Trump’s Regulations Freeze Halts 4 Rules to Promote More Energy Efficiently
by Chris Mooney
Jan. 21, 2017 – Nearly simultaneously with President Trump’s oath of office Friday, the White House website shifted to remove climate change related content from the Obama administration and supplant it with a new statement of Trump’s energy policy — one focused, it said, reducing “burdensome regulations on our energy industry.”
Those are just words — but an action hours later by White House chief of staff Reince Priebus had more teeth.  Priebus’s memorandum, issuing a government-wide freeze on new or pending regulations, would appear to have the effect of sweeping up 4 very nearly finished Energy Department energy efficiency standards, affecting an array of products, including portable air conditioners and commercial boilers.  The standards are designed to reduce energy use, and, in the process, consumer bills and greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.
The Priebus memo states that federal agencies cannot send new regulations to the Office of the Federal Register — a key step in the finalization of new rules — until Trump’s administration has leaders in place to approve what these agencies are doing.  Moreover, it also states that regulations that have been sent to the office but have not yet made it into the published register need to be withdrawn.  The Obama administration issued a similar memorandum right after the President took office in 2009.
In this case, the language would appear to snag 4 energy efficiency regulations released very late in the Obama administration.  Because of recently issued departmental rules designed to prevent errors, they could not be published to the Federal Register for 45 days after their posting by the agency — a timeline that pushed their finalization past the end of the Obama administration.
The Obama administration, in part driven by ambitions to fight climate change, had been issuing a slew of energy efficiency standards, or regulations.  Each of them took a small bite out of the USA’s GHG emissions, by requiring a line of products to use less energy.
The regulations that would go into limbo affect portable air conditioners, walk-in coolers and freezers, commercial boilers, and uninterruptible power supplies.  According to analyses by Appliance Standards Awareness Project, which tracks these standards, over the long term, these regulations would save consumers billions of dollars in energy costs, by requiring manufacturers to make these products more efficient.
The Priebus memorandum does not necessarily ensure the regulations’ ultimate demise; it merely halts them for further review.  “These 4 new standards assure consumers of these products a basic level of energy efficiency performance, so we hope that Secretary-designate Perry, once confirmed, will swiftly approve them for publication,” said Andrew deLaski, director of the Appliance Standards Awareness Project.  “These standards should not be controversial,” he added.
But even if some of the standards do ultimately go into effect, others may not — or at least, not in the same form.  That’s especially likely if they’re controversial or contested by industry, as at least one of them is.
The memo “is good news in the case of the commercial boiler rule, which we have many concerns about and which was not done through the negotiated rule-making process,” said Francis Dietz, vice President for public affairs at the Air Conditioning, Heating and Refrigeration Institute.  “We would be seeking significant changes, if and when that rule is redeveloped,” he said.
Dietz and deLaski both agreed that the Priebus memorandum seems to put a hold on the 4 afore-mentioned energy efficiency rules, even though they are substantially finished and were merely held back so that interested parties could scan their texts for possible mistakes, including typos.
These 4 regulations are among the most vulnerable Obama administration offerings, precisely because of the 45-day waiting period they were subject to before finalization.  Other Trump rollback targets in the energy and environment space, like of Barack Obama’s Clean Power Plan, will be harder to take apart.  But this wrinkle, however technocratic, nonetheless shows clearly that a new government has arrived.
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