THE POWER BEHIND

CLIMATE DENIAL
IN MINNESOTA

THE MN CHAMBER OF COMMERCE
H AS A H I STO R Y O F H E L P I N G
F O S S I L F U E L I N T E R E S T S BY
BLOCKING SCIENCE-BASED
C L I M AT E A C T I O N

T H E M I N N E S O TA C H A M B E R O F C O M M E R C E
I S N O T W H AT I T S E E M S .
It represents itself publicly as a unified front, representing the interests of all 2,300
member businesses and their employees equally. But while the Chamber makes sure
to capitalize on the implied endorsement of its best known members,

WHEN IT CO MES TO TH E PO L I C I E S M I N N E SOTA N E E D S TO R E AC H 1 00%
C L EAN EN ER GY, TH E C HA M B E R SI D E S WI T H P O L LU T E RS F IR ST.

Many prominent members of the Chamber, including Target,1 3M,2 Xcel Energy,3 and
Best Buy,4 have sustainability policies committing themselves to 100% clean energy
by 2050. These companies know what’s best for business is what’s best for all
Minnesotans: a clean energy economy that not only ensures future generations have
access to clean water and air, but also returns our state to its role as a national leader
on environmental issues, creating green jobs and growing local industry.

However, the most powerful voice on energy and climate issues within the
Chamber is working feverishly not to protect our planet from the devastating
effects of climate change but to protect its massive profits. The Pine Bend
Refinery in Rosemount is owned by Koch Industries, the largest privately
owned energy company in the United States. Koch lobbyist Matthew Lemke
sits on the Chamber’s board.5 Pine Bend processes one-fourth of all Canadian
tar sands crude oil entering the United States6 and has been known for
decades within the company as “the cash cow” of Koch’s far-flung empire.7
Koch in the past decade has become notorious for its secretive web of think
tanks and foundations promoting anti-government absolutism — along with
self-serving and scientifically debunked theories denying climate change —
at every level of our political culture.8 In June 2020 Minnesota’s attorney
general sued Pine Bend Refinery and parent Koch Industries, along with
ExxonMobil and the American Petroleum Institute, for decades of fraud and
deception about the damages caused by their products.9

Motivated to protect the interests of the Pine Bend Refinery and Koch,
the MN Chamber of Commerce has abused its other members’ trust
and exploited their good names and goodwill in Minnesota. Rather
than build a foundation for all of Minnesota’s businesses to work and grow
together toward a sustainable future, the Chamber works as a
mouthpiece for Pine Bend and Koch Industries’ destructive free-market
fundamentalism.
In recent years the Chamber has fought against bipartisan efforts to spur
investment in clean energy and opposed popular legislation to bring
Minnesota a clean energy grid by 2050. It has cheered the reduction of
transparency and democratic oversight in environmental regulations, and
thrown its weight behind a crude oil pipeline that threatens to pollute
Minnesota’s waters and double our carbon footprint. Through testimony
before legislators and regulators, through public influence campaigns,
and through lobbying — spending more than $24 million to lobby
Minnesota decision-makers in the past decade, second only to the
Canadian pipeline company Enbridge10 — the Chamber has opposed
even the most moderate efforts to encourage green business and
protect Minnesota’s environment. To raise awareness among
Minnesota’s business leaders, and the public, about what the MN
Chamber of Commerce really stands for, this report explores in depth
some of the proposals the Chamber has fought against.
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In March 2019, Gov. Tim Walz announced his
One Minnesota Path to Clean Energy plan.11
The plan incorporated three pieces of
legislation: the Clean Energy First (CEF) bill,
the Energy Conservation and Optimization
(ECO) Act, and a requirement that
Minnesota’s utilities achieve 100% clean
energy by 2050. Two months later a group
of Minnesota businesses issued a letter in
support, urging Minnesota to adopt further
decarbonization strategies.12 Yet as each
piece of the governor’s plan progressed
through the Legislature, the Chamber
fought every step of the way, playing a
significant role in the ultimate failure of
any part of the governor’s plan to
become law.

The ECO Act, introduced by Republican Sen.
Jason Rarick of Pine City,13 was a bipartisan
bill designed to make common-sense
improvements to the already successful
Conservation Improvement Program,
which rewards energy customers for
making investments in energy efficiency.
ECO would have created jobs for local
contractors, released utility companies from
burdensome minimum spending requirements,
prioritized benefits for low-income homeowners, and
expanded consumer choice, allowing utility customers
to receive credit for switching from propane boilers to
newer, more efficient electric air-source heat pumps.14
But the Chamber of Commerce opposed the bill.
Bafflingly, it claimed that helping Minnesotans take
advantage of new technology to save energy and
money was the same as picking “winners and losers.”15

In testimony before the House this year, more than 25
groups representing utilities, energy companies, unions,
major corporations, scientists, environmental activists and
conservationists submitted documents in support of the
ECO Act.16 The only group to join the Chamber of
Commerce in opposing the bill publicly was
the Minnesota Propane Association.

CEF was a bipartisan bill with union support,17 requiring Minnesota’s
utilities to prioritize clean energy when making new investments. The
bill was passed quietly by the House in 2019 as part of the omnibus jobs
bill.18 But that same year the Chamber’s Lauryn Schothorst addressed
the Senate in opposition to its version of CEF, sponsored by Republican David Senjem of Rochestor.19 When the Senate Energy and
Utilities Finance and Policy Committee got around to the bill in
February 2020, it returned an amended bill that the Sierra
Club described as “clean energy in name only.”20 Among
a bill requiring
other failings, the Senate’s version allowed dirty fuels to be
utilities to
counted as clean energy as long as just 80% of emissions
prioritize clean
were recovered using carbon capture technology. The Senate
energy when
bill also would have shifted the cost of large industries onto
making new
residential and small business consumers,21 permitted the
investments
construction of two fossil gas plants, and allowed Minnesotan
utilities to build new fossil fuel power plants outside the state.
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The third piece of the path to clean energy, HF 700, a bill to
extend Minnesota’s renewable energy standard, intended to
build on the success of Minnesota’s original Renewable Energy
Standard (RES), which passed in 2007 with the support of 97% of
the Legislature.22 The RES was passed along with the Next Generation
Energy Act as part of a bipartisan effort under then-Gov. Tim Pawlenty to cut 80% of
the state’s greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 2050.23 It set a goal for Minnesota’s utilities
to generate 25% of their power from renewable sources by 2025 — a goal the state reached
eight years early in 2017.24 HF 700 simply would have extended the RES beyond 2025,
ensuring Minnesota would reach 100% clean energy by 2050 and keeping pace with
technological advancements and the increasingly urgent need for GHG emission reductions.
The bill left in place the existing regulatory framework and clarified a
preference for environmental protection and the equitable creation of
good local jobs in Minnesota’s energy sector.25

HF 700
a bill to
improve
Minnesota’s
renewable
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Once again the MN Chamber of Commerce put itself at odds
with the goals of its own members, weighing in against a
moderate, common-sense and previously bipartisan
solution. In February 2019 testimony before the House Energy
and Climate Committee, the Chamber’s Lauryn Schothorst
contorted herself to speak against the bill. She claimed that
although Minnesota’s businesses are working diligently to meet
the state’s clean energy goals, the state would not only harm
those businesses but also would set back progress on clean
energy by transitioning to a carbon-free energy grid.26 Ms.
Schothorst failed to explain what competitive advantage
the Chamber’s members have found by making the
transition all on their own. Presumably there is some
advantage to operating off of the grid while less
scrupulous companies continue with business as usual.

B A C K R O O M B E T R AYA L
O F T H E C I T I Z E N S B OA R D
The Minnesota Pollution Control Agency’s Citizens Board dated to the creation
of the PCA itself as a core element of the agency’s structure alongside the
commissioner. The eight members of the board, appointed with staggered
terms, helped to distance the board’s decisions from political influence and to
ensure representation from a broad range of expertise, specifically labor and
agriculture.27 The board functioned as a democratic check on the
commissioner28 and was tasked with responding to public requests for
environmental impact statements, or for modification or revocation of permits,
and served as a window into the PCA’s decision-making, with the commissioner
required to inform the board of decisions of environmental significance or
public interest.29
In 2015 the board was suddenly and surreptitiously killed by a legislative
conference committee. Its capital crime had been to respond to local
concerns over an understudied proposal for the largest industrial dairy farm in
Minnesota by calling for an environmental impact statement.30 Though the
decision to end the board was made with almost no public testimony or debate,
there had been previous efforts to hamstring it. True to its free-market
absolutist form, the Chamber of Commerce had testified earlier that year in
favor of stripping the board of its regulatory power.31
In 2019 an effort to revive the board was again quietly killed in committee.
Although there is no publicly available testimony from the Chamber regarding
the effort,32 it nonetheless claimed credit for the bill’s death. A Chamber blog
post later that year trumpets “Stopping the re-establishment of the Minnesota
Pollution Control Agency Citizens Board”33 as an achievement. Representatives
from the MPCA, including Commissioner Laura Bishop, did testify regarding
the board’s reinstatement but were curiously neutral. Bishop’s longstanding
ties to the Chamber include serving two terms on its board of directors,34
offering a possible explanation for the PCA’s neutrality. At the very least
Bishop’s connections to the Chamber, paired with the Chamber’s history of
legal disputes with the PCA, illustrate the need for the sort of democratic
oversight and dispersal of power the board held.
Ultimately Minnesota’s proud tradition of public input and transparency into
decisions about the environment was disregarded, and the Chamber
celebrated the demise of a Minnesotan institution that predated the
Environmental Protection Agency, symbolic of an era when the state led the
nation on environmental issues.

LINE 3:
50 C OA L P L A N T S
WORTH OF POLLUTION
Another mark against the Chamber is its support for a massive, risky and
unnecessary tar sands oil pipeline in Northern Minnesota.35 The Chamber has
offered no solid reason why Minnesota needs the Line 3 pipeline, but in a 2017
press conference, Chamber lobbyist Cam Winton gushed about the benefits of
oil, glibly ticking off technologies that run on fossil fuels.36 Like Winton’s praise of
oil, the Chamber’s support for Line 3 disregards where Minnesota is headed and
relies on the crude logic of the status quo: We use oil now, so we should invest in
oil. The reality is that Minnesota doesn’t need more oil, and we certainly don’t
need this oil. Because the oil Line 3 is slated to carry is a loser by all standards as
both the dirtiest37 and most expensive in the world.38
The crude oil that Line 3 would ship starts in the Alberta tar sands as bitumen, a
substance far more difficult, costly, and destructive to extract than liquid oil. Just
extracting and processing it contributes more air pollution than Canada’s largest
city39 and wastes three times as much water as conventional oil, while creating
more toxic waste than product.40 It’s not even worth the effort: Already, tar sands
producers lose money on every barrel of oil they make,41,42 and their prospects
will only dim as the world cuts its demand for oil by a third in the next decade.43
Line 3’s product is not just a ripoff; it’s also dangerous. Tar sands crude contains
toxic chemicals that evaporate into the air, and it sinks in water, complicating
cleanup.44 The history of the pipeline’s owner, Enbridge, inspires zero confidence
in the caution it will take with this loaded gun: In the past 30 years Enbridge has
won itself first45 and second place46 for the largest inland oil spills in U.S.
history.
Further proof the Chamber is trying to stick a ribbon on a lemon: Minnesota
already has as much oil as it can use.47 There’s no benefit from the pipeline that
balances the long list of risks and downsides or that justifies an increase in
greenhouse gas emissions equivalent to 193 million tons of CO2.48 In 2016 the
entire state of Minnesota emitted 154 million CO2e,49 meaning that even if the
state succeeded in reaching net zero emissions by 2050, the Line 3
expansion would single-handedly cancel out all of that effort. If members
are sincere about a carbon-free future, not just the publicity bump of saying so,
the Chamber’s Line 3 lobbying is antithetical to that goal, erodes their credibility
as good corporate citizens and wastes their membership dues.

The MN Chamber of Commerce has repeatedly undermined Minnesotan values of
democracy and transparency, promoted bad deals for our state, and opposed even
incremental changes in the face of an accelerating climate crisis, all in order to
promote the interests of the fossil fuel industry against the wishes of utilities,
unions, Fortune 500 companies, mom and pop businesses, and everyday
Minnesotans.
T H E C H A M B E R I S W I L D LY O U T O F S T E P W I T H T H E
I N T E R E S T S O F M I N N E S O TA A N D I T S B U S I N E S S C O M M U N I T Y.
In the midst of a terrifying and accelerating climate crisis, self-satisfied corporate
pronouncements about sustainability initiatives are woefully inadequate and
hypocritical when those same corporations maintain close ties to an organization
bent on protecting fossil fuel interests. In failing to deter the Chamber from its
reckless behavior, the names and reputations of well-intentioned businesses like
Target, Best Buy, 3M, General Mills, Tenant, Cargill, Comcast, Xcel, Delta, the Vikings,
and the Mayo Clinic are being tarnished. Further, Minnesota companies that aspire
to the mantle of social responsibility must understand that continued membership
in the MN Chamber is actually the pinnacle of social irresponsibility and
recklessness.
I T I S PA S T T I M E F O R T H E C H A M B E R ’ S M E M B E R S T O D I S AV O W
I T S A BYS M A L R EC O R D O N O N E O F T H E M O ST U R G E N T I S S U E S
OF OUR TIME.

The sponsors of this report, Minnesota’s leading environmental organizations, urge
members of the Minnesota Chamber of Commerce to choose one of three options:
Use your influence and membership dollars to steer the
Chamber to more socially responsible behavior that aligns
with Minnesota values and recognizes the urgency of
preventing further damage to our climate
State publicly and explicitly how and where your companies’
positions on sustainability and climate policy differ in
meaningful ways from the Chamber’s
Publicly announce that your company is cancelling its
membership in the Chamber
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