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President Obama and his congressional allies’ 
domestic climate change agenda—“cap and trade”—
failed in the last Congress due to extensive opposi-
tion to its costly regulations and barriers to growth. 
Having failed to enact draconian climate change 
legislation domestically, however, President Obama 
has quietly shifted some of these efforts overseas by 
funneling millions of U.S. foreign aid dollars to left-
wing causes in poor countries, whose populations 
largely live on less than $1 a day.

The Obama Administration has sought to divert 
development aid from poverty alleviation efforts to 
environmental causes. Meanwhile, the Administra-
tion has championed green protectionist measures 
such as the U.S. Lacey Act, which will prevent 
trade of the developing world’s wood products in 
U.S. markets. The Lacey Act is a trade barrier and a 
waste of U.S. taxpayer money.

Global Green Welfare: Another Obama Effort 
to Increase Dependency on Government. The 
President’s determination to redirect billions in for-
eign aid dollars to climate change programs to pro-
mote “green economies” around the world contrasts 
dramatically with his domestic drive for green jobs. 
At home, he says he wants to use taxpayer subsidies 
to fund job creation in environmental industries, 
but overseas, Obama’s plan seems to mean limiting 
economic growth and imposing “green welfare” on 
developing economies.

During the 2009 U.N. Copenhagen Climate 
Change Summit, the U.S. was a leading promoter 
of efforts to curb deforestation in the developing 

world. The U.S. pledged $1 billion to finance the 
U.N.’s Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and 
Degradation (REDD) program. REDD pays devel-
oping countries to cease forest land conversion for 
commercial activity in exchange for poorly defined 
and unreliable payments from wealthy countries. 
This illustrates the global green welfare agenda— 
requiring communities to forgo the benefits of 
employment in the forestry sector in exchange for 
government aid. 

President Obama’s actions extend into U.S. bilat-
eral foreign aid policies, too, with poverty reduction 
programs replaced by politically motivated environ-
mental campaigns. The Millennium Challenge Cor-
poration (MCC) was established under the Bush 
Administration to support economic development 
and growth worldwide through private-sector-led 
trade and investment, to reduce corruption, and to 
promote sound governance and health initiatives. 
Yet under President Obama, the MCC has become 
a vehicle for advancing some of the most economi-
cally damaging green policies that failed in Con-
gress. Instead of encouraging self-determination 
and prosperity, President Obama has been attempt-
ing to turn the MCC into a green welfare pumping 
station, potentially reversing years of successes. 
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A case in point was President Obama’s announce-

ment of a new economic growth initiative during his 
Indonesia state visit last November. The President 
pledged a significant portion of the potential $700 
million in future MCC aid to Indonesia to address 
deforestation in that country.1 Yet, as demonstrated 
by REDD, these efforts will impose stifling regula-
tions on economic development in order to advance 
an extreme environmentalist agenda—using fund-
ing from an agency (MCC) tasked with supporting 
poverty alleviation through economic growth. Fur-
thermore, as the allocation of funding within the 
U.S. Agency for International Development demon-
strates, many Western environmental NGOs, such 
as the World Wildlife Fund, will receive a large por-
tion of this funding.2 

A global ideological effort is at play to impose a 
radical climate agenda on the developing world at 
the behest of “green” environmentalist groups. But 
the excesses of the Obama Administration’s envi-
ronmentalist agenda do not stop there. 

U.S. Lacey Act: Protectionism in Green Cloth-
ing. The U.S. Lacey Act, signed into law by Presi-
dent William McKinley in 1900, is among the oldest 
obstacles to trade into the U.S., imposing burden-
some regulations on various American industrial 
and agricultural sectors to demonstrate import 
eligibility. In 2008, Lacey’s scope was expanded to 
include wood products, and the burden of proof 
for prosecution was lowered. The changes were 
supposedly intended to combat illegal logging, but 

Lacey has failed to decrease illegal deforestation and 
poaching overseas. Instead, it is likely impeding 
crucial poverty alleviation efforts and wasting U.S. 
taxpayer dollars on its enforcement.

The Obama Administration’s support for beefed-
up enforcement provisions of the Lacey Act, cur-
rently being reviewed by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture,3 is symptomatic of its larger ideologi-
cal opposition to forestry and agriculture, which 
are some of the main drivers of economic growth in 
the developing world. With Congress at an impasse 
on the federal budget and U.S. debt set to reach 
unsustainable levels, stifling trade and pledging 
money the U.S. does not have to countries that are 
ill-served by green welfare is not leadership—it is 
foolishness. The Lacey Act’s enforcement provisions 
should be de-funded, not expanded.

Examples of Lacey’s misuse demonstrate its far-
reaching impact on all imports of plant and wildlife 
products. In 2000, four Americans were charged 
under Lacey for importing lobster tails from Hon-
duras in plastic bags rather than in cardboard as 
mandated under Honduran law. Despite the fact 
that Honduras no longer enforced the law, U.S. offi-
cials arrested and convicted the men, giving three of 
them eight-year prison sentences. Those men were 
guilty only of choosing an incorrect receptacle for 
carrying legally obtained lobster tails.4

Singling Out Wood Products from the Devel-
oping World. Since 2008, Lacey’s primary target has 
been stopping the developing world’s wood product 
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trade under the guise of combating illegal logging. 
With illegal logging estimated to be just 5–10 per-
cent of global wood production, Lacey’s proposed 
enforcement is excessive and obstructs legal trade.

U.S. companies in the forestry sector intent on 
undermining their foreign competitors have sup-
ported misguided trade controls like Lacey and have 
criticized their developing world competitors. A 
recent report by the environmentalist group “Avoid-
ed Deforestation Partners” highlights the extent to 
which the U.S. agricultural sector hopes to benefit 
from the environmentalist agenda against devel-
oping countries. The key is using the Lacey Act to 
deny these would-be exporters the right to compete 
directly with U.S. producers. The report’s executive 
summary promises that “U.S. agriculture and forest 
products industries stand to benefit financially from 
conservation of tropical forests through climate 
policy. Ending deforestation through incentives in 
[the] United States and international climate action 
would boost U.S. agricultural revenue by an esti-
mated $190 [billion] to $270 billion between 2012 
and 2030.”5

U.S. forestry companies that encouraged amend-
ing Lacey to increase the regulatory barriers to wood 
product imports gave political support to both sides 
of the aisle. Senator Ron Wyden (D–OR) sponsored 
the 2008 amendment to the Lacey Act and said 

upon its passage that the legislation “will go a long 
way towards not only leveling the playing field for 
American manufacturers, but to protecting jobs.”6

It is clear that the Obama Administration and 
its congressional allies are all too happy to further 
impede wood product imports. A pledge to increase 
Lacey’s funding for enforcement of provisions in 
the 2008 amendment is included in the Adminis-
tration’s budget request to Congress for fiscal year 
2012 and is further evidence of this commitment.7

Sustainable development is a laudable goal, but 
this single-minded focus of environmentalist groups 
(aided by U.S. protectionists) comes at the expense 
of poverty alleviation and the expansion of free and 
open markets in the developing world. It is a shame 
that, in this case, President Obama cannot “see the 
forest for the trees.”

What Can Congress Do? To stop green protec-
tionism and encourage economic growth in devel-
oping countries, Congress should de-fund U.S. 
government programs that impede wood product 
imports and should prohibit U.S. foreign aid pro-
grams that stifle international trade in agricultural 
products from developing countries.

—James M. Roberts is Research Fellow for Econom-
ic Freedom and Growth in the Center for International 
Trade and Economics at The Heritage Foundation.
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