutes – an eternity even then by TV news standards and a near-impossibility today – a broadcast
anchored by The Most Trusted Man in America tried to warn us about climate change.

20 March EEssssaayy::  WWiinntteerr  iinn  tthhee  AAnntthhrrooppoocceennee.. On this, the first day of spring, it's worth looking at why bizarre winters and heavy snows don't disprove
climate change.

17 March AAll  GGoorree''ss  eexx--llaawwyyeerr  aattttaacckkss  OObbaammaa''ss  cclliimmaattee  cchhaannggee  ppllaann.. It's constitutional scholar Laurence Tribe versus the Environmental Protection
Agency's power plant rules today in Congress. His views may be his own, but his coal company client won't object.

16 March TTrraaiinn  ddeeaatthhss  rriissee  aammiidd  eenneerrggyy--ddrriivveenn  rraaiill  ttrraannssffoorrmmaattiioonn.. As railroad tracks become major conduits for oil, petroleum products, and—not as
widely noticed—materials like industrial sand, pipe, and chemicals for the hydraulic fracturing of oil and natural gas wells, some states are grappling with
changed train routes, speeds and traffic patterns that spell new hazards for pedestrians and motorists.

16 March FFaasstt--ggrroowwiinngg  rraaiillrrooaaddss  wwiillll  mmiissss  ssaaffeettyy  ssyysstteemm  ddeeaaddlliinnee.. U.S. railroads plan to spend a record $29 billion on capital expansion this year, but
they will miss a legal deadline to deploy a high-tech safety system by year-end.
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