Congress of the United States
TWasghington, BE 20510

February 5, 2020

Gene L. Dodaro

Comptroller General

U.S. Government Accountability Office
441 G Street NW

Washington, DC 20548

Dear Mr. Dodaro:

We write to request that the Government Accountability Office (GAO) conduct a review
of the Trump administration’s evaluation and approval of fossil fuel and renewable energy
projects. We are particularly concerned that there is “a double standard at play” in which fossil
fuel projects are expedited while renewable energy projects are delayed.!

The Trump administration has sought in numerous ways to conduct expedited
environmental reviews for fossil fuel infrastructure and other extractive industries. Most
recently, the administration has announced a proposal to “reform” the scope and duration of
evaluations under the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA).? 3 These efforts followed
other administration actions to expedite environmental reviews for fossil fuel projects, such as
the efforts to compress the review process for opening the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge for
oil and gas drilling to one year when, “normally, such impact statements for ecologically
sensitive and undeveloped land would take at least two to three years.” These administration
efforts, if successful, will speed up approval of new fossil fuel infrastructure projects at the
expense of the environment and public health of frontline communities.’ ¢

At the same time, the Trump administration appears to be seeking delays of renewable
energy projects. Despite seeking expedited environmental reviews for numerous fossil fuel
infrastructure projects, Trump administration officials in the Department of the Interior have
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ordered a sweeping environmental review of the burgeoning offshore wind industry, a move that
threatens to stall or even derail this growing industry, and “raises a host of questions for future
developments.”” Reports have also contrasted the administration’s delays of the wind projects,
“with the Republican administration’s moves to open up offshore and Arctic areas to oil and gas
development, despite strong environmental concerns.”® Several utility scale offshore wind
projects have been proposed for the east coast.” Unnecessary delays of these project would be
particularly troubling because the initial approval process for offshore wind “is helping to set
expectations about how long and how expensive that process will be for other projects,”!?

While we appreciate the importance of cumulative impact analyses for environmental
reviews and studies and oppose the Trump administration’s attempts to weaken environmental
review processes, it would be troubling if the Trump administration is employing a double
standard for environmental analysis that favors the fossil fuel industry.

Conflicts of interest may play a key role in this differential treatment. Senior officials of
the Trump administration maintain strong ties to the fossil fuel industries, particularly in the
agencies responsible for overseeing energy and environmental regulations.!! Reports show that,
“Under the Trump administration, the people appointed to [positions with vast power over the
protection of air and water] overwhelmingly used to work in the fossil fuel, chemical and
agriculture industries.”'? These Trump administration officials overseeing environmental and
energy regulations have, “often targeted environmental rules it sees as burdensome to the fossil
fuel industry and other big businesses.”'> Among senior Trump administration officials, it also
appears that these strong ties continue even after leaving government service.!*

As the federal government continues to delay the American offshore wind industry, while
seeking to ease environmental review requirements for fossil fuel infrastructure and other
extractive industries, it is critical that lawmakers understand whether the Trump administration is
fairly and objectively applying environmental review standards, or whether the administration
has a double standard that favors the fossil fuel industry at the expense of renewable energy
projects. We therefore request that the GAO conduct a review of the following issues:
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1. For what projects has the Trump administration sought to expedite, limit, or restrict
environmental review?

2. For what projects has the Trump administration sought to expand or lengthen
environmental review, including requesting supplemental reviews?

3. Is the Trump administration reviewing fossil fuel projects and renewable energy
projects in different ways? If so, why is this happening and what is the impact of this
differential treatment?

4. Are the ties of senior Trump administration officials to the fossil fuel and other
extractive industries unduly influencing the administration’s energy and
environmental policy decisions, such as whether to seek expedited environmental
review for certain projects?

5. What are the yearly and long term economic and climate impacts of delaying or
blocking the off shore wind industry? How many jobs will be lost?

6. What legislative, regulatory, or other policy changes, if any, should Congress or the
administration consider to ensure that the environmental review process is applied
fairly and objectively across industries?
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