ON BACKGROUND:
Keith,

Per our conversation last night about NLCS I wanted to provide you with additional information about the Congressman’s perspective on the bill.  This perspective is shared by a number of western members of Congress.   

As you are aware, NLCS Act locks in by statute former Secretary of the Interior Bruce Babbitt’s decision to create in the BLM, “a system of areas that parallels the park and refuges system” so that the “old bureaucratic mule will awaken to a new future as environmental steward right up there" with the National Park Service (NPS) and Fish and Wildlife Service. He called for BLM “back-up and support all the way up the chain of command” and predicted that with his initiative, BLM would become known as the Bureau of Landscapes and Monuments” rather than the “Bureau of Livestock and Mining.”  The very purpose of the initiative was to change BLM priorities.
(Quotes come from Conquest to Conservation, by Jack E. Williams, Michael Dombeck, and Christoper Wood)
 This bill is essentially an organic act that mimics almost word-for-word the NPS’s organic act and the so-called Redwoods Amendment to the NPS’s general authorities, which provides that all units of the park system be managed to same high criteria (regardless of differences among units).  The bill elevates “protecting the values for which the components of the system were designated” above existing management requirements.  This places a higher value on landscape preservation than what the existing law governing a unit provides.

Also, this bill elevates the purposes to “conserve, protect, restore” above other purposes for NLCS units.  The management requirements set forth in this bill are vague.  For example, Sec. 3(c) (1) would require management of a public land unit in accordance with any law or regulation “relating to” that unit.  Whether a law or regulation “relates to” a unit would be subject to litigation, which is an open invitation for environmental groups to unduly influence how our public lands should be managed.  This bill would mandate increased costs that are associated with the codified bureaucracy, thus decreasing BLM’s flexibility to adjust its operations in response to changes in budgets.

Another problem is that it potentially authorizes land managers the authority to trump access rights and commercial values by citing congressional direction to “protect the values for which the components of the system were designated.”  This conflicts with the purpose of multi-use lands.  The term “values” is used twice in the legislation and it is undefined.  When the National Park Service defined “values” they included such things as viewsheds, soundscapes, smells.  By using such expansive concepts, opponents of multi-use can impose their agenda beyond the boundaries of designated conservation areas and eliminate or restrict economic and recreational access to vast “landscape-wide” areas. 

In Summary, this bill makes conservation the primary focus of the BLM.  Currently the BLM is tasked with balancing conservation and multiple-use.  As such, mining claims, energy leases, and grazing will take a back seat as the bureaucracy will be forced to redirect its resources.  As you probably know, developing Environmental Impact Studies and getting through the NEPA process is rigorous and takes many years to complete.  This legislation will further increase the difficulties of getting through the environmental permitting process and in some instances will provide the authority to outright deny access.  
OFF RECORD:

The Second Congressional District is over 105,000 square miles, most of which is federally controlled.  Every piece of land management legislation potentially can have a positive or negative effect on the Congressman’s constituents.  As such, we look very closely at public lands bills.  I have worked on public land issues for many years in Nevada and it has been my experience that vague concepts receive definition through litigation or in accordance with political philosophy.  This legislation will effect wildfire management and mining in Nevada.  Moreover, Nevada’s aspirations of developing renewable energy will be encumbered by this new mandate.  The groups that are advocating for this, such as The Conservation System Alliance, only talk about the things that the BLM already has the authority to do rather than talking about the potential financial and management burdens of this legislation.  The BLM already does not have the resources to fulfill its existing obligations to public land management.  Items we currently struggle with such as range restoration from wildfires and habitat restoration will take a back seat to the new priorities.  The NLCS is intended to create a national park like system within the BLM, but just like the Park Service, BLM will not have the resources to manage it properly.     
