Federation Protests More Oil and Gas Leases
Among the over 220 parcels of BLM lands that were recently included in the agencies November 27 lease sale list, five (5) parcels contain tributaries of the Beaverhead River. A number of other parcels in the Helena National Forest are adjacent to Roadless areas, Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation Conservation Easements, and in areas with populations of West Slope Cutthroat as well as critical big game winter habitats. Other areas include lands to the east and south of the Little Snowy Mountains in crucial mule deer and elk winter habitat, and sections close to the Clark Fork River in southwestern Montana.

  MWF has submitted a protest for the proposed lease sale on 118 parcels, totaling roughly 125,000 acres. 

  The Federation does not take lightly the filing of a protest. Staff and members considered each lease parcel for wildlife and recreational values against development.  While we believe that there are some significant issues that need to be dealt with, we have been impressed that the BLM is listening to concerns for at least one species – sage grouse. The number of proposed lease sales within critical sage grouse habitat was substantially fewer this time around. We also appreciate greater cooperation between BLM and Fish, Wildlife and Parks that has resulted from hunter and angler input and the cooperation by State Director, Gene Terland. However, MWF remains concerned with the number of lease sale nominations in western Montana and those in other areas of the state that are in critical elk and mule deer winter ranges.  

  Already, Green River Energy Resources is looking to explore areas in southwestern Montana using older technology; in Roadless and back country areas they are proposing to use helicopters. The company is planning to drill approximately 80 feet apart, and then place explosive charges for a distance of 10 – 15 miles. Originally, the company proposed exploratory drilling during the big game hunting seasons, but that proposal was shelved by the Forest Service. It now appears that they will be exploring and blasting during the summer months. 

  Currently, over 4 million acres of Montana’s public lands are leased for oil and gas development. Development in the Bowdoin, Bakken, and Cedar Creek fields in northern and eastern Montana are being developed at a very quick pace.  An extensive development in the south end of the Bear Paws for shallow gas is awaiting BLM approval. The moratorium on Coal Bed Methane wells in Montana’s Powder River Basin has been lifted, and that area could see as many as 2,000 wells or more within a couple of years. Exploration of the Helena National Forest appears to be on the horizon and a swath of land from the eastern and southern side of the Big and Little Snowies over to Rattlesnake Buttes has been nominated for lease sales as well. 

  America needs oil and gas and alternative methods of generating energy, that’s a given. What Montana needs is the BLM to continue to work with, and more closely, Fish, Wildlife and Parks before lease sales occur.  FWP working in conjunction with BLM can identify critical habitats inappropriate for development and yet the federal government can still meet its multiple use mandate while sustaining our wildlife legacy and our hunting and fishing heritage. 

  MWF understands that Montana can be a large player in the national energy picture but we must do it right!  We do not want Montana to be Wyoming.  We cannot negate the hard work, and billions of dollars that hunters and anglers have poured into wildlife conservation over the last 100 years. We should not accept a quick, shot in the arm, an injection that will only satisfy our oil and gas addiction for the short term to the detriment of our world class fish, game and habitats that provide long-term economic and cultural benefits. Balanced, controlled development that more comprehensively considers the impacts to wildlife, habitats, water quality, hunting and fishing is possible and can become a reality through greater engagement by hunters and anglers. wtc "Federation Protests More Oil and Gas Leases"
