Conservation

Garden Club of America 2006 Washington Legislative Meeting

Ruth Flournoy & Gail Payne

On February 27, 244 GCA club delegates from across the country gathered in Washington DC for briefings on some of the most important and controversial environmental issues in recent decades.  Before going to Capitol Hill to lobby for GCA positions, we spent a day being briefed on the issues by the GCA Conservation and NAL committees.  Additionally we heard speakers such as Phil Clapp, president of the National Environmental Trust and Bruce Babbitt, former Secretary of the Interior.  A second day included guest speakers: Sen. John McCain (R-AZ.), Sen. Lincoln Chafee (R-RI), Rep.Tom Udall (D-NM), Rep. Mark Kirk (R-IL), Fran Mainella, Director of the National Park Service and Stephen Johnson, Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA ). The Texas GCA delegates discussed the following topics with our legislators.

Climate Change  

The one theme that carried throughout each speaker’s presentation was climate change.  Senator McCain left no doubt as to his thoughts: “ If  I had a priority for you, it would be climate change!  Every day we don’t act, we are mortgaging our country’s future.”  While global warming remains controversial, it seemingly is on everyone’s agenda and there is a rising cry for carbon dioxide emissions reductions.

Threat to Public Lands and National Parks

Of great concern, particularly when you consider that 1.5 million acres of open land are lost every year, are recent challenges to the sanctity of public lands. Congressional attempts in the past few months to sell huge amounts of public land have met with resistance. Even Forest Service and Dept. of Interior lands have been candidates for raising funds to offset budget deficits.

The House has introduced a bill that could make as much as 350 million currently protected acres available for commercial exploitation. It would overturn not only the General Mining Law of 1872 that limited the sale of public land for the single the purpose of mining but also the 1994 legislation that imposed a ban on the sale of land with mining claims. The current proposal would allow the surface to be sold “ for any purpose that would sustain economic development.”(ski resorts come to mind)

And some months ago the National Park Service reviewed (or reinterpreted) its management rules to place greater focus on recreation, possible commercialization and utilization of park resources by industries.  From inception, preservation, rather than recreation, has been the primary focus of our National Park System. The GCA Conservation and NAL committees responded with two letters to the Park Service supporting the Organic Act of 1916 which states that parks must be “ preserved unimpaired for future generations.” 

The National Environmental Protection Act (NEPA)
A House Resources Committee task force’s has proposed “streamlining” NEPA, which in critics’ opinion would greatly weaken the law that now requires environmental impact statements before federal action (logging, dams, roads) can take place.  These proposals would also reduce valuable public participation needed to identify potential environmental problems created by federal projects.

Coastal Restoration

In addition to voicing concern to legislators about our national parks funding cuts and land use policies, Texas GCA delegates supported more funding for coastal restoration to protect barrier coastal mashes and wetlands along the hurricane prone Gulf coast.  Ironically monies needed for this important project are responsible for putting more pressure on our Park system as outlined above. 

Toxic Industrial Emissions
Our state and coastline are particularly subject to heavy industrial emissions (we have more coal fired mercury emitting plants than any other state). The Toxic Release Inventory (TRI) places certain standards and reporting requirements on chemical/industrial plants. Current proposals to cutback reporting times and change criteria for what releases are subject to scrutiny could result in even further degradation of air quality.

