The Energy Race A Lot to Gain - A Lot to Lose

Energy development proposed on an unprecedented scale is creating new challenges to the future of wild lands, public lands, fish, wildlife, hunting and fishing throughout the Rocky Mountain West, in some of the most wild places – with some of the best hunting and fishing – in the United States. How is Montana planning for this energy race – for the increasing interest in our minerals and cheap leases?  Will hunters and anglers consider energy development issues as beyond our control or outside our purview as ‘environmental issues’?

  High power transmission lines, large coal fired generators, coal bed methane gas extraction fields, manufactured alternative fuels, oil and gas wells, great –giant windmills, pipelines, carbon sequestration and gasification plants – the options and challenges for Montana are mind boggling. 

  A pace quickened by changes in the law under the 2005 Energy Act increasing demand for domestic sources for gas and oil for heating, electricity and fuel is triggering the sales of subsurface mineral rights the likes that Montana has never seen. The market – leases and purchases - is based primarily in speculation and they are being grabbed up with little fanfare or little attention by hunters and anglers.  Montana could soon experience a new battalion of energy explorers. In the past 6-months alone, according to Montana Fish, Wildlife, and Parks, more than 200,000 acres of minerals have been leased. 

  “Some of these leases are along the bluffs of the Missouri River, others are directly under critical, historically significant sage grouse leks,” said Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks, Planning Coordinator, T.O. Smith.  “There are leases being purchased in the Lima peaks, prime, world class elk country, leases located just outside Helena under conservation easements that were purchased in part with public funds and others dot their way from here to Great Falls to the Front,” he added.  “Currently Hunting District 300 has almost been leased out entirely.”

  To the north of Montana, Alberta has undergone intense development over the past five years and shallow gas wells are now perched along the border with the U.S. near Havre, Malta and west toward Glasgow. To the south along the Rocky Mountain Front the state of Montana is continuing to sell leases. Further south, Wyoming is not only developing coal bed methane at an unnerving pace but also oil and deep gas. In their Johan Gas and Oil Field, wells have been approved every five acres effectively eliminating any unbroken ground for wildlife. 

  At the Annual Meeting of the Montana Chapter of the Wildlife Society, February 6-9, the theme of “Developing Energy and Sustaining Natural Systems-How Do We Do It?” fellow Wyoming wildlife biologists warned Montana biologists about how they believe their state is under siege — the Wyoming horror show. The BLM has already leased more than 90 percent of the public lands in the Upper Green River Valley. Ranchers, wildlife enthusiasts, sporting and conservation organizations are organizing mass protests against new BLM and industry efforts asking for leasing and drilling slowdowns.  

  These are all frightening scenarios that can have severe, significant ecological effects, and socioeconomic impacts. Some may be short-term stop gap fire-fly concepts to help us deal with energy demands that will flicker-out with a new dawn - but they will all take their toll and leave their ‘footprints’.

  Individual ‘footprints’ of a well, pad, pipeline, road, waste pit or water purification storage, or power generating wind farm may in some cases appear insignificant, relatively small.  Nevertheless, combined with production and processing plants, sweetening plants, storage facilities, power lines and distribution systems – they all require networks of infrastructure that degrade or incrementally increase wildlife habitat losses. Development that will fragment habitat and corridors, pollute water, cause the loss of mating and nesting grounds, strip vegetative cover on calving and fawning grounds, degrade fish habitats and critical riparian vegetation, and increase big game vulnerability must be controlled. 

  Development - in this race - does not need to sacrifice our public lands, wildlife, and quality hunting and fishing opportunities. Hunters and anglers, just as we have influenced the outcomes of many elections, have a huge stake in this race. The national interest in becoming self-sufficient and the significant increase in the amount of leasing in Montana seems to indicate that many companies are now looking to the Big Sky State minerals for the future. Although no one can predict what reserves may prove out, or whether Montana can become a leader of clean, alternative fuels or whether we will have cleaner, more efficient, noxious emission sequestration facilities or gasification plants —what we do know about Montana and our wildlife rich lands, to paraphrase Will Rogers – nobody’s making any more!

Access Lost

Casper, WY - The Star-Tribune (03-28-07) - “To Drill or Hunt?” Washington bureau reporter Noelle Straub was reported on a March 27 Congressional, House Natural Resources Committee hearing titled “ Access Denied: The growing conflict between fishing, hunting and energy development on federal lands.” 

  What committee members heard was that hunters and anglers face growing restrictions’ on access to public lands and waters because escalating energy development has taken priority over fish and wildlife and habitat protection. Many areas in our public lands historically open to the public are now restricted or the habitat has been so compromised by mazes or webs of roads– little game thrives.  

  “Energy development is not being done right on the public lands in the West,” said Rollin Sparrowe, a Wyoming resident and former supervisor of U.S Fish and Wildlife Service research programs on Rocky Mountain Wildlife.

  “Throughout the country, working men and women are having a harder time finding public access to hunting and fishing areas, and those that are still available are often experiencing a decrease in the quality and quantity of fish and game,” said William Hite, president of a plumbing and pipe-fitting trade union.

  The absolutely packed chambers heard testimony from representatives of a newly created Union Sportsmen’s Alliance (USA) of labor union members, conservationists and sportsmen. Approximately 70 percent of working men and women that comprise union membership are hunters and anglers, according to the group. The Colorado Wildlife Federation and Colorado Rep. Gibbs, the Wildlife Institute, TRCP, the Boone and Crockett Club and an energy executive from Questar Energy that owns the nations-second largest natural gas field in Wyoming also testified before the Oversight Committee.

  While none of the testifying sportsmen called for an end to drilling, development or leasing they did instead all ask for greater balance, greater protection for sensitive wildlife areas and increased evaluation of the impacts before development is approved. According to a report to the committee, the Government Accountability Office (GAO) total for the number of drilling permits approved by the Bureau of Land Management has more than tripled since 2005. While the industry argues that there is a decrease in areas to drill on federal lands, the reality is that this is due to the millions of acres of public land already leased and not being yet drilled. In the meantime, companies are looking to states like Montana to lease everything they can before policies change and therefore, there is less land on the market.    

Hunters, Anglers and Energy Development  

  So, what does all this mean to Montana hunters, anglers and wildlife enthusiasts? 

  These are our lands – it is our wildlife – our quality of life – our Montana and we must take some ownership in how we deal with energy development, we must flex our muscle in this race today to determine the wildlife and hunting and fishing opportunities we enjoy tomorrow. WE can be the architects of our wildlife future but we need to get involved, we need to demand responsible energy development policies from our decision makers, and long-term planning that considers Montana’s wildlife values. Hunters and anglers can no longer separate themselves from the issues as being – environmental, hook, or bullet. 

  “We think Montana deserves the best,” said T.O. Smith. “Montana needs our own comprehensive plan for energy development that addresses what we want for Montana – we deserve better than what we’re seeing in other places.”

  Where development does take place, we need to ensure that proper mitigations, stipulations are in place, and enforced to protect our wildlife future. 

  As writer Richard Nelson puts it: “After we’ve lost a natural place, it’s gone for everyone – hikers, campers, boaters, bicyclists, animal watchers, fishers, hunters and wildlife – a complete and absolutely democratic tragedy of emptiness. For this reason, it’s vital that we overcome our differences, find common ground in our shared love for the natural world, and work together to defend the wild.”tc "A Lot to Gain - A Lot to Lose"tc "The Energy Race"
