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Good afternoon Chairman Lowenthal, Ranking Member Gosar, and Members of the  
Subcommittee.   
  
My name is Jamie Williams and I am the President of The Wilderness Society.   
  
For more than 80 years, The Wilderness Society has worked to protect America’s wild, 
public lands. These lands include our national parks, wilderness areas, and forests – 
places of spectacular beauty that define who we are as a country.  They are critical to the 
clean air we breathe and the clean water we drink.  
 
They provide recreation opportunities and an irreplaceable cultural and spiritual 
connection for past, present and future generations.  
   
Now, many people think just because public lands are public, they are protected – but 
that is simply not the case.  
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The majority of our public lands are not in a National Park, Wilderness or other protected 
designation but are lands managed for multiple uses including oil and gas development 
and mining.   
 
The U.S. Department of the Interior manages over 2.4 billion acres of subsurface mineral 
rights including energy resources like coal, crude oil and natural gas both onshore and 
offshore.1 The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) is responsible for coal leasing on 
about 570 million acres, and oil and gas leasing on approximately 700 million acres of 
onshore BLM, national forest and other federal lands, as well as private lands where the 
federal government has retained mineral rights.2 The Bureau of Ocean Energy 
Management oversees approximately 1.7 billion offshore acres on the U.S. Outer 
Continental Shelf.3  
 
At the end of 2016, private companies held over 40,000 onshore oil and gas leases 
covering more than 26 million acres and had leased an additional 36 million acres 
offshore4.  
 
Fossil energy developers enjoy a sweetheart deal on public lands. Our research shows 
that 90 percent of BLM-managed subsurface mineral acres are open to oil and gas 
leasing.5 And these lands are available for leasing at bargain basement prices: as little as 
$2.00 per acre. That means that, for less than the price of a cup of coffee,6 developers can 
purchase and lock up outdoor recreation areas and wildlife habitat for years – and often 
decades – regardless of whether they actually drill or mine on those lands.7 
 

                                                             
1 The Wilderness Society, In the Dark: The hidden climate impacts of energy development on public lands, 
January 2018.  
2 Carol H. Vincent, Laura Hanson and Carla Argueta. Federal Land Ownership: Overview and Data. 
Congressional Research Service. March 3, 2017. Available at https://fas.org/sgp/crs/misc/R42346.pdf. See 
also Department of the Interior, https://www.dog.gov/energy/fast-facts . 
3 See BOEM, https://www.boem.gov/Renewable-Energy-Path-Forward/?platform=hootsuite . 
4 See BLM, https://www.blm.gov/programs/energy-and-minerals/oil-and-gas/oil-and-gas-statistics; and 
BOEM, Oil and Gas Leasing on the Outer Continental Shelf, available at 
https://www.boem.gov/uploadedFiles/BOEM/Oil_and_Gas_Energy_Program/Leasing/5BOEMRE_Leasing
101.pdf . 
5 The Wilderness Society, Open for Business (and not much else), available at 
https://www.wilderness.org/articles/article/open-business-and-not-much-else-analysis-shows-oil-and-gas-
leasing-out-whack-blm-lands .  
6 See The Wilderness Society, Federal Energy Royalty Rates: What they are and why they matter, available 
at https://www.wilderness.org/sites/default/files/media/file/Fact%20sheet%20-
%20Federal%20Energy%20Royalty%20Rates.pdf.  
7 The Wilderness Society, No Exit: Fixing the BLM’s Indiscriminate Leasing Energy Leasing, available at 
https://www.wilderness.org/sites/default/files/media/file/Report-No%20Exit-
Fixing%20BLM%20Leasing.pdf 
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These lands and leaseholds produce a significant share of our nation’s energy. In 2017, 
federal lands and waters contributed 42 percent of total U.S. coal production, 24 percent 
of total U.S. oil production and 13 percent of total U.S. gas production.8  
  
That means that public lands are a major source of the nation’s climate emissions 
problem.9 According to our analysis, using methods replicated by the U.S. Geological 
Survey, lifecycle emissions from oil, gas and coal pulled from public lands and waters 
were equivalent to more than 20 percent of total U.S. greenhouse gas emissions in 
2018.10 To put that in context: public lands would rank as the 5th largest source of 
emissions in the world as their own nation, ahead of Japan, Brazil and Germany.   
 

 
  
Meanwhile, our public lands and the communities who rely on them are at the forefront 
of climate change impacts – from melting glaciers and tundra to catastrophic flooding 
and wildfires.11  
  
Under this administration’s ‘energy dominance’ agenda, things are only getting worse.  
 
As part of the largest reversal of conservation protections in history, critical safeguards 
for the environment and public safety were stripped away to eliminate so-called 

                                                             
8 See https://www.eia.gov/coal/  for coal production data; https://www.eia.gov/petroleum/production/ for 
oil production; and https://www.eia.gov/naturalgas/ for natural gas production data. See 
https://www.onrr.gov/about/production-data.htm for federal production data. 
9 Steven J. Davis et al, “Net-zero emissions energy systems,” Science, v360 issue 6396 (2018). Available at 
https://science.sciencemag.org/content/360/6396/eaas9793 . 
10 See The Wilderness Society, Federal Lands Emissions Accountability Tool, available at 
https://www.wilderness.org/articles/article/federal-lands-emissions-accountability-tool 
11 E.g., see Zoeann Murphy and Chris Mooney, “Gone in a Generation, Across America climate change is 
already disrupting lives,” Washington Post, January 29, 2019.  
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impediments to leasing.12 Over 2017 and 2018, President Trump’s Interior Department 
rolled back protections on 153 million acres of land and water that were conserved for 
cultural, ecological, and recreational reasons. To put that into perspective, the area is 
about the size of California and Washington combined. This includes iconic places like 
Bears Ears and Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monuments in Utah, as well as 22 
million acres of conservation for sage grouse habitat developed collaboratively with 
bipartisan support from western governors. 
 
This Administration has taken every opportunity to make it cheaper and easier for oil and 
gas producers while cutting the public out of decisions at every turn.13 For example, less 
than one month after being confirmed, Secretary Zinke signed Secretarial Order (S.O.) 
3349, which was designed to implement a presidential directive to “review all existing 
regulations, orders, guidance documents, policies, and any other similar agency 
actions…that potentially burden the development or use of domestically produced energy 
resources.” The order rescinded or ordered the rescission of a number of important 
climate and mitigation policies, lifted the moratorium on new coal leases, and ordered the 
review of four commonsense regulations affecting oil and gas operations on National 
Park Service lands, fish and wildlife refuges, and other public lands. On May 2, 2017, the 
Department issued S.O. 3351, which was focused on eliminating “harmful regulations 
and unnecessary policies.” The order created a position with the express duty to identify 
regulatory burdens that unnecessarily encumber energy exploration development, 
production, transportation; and develop strategies to eliminate or minimize these burdens.  
 
This administration has willfully disregarded science and deliberately hidden the climate 
impact of energy leasing while offering more land for lease than any administration in 
history.14 At the very time we must be pumping the brakes on carbon emissions,15 this 
administration is accelerating the climate crisis. 
  
Today, the management of these lands is a large part of the climate problem instead of 
being a central part of our national solution. We should be leading the changes we need 
to see on these lands we all own.  
  

                                                             
12 Golden Kroner, et. al. The uncertain future of protected lands and waters. Science 31 May 2019, pp 881-
886. 
13 E.g., see https://www.wilderness.org/articles/press-release/industry-focused-federal-committee-quietly-
disbands-amid-controversy 
14 Since taking office, the Trump administration has offered close to 378 million acres of public lands and 
waters for oil and gas leasing from January 2017 through April 2019—more acreage than any other 
administration in history. This includes 18,051,312 million onshore acres and 359,537,572 offshore acres. 
million acres of land and water for oil development.  
15 E.g., see Dan Tong et al., “Committed emissions from existing energy infrastructure jeopardize 1.5 °C”, 
Nature, 1 July 2019, available at https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-019-1364-3 and Pete Erickson, 
Michael Lazarus, and Georgia Piggot; “Limiting fossil fuel production as the next big step in climate 
policy,” Nature Climate Change, v. 8, pp. 1037–1043 (2018). 
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Our public lands can allow plants and wildlife to migrate to suitable habitat in a 
warming world.16   
  
They can put people to work conserving and restoring damaged lands, to make them 
more resilient to climate change and boost carbon storage.17  Public lands have the 
potential to remove carbon dioxide (CO2) from the atmosphere. Between 2005-2014, 
federal agency estimates found that federal lands sequestered an average of 343 million 
metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent (MMT CO2e) per year.18  
  
They can provide sustainable economic opportunities to those communities most 
affected by boom-and-bust energy cycles. Fossil energy development and other 
extractive industries no longer drive prosperity. Research from Headwaters Economics 
has shown that a wide range of factors including mechanization, economic 
diversification, global competition, and rapid growth in more competitive economic 
sectors has undermined the relative contribution of resource extraction especially in the 
rural west, where the impact is small and has been declining for decades. In fact, rural 
counties in the West with more federal lands or protected federal lands are performing 
better on average than their peers.19 
  
They can help dramatically increase clean energy production and availability.  Though 
public lands have huge renewable energy potential, currently less than 5% of the total 
U.S. solar, wind and geothermal capacity comes from projects on public lands. This 
illustrates the great potential for growth and the need to invest in a smart approach that 
achieves our clean energy and climate goals while protecting our natural and cultural 
heritage. Along with deep commitments to energy efficiency, energy conservation, 
distributed generation like rooftop solar, and modernizing our electrical transmission 
grid, responsible renewable energy development on public lands can and should play a 
key role in addressing the climate challenge. 
 
And they can and must lead our national efforts to achieve the emissions reductions 
demanded by climate science.  We must stop propping up ailing oil, gas and coal 
producers by eliminating subsidies and regulatory loopholes, stop permitting needless 
methane waste and other pollution, and stop recklessly issuing leases and permits without 
consideration of their climate damage.   
  
                                                             
16 E.g., see https://blog.nwf.org/2019/05/a-pathway-to-help-wildlife-move-in-a-changing-world/  and 
https://largelandscapes.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/A-Landscape-of-Connectivity.compressed.pdf . 
17 E.g., see Lisa Drilling, “Opportunities and Challenges for Carbon Management on U.S. Public Lands” 
available at https://www.fs.fed.us/nrs/pubs/jrnl/2014/nrs_2014_dilling_001.pdf and Christopher Galik et 
al., The Role of Public Lands in a Low-Carbon Economy, Duke University 2010, available at 
https://nicholasinstitute.duke.edu/sites/default/files/publications/the-role-of-public-lands-in-a-low-carbon-
economy-paper.pdf. 
18 Merrill, M.D., Sleeter, B.M., Freeman, P.A., Liu, J., Warwick, P.D., and Reed, B.C., 2018, Federal lands 
greenhouse gas emissions and sequestration in the United States—Estimates for 2005–14: U.S. Geological 
Survey Scientific Investigations Report 2018–5131, 31 p., https://doi.org/10.3133/sir20185131.  
19 E.g., see Paul Lorah, “Valuing Protected Public Lands, available at 
https://headwaterseconomics.org/public-lands/papl-lorah/, and Headwaters Economics, “The Value of 
Public Lands,” https://headwaterseconomics.org/public-lands/public-lands-research/ and 
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In short, we need a climate plan for our public lands.    
  
Thank you for the opportunity to testify today and I look forward to working with you all 
on the many solutions we must bring to this crisis.  
 
 


