Biden Administration Freezes Federal Fossil Fuel Leases and Permits
by Dino Grandoni, with Alexandra Ellerbeck
Jan. 22, 2021 - The Biden administration is impeding new leases to drill on public lands and waters, jump-starting one of the President’s biggest campaign promises aimed at combating climate change. 
Within hours of taking office, Scott de la Vega, President Biden’s acting interior secretary, issued an order preventing staff from producing any new fossil fuel leases or permits without sign-off from a top political appointee.  That effectively froze new oil, gas and coal development on federal lands and waters for the next 60 days. 
The move will slow the approval of 100s of drilling permit applications.  It is part of the Biden administration’s broader efforts to hit the ground running on as many fronts as possible, on his sweeping plan to get the United States to net-zero emissions by the middle of the century. 
The temporary halt gives time for Biden's interior secretary nominee, Rep. Deb Haaland (D-N.M.), to be confirmed by the Senate.
One of the biggest pieces of Biden’s climate plan is halting new oil and gas drilling on federal lands and waters.
For now, under a Secretarial order dated Jan. 20, only the acting secretary and a handful of other high-level officials can approve new oil and gas leases.  The order also prohibits agency staff from approving new land transfers or resource management plans.
The order doesn’t stop companies from drilling or other “existing ongoing operations” under leases the government has already sold, the Interior Department said.
The move prompted an immediate outcry from Western Republicans.  Winding down that drilling is one of the most politically and legally fraught parts of Biden’s climate agenda.  Lawmakers of both parties in Western states such as Colorado, Montana and Haaland's home state of New Mexico view drilling on federal lands as a source of jobs and revenue for schools and other local programs. 
Sen. John Barrasso (R-Wyo,), who is set to be the top Republican on the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee, said when “it comes to energy policy, the Biden administration is off to a divisive and disastrous start.”
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Complicating matters for Biden, existing laws mandating periodic auctions of drilling rights may prove difficult to circumvent, too, especially if the administration is challenged in court by drillers and Republican attorneys general.
Already the oil and gas industry is questioning the legality of the new administration’s 2-month reprieve on leasing. 
“Blocking American companies from accessing our country’s natural resources is bad for American jobs, bad for state budgets, and bad for national security.  It also raises serious legal concerns,” said Anne Bradbury, head of the American Exploration & Production Council, a trade organization that represents oil and gas producers.
ClearView Energy Partners, a non-partisan research group, said the order “could mark the 1st step in a multi-phase initiative to end federal oil and gas leasing.”  Such a sweeping change, it added, would be “an early test” for the 100s of federal judges President Donald Trump appointed over the past 4 years.
Recognizing the tightrope the new administration has to walk, White House press secretary Jen Psaki told reporters that the existing leasing program “will be reviewed by our team.”
Carrying out a federal leasing ban would help Biden hit his 2050 goal of ending U.S. contributions to climate change.
Oil, gas and coal extracted from federal areas and burned to generate electricity and power automobiles account for almost 1/4 of U.S. CO2 emissions, according to a 2018 study by the U.S. Geological Survey.  Curtailing those emissions could go some way toward restoring U.S. credibility on climate change.
Biden’s pledge is a big change from the previous administration.  Under Trump, the federal government didn't hesitate to open acreage to drilling, offering more than 100 million acres in onshore and offshore leases.
Environmentalists praised Biden for the about-face, saying the previous administration cut legal corners when leasing.  “Now the Biden administration is rightfully attempting to take stock of the damage and make sure the agency is following the law, instead of rubber-stamping destructive projects that were in the pipeline,” said Jesse Prentice-Dunn, policy director at the Center for Western Priorities.
In addition, Biden also halted oil- and natural-gas-leasing activities in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge with an executive order he signed Wednesday, one of his 1st actions in the Oval Office.
Trump’s decision to open that pristine stretch of Alaska to drilling was especially controversial among Democrats.  But ultimately stopping drilling there will be challenging, because leasing in the refuge is required under a law passed by the GOP-led Congress and signed by Trump in 2017.
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