The Front:

Energy Development Debate

  As the debate and the inevitable rhetoric by supporters of energy development along the Rocky Mountain Front continues to play out in the press, the objective information backing up the need for the area’s protection continues to pile up. It’s easy for those who hunt in the area to understand, as local hunter Roy Jacobs has said, that it’s a “no-brainer - the Front is one of a kind.”  But at a time when energy costs are rising, and tensions over oil and gas production are increasing world wide, it is becoming more difficult to keep the issue of natural gas exploration along the Front in perspective. 

  During the public scoping process for the BLM’s initial work on the Blackleaf Environmental Impact Statement(EIS), which ended June 1, it was not uncommon to hear proponents of gas exploration talk about the need for domestic sources of gas while complaining that “obstructionist enviro freaks” are locking up needed energy resources. In reality this couldn’t be farther from the truth. 

  To better understand the tradeoffs with proposed energy development on the Front, The Wilderness Society (TWS), who is part of the Coalition to Protect the Rocky Mountain Front, used data from the US Geological Survey (USGS) to estimate the amount of “economically recoverable” natural gas and oil along the Front. “Economically recoverable” oil and gas is defined as “technically recoverable” gas that is estimated to be profitable to extract. In other words, gas that can be brought to market while producing huge profits for the developer.

  The study, released to the public May 5, uses the USGS data to demonstrate that the BLM’s Blackleaf study area contains less than a day’s worth of natural gas and 15 minutes of oil for the nation. The analysis also found that the entire Front (federal public lands) contains less than a week’s worth of natural gas and 20 minutes of oil.  This is not fresh news for the BLM, who in 2002 estimated that the Blackleaf study area contained about two days worth of natural gas for the country.

  The amount of economically recoverable (profitable) gas along the Front would be even lower than TWS estimates if infrastructure costs, the costs of transporting the gas to market, clean up costs, and non-market costs such as loss of local economic benefits from diminished hunting, fishing, and camping experiences were included. The USGS did not include these costs and based their assessment of economically recoverable resources on only the direct costs of exploration, development, and production at the wellhead. 

  “This report shows that it makes no sense to drill the Front,” said MWF member Gene Sentz of Choteau. “For almost a 100 years, Montanans have worked together to protect the Front. It’s crazy to throw that legacy away for a miniscule amount of natural gas – especially when so many other places in the Rockies are already open to energy exploration.”

  On June 1 the Associated Press reported that they had studied federal records which show that nearly three-fourths of the 40 million acres of public land currently leased for oil and gas development in the continental United States (not including Alaska) isn’t producing any oil or gas. Oddly enough the current political climate is pushing to open more sensitive, publicly owned wildlife habitat for oil and gas development, while complaining that conservation groups are locking up essential energy resources.

  The Associated Press computer analysis of BLM records found that 83 percent of federal lands leased for oil and gas production in Montana are producing no oil or gas, and the same can be said for 80 percent in Wyoming, 77 percent in Utah, 71 percent in Colorado, 36 percent in New Mexico, and 99 percent in Nevada.

  It’s baffling that one of the arguments for promoting gas exploration on the Front, articulated again and again by BLM, is that even though the gas amounts may be small on the Front when compared to the national consumption rate, all the little pieces add up. And many firmly believe that the amount of land available for exploration is dwindling and therefore every little bit counts. But the facts seem to show that there are hundreds of other places more suited, less sensitive for energy development still available. And the facts also illustrate that the value of the Front as an unparalleled piece of wildlife habitat far out way the value of the gas estimated to be there by the federal government. You do the math – it’s a “no-brainer”. u
