
 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 Fortification Creek Planning Area Draft RMPA/EA 

2.0 ALTERNATIVES 
One of the goals of the Draft Resource Management Plan Amendment/Environmental 
Assessment (Draft RMPA/EA) process is to ensure a consistent, coordinated approach to land 
management in accordance with all regulatory guidance and standards. Management goals and 
objectives are described for each resource, resource use, and special designation area. Major 
themes and management actions for the most important issues addressed by the three alternatives 
are presented in the following sections. All management actions that comprise the alternatives 
are summarized in Table 2-1 and listed in detail in Table 2-2.  

In contrast to Alternative I, the No Action Alternative, Alternatives II and III are referred to as 
the action alternatives. Some management actions would be the same under all alternatives. 

2.1 Alternative Development 

The development of the alternatives for the Fortification Creek Planning Area (FCPA) included a 
public scoping process that allowed interested members of the public, special interest groups, 
and resource and land use agencies to comment on the appropriate scope of issues to consider in 
the planning process. The formal scoping period began on August 20, 2007 with the publication 
of the Notice of Intent (NOI) to Prepare a Resource Management Plan Amendment/ 
Environmental Assessment in the Federal Register (FR). Written comments on the proposal for 
the RMPA/EA were accepted through November 30, 2007. Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
staff and cooperators reviewed the issues identified during scoping and collected pertinent 
resource information for the FCPA. This resource information is summarized in the Analysis of 
the Management Situation (AMS) (BLM 2008a). 

Scoping issues described in Chapter 1, along with all appropriate laws, guidance, and standards, 
were used to establish management goals and objectives. A reasonable range of management 
actions (alternatives) were created to address these goals and objectives. In developing and 
refining alternatives, BLM sought to accomplish two objectives: (1) create a reasonable range of 
implementable alternatives, in accordance with National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and 
Federal Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA) guidance; and (2) comply with applicable 
Federal, State, and local laws and regulations.  

2.2 General Description of Each Alternative 

Under NEPA, for an alternative to be considered reasonable, it should meet the purpose and need 
statement (as outlined in Chapter 1). For this RMPA/EA, two action alternatives were identified 
in addition to the No Action Alternative. Given the purpose and need of the RMPA, both action 
alternatives would change BLM’s management of coal bed natural gas (CBNG) development 
within the overall goal of protecting the elk herd, preserving visual resources, and minimizing 
soil erosion and impacts to water quality.  

Under the No Action Alternative, BLM would manage the FCPA according to existing planning 
decisions. Alternatives II and III provide modest changes to existing management. 
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Fortification Creek Planning Area Draft RMPA/EA Chapter 2 

In general, Alternative II would require additional restrictions on development in the FCPA. It 
would allow overhead power lines, restrict development, establish an Area of Critical 
Environmental Concern (ACEC) within portions of the FCPA, and designate a Wildlife 
Management Habitat Area (WHMA). There would be Timing Limitations (TLs) to protect 
crucial elk ranges, and maintain the prohibition of surface disturbance on steep slopes and 
erosive soil. Alternative III would be performance-based and allow gas development as long as 
developers could show that their actions would not cause undue or unnecessary degradation to 
the environment. TLs would be imposed on development to protect crucial elk ranges. This 
alternative would allow some overhead power lines; however, 80 percent of elk security habitat 
would be retained. This section summarizes the three alternatives analyzed in detail.  

2.2.1. Alternative I, No Action 

Alternative I represents the No Action Alternative required under NEPA and the Council on 
Environmental Quality (CEQ) regulations. Under this alternative, current management direction 
would be used to consider CBNG development within the FCPA and this direction was approved 
in the 1985 Buffalo Resource Area (BRA) Resource Management Plan (RMP) (BLM 1985a), its 
amendments (BLM 2001a), and the Powder River Basin Oil and Gas Final Environmental 
Impact Statement (PRB O&G FEIS; BLM 2003a).  

There would be TLs for surface-disturbing and disruptive activities for elk crucial winter and 
parturition ranges. Overhead power lines would be prohibited on BLM surface land in the FCPA. 
Surface-disturbing activities on slopes greater than 25 percent and on erosive soils would not be 
allowed, but there could be exceptions. Other standard stipulations would apply. 

2.2.2. Alternative II, Prescriptive 

Under Alternative II, CBNG development would be managed through a geographically-phased 
approach. Industry has submitted PODs to the BLM but they have not been included in this 
analysis. Each phase of development would last three years and would be followed by one year 
of successful reclamation before proceeding to the next area. This could include livestock 
grazing restrictions. There would be TLs for the elk crucial winter and parturition ranges applied 
to surface-disturbing and disruptive activities. Development within elk ranges would be 
restricted to achieve Wyoming Game and Fish Department (WGFD) goals. Overhead power 
lines would be allowed on BLM surface land within existing road corridors and along drainages. 
Development would not be allowed on highly erosive soil or slopes greater than 25 percent. 
Along with the CBNG and elk management actions, a citizen proposed ACEC of 33,757 acres 
would be established and ACEC management prescriptions would be identified.  

2.2.3. Alternative III, Performance Based 

Alternative III calls for performance-based, geographically-phased CBNG development, using a 
“bolt-on” approach. Industry has submitted PODs to the BLM but they have not been included in 
this analysis. CBNG development will generally follow the three geographic phases of 
Alternative II, but any deviations must meet performance standards. Operators will supply a 
comprehensive development plan for each phase detailing where development is proposed each 
year within each geographic area.   

Performance measures were developed and are included as Appendix B. Overhead power lines 
would be allowed on BLM surface land within road corridors. Eighty percent of the elk security 
habitat would be retained. Surface-disturbing activities on slopes greater than 25 percent and on 
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Chapter 2 Fortification Creek Planning Area Draft RMPA/EA 

erosive soils would not be allowed, but there could be exceptions. Exceptions could be granted if 
the operator proposed an acceptable disturbance and reclamation plan. Neither an ACEC nor a 
WHMA would be established 

2.2.4. Detailed Description of Alternatives 

All three alternatives are described in detail in Table 2-2. 

2.3 Alternatives Considered but Not Analyzed in Detail 

Some issues raised during the scoping process were considered, but not carried forward for 
further analysis. As discussed throughout the Scoping Report (Appendix C; BLM 2008c), these 
issues were generally resolved by evaluating whether they met the purpose and need of the plan. 
These issues are briefly discussed below. 

Expanding the Boundary of the WSA 

BLM did not recommend the WSA for wilderness in the 1985 RMP because of the area's oil and 
gas potential, so it would not make sense to expand a non-recommended WSA. It is against 
current BLM policy to consider expansion of WSAs; this would need to be resolved through 
policy or administrative actions. As noted in the FR NOI and at all public scoping meetings, 
BLM stated that all existing rights would be preserved. This included the lease rights that had 
been granted when the minerals were leased. This issue did not meet the purpose and need of the 
plan. 

Providing Public Access into the WSA 

BLM did not consider public access in the RMPA/EA because the WSA is surrounded by private 
land. Changing land ownership around the WSA does not address the purpose and need of the 
plan. The purpose of this RMPA/EA is not to change land use allocations but to clarify 
management decisions to allow for orderly mineral development without causing undue or 
unnecessary damage to the public lands. 

Wilderness Characteristics 

An alternative managing for the preservation of wilderness characteristics outside the WSA was 
not included because with the exception of the WSA, no other public lands within the FCPA 
possess wilderness characteristics. The boundary of the WSA is determined by private lands and 
road ways (WWA 2004). BLM inventoried 33,280 acres within the Fortification Creek Unit 
(WY-060-24) in 1978 (BLM 1978) and re-inventoried 28,100 acres in 1979 (BLM 1979). The 
1979 inventory identified additional roads and intrusions not discovered in the initial inventory, 
concluded that 12,149 acres possessed sufficient wilderness characteristics to warrant further 
study, and recommended the 12,149-acre portion to be approved as a WSA (BLM 1979). BLM 
has managed the WSA to preserve its wilderness characteristics. The remainder of the unit has 
been managed for multiple uses including mineral development. The BLM has received citizen 
proposals to expand the WSA in 1994 and 2004 (WWA 2004). The citizen proposal is to expand 
the WSA by including continuous public surface to the southeast and to the west of the WSA. 

A road inventory was conducted in September 2010 in preparation of this RMPA/EA (BLM 
2010 unpublished report). The road inventory indicates that the areas determined not to possess 
wilderness characteristics in 1979 do not possess wilderness characteristics today. Most of the 
roads in the Fortification Creek area were constructed for conventional oil and gas exploration 
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during the 1970s. Many continue to be used for livestock management, hunting, and fluid 
mineral activities. 

A road along lower Bull Creek extending to the Little Bull Creek fork (T52N, R76W, Section 
12, 13, and 19) has been upgraded to accommodate CBNG activity including seven existing 
wells and four unauthorized applications to drill (APDs) (Wyoming Oil and Gas Conservation 
Commission [WOGCC] March 15 data, 2010a). Most of the road and wells are located on 
private surface. There is a cabin and CBNG monitoring wells on public surface in T52N, R77W, 
Section 12. The Bull Creek Road continues upstream until Bull Creek enters the WSA (T52N, 
R76W, Section 20); the road turns south and forms approximately 3.25 miles of the southwestern 
WSA boundary before connecting with the Fortification Creek Road (T51N, R76W, Section 5). 
This is a constructed road consistently used for livestock management. There are several salt 
blocks along the road, a windmill powered stock well (T52N, R76W, Section 19), and a solar 
powered stock well (T52N, R76W, Section 20).  There are also flags and well stakes, evidence of 
CBNG surveying. The Bull Creek Road divides the citizen wilderness proposal from the WSA 
with the remaining portion of the citizen proposal comprising approximately 4,300 acres.  

A constructed road leaves the Bull Creek Road (T52N, R77W, Section 12) heading south past an 
abandoned stock water reservoir (T52N, R77W, Section 13). The constructed dam apparently 
failed. Although there were stakes from CBNG surveying, this section of road has not been 
maintained and appears to be seldom used. The navigable portion of the road ends in southern 
T52N, R77W, Section 13 at a landslide. The constructed road continues south, turns west, and 
connects with a well-used road running north and south through T52N, R77W, Section 14.  This 
road is within the 4,300 acre parcel discussed in the previous paragraph. 

Another constructed road with regular and consistent use for livestock management and big-
game hunting, and proposed for CBNG development, extends north from Fortification Creek 
(T51N, R76W, Section 15) forming the WSA boundary in places and terminating at the 
headwaters of Deer Creek (T52N, R76W, Section 23), also the WSA boundary. This road 
divides the southeastern portion of the citizen wilderness proposal from the WSA with the 
remaining portion of the citizen proposal comprising approximately 1,700 acres.  

Federal mineral leases have been issued throughout the FCPA outside the WSA including within 
the citizen wilderness proposal area. CBNG companies have been in the field in recent years 
actively preparing their APDs. Most non-Federal mineral acreage has ongoing CBNG activity. 
Lands and resources outside the WSA do not exhibit a high degree of naturalness. There is no 
opportunity for solitude or primitive unconfined recreation outside of the WSA.  Unroaded areas, 
dissected from the WSA, are of insufficient size for wilderness consideration. 

Finally, with the exception of solitude, which is not present outside the WSA, the resources the 
citizen’s proposal is designed to protect (wildlife, vegetation, and hunting) are analyzed across a 
reasonable range of alternatives within this RMPA/EA. 

Canceling or Exchanging Leases in Crucial and Parturition Elk Ranges 

As noted in the NOI and throughout the public scoping process meetings, BLM affirmed that all 
existing rights would be preserved. This included the lease rights that had been granted when the 
minerals were leased. The purpose of this RMPA/EA is not to change land use allocations but to 
clarify the management decisions to allow for orderly mineral development. BLM believes that 
CBNG development can occur without causing undue or unnecessary damage to the public lands 
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Chapter 2 	 Fortification Creek Planning Area Draft RMPA/EA 

and therefore it is not necessary to cancel the leases. This issue did not meet the purpose and 
need of the plan. 

Requiring Directional Drilling 

BLM did not include directional drilling in the alternatives because this is a drilling technique 
and BLM would evaluate drilling techniques in the site-specific POD. The management 
decisions being evaluated would still apply to directional drilling, (i.e., soil and slope limitations, 
elk security habitat/road density thresholds, etc.). Additionally, BLM is not anticipating that 
directional drilling will be used in the FCPA because this drilling technique has not been proven 
in the PRB coal beds because it is difficult to maintain well bore integrity in the soft coals.  

Citizen Proposal 

An alternative was presented to BLM by the Powder River Basin Resource Council in a letter 
dated October 23, 2009. This alternative called for a number of actions including: 

 Burying power lines; 

 Using reclamation success as the only criteria for moving to the next phase of development; 

 Expanding the planning area to the full yearlong range; 

 Expanding the WSA and designating an expanded ACEC;  

 Restricting well visitation; 

 Adaptive management to protect the elk;  

 Locating water management facilities outside the yearlong range; 

 Providing year-round water sources for elk; and  

 Prohibiting direct produced water discharge. 

This alternative was not analyzed in its entirety for several reasons. Foremost, the proposed 
actions are included in some form within the alternatives being fully analyzed or are beyond the 
scope of this RMPA. Proposed actions were not included in this RMPA/EA because:  

 Power lines are considered to be essential for CBNG development.  The current RMP 
decision does not allow for overhead power lines on BLM surface; thereby, placing an unfair 
burden on the non-Federal surface owners. Burying power lines often results in more surface 
disturbance than overhead power lines. 

 Reclamation criteria have been included within the action alternatives.   

 The FCPA was established in the 1975 framework plan. Many of the RMP-level decisions 
being evaluated are tied to the planning area boundary. This, therefore, became the planning 
area boundary used during scoping and only the planning area that has been used in scoping 
can be used in the RMPA.  The entire yearlong range will be further evaluated in the BFO 
RMP revision. 

 The WSA can only be expanded by an Act of Congress. An expanded ACEC will not be 
evaluated because the relevance and importance evaluation did not include the expanded 
area. 
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Fortification Creek Planning Area Draft RMPA/EA 	 Chapter 2 

 Well visitation is addressed within the action alternatives. To meet the purpose and need, a 
reasonable amount of visitation is necessary.   

 Adaptive management based on performance measures is the foundation of Alternative III.   

 Location of water management facilities is addressed within the action alternatives.  
However, an alternative requiring placement of water management facilities outside the elk 
yearlong range was not considered because 80 percent of the surface outside the yearlong 
range is private and this would place an unfair burden on private landowners.  

 Water availability is an issue only during the summer (not year-round), and the action 
alternatives address summer water sources.  

 BLM cannot prohibit produced water discharge. Wyoming Department of Environmental 
Quality (WDEQ) has the authority over this action. 

2.4 Alternative Comparison 

This section summarizes the three alternatives, which are analyzed in detail in Chapter 4. These 
alternatives were developed to analyze management goals and objectives within a reasonable 
range of management actions, and to assist decision makers and the public in understanding the 
potential consequences and benefits of alternative scenarios. Considerations in the formulation of 
the alternatives include the following: 

 The alternatives are intended to represent a reasonable range of alternatives with an 
associated array of management actions; 

 The alternatives are consistent with the purpose and need for the RMPA/EA; 

 No alternatives were analyzed that would clearly conflict with existing laws or regulations; 
and 

 CBNG development is consistent with FLPMA. 

Not all management actions described under each alternative would specifically be permitted by 
adoption of that alternative through the planning process. For example, although CBNG 
development would be allowed under all alternatives, actual development would occur only after 
proposed well locations, road and pipeline alignments, and other facility plans have gone through 
permitting and review, including site-specific NEPA analysis. Furthermore, while the 
assumptions associated with the alternatives represent reasonable projections of what could 
occur, it is impossible to predict with certainty the precise outcome of any of the alternatives 
because of the large number of variables involved. Impacts from actual development may differ 
from the scenarios presented.  

Under all of the alternatives, any action or development must be consistent with applicable 
Federal, State, and local laws and regulations. Nothing presented in the following impact 
analysis of the alternatives should be construed as exempting activities from applicable legal or 
regulatory requirements.  

The management actions for each of the alternatives are listed in detail in Table 2-2 by resource 
or resource use. Each resource or resource use includes the BLM goals and objectives from the 
2001 BFO RMP (BLM 2001a) and the PRB O&G FEIS (BLM 2003a). Many of the resources or 
resource uses have management actions that are common to all alternatives and these are listed 
first. Management actions that differ by alternative are listed under the appropriate alternative. 
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