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CENTER FOR NATIVE ECOSYSTEMS 
1536 Wynkoop, Suite 302 
Denver, Colorado 80202 

303.546.0214    
cne@nativeecosystems.org 
www.nativeecosystems.org 

 
Stephanie Howard 
Vernal Field Office 
Bureau of Land Management 
170 South 500 East 
Vernal, UT 84078   
 
25 March 2006 
 
Dear Stephanie, 
 
Center for Native Ecosystems provides these comments on the January 2006 Draft 
Environmental Impact Statement for the Greater Deadman Bench Oil and Gas Producing 
Region.   
 
Here are our main concerns: 
 
Lack of a reasonable range of alternatives 
 
The BLM presents only the preferred alternative and a No Action alternative, both of which 
involve drilling in sensitive habitats.  Many other alternatives could have been considered which 
conserve irreplaceable resources and meet the stated purpose and need:  "to extract and transport 
oil and natural gas, at a profit, from the portions of the GDBR leased by its companies" (p. 1-1).  
Therefore, the FEIS must consider additional alternatives, including delaying approval until the 
RMP revision is complete and prohibiting surface disturbance in habitat for special status 
species, floodplains, and in other sensitive areas - these can all be accomodated with QEP still 
making a profit. 
 
Horseshoe milkvetch 
 
Horseshoe milkvetch is only found in one site, which includes part of the planning area.  Figure 
3.1-4 suggests that all of its habitat is found within the Horseshoe Bend oil and gas field.  We are 
currently evaluating whether an emergency listing petition is warranted for this species, and this 
project's proposed disturbance of over 1000 acres of potential habitat argues for the need for 
immediate protection.  The DEIS claims that there will be no direct impacts, but page 3-54 
acknowledges that the actual extent of the occupied habitat in the project area is not known.  The 
DEIS provides no information on how how the potential habitat in this project area compares to 
the total potential habitat believed to be available.  There is no discussion of cumulative impacts 
from other oil and gas drilling, including wells approved outside of field development projects.  I 
think this is the fourth time we've argued this in the past week - the BLM must disclose not just 
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the estimated extent of the potential impacts in the project area; it must also give the public some 
context as to what this means for the species as a whole, or at the very least, within the Field 
Office. 
 How does the BLM arrive at the conclusion that there is a 4% chance of taking horseshoe 
milkvetch (p. S-16), especially if the potential habitat has not been surveyed for the plant?  This 
is a Candidate species found in a single site.  Allowing surface disturbance in potential habitat 
shows that the BLM lacks the regulatory mechanisms necessary to recover the species, and that 
the agency is contributing to the need to list this wildflower under the Endangered Species Act.  
Instead, the BLM should not approve any surface disturbance in potential (or occupied) habitat 
and should immediately begin working on a comprehensive conservation plan for horseshoe 
milkvetch.  We are participating with the BLM in the Uinta Basin Rare Plant Forum, and 
strongly encourage the agency not to allow this surface disturbance which will further imperil 
one of the most at-risk plants in the basin. 
 
Raptors 
 
The Vernal Field Office's track record on raptors is apalling.  Page 3-62 indicates that only 17 of 
232 nests in the project area (plus one-mile buffer) are presently active - about 7%.  None of the 
15 Artificial Nest Structures in the project area showed signs of use.  Yet page 4-42 states that 
"appropriate measures to avoid disturbing active nest sites and to protect the viability of all nest 
sites for potential future nesting" may include "the construction of Artificial Nest Structures in 
appropriate locations".  NEPA requires that mitigations be effective, and the existing ANSes in 
the project area itself are demonstrably ineffective.  The DEIS tries to downplay the effects of 
additional disturbance on raptors because "overall abundance of nests should result in small 
overall effect" (p. S-16).  Well, not if one of the 17 active nests is impacted, not if most of the 
232 nests have already been impacted by other drilling, and not if the limiting factor isn't 
availability of nests but rather of undisturbed nests.  The BLM must do a better job of analyzing 
the real impacts of approving this action.  The DEIS states on page 2-36 that "43 new wells and 
associted access roads would be constructed within raptor guideline buffers."  The BLM must 
not violate the MBTA, or its special status species Manual obligations. 
 
Major projects authorized during plan revision 
 
This is just one of a flurry of projects that are being approved during plan revision, which makes 
the planning process essentially irrelevant.  The project area includes white-tailed prairie dog 
ACECs that the RMP process may designate - this is just one of the potential improvements in 
oil and gas management that waiting until after revision could provide.  Field Managers have 
discretion to delay decisions while under plan revision, and Vernal should take advantage of that 
opportunity.  Staff already are overwhelmed with processing and monitoring all the already-
permitted projects. 
 
Air quality 
 
The BLM must carefully consider impacts to air quality, and obtain the proper state permits. 
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Interim reclamation 
 
This DEIS analyzes impacts assuming that interim reclamation will occur.  However, the Chapita 
Wells DEIS that we commented on recently acknowledges that interim reclamation has been 
ineffective, and that impacts should be considered long-term.  This view is borne out by other 
portions of the Greater Deadman Bench DEIS that discuss the near impossibility of preventing 
weed infestation once soils have been disturbed.  The BLM must revise this section to be in 
keeping with the more honest Chapita Wells analysis; doing otherwise would clearly be arbitrary 
and capricious and thus violate the APA. 
 
White-tailed prairie dog management 
 
The DEIS suggests that white-tailed prairie dogs will thrive if their forage is removed and they 
are left with bare ground to make a living on.  Again, the BLM takes the inconsistent view that 
these areas will be successfully reclaimed, rather than becoming dominated by cheatgras:  "when 
these disturbed areas are reclaimed, the regrowth of native vegetation provides ideal forage for 
the prairie dog" (p. 4-35).  That would be nice, but the real story in the basin involves massive 
dieoff of native sagebrush and noxious weed proliferation, not recolonization of disturbed areas 
by natives. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Drilling in this project area will last for 40 years according to the DEIS.  There should be no rush 
to approve this now.  Instead, the BLM should wait until plan revision and the development of 
effective mitigations and reclamation methods are complete.  If impacts to special status species 
cannot be effectively mitigated (as the major wildlife declines in the basin confirm) and/or 
effective reclamation cannot be achieved, these areas should not be developed.  Allowing drilling 
in horseshoe milkvetch habitat is one of the most egregious aspects of this project, which must 
be remedied in the FEIS. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Erin Robertson 
Staff Biologist 
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