SEA Act – Q and A  

7/30/2008 – 11:43:12 PM
Page 2 of 7

Security and Energy for America Act (SEA Act)
Common Questions and Answers
Primary Original Sponsor and Cosponsors 


Rep. Greg Walden (OR)


Rep. Rob Bishop (UT)*


Rep. Sue Myrick (NC)*


Rep. Thelma Drake (VA)*

* Primary original cosponsors; other original cosponsors will be added until 3 pm on Thursday, July 31 at which time the bill will be introduced.

Q: What does this bill do for the County Payments and Payments in Lieu of Taxes (PILT) Programs?
This bill has two distinct advantages over the version of H.R. 3058 brought before the full House under suspension of the rules on June 5, 2008.  
1. LONGER TERM SUPPORT.  It funds the county payments program at the same levels as H.R. 3058 does, but adds an extra fifth year at the same level of the fourth year. H.R. 3058 provided just four years.
2. INCREASED FINANCIAL SUPPORT.  After an initial ramp-up of two years, it fully funds the PILT program for three years. The version of H.R. 3058 brought before the full House on June 5 stripped PILT funding at the last minute due to insufficient revenues. The SEA Act also ties funding to the established PILT formula, not a random year, so funds increase as the program intended.  PILT is a very important program to rural counties with large amounts of federal land ownership, is strongly supported by a bipartisan group of Senators and Representatives, and has proven to be a key provision to keep intact in legislation in the Senate.  For example, Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid comes from a very PILT-dependent state and has been a strong supporter of fully funding PILT.

The SEA Act is a much-improved version of bipartisan legislation that passed the House in 2006. That bill, which was supported by Congressman Peter DeFazio and 39 other Democrats when it passed the House on June 29, 2006 (H.R. 4761, Roll Call vote number 356), provided just $50 million a year over five years for county payments, $0 for PILT, and just a fraction of the funding for renewable energy and coastal conservation compared to the SEA Act. When that bill passed with the support of 40 Democrats, oil was “just” over $70 a barrel, and it is nearly double that now.  The SEA Act would provide $4.6 billion for county payments and PILT.  
Q: How does this bill decrease dependence on foreign oil?
A: Currently, the United States imports over 60 percent of its oil, sending over $1.6 billion out of the country every day. More than 85 percent of the oil and gas resources off the continental United States cannot be accessed because of federal laws. In fact, there is enough energy locked up in federal lands to power 60 million cars and 160 million homes for the next 60 years.  
The SEA Act would lift the ban on domestic offshore energy production and open up oil and natural gas production in the deep waters beyond 75 miles from shore.  Through the royalties and bonus bids on the new federal leases and a small conservation of resources fee on liquid fuels imported on tankers, the SEA Act would produce many billions of dollars to pay for the county payments and PILT programs, renewable energy production, environmental enhancement programs, state revenue sharing and many other strongly supported and needed initiatives.  The bill would significantly reduce our reliance on foreign oil by increasing production of American resources (thereby increasing American security too), and rather than export billions of dollars to grow foreign countries’ wealth it would retain and grow American dollars to be directed to essential American priorities and needs. 
Q: If it takes around six years to produce oil or natural gas in the OCS, when would Oregon's counties start to see money from (1) the county payments/PILT, and (2) the revenue sharing portions of this legislation?  

A: (1) Upon enactment of the SEA Act into law, county payments funding would be provided in the current Fiscal Year 2008 and PILT counties would receive funding in Fiscal Year 2009, which starts October 1, 2008. 

(2) States that allow leasing off of their coasts could see money as soon as two years from enactment as the first bonus bids for leases off their coasts are paid.  

Q: Wouldn’t this bill give oil companies the green light to pollute the marine environment while drilling for energy?

A: Absolutely not. No environmental law would be skirted.  All energy production on the Outer Continental Shelf must abide by the following acts:

· National Environmental Policy Act

· Clean Water Act

· Clean Air Act

· Coastal Zone Management Act

· Endangered Species Act

· Marine Mammal Protection Act

· Fishery Conservation & Management Act

· National Historic Preservation Act

· Oil Pollution Act
Q: Don’t states deserve to have a right to say what happens off their coasts?
A: Absolutely. The SEA Act would actually expand coastal state authority over ocean resources. Currently, most states control all the resources out to just three miles off their shoreline — the SEA Act would extend that control to 12 miles to include complete control over sand, wave energy, and viewshed resources. The bill would put in place a permanent federal moratorium on oil and natural gas drilling from 0 to 35 miles off the coast, but states could opt out of that ban (the current moratorium must be renewed every year by Congress). From 35 to 75 miles, the same moratorium would be in place, but states would need to opt in to the moratorium just once every five years.

Q: What does this bill do for renewable energy production?
A: Huge advancements in real funding.  This bill commits $3.1 billion to renewable energy production in matching grants, meaning at least $6.2 billion would be invested in renewable energy production. Not a study, not tax credits, but real production. In Oregon, we are pioneers in the advancement of these forms of renewable energy and our state will be at the forefront of the opportunity to invest these dollars to reduce our reliance on foreign oil (and oil in general) and create jobs while expanding renewable energy production. Here’s how it breaks down:

· $600 million for geothermal energy production
· $500 million for wave energy production
· $500 million for wind and solar energy production
· $500 million for biomass energy production
· $500 million for hydropower production
· $500 million for cellulosic energy production
The bill also commits $1.1 billion for heating assistance for low-income Americans.

Q: Does this bill address the cars and trucks currently on the road with poor gas mileage?

A: Yes.  This bill provides $3.75 billion for a fully-funded 50/50 grant program to convert 3 million low mileage vehicles to natural gas or gasoline-electric hybrid vehicles.
Q: But more energy production in American oceans just means more oil spills, right?

A: No, that is not correct.  According to the National Academy of Sciences, natural seeps are responsible for over 61 percent of the petroleum in North American marine waters. Petroleum extraction is responsible for just over 1 percent.  The technology exists to produce energy in our oceans very safely and reliably.  Coastal nations around the world have proven this, and if countries like Norway and Brazil can safely tap their significant ocean resources, the United States can and should too. (http://books.nap.edu/html/oil_in_the_sea/reportbrief.pdf)
Q: We need more than just drilling to get out of the energy mess we're in, don't we? 
A: This bill is far more than just a “drilling” bill.  America needs comprehensive, multi-faceted energy legislation. The SEA Act opens up access to America's great Outer Continental Shelf energy reserves, but also invests billions of dollars in renewable energy production, increases vehicle efficiency (thus reducing consumption), conserves wildlife habitat, and does much more without adding a penny to the national budget deficit. In fact, it helps reduce the budget deficit.
Q: How do counties at and near the coast benefit from this legislation? 

A:  Pursuant to state law, coastal counties would be allowed to extend their borders in coastal waters past the current three-mile limit to 12 miles, allowing coastal counties to benefit significantly from new energy development from within the 12 mile boundary.  Given this new authority coastal counties and states will have significant control over viewsheds and beach replenishment. 
Currently, only 27 percent of OCS revenue receipts from the first three miles of federal waters (except in Florida and Texas, where states receive receipts in the first nine miles of federal waters in the Gulf of Mexico) are shared with states, with $0 mandated for local governments.  
Under the SEA Act, states would receive 50 percent of the federal bonus bids and royalty receipts from leases from three to 12 miles from the coast. The states currently have control over the first three miles from the coast.  
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For leases past 12 miles, 50 percent of the total bonus bids and royalty receipts are still shared with the state and local governments. Counties at and near the coast will receive additional revenue sharing from these receipts, but at a slightly reduced rate than described above. 
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Q: How is the revenue shared with states that already allow exploration and energy development in the OCS? 
A: States that already allow energy development in the OCS will immediately receive 25 percent of the receipts from leases within 12 miles of the coastline, with a two-percent ramp-up per year until the sharing rate is 50 percent.
Q: How will states without a coastline benefit from the SEA Act? 

A: Besides the $4.6 billion for county payments and PILT, the $3 billion in renewable energy production grants, the over $3 billion for low-mileage vehicle conversion to hybrid or natural gas, the $1 billion for LIHEAP home heating program, and hundreds of millions for education, any state with federal land, regardless of whether they have a coastline, will be eligible to receive a portion of one-third of the receipts directed toward the Federal Energy Natural Resources Enhancement Fund for fish and wildlife habitat enhancement programs. The allocation of this funding is at the discretion of the Secretary of the Interior and the Secretary of Agriculture.
Q: This bill will be difficult to pass with the current majority in Congress, won’t it?

A: If given a real chance the SEA Act can become law.  The House majority leadership has time and again shut down votes on the House floor and in committees to avoid taking a vote on domestic energy production in the Outer Continental Shelf. A recent Rasmussen Reports poll indicated that 67 percent of Americans support increased domestic energy production offshore. If the House majority leadership would allow a vote, this legislation would pass overwhelmingly with strong bipartisan support. The more important question is, why is comprehensive energy legislation that lessens our dependence on foreign oil and produces the revenues to pay for the county payments and PILT programs, invest billions in renewable energy production and conservation initiatives a non-starter for the majority leadership?  At the end of September, the current ban on offshore domestic energy production expires.  If the current House majority will respond to the strong will of the American public, which they should, the SEA Act will be ready to address our most important issues in America. 
Q: Is this worth doing since new energy production would take a while to deliver to the American public, and some argue wouldn’t bring an immediate benefit?
A: Like any major project, the oil would not come on line for several years because of the lengthy exploratory and federal permitting process and infrastructure development required, but the immediate signal to the world market would be clear: America is done talking about energy independence and finally doing something about it. This is also a tired argument, one that is used year after year by opponents of domestic exploration. The same argument was used in 1996 when President Clinton vetoed legislation to allow production in ANWR and opponents of exploration said “it’s not going to help now as it takes 10 years to develop.” Today, twelve years after his veto, we would have oil from the 10 billion barrel reserve flowing and helping keep the price at the pump down.
While America must keep working toward increased energy independence, the truth is that fossil fuels will remain a major part of America’s and the world’s energy needs.  The International Energy Agency’s World Energy Outlook estimates that the world’s primary energy needs will grow by 55 percent by 2030, with fossil fuels remaining a significant source of global energy supply.  In 2030, does America want to be in the same place we are now? We need to do this all, do it now, and do it for America.
Q: Shouldn’t you be forcing the oil companies to actually produce on the 68 million acres that are considered non-producing leases by the federal government?
A: One can’t have it both ways. One can’t say “opening up these new areas won’t bring energy on line for years” and then ask why oil companies “are sitting on leases and not producing on them.” Leases can earn the “non-producing” label for a variety of reasons. First and foremost, the exploration process to determine exactly where oil and natural gas is located is a lengthy process. It can also take years to obtain the many environmental permits necessary to adhere to the law. Moreover, leases often get tied up in court over environmental issues. In all of these scenarios, leases are considered “non-producing.” (http://ap.google.com/article/ALeqM5iHcuoEcit0_kR272HwGKm6sL1K6gD921NR480)
Also, holders of these non-producing leases are required by the terms of the contract to develop the lease within the terms of the lease.  If the lease holder doesn't develop on that land or renew the lease, they are required to return the lease to the federal government where it will then be re-leased.  Changing those existing contracts legislatively could abrogate them. 
As the Investor’s Business Daily put it in a July 3, 2008 editorial:

“Oil companies have spent billions of dollars for those leases. Drilling has increased by more than 66 percent since 2000. They are searching for oil even as you read this. Some parts of those 68 million acres will have oil, some won't. But at $145 a barrel, you can bet oil companies have plenty of incentive to find it.
“That said, 68 million acres is in fact a minuscule amount. Some 658 million acres remains off-limits to exploration. Another 1.7 billion acres of federal offshore properties likewise remains off-limits. These lands contain tens of billions of barrels of recoverable oil. It's there for the taking, now.”
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