
 
 

 

the weekly anthropocene 
dispatches from the wild, weird world of humanity and its biosphere 

By Sam Matey, December 23, 2020 

 

 20 

 

The Biden Administration. President-elect Joe Biden has now announced the majority of his cabinet, and all of his 

key environment and climate-focused nominees. The core Biden Cabinet climate team is a roster of absolute all-stars.  

Representative Deb Haaland of New Mexico (pictured) will become the first Native American 

Secretary of the Interior, a powerful post with jurisdiction over the National Park Service, the 

Bureau of Land Management, the US Forest Service, US Fish & Wildlife, and the Bureau of Indian 

Affairs. The department manages one-fifth of all land in the United States, as well as all of the 

federal government’s interactions with Native Americans-in which capacity it has been complicit 

in atrocities in the past. “This moment is profound when we consider the fact that a former 

secretary of the Interior once proclaimed his goal to ‘civilize or exterminate’ us — I’m living 

testament to the failure of that horrific ideology,” Representative Haaland said. “I also stand on the shoulders of my 

ancestors and all the people who have sacrificed so I can be here.” A Secretary Haaland, if and when confirmed by the 

Senate, would lead a new wave of shifting public lands from corporate to conservation and tribal hands.  

Biden’s Secretary of Energy will be Jennifer Granholm, former governor of Michigan (pictured). As 

Governor, Ms. Granholm was pushing for American leadership in renewable energy back in the early 

2000s, well before it had entered mainstream dialogue.  “The path to building back better starts 

with building and manufacturing and deploying those [clean energy] products here — stamping 

them, made in America,” she said. “I know what those jobs will mean for both the planet and for 

those workers and families.” As Energy Secretary, Granholm will manage US clean energy research and development 

spending, the national nuclear stockpile, and Energy Innovation Hubs.  

The next Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency will be Michael Regan, the 

well-regarded leader of North Carolina’s state environmental agency (pictured). “We will be 

driven by our convictions that every person in our great country has the right to clean air, 

clean water, and a healthier life no matter how much money they have in their pockets, the 

color of their skin, or the community that they live in,” promised Mr. Regan. “We will move 

with a sense of urgency on climate change.” (For more, see tinyurl.com/BidenCabinetQuotes).  

Biden has also appointed experienced officials to new climate posts working directly under the President. Unlike cabinet 

secretaries, they will not require Senate confirmation. These include former Senator, presidential candidate, and 

Secretary of State John Kerry as the first Special Presidential Envoy for Climate, charged with addressing climate issues 

https://tinyurl.com/BidenCabinetQuotes
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in foreign policy-essentially an ambassador-at-large for climate action. Gina McCarthy, Obama’s EPA head and current 

leader of the Natural Resources Defense Council, will be National Climate Advisor, coordinating domestic climate policy.  

Beyond the explicitly climate and environment-focused positions, many other key figures in Biden’s Cabinet have a 

demonstrated commitment to addressing the climate crisis. The Secretary of Transportation-to be (and first-ever LGBT 

Cabinet nominee) Mayor Pete Buttigieg has long advocated the importance of investing in climate-resilient 

infrastructure. (See tinyurl.com/GranholmandButtigieg). Biden’s choice for director of the National Economic Council, 

Brian Deese, served as head of sustainable investing at BlackRock, a multitrillion-dollar asset management company that 

recently made some small but significant moves on climate action, such as beginning divestment from thermal coal. 

(Some environmental activists have criticized Mr. Deese for working at a major funder of fossil fuels, but others, 

particularly 350.org founder and longtime climate action expert Bill McKibben, have endorsed his 

character). The future health and human services secretary, Xavier Becerra (pictured) was known 

for his legal activism on public health and environmental issues when he was California’s Attorney 

General, suing the Trump Administration a multitude of times for their attempts to make it easier 

for companies to pollute. The COVID-19 pandemic will of course be his first priority, but down the 

line we could see the HHS Department treating air pollution and the climate crisis as the public 

health issues they are. Biden’s pick for Secretary of State, Antony “Tony” Blinken, was deputy secretary of state under 

Obama when the Paris Agreement was negotiated, and has said he wants to weave climate issues 

into other arenas of foreign policy. And Biden’s Treasury Secretary-designate, Janet Yellen of the 

Federal Reserve (pictured) co-founded the Climate Leadership Council (a nonpartisan think tank 

advocating a carbon tax with redistribution) in 2017 and recently coauthored a paper entitled 

“Mainstreaming the Transition to a Net-Zero Economy.” (See tinyurl.com/YellenOnClimate). 

Perhaps the only disappointing pick was Tom Vilsack as agriculture secretary: Mr. Vilsack is 

known for his coziness with large agribusiness corporations and spent much of the Trump Administration as a dairy 

lobbyist, calling into question his willingness to hold these often highly polluting and worker-swindling industries to 

account. Still, he’ll be working under Biden’s strong climate and ag goals, and he’ll be much better than current 

Agriculture Secretary Sonny Perdue, a Trump appointee and climate denier. 

In sum, President-elect Biden has kept his promise to the American people by appointing a slate of dedicated climate 

action heroes to key leadership positions in his administration. For more, see buildbackbetter.gov/nominees-and-

appointees/climate/. And really, just check out the Buildbackbetter.gov website in general-it’s incredibly heartening. The 

next four years are going to be so much better! 

https://tinyurl.com/GranholmandButtigieg
https://tinyurl.com/YellenOnClimate
https://buildbackbetter.gov/nominees-and-appointees/climate/
https://buildbackbetter.gov/nominees-and-appointees/climate/
buildbackbetter.gov
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Bolivia. A Conservation International 

expedition to the cloud forests of the Zongo 

Valley (pictured) in the Bolivian Andes 

(relatively close to the Bolivian capital, La 

Paz) has discovered 20 species new to 

science and rediscovered 4 more previously 

believed to be extinct. Among the new 

species discovered include the highly 

venomous mountain fer-de-lance (Bothrops 

monsignifer), the Bolivian flag snake 

(Eutrachelophis sp. nov), and the Lilliputian 

frog (Noblella sp. nov, pictured) which lives in tunnels 

under moss and humus and is only 10 millimeters (0.4 

inches!) long, making it one of the smallest frogs in 

the world. Also discovered were new species of satyr 

and metalmark butterfly and new species of bamboo, 

orchids, and shrubs. The expedition found that the 

species the Zongo Valley was home to included 1,200 

plants, 10 amphibians, 10 reptiles, 161 birds, 18 

terrestrial mammals, and 12 bats. For more, see 

tinyurl.com/ZongoValleyNewSpecies.  

 

France. In an unprecedented move, French President Emmanuel Macron has announced that he will push for a 

referendum to include a provision on fighting climate change and protecting the environment into his country’s 

constitution. Macron said that if the legislature approves the referendum and the voters say yes, this new provision 

would go in the first article of the constitution, laying out the purpose of the French Republic (see 

tinyurl.com/TheFrenchConstitution). That would be a really big deal. If French voters approve this, France will become 

the first country ever to have fighting and defeating climate change as a core legal principle of its existence. Not doing so 

would be unconstitutional. We’ll see how this goes! For more, see tinyurl.com/MacronClimateClause.  

https://tinyurl.com/ZongoValleyNewSpecies
https://tinyurl.com/TheFrenchConstitution
https://tinyurl.com/MacronClimateClause

