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Fixmg a hole?

Reform of U.S. Mining Law will cut
dependence on imported minerals

By Stuart Sanderson

or years, environmentalists

have loudly proclaimed that

the U8 Mining Law is in

need of reform. Yet each time

Congress has come close to

enacting reasonable compro-

mise legislation, these same special in-

terests have done all that they could to

obstruct its passage. In 1995, Congress

passed comprehensive reforms as part

ofthe budget reconciliation bill, yet Pres-

ident Clinton veiloed the measure in re-

sponse to pressure from environmental-
isls

Now Congress, thanks to Rep. Rich-

ard Pombo, chairman of the House Re-

sources Committee, has amended the

law to respond to the eritics’ elamor for

reform. The House just passed a budget

reconeciliation bill that modernizes the

Mining Law. Notwithstanding this his-

toric action, these same antl-mining can-
stituenecies are once again obstructing
the first meaningful effort at reform in
the last decade.

The House blll accomplishes long over-
due and much needed changes to the
Mining Law, which governs the develop-
ment of many minerals other than coal,
oll, and gas on federal lands. It ensures
that the public receives a fair retum
from lands transferred to private owner-
ship through the mineral patent pro-
eess, more than $158 million In up-front
payments. The legislation accomplishes
this by raising the mineral patent fee
from $2.50 per acre to $1,000 per acre or
Lo fair market value, whichever is higher.
In return, the House has lfted the
11-vear-old ban on oblaining mineral
patents authorizing the development of
such claims.

Finally, the bill allows mining compa-
nies to privatize their claims so that valu-
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able infrastructure (roads, power lines
and pipelines, for example) can remain
un the land after mining and be reused
for other purposes. This provision is de-
signed to promote sustainable develop-
ment of rural mining communities
throughout the West that hope to diver-
slly thelr economies after mining is com-
pleted by redeveloping mining infra-
structure to attract other businesses.

Contrary to the eritics’ claims, the
bill does not create a new way for real es-
tate developers Lo buy public land. The
bill is intended solely for miners. To pre-
vent speculation, it establishes strin-
gent mineral development work re-
guirements to qualify the land for pur-
chase. Unless real estate developers
want to become miners and develop
mines before they build subdivisions
and ski resorts, they will nol be able to
use this bill to purchase land.

Also, the bill will not result in the sale
and development of mining claims in
National Parks. The bill specifically pro-
hibits the sale of lands in the National

Park System and other protected lands
that are off-limits to mining in the first
place.

Each day that the patent moratori-
um remains in effect is yet another de-
lay in the process which further discour-
ages new mineral investment in the
United States and cven here in Colo-
rado.

Colorado’s mining Industry employs
5.000 workers who are among the high-
est paid industrial workers in the state,
earning more Lhan $70,000 annually in
average wages and benefits. The indus-
try produces more than $1.7 billion in di-
rect sales and accounts for more than
%8 billion in total economic value for
Colorado. The two most productive
mines in Colorado are metals mining
operations, which aceount for nearly
one-third of all mineral value in the
state Yet there is no comparable new
exploration and development under
way because of the uncertainty that
companies face in obtalning mineral
patents. The future of this iIndustry and
the people it employs depends upon a

successful resolution and reform of the
Mining Law.

Meanwhile, the public's appetite for
computers, cell phones, electronic
equipment and automobiles, just to
name a few examples, will continue to
grow, A reliable domestic supply of min
erals is essential to the nation’s eco
nomic and national security, and to our
quality of life. Since 1993 alone. howev-
er, U.S. reliance on imported sources of
minerals has increased by 700 percent
Although the U 3. has extensive miner-
al reserves, il atiracts only 7 pereent of
worldwide exploration dollars.

The choice is clear. Reforming the
Mining Law will help this nation devel-
op a coherent minerals policy that en-
sures our economic security, Failure to
resolve the issue increases the risk that
the U.S. will become dependent on for
eign sources of minerals, just as it has
beeome on oil, Now that the House has
taken action, the Senate should move
swiftly to approve this bill
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