May 20, 2004

 

 

The Honorable Bill Frist
Senate Majority Leader
S230
Washington, D.C.  20510
 

Dear Bill:
 

Despite our philosophical differences, one issue on which we have agreed is the value of legislation to create a renewable fuels standard (RFS) to moderate gasoline prices, strengthen national energy security and stimulate the rural economy.  Your initiative in offering the Frist/Daschle RFS provision as the first floor amendment to the energy bill last May was particularly helpful in demonstrating the strong bipartisan support for this idea. That is why it was such a surprise and disappointment to ethanol advocates when two weeks ago you and 29 of your Senate Republican colleagues switched your position on the RFS to vote down that same amendment.  

 

It won't take long during your upcoming trip to South Dakota to hear from farmers and community leaders about the importance of making ethanol a permanent part of America's energy future. I'd like to encourage you to take advantage of your visit to South Dakota this weekend to announce your support for passing the RFS on its own, not just as part of a comprehensive energy bill.  I, in turn, will use this letter to provide context for this request.

 

Our ethanol legislation has been reported out of committee twice and passed by the Senate twice, both times by over a two-thirds vote.  The Frist/Daschle amendment was adopted 68 to 28 and then retained in the final consensus version of the energy bill reported to the House and the Senate in October.  As the end of the first session of the 108th Congress approached last November, prospects for enactment of the RFS as part of the comprehensive energy bill were excellent.

 

Regrettably, House Republican leaders snatched defeat from the jaws of victory by insisting that the energy bill give manufacturers of MTBE legal immunity in cases where their product has contaminated groundwater.  As a result, although we both voted for the energy bill conference report, it was defeated by two votes because of bipartisan opposition to this MTBE rider, and a six-month impasse has ensued.

 

The current debate in Congress is not whether the RFS should be part of our national energy policy, but how to get that job done legislatively.  Our immediate challenge is to unite behind a strategy to advance the RFS.  With gas prices at an all-time high, we owe this to American consumers.

 

Some still want to enact the RFS as part of a comprehensive energy bill.  Others feel that the broader energy bill is in jeopardy because of policy disagreements unrelated to ethanol and that, with the clock running down on the 108th Congress, it is time to separate the RFS from the larger energy debate and pass it on its own merit.

 

Quite frankly, I'm open to advancing the RFS either way.  What I am not willing to do, however, is sacrifice our chances for enacting the RFS this year to other objectives, substantive or political.

 

We both know that the energy bill, with its RFS provision, would be law today if House Republican leaders had not insisted on including liability relief for MTBE in conference at the eleventh hour.  We both also know that a minority of members' allegiance to this special interest provision is blocking the energy bill from becoming law.  Representative Joe Barton (R-TX), Chairman of the House Energy Committee, spoke for this minority when he declared that, "If the price of the energy bill is no safe harbor [for MTBE], then there won't be a bill [Environment and Energy Daily, 3/05/04]." And his prediction held true when, on April 29, the defection of 12 Republican senators caused the defeat of the energy bill without the MTBE provision.

 

The public record is clear.  In November 2003, the comprehensive energy bill was defeated by two votes because it contained the MTBE provision.  In April 2004, it was defeated by five votes because it didn't contain the MTBE provision.

 

I appreciate your past support for the Renewable Fuels Standard.  I also accept that you and 29 of your Republican colleagues switched your votes on the RFS two weeks ago because you prefer to pass it as part of a broader energy bill. 

 

However, that strategy failed when six additional Republican senators who supported the energy bill in November voted against the Domenici amendment, defeating it by five votes.  It is now time, in the interest of national energy and agricultural policy, to regroup and move forward with the RFS.

 

Given developments over the past six months and your professed support for the RFS concept, my request today is that you join with me in reestablishing the bipartisan 68 vote coalition that supported the Frist/Daschle RFS amendment last June.  I am sure that your trip to South Dakota will provide an excellent opportunity for you to rejoin the ethanol team by committing to support efforts to pass the RFS as a standalone provision, not just as part of a broader energy bill.
 






Sincerely,
 

 

 






Tom Daschle
 

