
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

December 10, 2024 

 

Mr. Howard Cantor 

Director 

Office of Natural Resources Revenue 

U.S. Department of the Interior 

P.O. Box 25165 

Denver, CO 80225 

 

Dear Director Howard Cantor:  

 

The Committee on the Judiciary is responsible for conducting oversight of matters 

relating to “[a]dministrative practice and procedure.”1 The Committee on Natural Resources is 

responsible for conducting oversight of matters related to the Department of the Interior.2 

Internal emails obtained by the Committees reveal that Department of Interior’s Office of 

Natural Resources Revenue (ONRR) abuses its internal administrative processes to target and 

harass U.S. energy producers.3 Accordingly, to inform the Committees’ oversight and potential 

legislative remedies, we write to request information about ONRR’s revenue collection activities. 

 

Since its formation in 2010, ONRR has been “responsible for collecting and disbursing 

revenues from energy production on Federal and American Indian lands and offshore on the 

Outer Continental Shelf.”4 ONRR is “one of the federal government’s largest sources of non-tax 

revenue,”5 collecting $74 billion in royalties and $600 million through compliance fees from 

energy and mineral leases on public land between 2012 and 2022.6 However, rather than simply 

collecting revenue from the use of public natural resources, evidence suggests that ONRR is 

abusing its administrative processes to stifle American energy innovation. 

 

There are concerns that ONRR is abusing its collection processes to force U.S. energy 

companies to pay more to produce energy. For instance, the Government Accountability Office 

reported how ONRR maintains an arbitrary and predetermined compliance fee collection target 

 
1 Rules of the House of Representatives R. X (2023). 
2 Id. 
3 See Email between ONRR staff (Apr. 20, 2017) [hereinafter Exhibit 1]; see also Email between ONRR staff (Nov. 

9, 2017) [hereinafter Exhibit 2]; Email between ONRR staff (Nov. 3, 2017) [hereinafter Exhibit 3]; Email between 

ONRR staff (Nov. 20, 2017) [hereinafter Exhibit 4]; Email between ONRR staff (Aug. 10, 2018) [hereinafter 

Exhibit 5]. 
4 Interior Establishes Office of Natural Resources Revenue, DEP’T OF INTERIOR (Oct. 10, 2010), https://www.doi. 

gov/pressreleases/news/pressreleases/Interior-Establishes-Office-of-Natural-Resources-Revenue. 
5 About ONRR, OFF. OF NAT. RES. REVENUE, https://onrr.gov/about (last visited Nov. 18, 2024). 
6 GOV. ACCOUNTABILITY OFF., FEDERAL OIL AND GAS ROYALTIES: OPPORTUNITIES EXIST TO IMPROVE INTERIOR’S 

COMPLIANCE PROGRAM 2 (August 2024), https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-24-103676.pdf. 
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that may cause it to demand U.S. energy producers pay more in compliance fees than required by 

law.7 In addition, emails obtained by the Committees show that the Office of the Solicitor, the 

Department’s chief legal advisors,8 told ONRR that a U.S. energy producer’s royalty payment 

“deductions appear to be legitimate and comport with the law” and that ONRR did not have “a 

basis on which to deny the requests.”9 Nevertheless, ONRR ignored the legal advice and 

attempted to “deny[] each of the requests [it] [had] not yet responded to.”10 By denying refund 

requests without legal justification, ONRR appears to arbitrarily compel American energy 

companies to increase their costs beyond what the law requires. 

 

In addition, when U.S. energy producers challenge ONRR’s decisions, the companies 

have no due process in the Department’s internal adjudicative tribunal. Currently, a U.S. energy 

company’s “only recourse”11 to a denial of a refund request is to appeal to the Interior Board of 

Land Appeals (IBLA). The IBLA is a panel of administrative law judges with a backlog of more 

than 650 pending cases dating back to 2017, including more than 200 cases with completed 

administrative records that are waiting for adjudication.12 This backlog is concerning in that the 

IBLA operates under a 33-month statutory deadline,13 after which the IBLA loses jurisdiction 

and is forced to dismiss the appeal, affirming ONRR’s decision.14 The IBLA’s extensive backlog 

and appeal decision deadline deny U.S. energy companies an adequate recourse to challenge 

ONRR’s administrative actions. ONRR appears to push companies into this appeal process 

instead of promptly addressing revenue collection issues with U.S. energy producers.15 

 

ONRR also deprives U.S. energy producers of basic due process by destroying 

administrative records during its revenue collection activities that may be used in future appeal 

proceedings. Under U.S. law, federal agencies must preserve records related to “persons directly 

affected by the agency’s activities,” including email communications, to provide transparency 

about agency actions.16 However, in several emails obtained by the Committees, ONRR staff 

members direct their colleagues to “[d]elete this email once read and don’t file in [a] folder”17 

and “[p]lease delete this email chain when done reading”18 when discussing revenue collection 

cases. We are concerned that ONRR’s apparent practice of disposing of its email 

communications may hamper its ability to oversee the agency’s operations and violate existing 

federal law. 

 

 
7 GOV. ACCOUNTABILITY OFF., FEDERAL OIL AND GAS ROYALTIES: ADDITIONAL ACTIONS COULD IMPROVE ONRR’S 

ABILITY TO ASSESS ITS ROYALTY COLLECTION EFFORTS 22 (May 2019), https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-19-410. 

pdf. 
8 About, DEP’T OF INTERIOR, https://www.doi.gov/solicitor/about (last visited Nov. 18, 2024). 
9 Exhibit 2. 
10 Exhibit 3. 
11 Exhibit 4. 
12 IBLA: Pending Cases as of October 31, 2024, DEP’T OF INTERIOR, https://www.doi.gov/sites/default/files/ 

documents/2024-11/october-2024-pending-appeals.pdf (last visited Nov. 18, 2024). 
13 30 U.S.C. § 1724(h)(1) (2024).   
14 See id. § 1724(h)(2); 43 C.F.R. § 4.906(a) (2024). 
15 Exhibit 4. 
16 44 U.S.C. § 3101 (2024). 
17 Email between ONRR staff (Mar. 16, 2018) [hereinafter Exhibit 6]. 
18 Email between ONRR staff (Mar. 22, 2018) [hereinafter Exhibit 7].  
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To investigate and conduct oversight of ONRR’s administrative practices and procedures, 

the Committees respectfully requests a staff-level briefing regarding ONRR’s administrative 

processes and practices, including its apparent practice of destroying administrative records. In 

addition, we ask ONRR to preserve the following documents and information for the period 

January 1, 2017 to the present:  

 

1. All documents and communications referring or relating to denied refund and deduction 

requests to ONRR from energy or mineral producers;  

 

2. All documents and communications referring or relating to any revenue targets 

predetermined by ONRR; 

 

3. All documents and communications referring or relating to ONRR funneling refund and 

deduction requests into the IBLA appeal process; and  

 

4. All documents and communications referring or relating to destroying elements of 

administrative records, including emails.  

 

Please respond to the Committees’ requests as soon as possible but by no later than 

December 27, 2024, at 12:00 p.m. The Committee on the Judiciary is responsible for conducting 

oversight of matters relating to “[a]dministrative practice and procedure.”19 The Committee on 

Natural Resources is responsible for conducting oversight of matters related to the Department of 

the Interior.20 If you have any questions about this request, please contact Committee on 

Judiciary staff at 202-225-6906, or Committee on Natural Resources staff at 202-226-4137 or 

HNRR.Oversight@mail.house.gov. Thank you in advance for your prompt attention to this 

matter.  

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

Jim Jordan    Bruce Westerman 

            Chairman    Chairman 

 Committee on the Judiciary     Committee on Natural Resources 

       

   

  

cc: The Honorable Jerrold L. Nadler, Ranking Member, Committee on Judiciary 

 The Honorable Raul Grijalva, Ranking Member, Committee on Natural Resources 

 

Attachment 

 
19 Rules of the House of Representatives R. X (2023). 
20 Id. 
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