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JUDGE COFFIN TO U.S. GOVERNMENT:  

‘ARE YOU ROBBING PETER TO PAY PAUL?’  
 

Hundreds Pack Oregon Courthouse to Support Youth in Landmark Climate Change Case  
 
Eugene, Oregon – At Wednesday morning’s historic hearing, U.S. Magistrate Judge Thomas M. Coffin 
questioned DOJ Attorney Sean C. Duffy on whether the federal government was allowing tradeoffs 
between present and future generations. To illustrate his question, the Judge used an example of a 
discount rate, and pondered whether the government’s actions were effectively trading future harm for 
present day benefits.  
 
“Are you robbing Peter to pay Paul?” the Judge asked a flustered Duffy. 
 
The hearing began with Duffy denying the federal government’s duty under the public trust doctrine to 
protect essential natural resources for the benefit of all present and future generations. The Judge asked, 
“Both (water & air) are vital to life, right?”  
 
“Yes, your honor,” replied Duffy.  
 
The Judge also asked if the government could sell the Pacific Ocean to Exxon. Remarkably, Duffy had a 
constitutional argument handy to support even that proposition.  

  
 

Hundreds of students, activists, professors, and citizens concerned about climate turned out in Eugene, 
Oregon to support 21 young plaintiffs, ages 8-19, in what Bill McKibben and Naomi Klein call the 
“most important lawsuit on the planet right now.” The plaintiffs’ sued the federal government for 
violating their fundamental constitutional rights to life, liberty and property by taking actions that 
permit, encourage, and otherwise enable continued exploitation, production, and combustion of fossil 
fuels. 
 
The purpose of Wednesday’s hearing was to hear arguments from the parties on the federal 
government’s and fossil fuel industry's motions to dismiss the youth’s climate change lawsuit. The judge 
conducted incisive questioning of lawyers presenting oral argument for both sides on the issue. The 
hearing lasted for two hours. It’s unclear when he will reach a decision on the defendants’ motions, but 
the youth plaintiffs are optimistic the Judge will treat their case fairly.  
 
“Defendants are wrong that our complaint fails to allege constitutional and public trust violations for the 
harms caused these young plaintiffs,” said Julia Olson, lead counsel for the plaintiffs and Executive 
Director of Our Children’s Trust, in her closing argument. “Defendants in essence ask this court to 
ignore the undisputed scientific evidence, presented in our complaint and in opposing this motion, that 



the federal government has, and continues to, damage plaintiffs’ personal security and other 
fundamental rights. But these young plaintiffs have the right to prove the government’s role in harming 
them has been knowing and deliberate.” 
 
(See attachment “U.S. Government’s Long-Standing Knowledge of Climate Danger,” a version of 
which was presented by Olson during the hearing.) 
 
“The future of our generation is at stake,” said 16-year-old plaintiff Victoria Barrett at the press 
conference following the hearing. “People label our generation as dreamers, but hope is not the only tool 
we have. I am young, I am a teenager, and I want to have fun, and be creative, and hang out with my 
friends. I want to do what I love and live a life full of opportunities. I want the generation that follows to 
have the same and I absolutely refuse to let our government’s harmful action, corporate greed, and the 
pure denial of climate science get in the way of that. If anything, I’m going to use my creativity, and my 
happiness, and my hobbies, and the things I love doing, and I’m going to use that positive energy to 
show my government that I won’t let my world stop for them. WE won’t let our world stop for them. 
Our generation will continue to be a force for the world.” 
 
“We firmly believe the court will view this as an egregious instance where the federal government 
intensified the danger to our plaintiffs’ life, liberty and property,” said plaintiffs’ attorney Phil Gregory 
with Cotchett, Pitre, & McCarthy of Burlingame, California. “This case places indisputable climate 
science squarely in front of the federal courts, requesting an order forcing our government to cease 
jeopardizing the climate system for present and future generations.” 

Our Children's Trust is a nonprofit organization, elevating the voice of youth, those with most to lose, to secure 
the legal right to a healthy atmosphere and stable climate on behalf of present and future generations. We lead a 
global human rights and environmental justice campaign to implement enforceable science-based Climate 
Recovery Plans that will return atmospheric carbon dioxide concentration to levels below 350 ppm. 
www.ourchildrenstrust.org/  

Earth Guardians is a Colorado-based nonprofit organization with youth chapters on five continents, and multiple 
groups in the United States with thousands of members working together to protect the Earth, the water, the air, 
and the atmosphere, creating healthy sustainable communities globally. We inspire and empower young leaders, 
families, schools, organizations, cities, and government officials to make positive change locally, nationally, and 
globally to address the critical state of the Earth. www.earthguardians.org  
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