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Draft National Energy Security Act of 2001 Fact Sheet 
WASHINGTON (February 26, 2001) - Over the past month, Sen. Frank Murkowski (R-Alaska) has been putting the finishing touches on a comprehensive energy package, which he introduced today. Although we have not seen the final bill, the drafts Sen. Murkowski circulated for early comment contained troubling provisions that would do little to aid consumers or promote energy security, but would have lasting, damaging effects on the environment. Masking itself as a response to both the “California crisis” and the nation’s long-term energy needs, the draft is an unbalanced proposal that would not help California and would do very little to promote a long-term sustainable energy future. Instead, the bill would deal a devastating blow to our nation’s natural resources, increase dependence on fossil fuels, worsen air quality, exacerbate global warming and degrade national treasures such as those found in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge and Western lands.

In contrast to the unbalanced and ineffective approach of the options offered in the draft Murkowski bill, there is a set of energy policy initiatives that can be developed and implemented that would accomplish the goals set out for the legislation -- to improve energy security and environmental quality -- while avoiding the false tradeoff between greater energy security and protecting public health and the environment. Our organizations have supported a variety of initiatives to develop the existing supply of cleaner and renewable fuels and improving energy security by increasing energy efficiency. Specifically, the Natural Resources Defense Council released a comprehensive, “responsible” energy plan earlier this month that would satisfy the nation’s energy needs without despoiling the environment (see http://www.nrdc.org for more information).

As the debate on energy policy continues it is important to be aware of the long-term and environmental implications of the options being discussed. Among the provisions contained in the draft bill that threaten public health and degrade our natural resources are those that would: 

Open the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge to drilling. According to an U.S. Geological Survey estimate the economically recoverable oil supply from the Refuge would provide for less than 180 days worth of American oil consumption. The Interior Department also estimates it would take at least 10 years before any oil found there would be available to U.S. consumers. The price for this short-term, speculative supply is to permanently damage an irreplaceable international treasure and the last 5 percent of Alaska’s arctic coastal lands off-limits to exploitation.

Restrict the U.S. Bureau of Land Management's (BLM) and Forest Service's authority to set conditions on oil and gas drilling projects that are needed to protect fish and wildlife, water quality, and other environmental values. It would also delegate to the states the authority to make all post-leasing decisions on those federal lands and would waive the secretary of the interior's authority to manage these operations on federal lands, even if they are causing significant environmental impacts. State regulation of oil and gas effectively would give industry the opportunity to make the regulatory decisions about federal lands, putting the fox in charge of the hen house.
Increase air pollution by weakening standards for power plants. The bill includes a provision that would effectively repeal the Clean Air Act programs designed to prevent large coal-fired power plants from harming public health or the environment. Coal-fired plants would be exempt from additional Clean Air Act regulations for as long as 10 years. This provision could also exempt power plants from pending enforcement actions.

Increase global warming pollution by encouraging dependence on fuels that produce the most carbon dioxide: oil and coal. The bill encourages the development of new fossil fuel supply, but does nothing to limit emissions of carbon dioxide produced by fossil fuel combustion. Carbon dioxide is the largest contributor to global warming, which is occurring more rapidly than previously expected.

Increase subsidies to coal, oil, gas and nuclear industries. This bill is a laundry list of giveaways, new programs and subsidies for many of the nations worst polluters. It should be noted that these new subsidies come on top of generous existing subsidies and programs for coal, oil, gas and nuclear power. Higher gas prices have already boosted the gas rig count from 392 in April 1999 to more than 800 today. 

In other words, the incentives to stimulate exploration and production are already in place. When coupled with the record profits for oil companies in the last quarter, it is hard to see why taxpayers should offer even more. The tax code is already full of special exemptions and loopholes for energy production.

Drive up demand for gasoline by encouraging the production of gas-guzzling SUVs. The bill extends the flexible fuel vehicle credit that awards automakers credits toward meeting CAFÉ (corporate average fuel economy), standards by producing vehicles that can run on alternative fuels or gasoline. There are very few alternative fuel pumps and no requirement that the vehicles ever actually use the alternative fuel. To date, this program actually increases the number of gas guzzlers automakers can sell, driving up demand for gasoline. Extending the credit will increase demand.

Repeal major electricity regulation laws without ensuring adequate safeguards. The bill would repeal the Public Utility Holding Company Act (PUHCA) and the Public Utilities Regulatory Policies Act (PURPA), two federal laws intended to prevent the kind of problems California is experiencing today. PUHCA was designed to prevent utility monopolies from manipulating power markets. PURPA was enacted to increase and diversify electricity supplies with new renewable energy sources and high-efficiency natural gas cogeneration. Both laws should be reformed to better accomplish these goals, not repealed. Strong measures are needed to protect consumers and the environment and to prevent domination of electricity markets by a handful of large companies.

Provides inadequate gas and oil pipeline safety. The bill seeks to speed up natural gas pipeline siting decisions. The legislation fails to establish processes to assure that proposed new pipelines are needed, and that strong pipeline safety standards are in place and are enforced. Current pipeline safety standards are greatly inadequate (e.g., many congressional mandates have not been met) and the pipeline safety law contains excessive cost-benefit analysis provisions designed to slow down development of new standards. 
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