Chair Sen. Murkowski wants LWCF changes..

Key senator talks of major changes in LWCF emphasis.        Sen. Lisa Murkowski (R-Alaska) made clear April 22 that if she gets her way the next iteration of a Land and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) law will be quite different than the existing one.  That is, Murkowski said, LWCF money should be used for federal land management agency maintenance.  At a Senate Energy Committee hearing she also said the state side of the program should be given greater priority vis-à-vis federal land acquisition. As chairman of the energy panel Murkowski will serve as the bellwether in the Senate on the future of LWCF as it comes up for renewal.  It is scheduled to expire September 30.  She also chairs the Senate subcommittee on Interior appropriations.

In the April 22 hearing Murkowski described her antipathy to federal land acquisition.  “As we look to reauthorize LWCF, I believe that it makes sense to shift the federal focus away from land acquisition, particularly in Western states, toward maintaining and enhancing the accessibility and quality of the resources that we have,” she said.  “This is the best way to put our nation’s recreation system on the path of long-term viability.” Murkowski noted that federal lands already occupy 30 percent of the country and asked Deputy Secretary of Interior Michael Connor, “The question we are dealing with is, do we keep adding to that land bank without focusing on our responsibility for management and maintenance?  At what point should the Land and Water Conservation Fund not be the Land and Water Acquisition Fund?”

Connor responded that federal LWCF money has been used in the past to enhance management of federal lands and would be in the future.  “As I mentioned in my testimony, 99.5 percent of the acquisition within the last five years has been within the boundaries of (existing) conservation units,” he said.  Besides, federal agencies attempt to use the money to actually improve land management by such strategies as adding to conservation values and by acquiring connecting habitat, he said. For all the faults Murkowski perceives in LWCF, she said, “I fully support reauthorizing this Act, this year, in a way that reflects changing needs and evolving viewpoints about conservation in the 21st century.”

A spokesman for Murkowski said the next step in the legislative process is “undetermined” because the committee has a full schedule for May and June.  But he said Murkowski believes the law “needs to be reformed, although she’s not committed to any particular level of funding.”

There are significant players who have criticized LWCF for years, specifically private property rights owners.  One representative group, the American Land Rights Association (ALRA), notified its members April 27 that its interests were not represented at the April 22 hearing. “No one representing real mom and pop landowners is testifying,” said ALRA.  “Call your Senators to complain.”   ALRA’s great fear is that the administration and its allies will convert LWCF into a guaranteed, $900 million per year program, rather than a program that is subject to annual appropriations.

Murkowski received strong pushback to the notion of using LWCF money for maintenance from ranking committee Democrat Maria Cantwell (D-Wash.) and Connor.  Cantwell said the two programs shouldn’t be intertwined.  “I think we at least should all come to an agreement as to what the maintenance backlog is in the Department of Interior,” she said.  “Let’s put the number out there and then we can decide what we can do about it.  But blaming it all on (LWCF) as the source of taking care of all the backlog on public lands, I think we need to come up with some other remedies.  Connor admitted federal land maintenance has “gotten excessive.”  But, he said, “We just don’t think that needs to compete with LWCF.”

By that Connor said the fiscal year 2016 Obama administration budget proposed discrete increases in funding for both LWCF and federal land management agency maintenance – with separate offsets for each.  In submitting its annual budget request to Congress February 2 the Obama administration recommended that Congress (1) appropriate $400 million for LWCF in fiscal 2016 and (2) by separate authorizing legislation guarantee an additional $500 million through an extended rewrite of the law.

