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The federal Energy Information Administration reported in March that at some point 
this year — maybe in the fall, maybe next month, maybe tomorrow — United States 
crude oil production will surpass imports for the first time since 1995. This is an 
important milestone. It does not mean that America has reached energy independence, 
not by a long shot. That is and will remain an elusive dream for a country that uses 
one-fifth of the world’s oil while possessing little more than one-fiftieth of its reserves.

2
What it represents, instead, are two remarkable developments: one, technological 
refinements that have allowed the oil industry to tap large and previously inaccessible 
deposits of oil and gas, mainly on private land in places like Texas and North Dakota; 
and two, a steady decline in oil consumption, driven in part by new automobile 
efficiency standards aimed at doubling the fuel economy of cars and light trucks.

You would not know any of this if you listened only to Doc Hastings, chairman of the 
House Natural Resources Committee, and his like-minded Republican colleagues in 
the House. To hear them tell it, domestic oil production has fallen off a cliff (when in 
fact it is at a 21-year high, despite cutbacks in the Gulf of Mexico following the BP oil 
spill) and the oil industry is in chains, paralyzed by conservationists and federal 
regulators who cling to environmental values, like the need to preserve a measure of 
wilderness for wildlife and humans alike.

Mr. Hastings and friends tried hard in the last Congress to undermine many basic 
environmental laws and open up huge swaths of America’s public estate, onshore and 
offshore, to drilling, including the coasts of Maine, California, Oregon and Washington 
(Mr. Hastings’s home state), as well as all the waters off Alaska. That they failed has 
not diminished their appetites. Last week, one of Mr. Hastings’s subcommittees held 
hearings on several bills that would destroy much of the balance between resource 
preservation and extraction that President Obama and Ken Salazar, former interior 
secretary, sought to achieve.

One bill, from Scott Tipton of Colorado, would essentially establish energy 
development — mainly of fossil fuels — as the primary use of the public lands. A 
second, from Doug Lamborn, also a Republican from Colorado, would overturn the 
Obama administration’s sensible reforms of the oil and gas leasing process by setting 
impossibly tight deadlines for drilling permits, discouraging citizen participation and 
lawsuits. The bill would also reinstitute a discredited Bush administration plan to 
extract oil from shale rock in the Rocky Mountains.

The third bill, from Mr. Hastings himself, would fast-track federal approval of drilling 
permits, roads and pipelines in Alaska’s National Petroleum Reserve, a 23-million-acre 
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reserve rich in both wildlife and fossil fuels and long a source of contention between 
industry and conservationists. The Hastings bill would nullify Mr. Salazar’s carefully 
balanced compromise by giving oil development top priority.

On Wednesday, the full House approved a bill giving Congress the power to approve 
the hugely controversial Keystone XL oil pipeline from Canada. It was an essentially 
meaningless vote since this is Mr. Obama’s decision to make. But the argument 
advanced for the pipeline — that it is essential to America’s energy independence and 
thus its security — is the very same argument that the Republicans have made to justify 
their proposed pillage of federal lands. It is an argument that Mr. Obama has resisted 
so far and should continue to resist for the rest of his term.


