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Energy Bill Backers Urge Senate Rule Changes 
By Geof Koss, CQ Staff
Frustrated labor and environmental officials said Monday that the Senate should revise its rules to ease passage of broad climate change and energy legislation in the next Congress.
Members of the BlueGreen Alliance, which includes labor interests and major environmental groups, made the comments on a conference call announcing a 17-state bus tour intended to pressure the Senate into passing a climate and energy bill.
“We have a Senate that functions more like the Senate at the time of Cicero, 2,100 years ago, than a Senate that functions like any other legislative body in the world in any democracy,” complained Larry Cohen, president of the Communications Workers of America. 
He said that the best prospects for energy legislation would likely occur during a post-election lame-duck session or at the start of a new Congress when the Senate could “adopt decent rules.”
“That’s not the explicit focus of the BlueGreen Alliance, but I think for every participating organization we’re going to be part of the chorus that will mobilize and fight for decent rules in the Senate,” Cohen said.
A group of freshmen Democratic senators led by Tom Udall of New Mexico have called for revising the chamber’s requirement for 60 votes to cut off debate, which Republicans have repeatedly used to slow the legislative agenda and delay even routine legislation.
One option for changing the rules would be to do so at the outset of a new Congress.
The labor-environment coalition criticized Senate Republicans for opposing even what they described as a narrow oil spill bill put forth by Majority Leader Harry Reid before the August recess. 
“The Republican leadership of the United States Senate wants to send America a message of failure,” said Sierra Club Chairman Carl Pope.
Reid had hoped to take up his bill (S 3663), which would overhaul federal oversight of the outer continental shelf while boosting natural gas and electric-powered vehicles and home energy retrofits, before the August recess. He postponed debate when it became apparent he lacked the 60 votes necessary to overcome an expected filibuster to move to the bill. 
Republicans said that Reid set the bill on a path to failure by including provisions he knew they opposed, including language eliminating a cap on economic liability for oil spills that also is opposed by some Democrats.
Reid is currently facing pressure from a host of outside groups and within his own caucus to expand the scope of the bill to include a federal renewable energy standard, which would require an increasing percentage of electricity be generated from renewable sources such as wind or solar. Reid has said he would like to take up the bill in September, but that is widely considered to be unlikely with the November elections approaching. 
President Obama also criticized Republicans during a stop Monday at a Wisconsin battery manufacturer, where he touted steps that he said Democrats have taken to boost clean energy jobs.
“They should go to any of the dozen new battery factories, or the new electric vehicle manufacturers, or the wind turbine makers, or solar plants that are popping up all over this country,” Obama said in remarks distributed by the White House. “I want them to explain why they think these clean energy jobs are better off in other countries instead of right here in the United States.”
Obama did not mention the Senate energy debate, but David Foster, the head of the BlueGreen Alliance said the group’s “Job’s Not Done Tour” is intended to “remind members of the United States Senate that there is a very large unemployment crisis in the United States and a very easy solution to that crisis and that is to pass comprehensive climate and clean energy and jobs legislation.” 
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