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This week, the House of Representatives is expect-
ed to consider the Department of the Interior, 

Environment, and Related Agencies Appropria-
tions Act. This will be the sixth discretionary spend-
ing bill considered by the House this year.  The bill 
would provide $32.1 billion in discretionary budget 
authority for fiscal year (Fy) 2017, about $64 million 
less than current levels.

The bill primarily provides funding for the 
Department of the Interior and the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA). It also includes funding 
for Indian Health Services (Department of Health 
and Human Services); the Forest Service (Depart-
ment of Agriculture); and various other indepen-
dent agencies such as the Smithsonian Institu-
tion and the National Endowment for the Arts 
and Humanities.

A number of programs in the bill should no longer 
receive federal funding. The National Endowment 
for the Arts (NEA) and the National Endowment 
for the Humanities (NEH), for instance, should be 
funded privately and not receive funding from fed-
eral or state governments. Although the bill fails to 
cut some wasteful non-core government programs, 
there are important policy riders, including reversal 
of a number of harmful EPA regulations.

Interior and Environment 
Appropriations Recommendations

In February, The Heritage Foundation pub-
lished A Blueprint for Balance: A Federal Budget for 
2017,1 which includes an analysis of the entire bud-
get with recommendations for the programs includ-
ed in this bill. The following should be considered 
for elimination:

 ■ EPA grant programs and information 
exchange and outreach.  The bill provides 
funding for a number of grant programs, includ-
ing $2.3 billion for infrastructure assistance 
grants and $1.1 billion for categorical grants for 
Fy 2016. Overall, this bill provides $3.4 billion 
in EPA grants, about $147 million less than last 
year’s level. The EPA should not be funding Envi-
ronmental Education Grants and other grant pro-
grams, such as job-training programs. Curricu-
lum content should be set by parents and local 
school districts. Educational products produced 
by the agency are politicized and fail to empha-
size scientific principles.

 ■ Regional EPA programs. The bill provides $404 
million for geographic and regional programs 
for Fy 2017, $24 million less than current fund-
ing. Resource management should take into 
account the fact that environmental conditions 
will vary from location to location and from time 
to time. State governments are better positioned 
than the federal government to determine their 
unique environmental priorities. For that reason, 
responsibility for resource management should 
be devolved to the states.
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 ■ Underused EPA space. The bill provides $45.5 
million for EPA buildings and facilities for Fy 
2017, $7.9 million less than current funding. 
Funding should be reduced by an additional $14 
million. The EPA has been leasing out a portion 
of its unused space since 2007, achieving over 
$12 million in savings. According to a 2013 EPA 
Inspector General report, the agency could save 
an additional $21 million every year by leasing 
out all of its remaining underutilized space. The 
EPA should maximize use of public space and 
faithfully steward taxpayer resources.

 ■ National Endowment of the Arts.  The bill 
provides $150 million for the NEA for Fy 2017, 
an increase of $1.9 million compared to current 

funding. Private contributions to the arts and 
humanities vastly exceed the amount provided by 
the NEA. Taxpayers should not be forced to pay 
for plays, paintings, pageants, and scholarly jour-
nals, regardless of the works’ attraction or merit. 
Additionally, government funding politicizes art.

 ■ National Endowment for the Humanities. The 
bill provides $150 million for the NEH, $1.9 
million above current funding. Private individu-
als and organizations should be able to donate at 
their own discretion to humanities organizations 
and programs as they wish. Government should 
not use its coercive power of taxation to com-
pel taxpayers to support cultural organizations 
and activities.

Below are additional programs that have func-
tions that should be considered for privatization or 
devolved back to the states:2

 ■ Bureau of Land Management (BLM). The bill 
provides $1.08 billion for the BlM for Fy 2017, 
$9.2 million more than current funding. The 
size and diversity of the federal estate and the 
resources both above and below ground are too 
much for distant federal bureaucracies and an 
overextended federal budget to manage effective-
ly. This overextension of resources has allowed 
vast tracts of federal lands to deteriorate, con-
tributing to massive wildfires in the West. While 
the federal government can simply pass on the 
costs of poor or no management to federal tax-
payers, states have powerful incentives for better 
management of resources on federal lands.

 ■ Forest Service.  The bill provides the Forest 
Service $5.36 billion for Fy 2017, $306.6 million 
less than current funding. The Forest Service 
(under the Department of Agriculture) manag-
es 93 million acres of public grazing land and 10 

1. The Heritage Foundation, A Blueprint for Balance: A Federal Budget for 2017, February 23, 2016,  
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2016/02/a-blueprint-for-balance-a-federal-budget-for-2017.

2. The Heritage Foundation, “Lands and Wildlife,” in Environmental Policy Guide: 167 Recommendations for Environmental Policy Reform, 2015,  
http://thf_media.s3.amazonaws.com/2015/pdf/04_Environmental_Policy_Guide_Lands_and_Wildlife.pdf, and Katie Tubb and Nicolas D. 
Loris, “The Federal Lands Freedom Act: Empowering States to Control Their Own Energy Futures,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 2992, 
February 18, 2015, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/02/the-federal-lands-freedom-act-empowering-states-to-control-their-
own-energy-futures.

TABLE 1

House Interior and 
Environment Appropriations 
DISCRETIONARY BUDGET AUTHORITY, IN MILLIONS

heritage.orgIB 4594

FY 2016 
Enacted

President’s 
FY 2017 
Request

FY 2017 
302(b)

FY 2017
House Bill

32,159 31,960 n/a 32,095

NOTE: The annual congressional budget resolution is the 
mechanism for setting the overall spending caps, also 
known as the 302(a) allocations, as required by the Budget 
Control Act. The Appropriations Committee is responsible for 
subdividing the 302(a) allocation among the 12 appropriations 
subcommittees through what is known as the 302(b) 
suballocations. Each subcommittee is prevented from exceeding 
that respective 302(b) suballocation. Since no budget resolution 
has been approved by the House of Representatives, the FY 
2017 spending cap has been set at the $1.070 trillion level, 
consistent with the Bipartisan Budget Act of 2015. 
SOURCE: U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on 
Appropriations, http://appropriations.house.gov/
(accessed July 11, 2016).   
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million acres of private land within those bounds.3 
Private entities would be better equipped to man-
age these lands and could do so more cost-effec-
tively by opening up competition and the bid-
ding process.

Policy Riders
The bill would influence policy in a number of 

important ways. Many sections of the bill would pro-
hibit implementation of problematic federal regula-
tions that would have an adverse effect on the econo-
my and individual liberty.

 ■ Greenhouse gas and global warming regula-
tions.  Sections 417, 418, 431, and 439 of the bill 
would prohibit funding for the Administration’s 
Climate Action Plan. last fall, the Obama Admin-
istration finalized greenhouse gas regulations for 
new and existing power plants under the Clean 
Air Act. While the regulations largely target coal-
fired power plants, the costs of more expensive and 
less reliant energy will be borne by all Americans. 
Higher energy bills for families, individuals, and 
businesses will destroy jobs and strain economic 
growth. Regardless of one’s position on the cli-
mate effects of man-made greenhouse emissions, 
the regulations will have no impact on global tem-
peratures. Denying funding for greenhouse gas 
regulations will also stop unelected bureaucrats 
from regulating methane and other emissions 
from oil and gas activities and from livestock.

 ■ Waters of the United States rule.  Section 427 
of the bill would prohibit the EPA from using 
funds to implement the final “waters of the unit-
ed States” rule.4  This controversial rule, pub-
lished by both the Army Corps of Engineers and 
the EPA, would greatly expand the types of waters 

that could be controlled under the Clean Water 
Act (CWA),5 from most ditches to so-called waters 
that are actually dry land most of the time. For 
property owners, including farmers and ranchers, 
this regulatory overreach is problematic. If prop-
erty is covered under the law (i.e., a jurisdiction-
al water), owners would be limited in what they 
could do with the property and would be required 
to secure costly and time-consuming permis-
sion to engage in even ordinary activities, such 
as farming.

 ■ Stream Protection Rule. Section 120 of the bill 
would prohibit funding to carry out the proposed 

“Stream Protection Rule,” which regulates min-
ing  activity near streams. The Office of Surface 
Mining Reclamation and Enforcement (OSMRE) 
proposed rule was signed last July and proposes 
reforms in the Stream Buffer Zone rule that aim 
to protect surface water from mining operations. 
There are many problems with the OSMRE pro-
posal. The changes vaguely define permit require-
ments, monitoring, and stream classifications. 
They remove flexibility in how companies reclaim 
mine sites, for instance, by requiring reforesta-
tion even though wildlife organizations are work-
ing with the coal industry to provide grassland 
habitats for a wide range of species.6  They also 
ignore regional differences and the efficient state 
regulatory work that manages those differences. 
A better approach is to allow state and local agen-
cies with specific knowledge to tailor regulations 
to promote economic activity while protecting 
the environment.

 ■ Clean Water Act and “fill material” regula-
tion.  Section 425 of the bill would prohibit the 
EPA from redefining “fill material” or “discharge 

3. Daren Bakst, “Eliminating and Reducing Regulatory Obstacles in Agriculture,” Heritage Foundation Backgrounder No. 3135, June 28, 2016, 
http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2016/06/eliminating-and-reducing-regulatory-obstacles-in-agriculture.

4. “Clean Water Rule: Definition of ‘Waters of the United States,’” Federal Register, Vol. 80, No. 124 (June 29, 2015), pp. 37054–37127, 
 https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015–06/documents/epa-hq-ow-2011–0880–20862.pdf (accessed July 11, 2016).

5. Daren Bakst, “What You Need to Know About the EPA/Corps Water Rule: It’s a Power Grab and an Attack on Property Rights,” Heritage 
Foundation Backgrounder No. 3012, April 29, 2015, http://www.heritage.org/research/reports/2015/04/what-you-need-to-know-about-the-
epacorps-water-rule-its-a-power-grab-and-an-attack-on-property-rights.

6. U.S. House of Representatives, Natural Resources Committee, Subcommittee on Oversight and Investigations, Oversight Hearing on “State 
Perspectives on the Status of Cooperating Agencies for the Office of Surface Mining’s Stream Protection Rule,” May 20, 2015,  
http://naturalresources.house.gov/calendar/eventsingle.aspx?EventID=398500 (accessed July 11, 2016).



4

ISSUE BRIEF | NO. 4594
July 13, 2016  

DISCRETIONARY BUDGET AUTHORITY 
IN MILLIONS OF DOLLARS

FY 2016 
Enacted

FY 2017 
House Bill

Change
in Dollars

Percentage 
Change

Title I, Department of the Interior
 Bureau of Land Management 1,203 1,193 –10 –0.8%
 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 1,508 1,491 –17 –1.2%
 National Park Service 2,851 2,923 71 2.5%
 U.S. Geological Survey 1,062 1,080 18 1.7%
 Bureau of Ocean and Energy Management 74 74 0 0.2%
 Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement 88 88 0 –0.1%
 O�  ce of Surface Mining and Reclamation Enforcement 241 237 –4 –1.6%
 Bureau of Indian A� airs/Education 2,796 2,868 72 2.6%
 Departmental O�  ces 1,052 1,067 15 1.4%
 Wildland Fire Management 934 944 10 1.1%
Title I, Department of the Interior Total 11,810 11,965 155 1.3%

Title II, Environmental Protection Agency
 Science and Technology 735 720 –15 –2.0%
 Environmental Programs and Management 2,614 2,521 –92 –3.5%
 Inspector General and Buildings/Facilities 84 76 –8 –9.4%
 Hazardous Substances Superfund 1,089 1,122 33 3.1%
 Leaking Underground Storage Tank Trust Fund 92 95 3 2.9%
 Inland Oil Spill Program 18 18 0 –0.7%
 State and Tribal Assistance Grants 3,518 3,371 –147 –4.2%
Title II, Environmental Protection Agency Total 8,149 7,923 –226 –2.8%

Title III, Related Agencies
 Department of Agriculture-Forest Service
  Forest Research 291 292 1 0.3%
  State and Private Forestry 237 244 7 3.0%
  National Forest System 1,509 1,531 22 1.5%
  Capital Improvement and Maintenance 348 348 0 0.0%
  Land Acquisition 63 27 –36 –57.0%
  Wildland Fire Management 3,209 2,909 –301 –9.4%
 Department of Health and Human Service
  Indian Health Service 4,808 5,079 271 5.6%
  National Institutes of Health (Environmental Health) 77 77 0 0.0%
  Smithsonian Institute 840 863 23 2.7%
  National Gallery of Art 148 153 6 3.9%
  JFK Center for Performing Arts 36 36 0 0.0%
  National Endowment for the Arts 148 150 2 1.3%
  National Endowment for the Humanities 148 150 2 1.3%
  U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum 54 57 3 5.6%
Title III, Related Agencies Total 11,917 11,917 0 0.0%

Total Discretionary Spending 32,159 32,095 –64 –0.2%

TABLE 2

House Interior and Environment Appropriations: Breakdown

NOTES: Not all programs included in this bill are listed. The annual congressional budget resolution is the mechanism for setting the overall 
spending caps, also known as the 302(a) allocations, as required by the Budget Control Act. The Appropriations Committee is responsible 
for subdividing the 302(a) allocation among the 12 appropriations subcommittees through what is known as the 302(b) suballocations. Each 
subcommittee is prevented from exceeding that respective 302(b) suballocation. Since no budget resolution has been approved by the House, 
the FY 2017 spending cap has been set at the $1.070 trillion level, consistent with the Bipartisan Budget Act of 2015.
SOURCE: U.S. Senate, Committee on Appropriations, http://appropriations.senate.gov/ (accessed May 12, 2016).
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of fill material” under the CWA regulations. There 
is concern that the Army Corps and the EPA 
could redefine the terms in a manner that would 
require mining companies to secure Section 402 
permits, as opposed to Section 404 permits, for 
various mining activities.7  While there are cer-
tainly obstacles to securing Section 404 permits, 
Section 402 permits are even more stringent, and 
industry groups have argued that requiring these 
permits would effectively prohibit numerous min-
ing activities.8 Existing regulations provide more 
than enough environmental protection without 
imposing unnecessary restrictions that could 
harm the mining industry and the communities 
that benefit from mining operations.

 ■ Social cost of carbon regulation. Section 436 of 
the bill would deny the application of the so-called 
social cost of carbon in regulatory cost-benefit 
calculations. The EPA uses three models (known 
as integrated-assessment models) to estimate the 
value of the “social cost of carbon,” defined as the 
economic damage that one ton of carbon diox-
ide (CO2) emitted today will cause over the next 
300 years. The models are extremely subjective 
and malleable depending on a great number of 
assumptions.9  By placing an arbitrary yet signifi-
cantly high price on a ton of CO2 emitted into the 
atmosphere, the agency would arbitrarily inflate 

the benefits by claiming that regulations will 
reduce CO2 emissions and their attendant costs. 
The federal government should not be using the 
social cost of carbon for any cost-benefit analysis.

Conclusion
The House Interior and Environment appropria-

tions bill contains key policy provisions to stop exces-
sive and unnecessary regulations, but it does not go 
nearly far enough in reducing ineffective, duplicative, 
and burdensome federal programs. The bill contin-
ues to provide funding for programs outside the core 
responsibilities of the federal government such as 
the National Endowments for the Arts and Humani-
ties. Funding for the arts should not be done at the 
federal level, and conservatives have championed 
efforts to defund these programs or to allow them to 
receive private funding. With the debt level continu-
ing to skyrocket, Congress should use the Interior 
and Environment bill to cut government waste and 
focus on essential priorities.
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