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114th Congress, Second Session
Natural Resources Committee Democratic Priorities

Looking back at the agenda for the Natural Resources Committee adopted a year ago, there was modest bipartisan agreement regarding the importance of the natural resources challenges we face. For example, the 114th Congress started off with bipartisan agreement to address global climate change after the majority accepted an amendment to the Committee Oversight Plan offered by Ranking Member Grijalva calling for oversight of “global climate change’s impacts on federal lands, oceans, and other resources, and strategies for using federal lands, oceans, and other resources to mitigate its harmful effects.” 

Unfortunately, cooperation on issues that could yield bipartisan agreement – including climate change – did not materialize during the first session of this Congress. There is real concern that the second session will simply bring more gridlock. The summary below, organized by subcommittee jurisdiction, provides a roadmap that could lead to bipartisan progress on significant resource management issues.  
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Mitigate the impacts of the energy boom on our public lands
The Committee should use this period of relatively low demand for drilling on public land to examine the critical need to better plan and oversee oil and gas development on federal lands. The Committee should also scrutinize the inspection and enforcement resources provided to regulators to ensure that operations are being conducted safely and in a manner protective of human health and the environment. 

The potential impacts to water quality related to fracking on public lands, as well as possible ties to increased seismic activity, should also be explored.

Make offshore drilling safer
Responsible development of our offshore energy resources requires appropriate safeguards on both shallow-water and deep-water operations. There have been numerous major incidents in shallow water since the Deepwater Horizon, including fatalities and blowouts, and those incidents deserve additional Congressional attention. Companies with poor safety records should be held accountable.

Ensure a fair return for energy development on public lands
The Government Accountability Office has reported that the U.S. has one of the lowest “government takes” in the world, with federal royalty rates that are significantly lower than state and private royalty rates, and rental rates that haven’t changed in nearly 30 years. Bonding levels are nearly 50 years old, leaving the American taxpayers at risk of being forced to pay to clean up idled and orphaned wells. The entire leasing systems for oil, gas, and coal deserve comprehensive oversight and reform consideration. 

Reform, at long last, hardrock mining and address abandoned mines 
We are long overdue for serious discussion of reform of the federal hardrock mining system. The country has been operating under the same law since 1872. The Gold King Mine incident has raised awareness to the point that there could be momentum to make significant changes, particularly when it comes to generating revenue to address the country’s roughly half-million abandoned hardrock mines.  

Federal Lands

Fix the wildfire budget
While Congress managed to provide an unprecedented level of funding for wildfire suppression in 2016, we should remain focused on identifying a permanent fix for the wildfire budget. Longer, more intense wildfire seasons, fanned by climate change, will continue. Mitigating the risk of catastrophic wildfire across the country requires a significant investment in active forest management. That goal is undermined when the Forest Service is forced to spend more than  half of its budget fighting wildfires. This trend will continue if Congress does not focus on providing a permanent solution to wildfire budget shortfalls.   

Protect National Parks
As we enter the year of the National Park Service’s Centennial Anniversary, we should be focused on effective management of public lands. At the top of that list is identifying ways to provide the National Park Service with the money it needs to address the nearly $13 billion backlog that continues to grow thanks to congressional neglect. The agency projects that it will take approximately $700 million just to maintain the status quo. We should harness the public’s interest in this landmark anniversary to make sure our national parks are prepared to thrive for another 100 years of telling our nation’s story and preserving our most treasured landscapes.

Make the Land and Water Conservation Fund permanent and approve bipartisan conservation proposals
Permanent reauthorization of the Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) remains a priority for millions of Americans. Last year, Congress extended the authorization until 2018, but this popular, successful, budget-neutral program should be permanent. Additionally, there is a growing list of bills – sponsored by both Democrats and Republicans – to better conserve portions of our public lands awaiting consideration. Many of these bills are the product of years of grassroots organizing and deserve the committee’s attention.

Water, Power and Oceans

Provide immediate and sustainable drought relief to the West
The Drought Recovery and Resilience Act – authored by Water, Power and Oceans Ranking Member Huffman – would promote innovative desalination technologies, water recycling and reuse, groundwater recharge, stormwater capture, reduced evaporation loss, and water conservation through improved reservoir operations. Despite repeated requests, the Majority has not permitted a single hearing on this or any other Democratic bill to address the Western drought. 

Committee Democrats have also requested hearings to investigate improving our scientific understanding of current and future droughts and study how other arid regions of the world have managed similar droughts. Due to the “new normal” of climate change, droughts in the Western United States will become more frequent and severe until Congress acts.

Address the impacts of climate change on our oceans, coasts and fisheries
The costs already incurred by municipalities, homeowners, shellfish growers, and fishermen show us that climate change is an economic challenge as much as an environmental one. The Committee must advance legislation to help coastal communities, the fishing industry, and ocean recreation enthusiasts combat and adapt to our changing oceans. Sea level rise, ocean acidification, warming waters, and severe weather will impact Americans across the political spectrum. Finding solutions to these problems is critical. 

Reauthorize recreation programs important to sportsmen and sportswomen
Whether hunting, fishing, hiking, or paddling, Americans love the outdoors. Our National Parks, Forests, Wildlife Refuges, and other public lands are the backbone of outdoor recreation in the United States. The Majority has allowed traditionally bipartisan programs like the Land and Water Conservation Fund, the North American Wetlands Conservation Act, and the Multinational Species Conservation Funds to lapse. These programs benefit outdoor enthusiasts from home and tourists from abroad, as well as the communities and businesses that supply them with goods and services. They deserve to be reauthorized.

Save endangered species  
The Endangered Species Act has been effective in preventing extinctions. We will continue to highlight the law’s many successes, but we must do more if we want iconic American species and the ecosystems that support them to rebound. We should bolster funding for National Wildlife Refuges and integrate them into ecosystem-level conservation planning, which includes wildlife corridors established on other U.S. public lands. Overseas, we must continue to focus on actions to curb the global wildlife poaching and trafficking crisis and ensure that U.S. trophy hunters are not contributing to the decline of imperiled elephants, rhinos, lions, and other species. 

Ensure safe seafood 
One of the bipartisan bright spots of the 114th Congress was passage of H.R. 774, Delegate Bordallo’s Illegal, Unreported, and Unregulated Fishing Enforcement Act, which gives NOAA and the Coast Guard new tools to fight pirate fishing. We must do more to ensure that U.S. fishermen are not undersold by mislabeled or unsafe imports, that consumers are getting what they pay for, and that our markets are free of products that make people sick or harm our oceans.

Approve the Klamath Agreements
In a historic agreement that ended one of the nation’s fiercest water wars, farmers, Indian tribes, fisherman, state and local governments, and numerous other stakeholders agreed to end years of conflict over water resources in the Klamath River Basin. Congress simply needs to sign off on the agreements for them to take effect. The Committee failed to take any action to approve the agreements before a critical approval deadline was reached at the end of 2015. Now, the tenuous compromise between more than 40 parties, which required a decade of negotiations to complete, is in danger of collapsing simply because of Congressional inaction.

Indian, Insular, and Alaska Native Affairs

Provide a Carcieri fix 
The Carcieri Supreme Court ruling has created a two-tiered system for federal-tribal relationships and wrongfully called into question the status of tribal lands across the country. This ambiguity jeopardizes Tribes’ ability to rebuild their communities and serve their people and slows crucial economic development in Indian Country. The longer this decision is allowed to stand, the more the opponents of sovereignty will use it as a tool to hold back tribal progress. 

Establish permanent, consistent tribal consultation
Too often, federal agencies decide on a course of action and then “consult” with affected tribes by notifying them of the decision after the fact. There are myriad consultation procedures, each different from agency to agency, and the process is even more cumbersome when multiple agencies are involved. The Committee should work to codify a robust process that ensures effective and meaningful tribal consultation.

Approve the Palau Agreement 
In 2010, the U.S. and the Republic of Palau successfully concluded the review of the Compact of Free Association and signed a 15-year agreement that includes a package of economic assistance through 2024. Under the agreement, Palau committed to undertake economic, legislative, financial and management reforms. The conclusion of the agreement reaffirms the close partnership between the U.S. and the Republic of Palau. Congress should move to approve the agreement immediately.  

Oversight and Investigations

Pick up the pace
The newly-created Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations did not hold its first hearing until April 29th and then held only four hearings all year. None of those hearings were on topics identified by Democrats, despite multiple written requests. No hearings in the Subcommittee are expected in January.

Expand the scope
The topics on which Democrats have sought oversight include: the best uses of federal land to combat climate change, the effects of climate change on Native Americans and other communities of color, the role of hedge funds in the Puerto Rico humanitarian crisis, the California drought, NOAA climate science, coal bonding requirements, declining bee populations, and illegal grazing.
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