Barton looks to Hastert to sway energy talks 
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Rep. Joe Barton (R-Texas) says he wants to work with House Energy and Commerce Committee Chairman John Dingell (D-Mich.) through a former GOP leader to influence the outcome of House-Senate energy negotiations.

Barton, the committee's top Republican, told reporters today he is reaching out to Dingell through former House Speaker Dennis Hastert (R-Ill.).

"I have asked former Speaker Hastert to work with Chairman Dingell, and if Mr. Hastert and Mr. Dingell can agree on some principles that would actually be in play in the conference, like coal-to-liquids and things like that, we might consider trying to accept going to conference," Barton told reporters today.

Aides to Dingell and Hastert had not responded to inquiries at press time. Dingell is the House's top energy policy lawmaker, but he has found himself at odds with the Democratic leadership on auto efficiency standards and some other issues.

Minority Whip Roy Blunt (R-Mo.) and Rep. Marsha Blackburn (R-Tenn.) joined Barton today in a press briefing that attacked pending energy legislation.

Barton and Blunt criticized Democratic leaders for what they say are closed talks on merging the energy bills. "They keep trying to work out a deal behind the scenes without going to conference, but they are not working with people like myself, Marsha and Mr. Blunt," Barton said.

Democrats insist they are negotiating outside of conference because several Senate GOP members have blocked efforts to launch formal conference talks to block oil industry tax provisions.

House Republican leaders, through the so-called House Energy Action Team, also argue the energy bills would do nothing to boost oil and gas supplies. They say the House measure contains provisions that would stymie production despite high prices.

Blunt, whose office runs the action team, is planning several forums in the upcoming weeks to discuss coal, oil and gas, nuclear power and home heating fuels -- areas where GOP leaders say the bills fall short.

"We particularly want to talk about the likely impact this winter of the 'no energy' energy policy, looking at fuel oil, propane, natural gas, electricity as the principal home heating fuels," Blunt told reporters.

The events will also address what GOP lawmakers would like to see in energy legislation, Blunt said. Barton mentioned wider offshore drilling as one of their favored items.

