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The Honorable Sally Jewell
Secretary

U.S. Department of the Interior
1849 C Street, NW
Washington, DC 20240

Dear Secretary Jewell:

The Department of the Interior, with an annual budget of approximately $11.5 billion and
70,000 employees, has been entrusted to manage nearly 30 percent of the entire land mass of the
United States.' This includes responsibility for managing the National Park System, a great
source of pride for every American. These parks represent enduring symbols of what makes our
nation great with majestic landmarks that attract millions of visitors from around the nation and
globe creating countless jobs. Last year, 282 million people visited America’s national parks.?

I believe the Department can continue to maintain this same level access even under
sequestration. To accomplish this, the Department must prioritize its core mission, eliminate
unnecessary, wasteful, and duplicative programs, and find innovative ways to do more with less.

The opening of Yellowstone National Park this spring, in fact, is a sequestration success
story from which other departments and communities could learn lessons to ensure core
functions and essential missions can continue. When the park’s opening this spring was
threatened because sequestration delayed plowing snow from park roads, local businesses and
- organizations banded together to clear the park’s roads. The superintendent of Yellowstone
National Park said “their actions will allow us to have almost no impact on visitor services this
spring.” I applaud the community and the Department for working together to ensure access to
Yellowstone National Park is not compromised by the fiscal failures of Washington.

Yet, while Yellowstone was finding solutions, the Department posted a video on
YouTube on March 1, 2013, with dire warnings about sequestration’s impact on the nation’s
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parks.4 The video, entitled “This Week at Interior March 1, 2013,” mentioned the potential
“devastating” impacts of sequestration which would affect communities “coast to coast.”
Specifically, Department officials warned national parks around the country would suffer from
reduced hours of operation, shorter seasons and the possible closures of campgrounds, hiking
trails and other recreational areas.® The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) is also threatening to
shut down hundreds of flood warning gauges across the country.’

We have witnessed from the Department’s success opening Yellowstone that with
creativity and public-private partnerships, more can be done with less. A good place to start is
with stmply setting priorities and complying with sequestration by cufting lower priority
spending and stopping new spending to ensure our parks remain open and flood gauges are
maintained. There is no shortage of potential savings within the Department to ensure core and
crucial missions are not compromised.

Counting Sheep While Flood Waters Rise

The USGS plans to shut down “more than 100 crucial gauges that warn of imminent
flooding or lack of needed water,” some in “states threatened with spring flooding,” according to
a recent Associated Press report.® The Chief Scientist for Water of the USGS, a bureau of
Interior, called this a “life and property issue” and “a safety issue.”” While USGS is planning to
shut down vital {lood gauges, the agency is planning to expand its use of unmanned aerial
drones, obtained from the military, 0 survey the habitat of pygmy rabbits in Idaho in August,
observe Elk in Washington in July, and count sheep in Nevada in October. !' While these studies
may provide some interesting information about rabbits, sheep and other animals, cancelling or
delaying them is not life threatening. Yet shutting down vital flood gauges, by the agency’s own
admission, could be. By sequestering lower priority spendin% within the agency, these gauges—
which only cost the federal government $29 million last year 2—¢ould be maintained. 1 would,
therefore, recommend canceling the sheep counting and other drone studies and redirecting the
savings towards maintaining flood gauges.
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Creating New Park Sites While Visitors Wait in Longer Lines to See America’s Greatest
Treasures

Since sequestration took effect March 1, the National Park Service (NPS) has announced
the designation of 13 new national historic landmarks, including a whiskey distillery," as well as
three new national monuments." The establishment of the three new park units, including First
State National Monument in Delaware, brings the total number of national park sites to 401. '°
The Vice President justified creating the new monument in Delaware, which is expected to cost
taxpayers $4 million a year, “because this state is an incredible state.”'® That may be true and
each of the others also boasts its own unique contribution to our nation’s history and culture.

But, it makes little sense to expand the number of sites at the same time the budget of every other
park is being cut and visitors are being turned away from visiting the White House.

It is not just the creation of new sites causing a further strain to the Department’s
shrinking budget, but also the expansion of others. Less than two years ago, Great Falls in
Paterson, New Jersey was designated a national park and today the NPS “is working to acquire
land around the waterfall,” which the president of the Hamilton Partnership for Paterson, who
lobbied Congress to approve the fall’s designation, admits “virtually no one has ever heard of.”"’

I would urge you to cease the designation of all new parks, monuments, and other sites
and stop the expansion of existing parks until access to our greatest and most visited national
treasures—such as the Grand Canyon where “visitors can expect longer lines” and shortened
hours at the visitor center this summer'*—has been restored. Please provide a list of all new
parks, monuments, affiliated areas and sites designated along with any special resource studies
initiated since sequestration was enacted March 1, 2013. Please also provide a list of planned
land acquisitions at existing National Park units where expansions are planned.

Department Employees Travel to Conferences While Parks Are Closed to Travelers
The Department could save millions of dollars this year to help meet sequestration

spending reductions without restricting access to our national parks by simply reducing
unnecessary travel and conferences.
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Last year, the Department spent about $7.8 million hosting or sending part101pants to 32
conferences, each of which cost more than $100,000.'° There are a number of upcoming
conferences sponsored by the Department that could be canceled.

The National Park Service is a partner and on the planning committee of the National
Outdoor Recreation and Forests for the People Conference scheduled for May 19-23 in Traverse
City, Michigan. The conference organizers acknowledge “budgets are tight and travel
restrictions abound” and provide a sample letter that can be used “to justify attending the

conference.™® There is no justification for this conference at this time when access to outdoor
recreation and forests is being curtailed by budget reductions.

The National Park Service is also sponsering the National Covered Bridge Conference in
Dayton, Ohio, June 5- 8. With two other federal agencies, the Federal Highway Administration
and the U.S. Department of Agrlculture also sponsoring the meeting, it is clearly unnecessary
for NPS to be a sponsor as well2' This is not the only conference a Department agency
sponsored this year that was already being supported by other Departments. The State of the
Beaver 2013 Conference, held at the Seven Feathers Hotel and Casino Resort Convention Center
in Oregon several months ago, was sponsored by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service as well as
the USDA Forest Service, the USDA Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, and the
Department of Commerce’s National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration.”

In 2011, the Department of Interior’s Inspector General (IG) found DOI could save up to
$22 million in travel costs each year if department employees utilized video teleconferencing
equipment more often. Overall, in fiscal year 2009, the department spent about $206 million on
travel with almost $63 million spent on airfare alone, The IG made five recommendations to
achieve these savings. Please provide an update on any actions the Department is taking
regarding these recommendations along with providing updated travel expense numbers,

Horsing Around With Taxpayer Dollars

The Department continues to spend millions each year rounding up wild-horses that roam
on public land. The Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) wild horse program reportedly
captured 40,000 horses over the past four years. Half of the program’s budget is being spent to
maintain more than 46,000 horses and burros in temporary corrals and privately owned
pastures 3 As a result of this program, more wild horses are living in captivity than in the
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wild.** This program is not just rounding up horses, but also taxpayers’ dollars.® Its budget has
nearly doubled since 2008 and is now more than $76 million, which covers the costs of the
corrals, feed lots and pastures for the horses.?® The BLM should explore more cost efficient
alternatives to controlling the population of wild horses and burros.

Acquiring Hundreds of New Cars and Vehicles

The Department is planning to replace up to 300 vehicles. Just this week, the Department
announced it will be receiving a fleet of hybrid vehicles from the General Services
Administration (GSA).*” DOI is the first agency to participate in GSA’s Fleet Consolidation
Program and GSA will fund the cost to replace consolidated vehicles with new hybrid cars,
according to the press release. At a time of when the Department is threatening to close public
access to national parks it is not the time to upgrade the vehicle fleet for bureaucrats.

Maintaining Unnecessary Offices

About a year before sequestration took effect, an April 24, 2012, Federal Times described
how the Department examined solutions to rein in its ballooning budge‘c.28 According to the
article, a 30-page document was sent to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) detailing
how the Department could cut almost 5,000 jobs by October 2013.%° These cuts would be
accomplished through early retirements, buyouts and field office consolidations.*® OMB ordered
the plan in November 2011 in an effort to stady options for a seven percent headcount reduction
by the end of fiscal 2013.>! OMB now claims the document was part of a “planning exercise”
and clarifying that it is not pursuing such a policy. > Please provide a copy of the 30-page study.

It is clear these findings were not implemented and another approach was taken to deal
with sequestration. Instead, in a draft memo to employees, the Department said it would cut
“travel, training, facilities, supplies, and other operational and administrative costs to save
money.”> While I applaud the initial spending reduction efforts, I am concerned about why the

initial study was ignored and request further understanding of why the study was shelved.
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To better understand what the Department found in the 30-page study and what actions
the Department has taken concerning sequestration please respond to the following questions:

1) Does the Department believe it could have implemented a seven percent headcount
reduction by October 20137

2) Does the Department believe implementing the findings of this study would put the
Department on a better financial footing then executing the cuts in sequestration?

3) Did the Department identify any cost savings measures other than early retirements,
buyouts and field office consolidations?

4) Has any part of the 30-page study been implemented due to sequestration?

5) Please list the top twenty-five most visited National Parks along with a detailed
explanation of the reduced hours of operation, closure of camp grounds and hiking trails.

6) To deal with sequestration has the Department approved early retirements, buyouts and
field office consolidations? How many full-time employees have been affected due to
sequestration?

7) Has the Department followed through with its plan to cut travel, training, facilities,
supplies, and other operational and administrative costs to save money? Please explain in
detail.

8) Provide a list of all vehicles, broken down into make and model, in the Department’s
fleet, each year, since Fiscal Year 2010.

I believe your background in the private sector can assist the Department in avoiding
many of the dire warnings that have been announced.

Please provide a response to this letter by no later than May 14, 2013. If you have any
questions regarding this letter, please contact Brian Downey of my Committee staff at (202) 224-
4751 or brian_downey@hsgac.senate.gov.

Tom A. Coburn
Ranking Member
Committee on Homeland Security
and Governmental Affairs



