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GOVT/ENVST 285: Intro to Environmental Politics Professor Gregory Koutnik 
Hamilton College, Spring 2022 Office Hours: KJ 213, T 2-4 pm, W 10-11:45 am, or by appt 
MW 2:30-3:45 pm, CJ 305 Email: gkoutnik@hamilton.edu 
 
Course Description 
This course explores key topics in environmental politics with a special focus on environmental 
policy debates ranging from natural resource management and toxic waste to environmental 
justice and global climate agreements. Students will be encouraged to consider various 
environmental challenges and competing solutions to them over the course of the semester, with 
a focus on a range of case studies and real-world examples. The course will also feature an activity 
involving actual public opinion polling on how best to implement a groundbreaking piece of NY 
State climate legislation from 2019, the Community Leadership and Climate Protection Act 
(CLCPA). If you are an Environmental Studies or Government major, or are simply interested in 
learning more about environmental politics and policy, this course will be of special interest.  
 
Course Texts: The two required texts for this course are listed below and are available at the 
Hamilton College Bookstore and from online booksellers. Just be sure to purchase the 5th edition 
of Layzer and Rinfret! All other readings will be posted on Blackboard under “Documents.”   

 Judith A. Layzer and Sara R. Rinfret, The Environmental Case: Translating Values Into Policy, 
5th ed. CQ Press, 2019 (ISBN: 9781506396965) 

 David Karol, Red, Green, and Blue: The Partisan Divide on Environmental Issues, Cambridge 
University Press, 2019 (ISBN: 9781108716499).  

 
Electronic Devices: This course involves live polling (details will be discussed in class), so 
students will need to bring a smartphone or a tablet/laptop to class. However, electronic devices 
are to be used for live polling ONLY, and ONLY during live polling sessions. If I notice a student 
using an electronic device outside of live polling sessions or for a purpose other than participating 
in live polling, that student will receive a warning. If that student does so a second time, their 
overall participation grade will drop by one full letter grade. If you need to use a laptop during 
class for notetaking, please speak with me as soon as possible.  
 
Disabilities and Accommodations: 
Hamilton College will make reasonable accommodations for students with properly documented 
disabilities. If you are eligible to receive accommodations and would like to request them for this 
course, be sure to talk with me during the first two weeks of class. You will also need to provide 
Allen Harrison, Assistant Dean of Students (aharriso@hamilaton.edu), with appropriate 
documentation of your disability. This course includes two in-class exams, so be aware of this 
when planning for accommodations.  
 
Course Policies, Assignments, Exams, and Grades 
     Attendance Policy: Attendance will be taken and students are expected to attend class regularly. 
However, every student gets two free absences, no questions asked, provided the student notifies 
me of each absence in advance by email. Any absences that are not cleared with me in advance will 
result in reductions to your participation grade reflecting the number of absences (note: this 
includes absences related to COVID-19, which also need to be cleared with me in advance!). If 
you anticipate needing to miss more than two class sessions this semester, talk to me in advance 
and we will discuss options. Chronic absences will not be tolerated and may be grounds for 
failing the course. In summary: students must communicate with me about all absences! 
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     Late Policy: Late assignments will be penalized by half a letter grade for every 24-hour period 
that they are late (e.g. a B+ becomes a B). Extensions on due dates must be discussed with me in 
advance, and I grant them rarely. I will not grant retroactive extensions under any circumstances.  
     Office Hours: Students are welcome to attend office hours and I strongly encourage every 
student to meet with me within the first few weeks of the course. My office (KJ 213) will be open 
on a walk-in basis every Tuesday (2-4 pm) and Wednesday (10-11:45 am). I am also available by 
appointment at other times via the link posted on Blackboard under “Documents”.  
     Components of Course Grade: Your grade in this course will be determined by the following: 

 Student Engagement (10%) 
o Attendance: 5% 
o In-Class Participation: 5% 

 Environmental Policy Report #1: 15% 

 Environmental Policy Report #2: 15%  

 Midterm Exam: 30% 

 Final Exam: 30% 
     Participation and Engagement: Students are expected to attend class (see “Attendance Policy” 
above). In-class discussions will take place during most class periods, some of which will feature 
live polling, and students are expected to participate. However, I know that not all students feel 
equally comfortable speaking in front of their peers, so students can supplement their in-class 
participation with visits to office hours. ***Needless to say, discussions in this course must 
remain civil and respectful, even as we disagree. This is a good skill not just for the classroom 
but also for democratic citizenship.*** Here are my expectations for the sort of participation that 
will earn you each of the following participation grades: 

 A: Participates often; thoughtful questions and comments that move discussion forward 

 B: Solid participation; contributes a thoughtful comment or question each week  

 C: Occasional participation but shows lack of preparation or engagement 

 D: Attends class but rarely participates 

 F: Participates in class but does so unproductively or uncivilly 
     Environmental Policy Reports: Students will write TWO environmental policy reports, which are 
short papers (1000-1100 words) that require students to propose a policy and/or political solution 
to a problem raised in prompts that I will distribute. Relevant course texts must be cited from at 
least TWO course weeks, and students are expected to draw connections between the two course 
weeks. For example, if your first report focuses on the debate over wilderness (Week 2) and the 
debate over governing the commons (Week 4), then you are expected not simply to cite material 
from both weeks, but also to draw connections between the two weeks that help support your 
policy or political proposal. The reports will be graded for quality of writing, command of the 
relevant course material, recognition of potential counterarguments, and ability to draw fruitful 
connections between multiple units of the course. The second report will focus partly on the 
public opinion polling activity we will conduct during Week 11. I will provide more details about 
the environmental policy reports after the course begins.  
     Exams: There will be two in-class blue book exams in this course. The first exam is a midterm 
and covers all the material up to the exam. The final exam is partly cumulative—that is, it will 
focus more heavily on the material from the second half of the course but will also cover some 
earlier course material.  
     Grade Scale: 

  A 94-100%   B+ 87-90%   C+ 77-80%   D+ 67-70% F 0-60% 

  A-  90-94%   B 83-87%   C 73-77%   D 63-67% 

   B- 80%-83%   C- 70-73%   D- 60-63%  
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Academic Integrity: Breaches of academic integrity—including cheating and plagiarism—will not 
be tolerated in this or any other course at Hamilton. If you have any doubt about the details of 
the honor code you signed before registering for your first courses at Hamilton, review it now at 
https://www.hamilton.edu/student-handbook/studentconduct/honor-code. Ignorance of the 
honor code is not a legitimate excuse for breaches of academic integrity. Any student who 
cheats or plagiarizes on an assignment or exam will receive an automatic zero for the 
assignment or exam and will be reported to the Dean of Students Office.  

 
Course Schedule (Readings are to be completed prior to the class for which they are listed) 
 
Wednesday, January 19 – CLASS CANCELED (See you all next week!) 
 
Week 1 – Introduction  
 
Monday, January 24: Course Introduction (No Readings – but read ahead for Wednesday!) 
 
Wednesday, January 26: When Politics Failed the Climate 

 Nathaniel Rich, “Losing Earth: The Decade We Almost Stopped Climate Change”  

 Ryan Lizza, “As the World Burns: How the Senate and the White House Missed Their 
Best Chance to Deal with Climate Change” 

 Daniel J. Weiss, “Anatomy of a Senate Climate Bill Death” 
 
Week 2 – Wilderness and Natural Resources 
 
Monday, January 31: Wilderness and Natural Resources 

 Layzer and Rinfret, “Jobs vs. the Environment: Saving the Northern Spotted Owl” (Ch. 8) 
 
Wednesday, February 2: Jobs vs. Environment  

 Review Layzer and Rinfret, Ch. 8 
 
Week 3 – Pollution and Market-Based Policy 
 
Monday, February 7: Acid Rain and Permit Trading 

 Layzer and Rinfret, “Market-Based Solutions: Acid Rain and the Clean Air Act 
Amendments of 1990” (Ch. 5) 

 
Wednesday, February 9: Carbon Cap, Carbon Tax 

 Yale Environment 360, “Putting a Price on Carbon: An Emission Cap or a Tax?” 

 Nathanael Johnson, “Cap and Trade-Offs” 
 
Week 4 – Governing the Commons 
 
Monday, February 14: The Commons 

 Garrett Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons”  

 Elinor Ostrom et al, “Revisiting the Commons: Local Lessons, Global Challenges” 
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Wednesday, February 16: Fishery Management 

 Layzer and Rinfret, “Crisis and Recovery in the New England Fisheries” (Ch. 10) 
 

***Environmental Policy Report #1 DUE Sunday, February 20 at 11:59 pm via Blackboard*** 
 
Week 5 – Risk, Precaution, and Toxics 
 
Monday, February 21: Love Canal 

 Layzer and Rinfret, “Love Canal: Hazardous Waste and the Politics of Fear” (Ch. 3) 

Wednesday, Feburary 23: The Precautionary Principle 

 Paul Slovic and Elke U. Weber, “Perception of Risk Posed By Extreme Events” 

 Jonathan Adler, “The Problems with Precaution: A Principle Without Principle” 
 
Week 6 – Midterm 
 
Monday, February 28: OPTIONAL Review Session 

 No Readings 
 
***Wednesday, March 2: IN-CLASS MIDTERM EXAM*** 

 
Week 7 (Monday, March 7 and Wednesday, March 9) – TBA 
 
NOTE: My current plan is to be away this week while I attend the Western Political Science Association 
Annual Meeting in Portland. The conference may be canceled or go remote, so we’ll need to play this by 
ear. If the conference is canceled, we will likely have class this week, so stay tuned for updates from me.  
 
***March 12 – March 27: Spring Break (NO CLASS)*** 

 Recommended: read ahead (Weeks 9- 10 are heavy reading weeks) 
 
Week 8 – Environmental Justice and Hurricane Katrina 
 
Monday, March 28: Environmental Justice 

 Robert Bullard, “Environmental Justice in the Twenty-First Century” 
 
Wednesday, March 30: New Orleans Post-Katrina  

 Layzer and Rinfret, “Post-Katrina: Lessons From a Disaster” (Ch. 16) 
 
Week 9 – Energy Siting 
 
Monday, April 4: Wind Siting 

 Layzer and Rinfret, “Cape Wind: If Not Here, Where? If Not Now, When?” (Ch. 13) 
 
Wednesday, April 6: Natural Gas Siting 

 Layzer and Rinfret, “Fracking Wars: Responses to Unconventional Shale Gas 
Development” (Ch. 14) 
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Week 10 – Political Polarization on the Environment 
 
Monday, April 11: Polarization on the Environment 

 David Karol, Red, Green, and Blue: The Partisan Divide on Environmental Issues (entire) 
 
Wednesday, April 13: Rural Consciousness and Political Polarization 

 Katherine J. Cramer, The Politics of Resentment: Rural Consciousness in Wisconsin and the 
Rise of Scott Walker (excerpts, on Blackboard) 

 
Week 11 – Public Opinion Polling and New York’s CLCPA 
 
Monday, April 18: New York’s Community Leadership and Climate Protection Act (CLCPA) 

 Readings TBA 
 
Wednesday, April 20: Public Opinion Polling and the CLCPA 

 Readings TBA 
 
Week 12 – International Environmental Politics 
 
Monday, April 25 

 Richard Tobin, “Environment, Population, and the Developing World” 
 
Wednesday, April 27  

 Elizabeth Garland, “The Elephant in the Room: Confronting the Colonial Character of 
Wildlife Preservation in Africa” 

 
***Environmental Policy Report #2 DUE Sunday, May 1 at 11:59 pm via Blackboard*** 
 
Weeks 13 and 14 – Climate Change 
 
Monday, May 2: The Crisis of Climate Change 

 Layzer and Rinfret, “Climate Change: The Crisis of Our Time” (Ch. 12) 
 

Wednesday, May 4: Debating the Right Response 

 David Wallace-Wells, “Time To Panic” 

 Jonathan Franzen, “What If We Stopped Pretending?” 

 Michael Mann, “If You See Something, Say Something” 

 Nico Stehr, “Does Climate Change Trump Democracy?” 
 
Monday, May 9: Global Climate Conferences - Paris and Glasgow 

 Susan Biniaz, “The Paris Agreement Cannot Do It Alone” 

 Reading TBA on Glasgow Climate Change Conference 
 
Wednesday, May 11: OPTIONAL Review Session (Time TBA) 
 
***In-Class Final Exam, Thursday, May 12, 7-10 pm (Location TBA)*** 


