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JULY 21, 2005

Climate-change debate may hinge on Senate committees'
jurisdiction 
By Kari Lundgren

The opening salvo of a
jurisdiction battle over
climate-change regulation will
be fired today at a hearing of
the Senate Energy and Natural
Resources Committee.

The issue highlights a sharp
division between leaders of
two Senate committees.
Energy Committee Chairman
Pete Domenici (R-N.M.) and
ranking member Sen. Jeff
Bingaman (D-N.M.), on one
side, have shown interest in
passing a bill, while Sen.
James Inhofe (R-Okla.),
chairman of the Environment
and Public Works Committee,
has called global warming the 
“greatest single hoax ever
perpetrated on the American
people.”
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Sen. Jeff Bingaman (D-N.M.)

The hearing is the first of two promised by Domenici in June
after 53-44 passage of a nonbinding sense-of-the-Senate
amendment calling for mandatory action to “slow, stop and
reverse the growth” of greenhouse-gas emissions.

Today’s hearing will focus on the scientific research behind
climate change and the economic strategies to manage global
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warming.

The Environment and Public Works Committee has said it will
hold its own hearings on climate change next week. “We’re
interested in hearing whether the U.S. is really behind the
power curve on this issue,” said John Shanahan, the
committee’s press secretary.

The Senate Commerce Committee’s Subcommittee on Climate
Change and Impacts held its first hearing yesterday.

All three committees can claim jurisdiction, which will likely be
critical to how future legislation will be handled, staffers and
outside interest groups say.

“What both Bingaman and Domenici are going to face is that
their bill will be referred to Environment and Public Works, in
which case they will have to deal with Chairman Inhofe,”
warned Myron Ebell, director of global-warming policy at the
Competitive Enterprise Institute, a pro-market public-policy
group.

“We welcome action by all committees with relevant
jurisdiction,” said Jonathan Black, a member of the Energy
Committee’s minority staff, “but don’t want committees to
neutralize the debate because they don’t want to move the issue
forward.”

David Doniger, policy director of the Natural Resources
Defense Council’s Climate Center was more blunt, saying, “It’s
appropriate to look for other avenues, other committees and
direct floor action to make sure legislation gets through. There
is a lot to be said for Environmental Protection Agency
regulating this, but that does not mean you can’t write a
program that’s run by the Energy Department.”

Before the passage of the energy bill in June, Bingaman
circulated a draft proposal based on the recommendations of
the National Commission on Energy Policy (NCEP), a
nongovernmental panel funded mainly by the Pew Charitable
Trusts. According to research done by the Energy Information
Administration (EIA), the NCEP proposal would reduce
emissions by 4 percent in 2015 and 7 percent in 2025, at an
annual cost of $78 per household.

Jason Grumet, executive director of the NCEP, will testify at
today’s hearing, a fact welcomed by environmentalists as a step
forward but dismissed by some industry lobbyists who question
the work of the NCEP.
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“The NCEP is not a national commission,” Ebell argued. “It
wasn’t created by any official action. It’s a special interest, and
it should have no more credibility that any other interest
group.”

Ebell said the witness list is stacked in favor of climate-change
activists, a charge dismissed by Black. “We picked the broadest,
biggest institutions to tell us about climate change. These
institutions reflect the center of the debate,” Black said.

Members of the environmental lobby, even those concerned
that the NCEP and Bingaman proposals don’t do enough,
welcomed the hearing.

“This hearing is a new beginning,” said Frank O’Donnell of
Clean Air Watch. “For eight years there has been a ‘Don’t do
anything’ attitude and now it is shifting to ‘What should we do?
’”

Should Bingaman and Domenici introduce a bill, however, its
future is unclear.

“Momentum is against a thing like the NCEP. And the
underlying dynamic is not going to get better,” one industry
source said. “[Domenici] has picked a jurisdictional fight, he’s
picked a fight with another U.S. senator and he’s picked a fight
his staff doesn’t have the background for.”

“The Energy Committee is not an easy committee to move
things through,” acknowledged Steve Cochran, senior staff
member at Environmental Defense, “but it is encouraging to
see all of these committees grappling with the issue, and to see
some of the jockeying for jurisdiction is very interesting from
our perspective.”

A similar battle played out in the House earlier this week
between House Science Committee Chairman Sherwood
Boehlert (R-N.Y.) and Commerce Committee Chairman Joe
Barton (R-Texas). In a tart letter sent July 14, Boehlert chided
Barton for pursuing an investigation into several leading
climate-change scientists and raised questions over the
Commerce Committee’s jurisdiction on the issue.

“The only conceivable explanation for the investigation is to
attempt to intimidate a prominent scientist and to have
Congress put its thumbs on the scales of a scientific debate,”
Boehlert wrote.
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