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BLM Responses to Comment Letters Received  

Regarding the Wright Area Draft EIS 


Comment Response 1:  Please review Section 1.2; we have clearly stated the purpose and need 
of the EIS and the proposed action. Approximately 92 percent of the total coal that is mined in 
the U.S. is used for generating electricity. Currently, coal-fired electric generating plants are the 
cornerstone of the nation’s central power configuration.  Electricity is important to the country’s 
security and economy.  Many other states rely on Wyoming for coal reserves in view of the fact 
that Wyoming coal is used to generate electricity in 36 states.       

We revised the Final EIS to include additional information regarding the projected electric 
generation portfolio of the United States. Please see Section 4.2.14.4.  Studies have indicated 
that even with a considerably more optimistic projection for renewable sources, coal use 
continues to be projected as the largest portion of the domestic electric fuel mix until at least 
2035. 

As described in Section 4.2.14.4 of the EIS, the key determinant of energy consumption is 
population. The population in the U.S. has increased by about 20 percent and energy 
consumption by a comparable 18 percent since 1990, with variations in energy use per capita 
depending on factors such as weather and the economy.  As human population and activities 
have increased, carbon-based fuels have been used to provide for these additional energy needs.  
To meet the nationwide consumer demand and requirement for energy, coal is burned in power 
plants to produce electricity.  Many countries are even more reliant on coal for their energy 
needs than is the United States. As stated in the EIS, more than 70 percent of the electricity 
generated in China and India comes from coal. 

As described throughout Chapter 1, the purpose of this EIS is to analyze and disclose the 
potential effects to the natural and human environment from the proposed leasing of six 
maintenance tracts of federal coal in the Wright Area of the Wyoming Powder River Basin.  
Although leasing these tracts would not authorize mining operations on those lands, the EIS 
evaluates the potential impacts of mining the tracts because mining is a logical consequence of 
issuing a lease for a maintenance tract of federal coal.  The EIS presents BLM’s analysis of 
environmental impacts under the authority of NEPA and associated rule and guidelines.       

The BLM is a multiple use land management agency that also manages federal minerals, 
including federal coal reserves. BLM administers public lands and minerals under the policy and 
practice of multiple use management.  The Bureau's responsibility for multiple use involves 
balancing an extensive diversity of resources and the potential use or development of those 
resources and lands as administered by BLM.  Managing vast and varied resources under this 
mandate is a complex undertaking, particularly since the priorities set for one management 
activity may conflict with the priorities of another.  For both BLM and FS administered public 
lands, the management, constraints, limitations, and prescriptions for those lands are developed 
through the land use planning process. The public is encouraged and invited to participate 
throughout those processes. The EIS identifies and explains that the proposed actions and 
alternatives are consistent with the BLM Buffalo Field Office and USFS land use plans.    
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Comment Response 2: Please review the BLM National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 
Handbook H-1790-1. As described in the handbook, proposed federal projects that are 
externally generated actions, like coal lease applications filed by a proponent, include the 
formulation of a range of alternatives encompassing denial of the request (No Action), approval 
of the request as proposed by the proponent, and approval of the request with modifications as 
made by BLM to the proponent’s proposal.  As exemplified in H-1790-1, the Wright Area EIS 
range of alternatives carry out the intent and spirit of NEPA.       

For the alternatives and their descriptions, please see Chapter 2 in the EIS.  This chapter contains 
the full range of alternatives in response to the coal lease applications there were submitted by 
the lease applicants.  Chapter 2 describes the proposed action and a number of alternatives for 
each of the six lease by application (LBA) tracts being evaluated in this EIS.    

Please review Section 2.7.1 for the new mine start alternative.  As stated in the EIS, this 
alternative was not analyzed in detail because a new mine start is highly unlikely at this point in 
time for a number of reasons including initial capital expenses, mine startup costs, obtaining new 
permits, etc.  Please review the EIS, all of these are clearly discussed and explained. 

As explained in Section 2.7.2, the delaying the sale alternative was not analyzed in detail because 
it would not produce substantially different impacts from other alternatives already analyzed in 
detail. The environmental impacts of mining the coal later as part of an existing mine would be 
expected to be similar and about equal to the Proposed Action and Alternatives 2 and 3 for each 
LBA tract. 

The EIS is not intended to be an environmental analysis of the numerous technologies that are 
capable of producing electricity. As stated throughout the Wright Area EIS, the EIS was 
prepared pursuant to the NEPA and other applicable regulations and statutes to address possible 
environmental and socioeconomic impacts that could result from the Wright Area coal lease 
applications. 

As stated in Chapter 4, ongoing scientific research is working to identify the potential impacts of 
greenhouse gases (GHG) on global climate.  Our analysis recognizes that the addition of non-
carbon fueled electric generation sources could reduce future GHG emissions.  Further, the 
addition of alternate sources of electric generation would potentially help to conserve carbon-
based fuels and provide a broader portfolio of electric sources.  However, the environmental 
effects and impacts associated with the wide variety of renewable electric generation 
technologies are well beyond the scope of this EIS.  Individual projects associated with 
alternative electric generation technologies would be evaluated separately under their own NEPA 
process as each project is proposed and would be analyzed on their own merit.  In order for an 
alternative energy project to come to fruition, there must first be a valid proponent to propose, 
support, and fund the project. 

Comment Response 3: The BLM does not permit, nor authorize, mining operations and does 
not have the authority to regulate mining activities nor mitigate air quality impacts. As discussed 
in detail in Section 1.3 of the EIS, WDEQ is authorized by the Secretary of the Interior to 
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regulate surface coal mining operations and surface effects of mining on federal and non-federal 
lands within Wyoming.   

Air pollution is controlled by state and federal air quality regulations and standards established 
under the federal Clean Air Act Amendments administered by EPA.  The National Ambient Air 
Quality Standards (NAAQS) were established by EPA under the authority of the Clean Air Act 
(CAA). The Wyoming Ambient Air Quality Standard (WAAQS) for the PM10 annual, the SO2 

annual, and 24-hour levels are more stringent than the National Ambient Air Quality Standard 
(NAAQS) and are enforced by WDEQ/AQD.  State implementation plans are in place to ensure 
that proposed actions like coal mining comply with all associated air quality regulations and 
criteria. 

As disclosed in the EIS, large surface coal mines in the PRB have the potential to become 
particulate emission sources contributing to air quality degradation.  As stated in Section 3.4.2.3 
of the EIS, the WDEQ/AQD requires the Wyoming Powder River Basin mines to collect air 
quality data. The eastern Powder River Basin is one of the most intensely monitored areas in the 
world for air quality. As explained throughout the EIS, WDEQ/AQD has, by statute, the 
authority and responsibility to require mitigation for air quality impacts.      

WDEQ/AQD issues permits to mine coal under the authority delegated to them by the EPA 
under the CAA.  In Wyoming, mines in the PRB are permitted under the CAA as regulated 
emission sources.  Permits issued by the WDEQ identify mitigation measures that the permittee 
must implement in order to comply with the permit.  These measures, currently in place at the 
Wright Area mines and typically in place at other PRB mines, are described in Section 3.4.2 of 
the EIS. WDEQ/AQD is authorized to condition permits as necessary for mitigation.  
WDEQ/AQD will not permit activity that is out of compliance with the WAAQS.   

Ozone is included in the EIS discussion regarding NOX emissions since NOX is one of the main 
components involved in the formation of ground level ozone.  As previously discussed, EPA is 
the agency chiefly responsible for national air quality regulations and authorities concerning 
ozone, CO2, and the development of national standards.  BLM does not govern air quality 
standards and does not issue air quality permits.   

The EIS evaluates the Prevention of Significant Deterioration (PSD) and it is addressed in 
Chapter 3 and 4. Section 169 of the Clean Air Act addresses visibility protection.  On June 15, 
2005, EPA issued final amendments to its July 1999 Regional Haze Rule.  These amendments 
apply to the provisions of the rule and require emission controls known as Best Available 
Retrofit Technology, or BART, for industrial facilities emitting air pollutants that reduce 
visibility. As explained in the EIS, the nearest Class I PSD areas to the general analysis area for 
this EIS are Wind Cave National Park (about 100 miles east) and the Badlands Wilderness Area 
(about 150 miles east).   

The EIS has been revised to include additional information regarding air quality data and 
visibility monitoring.  Please see Section 3.4.4.1.1, 3.4.4.1.2, 3.4.4.1.3, Table 3-12, Figure 3-19, 
and Section 4.2.3 for analyses regarding air quality, visibility, the Regional Haze Rule, and 
AQRVs. The EIS clarifies that the cumulative air quality modeling did not separate PSD 
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increment-consuming sources from those that did consume increment.  The modeling was 
designed to include both known and predicted sources, regardless of regulatory status.  Again, 
BLM has no jurisdiction over the air quality permitting process.  

For questions or concerns related to permitting procedures in Wyoming, please contact WDEQ, 
the governing agency of the coal mine permit process.      

Comment Response 4: Please refer to Section 3.3.2.1.2 in the EIS regarding methane, or 
CBNG. BLM recognizes that CBNG is a valuable energy resource and BLM policy encourages 
the development of this resource, where economically feasible, in advance of coal mining.  The 
analysis in the EIS clarifies that CBNG has been commercially produced in the PRB since 1989.  
The EIS discloses the release of methane as a result of mining, and that coal seams were already 
substantially depleted of CBNG in the vicinity of the mines in 2000.  By 2005, drilling activity in 
the areas adjacent to the coal mines declined significantly.  There has been little recent interest in 
drilling CBNG in this area. 

The climate change and global warming analysis in Section 4.2.14.1 of the EIS identifies 
methane as a greenhouse gas (GHG) emission.  The EIS describes the potential release of 
methane, both as a direct result of mining and the cumulative release of methane from activities 
in the PRB. Section 3.18.2 of the EIS contains estimates of GHG emissions resulting from 
specific mine operations at the three applicant mines as projected under the proposed actions and 
alternatives over the life of the actions.  The estimates reflect mining and oil and gas activity 
based on national data scaled to activity in the PRB region.   

Surface mines release methane to the atmosphere as the coal is exposed and loaded in small 
diluted volumes.  Flaring is not feasible with surface mining operations since flaring requires the 
gas to be concentrated in quantities sufficient to burn, as might be possible in an underground 
mine.  We did recognize that large volumes of methane have been put to beneficial use as a 
result of CBNG (coalbed natural gas) recovery in advance of mining, and that by the time the 
coal is mined, methane in commercial quantities has been depleted. 

Comment Response 5: The information provided in your comment has been considered in the 
preparation of the EIS. Please review our analyses and disclosure of impacts regarding 
greenhouse gas emissions, global warming, climate change, cumulative effects of combustion of 
PRB coal by power plants, and current and future energy sources and emissions of greenhouse 
gases in Section 4.2.14.1, 4.2.14.2, and 4.2.14.4. 

Also, please see Section 4.2.14.3 in the EIS. It addresses U.S. actions and strategies regarding 
GHG emissions.  Potential regulatory policies to address climate change are in various stages of 
development at the federal, state, and regional levels.  EPA is the agency chiefly responsible for 
the Clean Air Act and its implementation including the governing of GHG emissions as air 
pollutants. EPA is the agency with the authority to regulate GHG emissions from power plants 
and factories, not BLM. BLM does not regulate GHG emissions, nor set national standards for 
carbon fuel use. 
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BLM does not govern air quality standards and pollutants.  Further, BLM does not permit, nor 
authorize, mining operations and does not have the authority to regulate mining operations. As 
discussed in detail in Section 1.3 of the EIS, WDEQ is authorized by the Secretary of the Interior 
to regulate and permit surface coal mining operations. 

Your comment suggests that the EIS should examine a wide variety of “mitigation alternatives” 
with the only connection being that all the actions would, in theory, fall under the jurisdiction of 
an assortment of agencies within the Department of Interior.  Your suggested approach fails to 
recognize that each project proposal is a federal action in its own right and must be evaluated in 
light of the effects of that action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable 
future actions regardless of what agency (federal or non-federal) or proponent undertakes such 
other actions. 

The EIS addresses the environmental effects of leasing coal and the logical result that coal would 
be mined by adjacent operating mines. The EIS further discloses indirect emissions with the 
assumption that the coal will be mined and burned to produce electricity.  It is beyond the scope 
of this EIS to analyze potential national and international regulations regarding GHGs and 
carbon fuel use. 

Comment Response 6: Please review Section 4.2.14.1 in the EIS; it clearly describes and 
discusses GHGs and climate change at depth including the observed and projected effects of 
global warming, sea level changes, differential temperature changes, and changes to vegetation 
and habitat. We referenced the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) assessment 
throughout the cumulative impacts analysis.   

As disclosed throughout the EIS, when coal is burned and used as a primary source for 
generating electricity, it results in the release of CO2, a greenhouse gas (GHG).  A large portion 
of our country’s existing domestic electric generating capacity is based upon carbon-based fuels, 
as described in the EIS. The potential impacts of climate change represent the cumulative 
aggregation of worldwide GHG emissions.  As noted in the EIS, many countries are even more 
reliant on coal for their energy needs than is the United States.  More than 70 percent of the 
electricity generated in China and India comes from coal.  Many foreign countries do not have an 
EPA to regulate air pollution or control emissions. 

The EIS provides a meaningful context and measure of the relative significance of coal use from 
the proposed LBAs and overall projected PRB coal production on total GHG emissions, and the 
EIS recognizes the effects of historic warming on the western U.S.  Please see Chapter 4 to 
review the complete cumulative impacts analysis.  BLM analyzed the cumulative impact on the 
environment that results from the incremental impact of the proposed LBAs when added to other 
past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions, including GHG emissions.  

Please see Section 4.2.14.2 of the EIS for our analysis regarding the cumulative effects of 
combustion of PRB coal by power plants.  We included 1) annual CO2 emission estimates based 
on PRB coal production levels, 2) annual CO2 equivalents (CO2e) emission estimates from coal 
production at all PRB mines with pending LBAs, and 3) estimated CO2 emissions produced from 
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the combustion of coal produced from the Wright Area EIS coal tracts.  As described in the EIS, 
we assumed that coal mining would proceed in accordance with permit conditions.  We further 
assumed that this coal would be sold to consumers in response to forecasts of coal demand.  
Historically, the consumers have been the domestic electric utility companies although there is 
potential for sales outside the U.S.  The coal market is open and competitive; consumers are free 
to choose and buy from the most cost effective suppliers in order to meet their needs.   

As previously noted, in Chapter 4, we estimated the amount of GHG emissions that could be 
attributed to coal production as a result of leasing the proposed LBAs, as well as from the 
forecast coal production from all coal mines in the Wyoming PRB.  Again, we assumed that all 
PRB coal would be used for coal-fired electric power generation.  This gives an upper estimate 
of GHG emissions resulting from use of the coal that would be produced from the proposed 
LBAs and for forecast total PRB coal production.  The estimate was derived by relating the 
portion of coal produced in the Wyoming PRB to national steam coal totals, and then applying 
that ratio to the total emission of GHG estimated in the U.S. as a result of coal-fired electric 
generation. 

We have assumed that existing land and resource conditions within the analysis area have been 
and will continue to be affected by climate change under all alternatives including the No Action 
Alternative.  Existing climate prediction models are not at a scale sufficient to estimate potential 
impacts of climate change within each analysis area.  We have referenced national and regional 
data that is available including “The Effects of Climate Change on Agriculture, Land Resources, 
Water Resources and Biodiversity in the United States” (U.S. Climate Change Science Program, 
2008). 

An additional June 2009 report defined the relative degree of climate change effects that could 
potentially be experienced in the future in various regions of the United States (Global Climate 
Change Impacts in the United States, Thomas R. Karl, Jerry M. Melillo, and Thomas C. 
Peterson, (eds.), Cambridge University Press).  The report uses two scenarios to bracket potential 
climate effects and separates the country into regions.  The Wyoming Powder River Basin is 
included in the Great Plains region, which is characterized by strong seasonal climate variations.  
Historically, the area has been subject to prolonged drought followed by wetter conditions.  
Average temperature increases have been predicted in the region with the greatest changes being 
in the winter such that commonly very cold days would become less common and warmer wetter 
weather would be more common.   

Under the higher heat trapping emissions scenario, temperatures are projected to increase over 
the next 100 years more so than under the lower heat trapping emissions scenario.  The milder 
winters and longer growing season would be expected to favor larger numbers of insects earlier 
and longer into the season. The change in climate is expected to cause a shift in wild plant and 
animal distributions favoring those species that are better suited for the warmer wetter climates 
that both the lower emission and higher emission scenarios predict for the Powder River Basin.  
With increasing precipitation, soil erosion in drainages and sheet flow across the land surface 
would be expected to increase, based on assumptions. 
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Please see Section 3.18.2 for our site-specific analysis regarding GHG emissions.  It contains 
estimates of GHG emissions resulting from the combined mine operations.  The site-specific 
impacts analyzed in this EIS are based on the assumption that if an LBA tract is offered for 
competitive lease, a lease would be issued and mining would be permitted.  We further assume 
that the applicant would be the lessee, and the lease would be permitted as an extension of their 
current mining operations.  As described in Chapter 3, we estimated the change to GHG 
emissions under each alternative LBA configuration, including the No Action Alternative.  The 
EIS estimates direct emissions of GHGs as a result of continued operations of the applicant 
mines and the proposed leasing actions. The EIS also estimates potential GHG volumes resulting 
from the assumed use of this coal at dispersed electric generation facilities.   

As previously described, the EIS is addressing the environmental effects of leasing federal coal 
and the potential mining of that coal.  The EIS further discloses the indirect emissions on the 
presumption that the coal will potentially be mined and burned to produce electricity.  The EIS 
does not attempt to estimate the cost of GHG emissions from coal combustion at utility power 
plants. The EIS does not assert that the cost of GHG is zero or any particular value, as there is 
no known threshold or context for this value. In a regulatory structure where GHG control costs 
factor into electric generation costs, coal users would likely weigh these costs into capital and 
operating decisions. Electric generation activity is directly influenced by consumer demand.  If 
electricity cannot be supplied to meet demand, power prices rise until the demand falls.  
Measures to reduce GHG emissions from coal burning are applicable at the place where the coal 
is consumed because the coal consumer must comply with regulatory and price constraints, and 
this will bear on fuel choices. Infrastructure, equipment availability, incentives, and cost also 
determine the potential for switching to non-carbon based electric generation.  Mining the lease 
reserves and the continued operation of a Powder River Basin mine is not directly tied to any 
existing or proposed electric generation facility.  Limiting one or even several points of fuel 
supply will not affect coal use because of the diverse group of national and international 
suppliers. 

Finally, please review Section 4.2.14.3, which describes U.S. actions and strategies to address 
GHG emissions.  As stated in the EIS, national policies regulating specific levels of significance 
have not yet been established for GHG emissions.  Given the state of the science, it is not 
possible to associate specific actions with specific global impacts such as potential climate 
effects. Since there are no tools available to quantify incremental climate changes associated 
with these GHG emissions, the analysis cannot reach conclusions as to the extent or significance 
of the emissions on global climate.       

As described throughout the EIS, BLM does not govern GHG emissions, air quality standards, 
nor pollutants. Further, BLM does not permit nor authorize mining operations and does not have 
the authority to regulate mining operations or the burning of coal at utility plants.  The Clean Air 
Act requires the EPA to regulate air pollutants and develop regulations, rules, and standards for 
industries that emit one or more pollutants in significant quantities.   

BLM has considered and addressed climate change comments that we received in a timely 
manner pertaining to this EIS.  They are also included in our administrative record.   
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Comment Response 7: We have revised Section 3.11 in the Final EIS to include additional 
information regarding the loss of access to public lands.  In general, if the LBAs are leased, the 
loss of access to federally administered public lands in the LBAs may extend for 20 years or 
more after permitting depending on individual mine plans, mine variation in coal production 
rates, permitting requirements, and reclamation sequence and succession.  Also, please see 
Chapter 2. It describes and discloses in detail the length of time that would be required to 
recover the federal coal from each LBA.  Please see Comment Response #9 for additional 
information regarding reclamation.   

The BLM is a multiple use land management agency that also administers federal minerals, 
including federal coal reserves. BLM administers public lands and minerals under the policy and 
practice of multiple use management.  The Bureau's responsibility for multiple use involves 
balancing an extensive diversity of resources and the potential use or development of those 
resources and lands as administered by BLM.  Managing vast and varied resources under this 
mandate is a complex undertaking, particularly since the priorities set for one management 
activity may conflict with the priorities of another.  For both BLM and FS administered public 
lands, the management, constraints, limitations, and prescriptions for those lands are developed 
through the land use planning process. The public is encouraged and invited to participate 
throughout the land use planning processes.  The EIS identifies and explains that the proposed 
actions and alternatives are consistent with the BLM Buffalo Field Office and USFS land use 
plans. 

As described in the EIS, for the lands included in the Wright Area LBAs and affiliated study 
areas, there are, in fact, no BLM administered surface lands.  BLM does not control nor manage 
private surface ownership lands. Those rights and authorizations belong to the private surface 
land owners. As shown in Table 3-15 in the EIS, private surface ownership makes up 65.1 
percent of the total acreage included in BLM’s preferred alternatives.  BLM will not lease coal 
under private lands without the consent of the qualified surface owner (43 CFR 3400.0-5(gg)).   

As also indicated in Table 3-15, approximately 12,481 acres of federal surface administered by 
the USFS are included in the Wright Area LBA tracts under BLM’s preferred alternative.  As 
described in Section 1.6, USFS is a cooperating agency on this EIS and must consent to leasing 
the federal coal underlying lands that they administer before BLM can include those lands in a 
decision to hold a federal coal lease sale.  The USFS will issue their own separate record of 
decision (ROD) regarding their potential consent to lease those lands.  A decision to consent to 
lease USFS lands can be appealed within 45 days from the date that the Notice of Publication of 
USFS ROD is published in the Laramie Boomerang. 

If USFS administered public lands are leased for coal, at the mine permit stage, USFS would 
include stipulations related to allowing access to TBNG lands included in existing federal coal 
leases. USFS does not necessarily allow the mines to close access to all public lands within the 
permit boundary.  For human health and safety reasons, access can be closed in the areas that are 
currently being actively mined.  The mines can officially only deny public access to National 
Forest System lands included in federal coal leases that are within the "active area fence" for 
each mine.  If the mines remove publicly accessible roads from public access, they must provide 
alternate publicly accessible roads in that area. 
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The TBNG is a mixture of public and private surface lands.  In some cases, USFS lands are 
isolated parcels surrounded by private lands that are not easily accessible to the public.  Federal 
land exchanges can be used as a tool to help facilitate the creation of more contiguous blocks of 
National Forest System land, can make state land more accessible and usable to the general 
public, and can decrease conflicts related to crossing private land to reach public land. 

From 1993 through 2000, the USFS Douglas Ranger District completed 21 land exchanges 
involving more than 69,000 federal acres.  In exchange for these federal lands, the USFS 
acquired more than 46,000 acres, eliminated 12 private inholdings within federal lands, 
eliminated 71 isolated parcels of public lands, and gained 426.8 acres of wetlands.   

From 2000 through 2010, the USFS Douglas Ranger District completed two land exchanges 
involving more than 5,199 federal acres.  In exchange for these federal lands, the USFS acquired 
more than 4,918 acres, eliminated three private inholdings within federal lands, eliminated three 
isolated parcels of public lands, and gained 0.3 acres of wetlands.   

Comment Response 8: Please see Section 3.3.2, 3.11.1, and 3.15 of the EIS. Impacts to 
ancillary facilities that support oil and gas production in the area are addressed in detail in those 
sections. The EIS identifies and discloses that, in order for coal to be mined, oil and gas 
development must be curtailed and development facilities and equipment must be removed prior 
to mining operations.  As stated in Section 3.15, the pipeline owner/operator and the coal mine 
operator must come to agreement before any disruption, relocation or abandonment of these 
pipelines would occur. 

For more information, please also see Section 4.1.12, 4.5.11, and Appendix D.  Appendix D lists 
the stipulations that are included on coal leases in the Powder River Basin.  These stipulations 
specifically address multiple mineral development and oil and gas/coal resources. 

Comment Response 9: As described in the EIS, the Surface Mining Control and Reclamation 
Act of 1977 (SMCRA) is the federal law that regulates surface coal mining.  BLM has no 
authority under SMCRA. BLM does not regulate or enforce reclamation of mined lands in 
Wyoming.  The Wyoming Department of Environmental Quality/Land Quality Division 
(WDEQ/LQD) regulates and monitors reclamation.  Reclamation laws for coal mining in 
Wyoming originate from the State of Wyoming’s Open Cut Reclamation Act of 1969 and the 
Wyoming State Environmental Quality Act of 1973, as well as from SMCRA, the federal act.  
These three acts together regulate coal mining.   

The State of Wyoming has the overall reclamation authority and enforces the federal and state 
acts through the WDEQ. Within the federal coal leasing program, BLM only has the authority to 
make decisions regarding the potential leasing of federal coal resources.  BLM does not 
authorize surface disturbance or permit mining operations, nor administer reclamation activities. 
The Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and Enforcement (OSM) and the WDEQ/Land 
Quality Division (LQD) are the reclamation authorities.   
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Long term reclamation information is provided in Section 4.1.1.1 in the EIS and includes tables 
that provide detailed reviews and projections of actual and projected disturbance and reclamation 
in the Wright subregion.  This review reflects the total disturbance, including active mining and 
mined but unreclaimed, as well as disturbed but unavailable for reclamation due to occupation by 
long term structures or facilities.  Please note that permanently reclaimed areas are also included 
in the analysis. 

In particular, Table 4-2 and 4-3 in Chapter 4 of the Final EIS summarize a detailed review and 
projection of actual and projected disturbance and reclamation acreages through the year 2020.  
This review reflects the total disturbance area (including the active mining area, the unreclaimed 
mined area, and the area disturbed but unavailable for reclamation due to being occupied by 
long-term structures or facilities), as well as areas permanently reclaimed.  The trend is that the 
acreage including active mining and mined but unreclaimed is expected to increase slowly, less 
than 1 percent per year, as is the acreage of land disturbed but unavailable for reclamation.  The 
rate of permanent reclamation will be more rapid, about 4 percent per year.  The ratio of total 
land reclamation to total land disturbance was around 30 percent in 2003, and is expected to be 
45 percent by 2010, and approaching 60 percent by 2020.  As of 2008, the actual ratio of total 
land reclamation to total land disturbance was about 38 percent (15,800 acres permanently 
reclaimed out of a total mine disturbance area of 41,700 acres) for the Wyoming PRB mines.  Of 
the total unreclaimed disturbance, about 12,000 acres were unavailable for reclamation and 
14,000 acres were in active mining operations.  An accounting of acres disturbed to acres 
reclaimed for the three applicant mines in 2008 is also discussed in Chapter 3 of the EIS.   

During the permitting process, the mines submit reclamation plans to WDEQ for approval.  
These plans are based on the individual mining company’s mining progression.  The WDEQ 
approves or rejects these plans based on the mining progression of the individual mine and the 
area needed for long-term facilities, sedimentation reservoirs, haul roads, diversions, and topsoil 
stockpiles. The reclamation plan is evaluated against the individual mine progression by the 
WDEQ to ensure reclamation is directly following the mining extraction process. 

WDEQ has strict parameters for coal mine reclamation procedures, species compositions, final 
land surface contour, and environmental sustainability.  SMCRA requires sufficient bonding to 
cover anticipated reclamation costs.  When mining is permitted, WDEQ/LQD sets the bond 
amount for reclamation of all disturbed lands and the operator posts an acceptable bonding 
instrument for this amount with the State of Wyoming.  The reclamation bond is not released 
until a minimum of ten years have elapsed from the date of final seeding and the WDEQ/LQD 
has determined that all reclamation verifications have occurred. Regardless of their bond release 
status, reclaimed lands are frequently utilized, and are often preferred, by wildlife and are 
commonly used for livestock grazing. 

On a monthly basis, WDEQ/LQD monitors all lands within the mining permit boundary.  These 
lands must pass requirements set by state law.  Until the mines terminate their permit, the WDEQ 
does not require them to complete final bond release as long as contemporaneous reclamation is 
proceeding at the required rate and to the required standards as regulated by state and federal 
laws. Please note that there are several phases of bond release that mines may apply for that 
represents every task from replacing the backfill, to the approved contour, to placing topsoil and 
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permanent seeding.  Therefore, a percentage assessment of lands that have been released from 
final bonding requirements is not an accurate assessment of “contemporaneous” reclamation.   

As previously mentioned, during the interim period between initial reclamation and final bond 
release, land condition and status is monitored by WDEQ/LQD, and that information is 
publically available at their Cheyenne office.  Individual coal mine annual reports are also 
available to the public at WDEQ/LQD offices and include additional reclamation information.  
OSM also prepares reports describing reclamation activities in Wyoming.  Please contact their 
offices for further information regarding reclamation. 

Comment Response 10: The EIS includes a thorough evaluation of water resources in Section 
3.5, 4.2.4, and 4.2.5. Please review these sections, and in particular, see Section 4.2.4 for the 
groundwater cumulative impact analysis, which includes coalbed methane/natural gas 
development.  As noted throughout the EIS, SMCRA and Wyoming state law require that the 
surface coal mine operator provide the owner of the affected water right with water of equivalent 
quantity and quality. 

There are a number of specific studies under SMCRA and Wyoming law that would be done and 
would bear on the approval of a permit to mine any Wright Area LBA lands that might be leased.  
Once the mining plan has been developed, the mine would then submit a mine permit application 
to WDEQ. A Cumulative Hydrologic Impact Assessment (CHIA) would then be developed by 
the WDEQ/LQD to examine how the mining of the LBA, along with any other already approved 
mining, would affect groundwater.  The CHIA considers recharge contribution and a system of 
wells to monitor groundwater would also be specified at that time.  The management of surface 
water flows during mining, as well as the restoration of surface water flow systems post mining, 
is specified in each mining permit.  CHIAs are available for the public to review at the 
WDEQ/LQD. 

The cumulative water modeling study, completed by BLM in December 2009 as part of the 
Powder River Basin Coal Review, provides additional information on surface and groundwater 
resources and effects by regional development activities.  To review the report, please access the 
following link: 
http://www.blm.gov/wy/st/en/programs/energy/Coal_Resources/PRB_Coal/prbdocs.html 

For the purposes of identifying and disclosing potential impacts, the EIS assumes that:  1) each 
LBA is offered for lease, 2) that the successful lessee is the applicant mine, and 3) that the mine 
applies for, and is granted, a permit to mine the LBA in a manner similar to the mining that is 
already permitted on other lands at the applicant mine.  

Comment Response 11: If the decision is made to offer an LBA for lease and hold a coal sale, 
prior to proceeding with any lease offer as a result of processing the Wright Area LBAs, BLM 
will ensure that the provisions of the Mineral Leasing Act and the Federal Coal Leasing 
Amendments are complied with.  A lease cannot be issued to any entity that would result in that 
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entity exceeding the acreage limitations.  As described in Section 1.6 of the EIS, the Department 
of Justice will be consulted prior to the issuance of a lease.  

Comment Response 12: The Wright Area EIS wildlife surveys were carried out in accordance 
with established agency guidelines and protocols.  BLM prepared and provided the Wright Area 
EIS, Biological Evaluation, and Biological Assessment to USFWS, USFS, and the Wyoming 
Game and Fish Department for their review.  BLM has improved and revised the wildlife 
analyses in the FEIS based on comments received from the professional wildlife biologists at 
these agencies.        

Please see Section 3.10.5.1 in the EIS for the sage-grouse analysis.  The sage-grouse is 
designated as a BLM Sensitive Species and as a USFS Region 2 Sensitive Species and 
Management Indicator Species, as additionally analyzed and described in detail in Appendix H.  
On March 5, 2010, the Service announced its decision to add the Greater sage-grouse to the list 
of Candidate species under the ESA. USFWS found that listing the Greater sage-grouse was 
warranted but precluded by higher priority listing actions.  BLM identifies Greater sage-grouse 
as a Candidate species in the EIS. 

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) is responsible for the administration of the 
Endangered Species Act. USFWS is the lead agency that manages threatened and endangered 
species and, through the Section 7 process, consults with other agencies in how proposed 
projects may impact and affect listed species.  All federal agencies have a responsibility under 
Section 7(a)(1) of the Endangered Species Act to conserve federally listed threatened and 
endangered species. BLM is partnered with USFWS in fulfilling our Section 7 consultation 
obligations and responsibilities. We continue to work with USFWS in order to address concerns 
and provide any additional information needs.  Section 7 consultation will be completed before a 
decision is made on the Wright Area EIS proposed coal leases.   

As explained in the EIS, Wyoming has been exceptionally proactive in the management and 
conservation of its Greater sage-grouse. In 2007, Wyoming Governor Dave Freudenthal 
commissioned a Statewide Sage-grouse Implementation Team (SGIT), which emerged from the 
Governor’s 2007 Sage-grouse Summit.  On March 17, 2008, the Implementation Team 
preliminarily identified and mapped recommended sage-grouse core breeding areas in Wyoming 
in an effort to better understand what types of habitat the grouse prefer and what areas should be 
protected. The Core Population Strategy for the state of Wyoming is designed to maintain 
habitats and viable populations of sage-grouse in areas where they are most abundant.  SGIT 
delineated approximately 40 areas around the state with the objectives of maintenance and 
enhancement of sage-grouse habitats and populations within those focal areas.  The polygons 
were delineated by evaluating habitats within a four mile radius of selected sage-grouse leks in 
high lek-density areas. The SGIT continues to refine the delineated core population areas based 
on updated information and consultation with state and federal agencies.   

On August 1, 2008, the Governor of Wyoming issued an executive order regarding sage-grouse 
core area protection. According to the executive order, state agencies are directed to work with 
federal agencies and landowners to maintain and enhance sage-grouse habitats and populations.  
The BLM Wyoming State Office is in the process of developing a statewide sage-grouse 
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management policy and has incorporated sage-grouse focus areas based on the core population 
area concept in the draft management policy.   

None of the lands analyzed in the Wright Area EIS are located within the designated sage-grouse 
core population areas as mapped and identified by Wyoming’s SGIT.  Additionally, none of the 
lands evaluated in the EIS are within any of BLM’s sage-grouse management focus areas.   

Requirements to protect wildlife during mining operations are addressed as part of the existing 
mining and reclamation plan for each individual mine.  BLM has no authority over these plans.  
If an LBA is leased and mined, the coal company, in concert with the USFWS, will develop a 
USFWS-approved mitigation plan to address and mitigate wildlife issues, including sage-grouse, 
before any surface disturbing activities can occur.  Administered by WDEQ, requirements would 
be stipulated in the mining and reclamation plan amendments if the tract is leased, and before the 
tract would be mined. 

Finally, WDEQ has strict parameters for coal mine reclamation procedures, species 
compositions, final land surface contour, and environmental sustainability.  SMCRA requires 
sufficient bonding to cover anticipated reclamation costs.  When mining is permitted, 
WDEQ/LQD sets the bond amount for reclamation of all disturbed lands and the operator posts 
an acceptable bonding instrument for this amount with the State of Wyoming.  The reclamation 
bond is not released until a minimum of ten years have elapsed from the date of final seeding and 
the WDEQ/LQD has determined that all reclamation verifications have occurred.  Regardless of 
the bond release status, reclaimed lands are frequently utilized, and are often preferred, by 
wildlife.     

Comment Response 13: The USFWS is responsible for the administration of the Endangered 
Species Act. It is the mandate and responsibility of the Service to provide guidance to federal 
agencies in how to avoid adverse impacts to protected species and habitats.  USFWS is currently 
monitoring trust resources to see how they are affected by changing climate.  The USFWS 
Endangered Species Program is working to develop interim guidance regarding relevant aspects 
of ESA implementation involving climate change with a focus on how to evaluate and include 
the best available scientific information on climate change in the decision making process.   

BLM prepared and provided the Wright Area EIS wildlife analyses, Biological Evaluation, and 
Biological Assessment to USFWS, USFS, and the Wyoming Game and Fish Department for 
their review. BLM has improved and revised the wildlife analyses in the FEIS based on 
comments received from professional wildlife biologists at these agencies.   

Through the Section 7 process, the Service consults with agencies in how proposed projects may 
impact and affect listed species.  All federal agencies have a responsibility under Section 7(a)(1) 
of the Endangered Species Act to conserve federally listed threatened and endangered species.  
BLM is partnered with USFWS in fulfilling our Section 7 consultation obligations and 
responsibilities.  BLM will continue to coordinate and consult with USFWS on listed species and 
will work to ensure that our projects do not adversely affect nor jeopardize threatened and 
endangered species. Section 7 consultation will be completed before a decision is made on the 
Wright Area EIS proposed coal leases.    
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Section 4.2.14.1 in the EIS describes and discusses GHG and climate change at depth including 
the observed and projected effects of global warming.  Section 4.2.14.3 in the EIS addresses U.S. 
actions and strategies regarding GHG emissions.  Potential regulatory policies to address climate 
change are in various stages of development at the federal, state, and regional levels.  EPA is the 
agency chiefly responsible for the Clean Air Act and its implementation including the governing 
of GHG emissions as air pollutants.  EPA is the agency with the authority to regulate GHG 
emissions from power plants and factories, not BLM.  BLM does not regulate GHG emissions, 
nor set national standards for carbon fuel use.  It is very likely that various GHG emission limits 
will be established, enacted, and regulated by EPA in the future.  As explained in the EIS, coal-
fired power plants would have to comply with any new EPA standards, rules, or regulations for 
emission controls.  Regulatory limits on emissions by coal-fired power plants have been and will 
likely continue to be enacted by EPA in the future. 

Again, BLM does not govern GHG emissions, air quality standards, pollutants, nor air quality 
mitigation.  Further, BLM does not permit, nor authorize, mining operations and does not have 
the authority to regulate mining operations nor the burning of coal.  The Clean Air Act requires 
the EPA to regulate air pollutants, and they are required to develop regulations, rules, and 
standards for industries that emit one or more pollutants in significant quantities.   

Comment Response 14: As directly stated by Secretary Salazar, “The fact remains that oil and 
gas and coal are a very important part of our energy portfolio now and they will continue to be 
an important part of our energy portfolio in the future . . . Fossil fuels and clean technology coal 
will have to be part of the mix if the U.S. is able to have enough energy in the future.”  Secretary 
Salazar also stated, “I don’t want you all here to be scared, those of you here who are supportive 
of coal and oil and natural gas.  At the end of the day, if we are going to be an energy 
independent nation, it’s going to take all of us and all of you in coal and oil and those of us who 
want to harness the wind—all of us.”  His speech is available at:  
http://www.farmandranchguide.com/articles/2009/11/18/ag_news/regional_news/news2.txt 

As stated in the EIS, approximately 92 percent of the total coal that is mined in the U.S. is used 
for generating electricity. Currently, coal-fired electric generating plants are the cornerstone of 
the nation’s central power configuration.  Electricity is important to the country’s security and 
economy.  Many other states rely on Wyoming for coal reserves in view of the fact that 
Wyoming coal is used to generate electricity in 36 states.      

As described in Section 4.2.14.4 of the EIS, the key determinant of energy consumption is 
population. The population in the U.S. has increased by about 20 percent and energy 
consumption by a comparable 18 percent since 1990, with variations in energy use per capita 
depending on factors such as weather and the economy.  As human population and activities 
have increased, carbon-based fuels have been used to provide for these additional energy needs.  
To meet the nationwide consumer demand and ever-growing requirement for energy, coal is 
burned in power plants to produce electricity. 

We revised the Final EIS to include additional information regarding the projected electric 
generation portfolio of the United States. Please see Section 4.2.14.4.  Studies have indicated 
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that even with a considerably more optimistic projection for renewable sources, coal use 
continues to be projected as the largest portion of the domestic electric fuel mix until at least 
2035. Other energy sources for electric power have been and continue to be developed, but not 
to the extent that they can instantaneously replace coal as a fuel for electrical generation.  At this 
time, there is not enough alternative energy sources developed and in place to fill the gap that 
would be left if coal was removed as a fuel source for electrical generation in the U.S.   

America’s electrical power demand results from electric use decisions made by individuals and 
businesses. The coal market is open and competitive; consumers are free to choose and buy 
from the most cost effective suppliers in order to meet their needs.  BLM leases federal coal to 
private coal companies that develop and supply coal primarily as a fuel for electric utility 
companies to generate electricity in response to the electric demand of the American people.  
BLM recognizes that coal leasing demand is a direct indication of electric generation activity, 
which in turn is directly influenced by consumer demand.  If the demand for coal decreases 
nationwide, then coal production and coal mining would decrease.   

A Record of Decision (ROD) shall be issued for each LBA addressed in this EIS.  In the ROD, 
BLM will reach a decision as to whether to reject the LBA or competitively offer a federal coal 
tract in response to the LBA.  The ROD will address public interest considerations made in the 
decision. 

As described throughout Chapter 1, the purpose of this EIS is to analyze and disclose the 
potential environmental impacts and effects from the proposed leasing of six maintenance tracts 
of federal coal in the Wright Area of the Wyoming Powder River Basin.  Although leasing these 
tracts would not authorize mining operations on those lands, the EIS evaluates the potential 
impacts of mining the tracts because mining is a logical consequence of issuing a lease for a 
maintenance tract of federal coal.  Please see Section 3.19 in the EIS for the analysis regarding 
irreversible and irretrievable commitments of resources.   

The BLM is a multiple use land management agency that also administers federal coal leasing 
and the management of other federal minerals.  BLM does not solicit, importune, nor seek out 
project proposals regarding coal, uranium, oil, gas, wind, solar, or any other energy-type 
resource.  Rather, an applicant, lease holder, and/or company will propose a project or submit an 
application to BLM if their proposed action includes BLM-administered public lands and/or 
federal minerals.  BLM manages these actions and proposals through leases and rights-of-way 
where public lands and/or minerals are concerned.  Again, applicants, lease holders, and 
companies are the ones that propose development projects to BLM, not the other way around.   

Wind power and other alternative energy development projects potentially depend on available 
transmission capacity to link the project sites to the national grid.  There are a number of high 
wind potential areas in Wyoming where the transmission infrastructure and powerline capacity is 
being enhanced and expanded in order to support wind power development.  Of special note, 
BLM has an active renewable energy program and has recently created the Wyoming BLM 
Renewable Energy Coordination Office to facilitate the processing of renewable energy projects.   
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In order for an alternative energy project or any other project to come to fruition, as previously 
explained, there must first be a valid proponent to plan, develop, and propose the project to 
BLM, i.e. applicant, lessee, or company.  As with any project, alternative energy projects would 
be evaluated separately under their own National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) process.  
Each proposed project would be analyzed independently, on its own merit.   

BLM is a land management agency and, as such, does not have the means to develop “clean 
coal” technologies. However, the mission of the Department of Energy (DOE) is to promote 
America’s energy security through reliable, clean, and affordable energy.  As noted by the 
DOE’s Office of Fossil Energy, fossil fuels supply 85 percent of the nation’s energy and, 
therefore, they are charged with researching and developing a number of high priority projects 
including pollution-free coal plants, carbon capture and sequestration, coal gasification, and new 
combustion turbine technology.  For further information, please review their website at:   
http://fossil.energy.gov/programs/powersystems/index.html 

As described throughout the EIS, BLM does not govern GHG emissions, air quality standards, 
nor pollutants. Further, BLM does not permit, nor authorize, mining operations and does not 
have the authority to regulate mining operations or the burning of coal.  The Clean Air Act 
requires the EPA to regulate air pollutants and develop regulations, rules, and standards for 
industries that emit one or more pollutants in significant quantities.   

Comment Response 15: Carbon sequestration is addressed in Section 4.1.1.2.5, 4.2.14.3, and 
4.2.14.4 of the EIS. 

Comment Response 16: Please see Section 4.2.14.5 in the EIS for the analysis regarding 
combustion by-products.  Black carbon is a general term applied to various carbonaceous 
products that have not completely combusted.  The WDEQ/AQD monitors and regulates coal 
combustion facilities in Wyoming.  WDEQ enforces regulations on particulate emissions from 
coal combustion facilities at or above the standards set by the EPA.  The Clean Air Act requires 
the EPA to regulate air pollutants and develop regulations, rules, and standards for industries that 
emit one or more pollutants in significant quantities.   

Comment Response 17: Please review Section 4.2.14.1 in the EIS; it clearly describes and 
discusses GHG and climate change at depth including the observed and projected effects of 
global warming, sea level changes, differential temperature changes, and changes to vegetation 
and habitat. 

Local human health impacts from mining in the PRB are described in Section 3.18.1.1 in the 
EIS. However, the tools necessary to effectively quantify the effects on global human health due 
to increased CO2 levels from a specific activity, like the mining of an LBA tract in Wyoming and 
the combustion of that particular source of coal, are not currently available.   
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Comment Response 18: Please review Section 4.2.14.1 in the EIS; it clearly describes and 
discusses GHG and climate change at depth including the observed and projected effects of 
global warming, sea level changes, differential temperature changes, and changes to vegetation 
and habitat. 

The tools necessary to quantify incremental effects on oceans due to increased CO2 levels for 
specific activities, like the mining of an LBA tract, are not available.  Consequently, impact 
assessment of effects of specific anthropogenic activities cannot be performed.  Additionally, 
specific levels of significance have not yet been established.  Therefore, potential global analysis 
of ocean acidification in this EIS is limited to accounting and disclosing factors that contribute to 
GHG levels. To the extent that emission data were available or could be inferred from 
representative type data, we have identified potential GHG emissions that could result from the 
development of a proposed LBA, as well as emissions that could result from selection of the No 
Action Alternative. 

Comment Response 19: Ozone has been included in discussions on emissions of nitrogen 
oxide, NOX, since it is one of the main components involved in the formation of ground level 
ozone. Motor vehicle exhaust and industrial emissions, gasoline vapors, and chemical solvents 
as well as natural sources emit NOX and volatile organic compounds (VOC) that help to form 
ozone. Ground-level ozone is the primary constituent of smog.  Sunlight and hot weather can 
cause ground level ozone to form in harmful concentrations in the air.  As a result, it is known 
mainly as a summertime air pollutant.  Many urban areas tend to have high levels of ozone; rural 
areas can also have increased ozone levels.   

Under the Clean Air Act (CAA), EPA has set protective health-based standards for ozone in the 
air we breathe. Prior to May 27, 2008, the National Ambient Air Quality 8-hour Standard for 
ozone was 0.080 ppm (157 micrograms per cubic meter--µg/m3). In May of 2008, EPA revised 
the 8-hour standard to 0.075 ppm (147 µg/m3). The EPA proposed a new primary and secondary 
ozone standard in the Federal Register on Tuesday Jan. 19, 2010.  The final standard is expected 
to be issued by August 31, 2010. The new primary standard was proposed as a daily maximum 
8-hour average in the range of 0.060 to 0.070 ppm. There are two ozone monitoring stations 
currently available in the PRB.  According to the EPA AirData website, ozone levels have been 
monitored in the PRB since 2001. 

As explained throughout the EIS, the WDEQ/AQD requires the PRB mines to collect air quality 
data. The eastern PRB is one of the most intensely monitored areas in the world.  According to 
EPA AirData, there are six total suspended particulate (TSP) monitors, five PM2.5 (particulates 
smaller than 2.5 microns in diameter) monitors and 36 PM10 (particulates smaller than 10 
microns in diameter) monitors in the Wyoming portion of the PRB.  Data for TSP dates back to 
1980 and data for PM10 dates back to 1989. Approximately 57,000 TSP samples had been 
collected through 2004. Approximately 47,550 PM10 samples had been collected through 2007.  
Information about the regulatory framework, the monitoring network, and PM10 concentration 
trends since monitoring began are included in Appendix F of the EIS.   
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The federal standard for particulate matter was measured as TSP until 1987.  This measurement 
included all suspendable dust (generally less than 100 microns in diameter).  In 1987, EPA 
changed from a TSP-based standard to a PM10-based standard. In 2006, EPA again revised the 
air quality standards for particulate matter by changing the 24-hour fine particle standard from 
the previous level of 65 µg/m3 to 35 µg/m3 and revoked the annual PM10 standard of 50 µg/m3. 
EPA retained the existing annual PM2.5 standard of 15 µg/m3 and the 24-hour PM10 standard of 
150 µg/m3. These revisions took effect on December 18, 2006.  The current federal ambient air 
standards are shown in Chapter 3 of the EIS. Wyoming added the PM10 standard in 1989. Even 
with the evolution of state and federal small-size particulate standards, TSP is still monitored in 
some PRB locations as a surrogate for PM10 and as an indication of overall atmospheric levels of 
particulate matter. 

The Task 1A Report for the PRB Coal Review documents the modeled air quality impacts of 
operations during the baseline year using actual emissions and operations for that year.  
Emissions from minor sources were estimated due to unavailability of actual emissions data.  
The baseline year analysis evaluated impacts both within the PRB itself and at selected sensitive 
areas surrounding the region. The analysis specifically looked at impacts of coal mines, power 
plants, CBNG development, and other development activities. 

As discussed in Chapter 3 of the EIS, modeling tends to over-predict the 24-hour impacts of 
surface coal mining and, as a result, WDEQ/AQD does not consider short-term PM10 modeling 
to be an accurate representation of short-term impacts.  In view of this, a memorandum of 
agreement between WDEQ/AQD and EPA Region VIII, dated January 24, 1994, allows 
WDEQ/AQD to conduct monitoring in lieu of short-term modeling for assessing coal mining-
related impacts in the PRB.  This agreement also requires Wyoming to implement “Best 
Available Work Practice” mitigation measures at any mine where an exceedance of the PM10 and 
PM2.5 NAAQS has occurred. The monitored exceedances at surface coal mines in the Wyoming 
PRB and the measures that WDEQ/AQD has implemented or is proposing to implement to 
prevent future exceedances of the PM10 NAAQS are addressed in detail in Chapter 3 of the EIS. 

It should be noted that WDEQ/AQD issues the permits to mine coal in Wyoming under the 
authority delegated to them by the EPA under the Clean Air Act (CAA).  Wyoming mines in the 
PRB are permitted under the CAA as regulated emission sources.  WDEQ permits identify 
mitigation measures that the permittee must carry out in order to comply with the permit.  These 
measures are currently in place at the Wright Area mines.  The WDEQ/AQD conditions permits 
to provide necessary mitigation.  The WDEQ/AQD has stated clearly that they cannot issue any 
permit that violates ambient air quality standards. 

Comment Response 20: Please review Section 4.2.14.5 in the EIS for the analysis regarding 
mercury from coal combustion.  We disclose adverse health effects caused by mercury, 
bioaccumulation in the food web, and other issues.  An estimate of the percentage of global 
mercury emissions contributed by the three applicant mines is included. 

The estimated percentage of the annual total global anthropogenic mercury emissions from 
burning all of the coal produced from the Wyoming PRB, as well as from the three applicant 
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mines, is included in Section 4.2.14.5.  Given the mines’ projected future levels of production 
under the considered alternatives, the additional years of mercury emissions attributable to 
burning the coal produced by the three applicant mines are also included with the caveat that the 
uncertainties about future regulatory requirements and the use of the coal mined from the Wright 
Area LBA tracts make it difficult to project the impacts of mercury emissions that would 
potentially be produced from burning the coal included in these tracts. 

Over the past decade, EPA has been focused on addressing environmental and human health 
mercury risks.  EPA found that overall U.S. mercury air emissions have been reduced by 45 
percent since 1990. In 2009, EPA estimated that mercury emissions from domestic coal-fired 
power plants accounted for about one percent of the global total.  Coal-fired boilers are required 
to have control devices to reduce the amount of emissions that are released into the atmosphere.  
The use of air pollution control equipment at power plants in the U.S. has resulted in fewer 
emissions but has also increased the amount of solid residues. 

Table 4-40 summarizes how the various continents contributed to the worldwide anthropogenic 
mercury emissions in 2004.  As shown, the U.S. anthropogenic mercury emissions were 
estimated to account for about three percent of the global total.  EPA estimates that 83 percent of 
the mercury deposited in the U.S. originates from international sources outside the country, with 
the remaining 17 percent coming from the U.S. and Canada.       

As described throughout the EIS, BLM does not govern coal-fired power plant emissions, air 
quality standards, nor pollutants. BLM does not permit, nor authorize, mining operations and 
does not have the authority to regulate mining operations or the burning of coal.  The Clean Air 
Act requires the EPA to regulate air pollutants and to develop regulations, rules, and standards 
for industries that emit one or more pollutants in significant quantities.   

Comment Response 21: Please refer to Section 3.4.4.2 in the EIS for the lake acidification 
analysis. As noted in the EIS, USFS has been monitoring air quality in the Wind River 
Mountain Range in Wyoming since 1984 and is seeing a general trend of decreasing sulfates.  
We also address acid rain in Section 3.4.3.2, 3.4.4.2.1, and 4.2.14.2 of the EIS. 

To help reduce acid rain, EPA implemented a program to reduce releases of SO2 and other 
pollutants from coal-fired power plants.  The first phase began in 1995 for SO2 and targeted the 
largest and highest emitting power plants.  The second phase, started in 2000, set tighter 
restrictions on smaller coal-, gas-, and oil-fired plants.  Scientists predict that the decrease in SO2 

emissions required by the Acid Rain Program will significantly reduce acidification.  Regulatory 
limits on emissions by coal-fired power plants have been and will continue to be administered 
and implemented by EPA.   

In a 2002 USGS analysis (USGS Fact Sheet-038-02), Appalachian and Illinois Basin coals 
supplying a Kentucky power plant were found to contain 2.5 to 3.5 percent sulfur.  In the same 
study, Powder River Basin coal supplying an Indiana power plant was found to contain 0.23 to 
0.47 percent sulfur. The study indicated that PRB coal contained approximately 8 times less 
sulfur than coals being used from the Appalachian and Illinois Basins.  As explained in Chapter 
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4 of the EIS, one of the reasons that PRB coal competes well in the coal market is because of its 
low sulfur content and value in helping to lower SO2 pollution from coal-fired power plants.   

Comment Response 22: Please see Section 3.6 in the EIS for the alluvial valley floors (AVFs) 
analysis.  It is BLM policy to not lease lands that could not be permitted for mining under 
Section 510 of the Surface Mining Control and Reclamation Act (SMCRA).  For stream-laid 
deposits that could possibly be AVFs, we ask for comment from WDEQ/LQD as to whether 
these areas could be mined and reclaimed in accordance with WDEQ/LQD and SMCRA 
regulations. If WDEQ provides a preliminary finding that the AVF is significant to farming and 
that protection of the AVF precludes mining, BLM will not lease those lands.  Neither the 
WDEQ nor OSM, both cooperating agencies on this EIS, identified additional areas as potential 
AVFs that would be unsuitable for mining.   

Comment Response 23: Please see Section 3.7 in the EIS for the wetlands analysis and to 
review site-specific wetlands and restoration information.  As stated in the EIS, the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers (COE) requires mitigation of all impacted jurisdictional wetlands in 
accordance with Section 404 of the Clean Water Act.  As described in the EIS, wetlands are 
restored under the jurisdiction of the COE.  There are special required permitting procedures to 
assure that after mining, there would be no net loss of jurisdictional wetlands.   

If a lease is issued, a formal wetland inventory is completed and submitted to the COE for 
verification as part of the permitting process.  COE reviews all surface coal mining and 
reclamation permits.  For any LBA tract that is leased, restoration of jurisdictional wetlands 
would be required, and consultation with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (COE) would be 
completed during the permitting process.     

COE is the agency with the authority to approve plans for wetland restoration and the number of 
acres to be restored. COE considers the type and function of each jurisdictional wetland that will 
be impacted and may require restoration of additional acres if the type and function of the 
restored wetlands will not completely replace the type and function of the original wetland.  The 
wetland mitigation plan, approved by COE, then becomes part of the WDEQ/LQD mining 
permit.  WDEQ/LQD is the agency that permits mining operations and has authority to enforce 
mining regulations; they can require the restoration of some non-jurisdictional wetlands 
depending on the values associated with the wetland.  WDEQ requires restoration of playas if 
they have hydrologic significance. Reclaimed wetlands are monitored using the same 
procedures used to identify pre-mining jurisdictional wetlands.   

Naturally occurring wetland areas within the general Wright analysis area and, generally 
speaking, in the overall Wyoming PRB, are typically associated with the presence of surface 
water and shallow groundwater that exists within alluvial deposits.  They are generally thin, very 
limited in areal extent, and are closely associated with drainage channels. Riverine, palustrine
type wetlands are the most common type and are typically defined by their close association with 
drainage channels. These wetland areas occur sporadically along the channels and banks and are 
generally supported by periodic, seasonally-occurring flow events that recharge the alluvial 
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deposits. Wetland areas and other waters of the U.S. also occur within naturally-occurring 
playas and depressions, as well as stockponds built within the drainages; however, those features 
are also strongly associated with the presence of surface water rather than groundwater.  Of 
particular note, as described in the EIS, all the streams in the general Wright analysis area are 
naturally ephemeral.           

Shallow groundwater tables in the general Wright analysis area are predominantly associated 
with alluvial deposits and are therefore extremely limited in both occurrence and areal extent, 
and typically exist only along the ephemeral drainages.  Once the drainages that have been 
disturbed by mining are reclaimed in order to restore their pre-mining essential hydrologic 
functions, the shallow alluvial deposits that were replaced, as required by mine permit, will 
resaturate. Reestablishment of a shallow alluvial groundwater table and associated wetland areas 
will be dependent upon the occurrence of ephemeral streamflow events.   

As disclosed in the EIS, during the mining and reclamation period when the drainages and playa 
areas are disturbed, there is a temporary loss of wetlands.  Monitoring efforts conducted by the 
mines have observed that surface runoff and sediment control structures (i.e. reservoirs and 
diversion channels) potentially act as seasonal wetland areas at times for wildlife.  As previously 
mentioned, complete and timely reclamation of wetland areas that are disturbed by surface coal 
mining in the PRB is required by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the WDEQ.   

Comment Response 24: The USFWS is responsible for the administration of the Endangered 
Species Act (ESA). It is the mandate and responsibility of the Service to provide guidance to 
federal agencies in how to avoid adverse impacts to protected species and habitats.  Through the 
Section 7 process, the Service consults with agencies on how proposed projects may impact and 
affect listed species. All federal agencies have a responsibility under Section 7(a)(1) of the ESA 
to conserve federally listed threatened and endangered species.   

BLM recognizes that Ute Ladies’-tresses orchid (ULT) is listed under the ESA as a Threatened 
species. Please see the Biological Assessment in Appendix G of the EIS for the detailed 
analyses regarding ULT.  The Wright Area mines have conducted multiple ULT surveys over 
multiple years according to the guidelines that were written and provided by USFWS.  The 
Service developed these guidelines in concert with professional biologists, botanists, and 
ecologists that were knowledgeable about this species.  BLM prepared and provided the Wright 
Area EIS, Biological Assessment (BA), and Biological Evaluation (BE) to USFWS and USFS 
for their review. BLM has improved and revised the EIS, BA, and BE based on their reviews.   

BLM is partnered with USFWS in fulfilling our Section 7 consultation obligations and 
responsibilities.  BLM will continue to coordinate and consult with USFWS on listed species and 
will work to ensure that our projects do not adversely affect nor jeopardize threatened and 
endangered species. Section 7 consultation will be completed before any decision is made on the 
Wright Area EIS LBAs.    
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Comment Response 25: You state in your comment letter that Canada lynx and piping plover 
use lands in the PRB mining area.  Unless you have direct species observation information to 
contribute, your comment is erroneous.  If you are in possession of observation data or verified, 
legitimate distribution information regarding these species, please contact the USFWS 
Ecological Services in Cheyenne, Wyoming immediately as they would be highly interested in 
any valid data that you may have.      

The USFWS is responsible for the administration of the Endangered Species Act (ESA).  It is the 
mandate and responsibility of the Service to provide guidance to federal agencies in how to 
avoid adverse impacts to protected species and habitats.  Through the Section 7 process, the 
Service consults with agencies on how proposed projects may impact and affect listed species.  
All federal agencies have a responsibility under Section 7(a)(1) of the ESA to conserve federally 
listed threatened and endangered species. 

As described in the EIS, see Section G-4.0 of the Biological Assessment for the detailed analyses 
regarding the status of Threatened and Endangered species in Campbell County where the 
Wright Area mines are located.  As explained in the EIS, USFWS biologists have used the best 
scientific information available to formulate a list of Threatened and Endangered (T&E) species 
that occur in or may be affected by proposed projects in Campbell County.  Updated in March, 
2010, the list clearly shows one species that is currently recognized as Threatened (Ute Ladies’
tresses), and one species that is recognized as Endangered (Blowout Penstemon).  Please contact 
the USFWS Ecological Services regarding any issues that you may have with the T&E species 
list that the Service’s professional biologists prepared for Campbell County.    

BLM prepared and provided the Wright Area EIS, Biological Assessment (BA), and Biological 
Evaluation (BE) to USFWS and USFS for their review.  BLM has improved and revised the EIS, 
BA, and BE based on their reviews. 

BLM is partnered with USFWS in fulfilling our Section 7 consultation obligations and 
responsibilities.  BLM will continue to coordinate and consult with USFWS on listed species and 
will work to ensure that our projects do not adversely affect nor jeopardize threatened and 
endangered species. Section 7 consultation will be completed before any decision is made on the 
Wright Area EIS LBAs.    

Comment Response 26: Please refer to Section 3.3.2.1.2 in the EIS regarding methane, or 
CBNG. BLM recognizes that CBNG is a valuable energy resource and BLM policy encourages 
the development of this resource, where economically feasible, in advance of coal mining.  The 
EIS acknowledges that much of the CBNG resources have already been recovered by existing oil 
and gas operators. CBNG has been commercially produced in the PRB since 1989. By 2005, 
drilling activity in the areas adjacent to the coal mines had declined significantly.  The EIS points 
out that there has been little recent interest in drilling CBNG in the general Wright analysis area.   

Comment Response 27: Please see our extensive cumulative impacts analysis in Chapter 4 of 
the EIS. Over 100 pages in length, our analysis is rigorous and comprehensive.  
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The Powder River Basin (PRB) Coal Review began in 2003.  The Review’s purpose was to 
evaluate the current condition of environmental and socioeconomic aspects in the PRB for a base 
year, to project reasonably foreseeable development in future years, and to develop models as 
well as other quantitative and qualitative tools to estimate future effects on environmental and 
socioeconomic aspects.  The PRB Coal Review is not a NEPA document.  It is a planning tool, a 
set of environmental impact analysis tools, and, when maintained through the years, is a method 
to calibrate development projections and related estimation of effects.    

The Coal Review products were delivered and posted for public access in 2005 and 2006.   
Several of the initial 2005 and 2006 reports have been updated.  The 2010 air quality modeling 
report has been supplemented by adding 2015 modeling and, most recently, 2020 modeling.  
BLM has also tracked annual development activity and has updated that work through 2008; the 
2009 data will be added as it becomes available.  With the 2009 completion of the groundwater 
model and the 2020 air quality modeling work, the reports have been issued and incorporated 
into the Wright Area Final EIS cumulative analysis.  In addition, EPA specifically commented 
that the PRB Coal Review studies were used effectively in the Wright Area EIS discussion of the 
cumulative environmental consequences.   

The Coal Review is a dynamic, expanding body of information; new data is added continuously 
as it becomes available.  The Review has been available to the public since 2006 and was the 
subject of an open house in May of that year to explain and demonstrate the modeling and report 
products. The Review is available online at:  
http://www.blm.gov/wy/st/en/programs/energy/Coal_Resources/PRB_Coal/ prbdocs.html 

Modeling and report updates and revisions are posted to the website as they are completed, and, 
when used as a tool for cumulative impact analysis or planning, the latest task report data and 
results are used. BLM recognizes that the PRB Coal Review is not the only source for 
cumulative impact analysis, which is why land use plans, WDEQ’s Cumulative Hydrologic 
Impact Assessments, and other sources and tools are used in addition to the Coal Review. 

Connected actions have also been addressed in Chapter 4.  As previously discussed, this chapter 
addresses current or planned development in the Powder River Basin (PRB) and describes PRB 
cumulative development and the cumulative environmental consequences of that development.  
Both low and high production scenarios with projections to the year 2020 are discussed.  Past, 
present, and reasonably foreseeable development and the cumulative environmental 
consequences of that development are also detailed.  The years 2010, 2015, and 2020 were 
selected for the analysis of the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts in Chapter 4.  This is the 
duration of the expected production as related to the LBA coal reserves. 

Your comment suggests that the EIS should examine a wide variety of actions with the only 
connection being that all the actions are under the jurisdiction of the Department of the Interior 
(DOI). Your suggested approach fails to recognize that each of these proposals are federal 
actions in their own right, and must be evaluated in light of the effects of that action when added 
to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency 
(federal or non-federal) or person undertakes such other actions.    
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The EIS addresses the environmental effects of leasing coal in the PRB and the logical result that 
the coal would potentially be mined by adjacent operating mines.  The EIS further discloses 
indirect emissions with the assumption that coal would be mined and burned to produce 
electricity. It is beyond the scope of this EIS to analyze all the DOI-authorized projects and 
proposed activities that occur in the United States.     

Comment Response 28: To be clear, the Powder River Basin (PRB) Coal Production Region is 
a coal production region.  Decertification of the region recognized that the PRB was expected to 
continue as a coal production region, but that the leasing would be primarily for maintenance of 
production at already existing mines.  In 1990, the Powder River Regional Coal Team (RCT) and 
BLM recognized that the PRB had become a mature coal production region where the leasing 
interest would not reflect leasing for reserves to commence a new mining venture, but, rather, the 
coal resources would be sought to replace reserves depleted by production at existing mines. 

Coal leasing in the PRB had operated as a federal coal production region under the definition at 
43 CFR 3400.5, with leasing addressed under the regional leasing process as described under 43 
CFR 3420, through the 1980s.  Many of the federal coal production regions were decertified in 
the later 1980s, in large part because of a decline of interest in leasing federal coal (64 FR 
52240). However, many of the Wyoming PRB mines had depleted their original leases during 
the 1980s, and there was a recognized need for replacement reserves in order to maintain 
production at these mines. 

In 1989, public comment was requested on partially or totally decertifying the PRB.  While most 
comments were supportive, three parties expressed concern that decertification and the LBA 
process would lead to leasing abuse and restricted public involvement.  In 1990, based on the 
advice of the RCT, BLM decertified the region.  However, in light of concerns raised by the 
public, certain conditions of the decertification were established, in part, based on the RCT’s 
advice: 1) the region was decertified for production maintenance leasing, 2) the RCT would 
remain active to guide leasing, 3) new mine starts or expansions would be considered on a case 
by case basis, and 4) operating guidelines for LBAs would be adopted.  

In a region that is decertified, BLM is able to consider leasing by application (LBA) under the 
rules at 43 CFR 3425.  The RCT has met about once each year since the decertification.  BLM 
has presented all lease by applications to the RCT and has considered their advice on how to 
proceed with those applications.  LBAs have been rejected by BLM since decertification, 
consistent with public comment at RCT meetings, and RCT advice.  

Decertifying the PRB recognized the need for a production maintenance leasing mechanism. 
Decertifying the PRB did not cause LBAs to occur, but recognized the need that existed at the 
time of decertification, and continues to exist as evidenced with the Wright Area LBAs and other 
coal lease applications.  

You are correct that production of PRB coal has increased steadily since decertification.  Part of 
this growth is due to an increase in the demand for electric power and the related increase in 
demand for steam coal as a fuel for low cost electric generation.  There are also cost (mining and 

24 




 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

reclamation) advantages that have favored PRB coal over other domestic coal regions as well as 
the low sulfur content of PRB coal, which results in cost-effective air pollution control.  

The production increase has been made with no new mining operations opening since 
decertification, although several of the operations have consolidated.  As shown in Figure 4-2 in 
the EIS, leasing under the LBA process has essentially been at the same rate as reserves existing 
before decertification have been being depleted.  This level of leasing activity remains consistent 
with the 1990 decertification action. 

Production maintenance leasing does indeed define a leasing level.  BLM has managed leasing to 
assure that the rate of new reserves being leased matches the rate of reserve depletion through 
production. This avoids reserves being offered at speculative value while balancing a reserve 
base to allow coal producers to maintain production capacity (equipment and employees). 

The lease application is submitted in order to identify those lands that the applicant has identified 
as needed to maintain production at an existing mine.  BLM formulates alternatives (Alternatives 
1 and 2 in this EIS) that may include more or less lands than are included in the application.  
Under these alternatives, BLM is able to reconfigure the tract in the public interest to conserve 
coal resources, enhance competitive potential, and mitigate impacts.  BLM has frequently (in 
almost every LBA offered) delineated a preferred alternative smaller or larger than the 
application, and containing some different lands than those applied for by the applicant. 

It is logical, prudent, and is generally in the public interest for the lease tracts to be adjacent to 
one or more existing mines.  These are production maintenance tracts and, as such, are located so 
that existing operations could potentially pass onto these tracts without having to open a new pit, 
which would require significant additional disturbance and higher costs. 

BLM has offered coal tracts at several sales where multiple bids were received.  There have been 
sales where the applicant was not the successful bidder.  The sales are always competitive, even 
if there is only one bidder, because the BLM sets a fair market value and will not accept any bid 
that does not meet that value.  These values are not disclosed, and bidders recognize that they 
need to bid a fair value or the bid will be rejected.  BLM has rejected numerous bids that were 
the apparent high bid. 

BLM’s practices and administrative controls ensure that fair market values are received for the 
LBA tracts that are delineated by BLM.  The tracts offered by BLM 1) allow coal production to 
be maintained at already operating mines, 2) avoid coal resource bypass and isolation, and 3) 
encourage competition. 

The BLM properly established the Powder River Coal Production Region as required by 43 CFR 
3400.5. The change to the region was published in the Federal Register on January 9, 1990 (55 
FR 784-785). BLM has, and continues to manage the LBA process in conformance with the 
criteria, conditions, and requirements of a decertified coal region. 

Processing the Wright Area lease by applications is consistent with the practice we follow in the 
decertified Powder River Coal Production Region.  These are production maintenance tracts, 
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have been reviewed by the Powder River Regional Coal Team, and are being reviewed under the 
leasing by application process (43 CFR 3425).  

The Powder River RCT meetings are public and provide an opportunity for public comment and 
statements.  Notices for upcoming Regional Coal Team meetings are published in the Federal 
Register and a press release is also posted on the BLM website.  The public is always welcome 
and is encouraged to attend. 

The comment asks whether BLM has made a decision that the entire PRB is unacceptable for 
further consideration for coal leasing.  This is not the case.  This determination is based on 
findings from the resource management plans (RMPs) that encompass the Wright Area.   
Appendix B in the EIS summarizes the findings of the RMPs as well as a review completed as 
part of the EIS analyses to update and specify the acceptability for further consideration for coal 
leasing of lands within the general Wright analysis area. 

Like the regional leasing option under 43 CFR 3420, lease by application requires appropriate 
analysis and assessment of the environmental impacts of coal leasing.  Lease by application also 
requires the opportunity for public participation.  The NEPA process resulting in the Wright 
Area Coal EIS achieves these requirements.  Alternative regional leasing levels are not addressed 
in the LBA process because, as previously discussed, production maintenance leasing is the 
defined leasing level appropriate to a decertified coal production region.  Coal leasing decisions 
under the lease by application process consider coal economics, both direct and cumulative 
impact to the environment, and socioeconomic impacts. 

The Wright Area Coal EIS is not a regional EIS in the sense of the regulations at 43 CFR 3420. 
However, the EIS has been properly scoped to address direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of 
the proposed leasing. BLM has chosen to address the currently pending LBAs in four separate 
EISs, some addressing groups of LBAs because of their geographical proximity, others as 
individual LBA EISs due to either no other LBAs in proximity or the fact that the EIS was 
already well underway prior to the nearby LBAs being filed.  Each EIS is consistent in 
addressing the specific impacts of each LBA, in addressing the cumulative impacts of the 
specific LBA when added to other reasonably foreseeable activity, and in having complete public 
involvement at every step in the NEPA process. 

There are considerable undeveloped reserves in the U.S., about half the world’s reserves. The 
Energy Information Administration (EIA) estimates that there are over 250 billion tons of 
accessible demonstrated reserves in the nation, with about 20 billion committed to existing 
mining operations.  Twenty billion tons represents 50 years of production from the PRB that are 
presently committed to production, some of which are held by existing PRB operators.  At an 
annual domestic production of one billion tons per year, existing domestic coal mines can 
produce coal for twenty years, relying solely on already committed reserves. 

A Record of Decision (ROD) will be issued for each LBA addressed in this EIS.  In the ROD, 
BLM will reach a decision as to whether to reject the LBA or competitively offer a coal tract in 
response to the LBA. The ROD will address the public interest considerations made in the 
decision. 
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Comment Response 29: We acknowledge that the EIS can be challenging to read at times due 
to its complex nature, detailed resource information, and technical analyses.  To improve the 
readability, we have prepared a comprehensive executive summary to condense and highlight the 
results of the analyses. We have also provided technical evaluation appendices in order to 
improve readability.  Please use the Table of Contents to help guide and focus your examination 
of this document. 

Comment Response 30: We have summarized the discussion and have added information to 
the Executive Summary.  

Comment Response 31: The information provided in your comment letter has been considered 
in the preparation of the EIS. 

Comment Response 32: Blasting by surface coal mines is conducted in accordance with 
Chapter 6 of the WDEQ/LQD Coal Rules and Regulations.  Specific control measures for 
blasting would be developed during the permitting process, when mining operations are 
authorized. 

Voluntary administrative controls are in place and are common components of the mines’ 
operating procedures to mitigate and reduce blasting-related NOx emissions.  Several PRB mines 
have voluntarily elected to no longer employ cast blasting methods.  As stated in Section 
3.4.3.1.1 of EIS, the primary control measure for mitigating exposures to offsite residents is to 
avoid cast blasting when wind directions or atmospheric conditions are unfavorable.  As stated in 
Section 3.4.3.3, weather and atmospheric conditions are closely monitored prior to the decision 
to detonate a blast.  If unfavorable conditions prevail, a decision will be made to postpone the 
blast until conditions have become favorable.  EPA’s suggested mitigation methods are included 
in Section 3.4.3.3, which is comprehensive and has been reviewed by WDEQ/AQD. 

The BLM does not authorize mining operations by issuing a lease and does not regulate mining 
operations after a lease is issued. As discussed in Section 1.3 of the EIS, WDEQ is authorized 
by the Secretary of the Interior to regulate surface coal mining operations on federal and non-
federal lands within Wyoming. 

Comment Response 33: The annual NAAQS and WAAQS for NO2 is 0.053 ppm (53 ppb), 
which is equivalent to 100 μg/m3. The new 1-hour primary NAAQS for NO2 is 100 ppb. The 
maximum annual average NOx prediction for the Jacobs Ranch Mine (year 2013) was 55 μg/m3, 
or 29.2 ppb, well below the federal and state standards.  EPA’s error in stating that the NOx 

prediction for the Jacobs Ranch Mine for 2013 exceeds the NAAQS by 2 ppb is due to a 
confusion of measurement units.  Mitigation measures that are implemented to reduce mine-
related NOx emissions at the three applicant mines are addressed in Section 3.4.3.3 of the Final 
EIS. 
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Section 3.4.2.2.1 states that the potential impacts from mining the LBA tracts have been inferred 
from the projected impacts of mining the existing coal leases as currently permitted.  Modeling 
for each of the three applicant mines, as contained in the mine’s current air quality permit, 
indicates compliance with the PM10 annual WAAQS.  No impact analyses or modeling for PM2.5 

are included in the applicant mines’ existing air quality permits, which were approved in 2007 
(Jacobs Ranch Mine) and 2008 (Black Thunder and North Antelope Rochelle mines).  The EPA 
Surrogate Policy allows states like Wyoming to use PM10 as a surrogate for PM2.5 in meeting 
New Source Review requirements under the Clean Air Act, including PSD permitting 
requirements.  Since 1997, the WDEQ/AQD has followed and applied EPA’s Surrogate Policy.  
On May 16, 2008, EPA promulgated a rule that provides states with SIP-approved PSD 
programs (like Wyoming) that require amendments to incorporate PM2.5 into their state PSD 
rules time to accomplish these amendments to their State Implementation Plan (SIP), and these 
states have three years to incorporate PM2.5 into their state PSD rules.  During that SIP-
amendment period, a state may continue to implement a PM10 program as a surrogate to meet the 
PSD program requirements for PM2.5 pursuant to EPA’s 1997 Surrogate Policy. 

Mining operations would continue on the existing mine leases as currently permitted, regardless 
of whether or not the six Wright Area coal lease applications are offered or rejected by BLM.  As 
stated in Section 3.4.2.2.1, if the applicant mines acquire the LBA tracts, they will be required to 
amend their current air quality permits to include the new lease areas before mining activities can 
proceed into the new lease areas.  New air quality modeling would include an adequate PM2.5 

modeling analysis to demonstrate compliance with the PM2.5 WAAQS. 

Comment Response 34: Section 3.4.2.3 of the Final EIS (Regulatory Compliance, Mitigation 
and Monitoring for Particulate Emissions) covers BACMs for dust control for all surface coal 
mines in the PRB, and it is stated that additional site-specific layout and mining practices may be 
included in individual mine and air quality permits. 

Section 3.4.2.3 also states: “In response to the measured exceedances of the PM10 NAAQS in 
certain areas of the PRB and in anticipation of possible future exceedances, the WDEQ/AQD in 
a joint effort with PRB mining stakeholders, developed a Natural Events Action Plan, or NEAP, 
for the coal mines of the PRB in April 2006 (revised January 2007).  The NEAP was developed 
under the framework afforded by EPA’s Natural Events Policy of May 30, 1996.  EPA Region 
VIII approved the WDEQ NEAP on March 13, 2007, and the PRB mining operators have 
implemented these measures and are presently complying with the NEAP. 

“EPA’s Exceptional Event Rule of March 22, 2007 no longer requires a NEAP.  However, 
according to the preamble to the Exceptional Event Rule (signed March 22, 2007, effective May 
21, 2007), “The EPA believes that it is advantageous for states to keep NEAPs in place that are 
currently being implemented in order to address the public health impacts associated with 
recurring natural events such as high wind events.  “However, following the promulgation of this 
rule, states will no longer be required to keep NEAPs in place that were not approved as a part of 
a SIP for an area.” WDEQ will retain the NEAP because it provides the flexibility to control 
other emission sources, like fugitive emission sources, that otherwise might not be controlled 
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with BACT. The BACM specified in the NEAP contains an appropriate and reasonable 
minimum level of control as required under the Exceptional Event Rule for the PRB coal mines. 

“WDEQ/AQD may require implementation of the control steps outlined in the NEAP and may 
require continual evaluation of activity plans when exceedances are monitored at surface coal 
mines.  Some of these measures have been formally implemented at the Black Thunder, Jacobs 
Ranch, and North Antelope Rochelle mines through the establishment of a formal, site-specific 
mitigative response plan at each of those mines.  A mitigative response plan will be developed 
by any mine that records an exceedance or violation of the NAAQS downwind of its mining 
operations. 

“Other operational control measures that WDEQ/AQD may require at specific mines when 
exceedances occur include, but are not limited to, site-specific watering of inactive areas and 
problem areas; relocation of overburden truck-dumping operations and deferring blasting.  The 
mines are experimenting with dust control treatments, including magnesium chloride, 
surfactants, and petroleum-based products.  In addition, WDEQ/AQD may require additional 
monitoring, action levels based on continuous monitoring, expedited reporting of monitored 
exceedances, detailed reporting of contributing factors (e.g., meteorological conditions), and 
continual evaluation of activity plans when exceedances are monitored at surface coal mines. 

“The WDEQ/AQD is continually reviewing the data and considering regulatory options, such as 
increasing the frequency of monitoring to be used as a means of better evaluating dust problems.  
For example, where elevated emissions have occurred, WDEQ/AQD has increased monitoring 
frequency requirements including installation of continuous PM10 monitors, or TEOMs, which 
allow monitoring of emissions on a real-time basis.  Other regulatory options may include 
enforcement actions such as Notices of Violation resulting in a consent decree and/or modified 
permit conditions.  WDEQ/AQD is also coordinating with EPA to develop additional monitoring 
requirements in CBNG development areas, high PM10 mitigation action plans in permits, and 
additional mitigation measures under the SIP.” 

Comment Response 35: Section 3.4.3.3 describes the voluntary measures that many of the 
PRB mines have implemented to avoid NOx emissions impacts to the public.  Measures to avoid 
public exposure to NO2 from blasting activities are requirements for the Black Thunder Mine as 
part of a settlement agreement reached in 2000.  Considerable discussion in Section 3.4.3.3 
addresses the mines’ efforts to reduce NOx emissions from blasting activities.  As noted in Table 
3-9 and 3-10, the mean annual NO2 concentrations for all PRB monitoring sites have historically 
been significantly below the WAAQS and NAAQS annual standard.   

Comment Response 36: A summary of the GHG emissions projected with the addition of the 
six Wright Area LBA tracts was added to the Executive Summary. 

Comment Response 37: The annual NAAQS for NO2 (0.053 ppm or 100 µg/m3) has been 
added to the text within the air quality section of the Executive Summary. 
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Comment Response 38: There is no scientific basis or regulatory requirement regarding the 3
mile buffer line; it was an arbitrary selection.  The EIS has been revised to exclude the 3-mile 
buffer. 

Comment Response 39: The projected modeled visibility impacts for all analyzed Class I and 
sensitive Class II areas were updated in Table 4-13 in the Final EIS using BLM’s updated Task 
3A report (Cumulative Air Quality Effects) for the PRB Coal Review.   

BLM’s PRB Coal Review is extensively referenced throughout Chapter 4 of the Wright Area 
Coal Lease Applications Final EIS in order to summarize the cumulative impacts occurring as a 
result of existing development in the PRB.  The PRB Coal Review also describes how those 
impacts would change if other projected development, such as the leasing and mining of 
additional LBA tracts, were to occur in the area.  Task 3 of the PRB Coal Review does not 
evaluate specific proposed projects within the PRB, but projects that would be expected to occur 
under the lower and upper coal production scenarios for 2010, 2015 and 2020.   

The updated Task 3A report for the PRB Coal Review (Cumulative Air Quality Effects) uses 
2004 as the baseline year with projected 2015 and 2020 lower and upper coal production 
scenarios. The baseline year emissions inventory was developed using 2004 actual emissions 
data and for the 2015 and 2020 analyses, the emission sources were projected for the assumed 
upper and lower coal production scenarios.  Presenting the type and location(s) of the emissions 
contributing to the potential cumulative impacts throughout the PRB for 2015 and 2020 under 
the upper and lower coal production scenarios (as presented in Table 4-11 through 4-14) is 
considerably beyond the scope of the EIS for the Wright Area LBAs.  

As noted, BLM has recently contracted a second phase of the PRB coal review for modeling to 
update the 2020 analysis and extend the forecast of regional air quality to year 2030.  This 
project will analyze additional pollutants (i.e. ozone) and include photochemical grid modeling.  
EPA is a key member in the interagency stakeholder group that will review the modeling 
protocols for the second phase effort. 

Comment Response 40: We have updated the data in Table 3-8 in the Final EIS and have 
revised the units to be consistent throughout (µg/m3). 

Comment Response 41: Thank you for your comment. We revised the Final EIS to incorporate 
the information that you provided.  

Comment Response 42: The BLM does not permit, nor authorize, mining operations and does 
not have the authority to regulate mining activities nor mitigate air quality impacts.  As discussed 
in detail in Section 1.3 of the EIS, WDEQ is authorized by the Secretary of the Interior to 
regulate surface coal mining operations and surface effects of mining on federal and non-federal 
lands within Wyoming.  
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As stated in Section 3.4.2.3 of the EIS, the WDEQ/AQD requires the Wyoming Powder River 
Basin mines to collect air quality data.  As explained throughout the EIS, WDEQ/AQD has, by 
statute, the authority and responsibility to require mitigation for air quality impacts.      

Comment Response 43: We have revised, reorganized, and updated Section 4.2.14 in the Final 
EIS. 

Comment Response 44: The BLM’s PRB Coal Review is available online at:  
http://www.blm.gov/wy/st/en/programs/energy/Coal_Resources/PRB_Coal/prbdocs.html 

The coal review reports and analyses are used and referenced in the cumulative impact analysis 
in NEPA documents prepared to evaluate coal leasing in the PRB like the Wright Area Coal 
Lease Applications EIS and other proposed projects.  Since 2006, the coal review analysis has 
been reflected in each subsequent EIS as modified based on public comment on the analysis.  
The coal review has also been used to revise and update the BLM land use plans for the Casper, 
Miles City, and Buffalo Field Offices. 

The PRB is a major energy development area with diverse environmental values.  BLM and 
other federal and state agencies need data and analysis tools to evaluate cumulative impacts as 
additional development is proposed in the basin.  The coal review updates historic baseline data 
and projects the potential future cumulative effects of coal leasing and development based on 
reasonably foreseeable future development scenarios. 

The BLM Wyoming State Office has several pending applications to lease federal coal in the 
PRB. Each requires a NEPA analysis, and BLM plans to use the results of the PRB Coal Review 
in evaluating the cumulative impacts of leasing the federal coal included in these applications.  
The data and modeling tools are also relevant for the cumulative impact assessments for other 
project-specific impact assessments that BLM must prepare in order to comply with the 
requirements of NEPA by providing updated, readily available, and consistent information.  
Products of the study include databases containing future development activities, air quality, 
water, and socioeconomics information.  These databases can be updated through time and used 
with the existing modeling programs to generate future projections of cumulative effects.  As 
more data about actual development levels and actual associated impacts are collected and 
evaluated, conclusions based on projected development levels and projected associated impacts 
may need to be revised in the future to reflect the new information. 

The study primarily addresses coal and coal-related development within the PRB and focuses 
mainly on air quality, water resources, and socioeconomics.  The PRB Coal Review is a BLM 
project, but BLM has invited federal and state agencies with relevant technical expertise to help 
define the technical approach and content of the project and task reports.  Work on the project 
began in 2003.  The Task 2 report on foreseeable development was updated in 2009 based on 
actual development that had occurred through 2008.  The reports estimating effects of future 
developments to air quality (Task 3A) were done in three parts, primarily to have the reports 
based on up-to-date emission data.  The Task 3A report on estimated effects on air quality by 

31 


http://www.blm.gov/wy/st/en/programs/energy/Coal_Resources/PRB_Coal/prbdocs.html


 

 
 

   
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

2010 was completed in 2006, the 3A report for effects by 2015 was completed in 2008, and the 
3A report for effects by 2020 was completed in 2009.  The reports estimating effects of future 
development to water (Task 3B) were done in two parts – surface and groundwater, which were 
completed in 2008 and 2009, respectively. 

Comment Response 45: The public has had ample opportunity to participate in the NEPA 
process in regard to the Wright Area LBAs.  Please see Section 1.6 in the EIS, which documents 
past public participation activities and describes future public involvement and commenting 
opportunities. 

Comment Response 46: Please see the raptor nest site figures in Chapter 3 of the EIS.  The 
raptor nests, including eagle, are clearly shown.   

Comment Response 47: Coal mine outbursts are a phenomenon characterized by the sudden 
and often violent ejection of coal and gas from the solid coal face in an underground mine.  
When outbursts occur, they can be very serious events and are among the major killers of miners 
in underground coal mines.  Scientists have been investigating coal outbursts for more than 150 
years; the precise mechanism that causes the event is still largely unknown.  Outbursts typically 
occur where the roof of the coal seam is well sealed and can generally be attributed to various 
anomalous geologic features such as structural faults.  Studies have found that the gas storage 
capacity of coals increases with depth and coal rank.  For example, subbituminous coals have 
much higher gas volume storage capacity than lignite coals.  Outbursts happen only in deep 
underground mines where the coal bed is typically of a high rank (i.e., anthracite) and contains 
gas at high pressure. 

Catastrophic release of methane does not occur at the coal face in the open pit mines of the PRB.  
A comparison cannot be drawn between the nearly instantaneous outburst of methane gas from a 
deep, high-ranking coal seam in an underground mine and the slow desorption of methane gas 
from a shallow, low-ranking coal seam in a surface mine.  In order for CBNG to be produced 
from a subbituminous coal, hydrostatic pressure within the coal must be reduced to a level that 
allows the gas to desorb. 

A study published by the U.S. Geological Survey in 2006 (Gas Desorption and Adsorption 
Isotherm Studies of Coals in the Powder River Basin, Wyoming and Adjacent Basins in Wyoming 
and North Dakota, USGS Open File Report 2006-1174) concluded that the subbituminous Fort 
Union coal beds having a greater gas volume storage capacity have greater hydrostatic pressures.  
Only the coal beds in the shallowest part of the basin are strip mined.  Groundwater drains into 
the open mine pits, resulting in the dewatering of any saturated strata, including the coal seams, 
in the outlying areas. Dewatering of the coal seams mined in the eastern PRB has been ongoing 
since the mid-1970s.  Coal bed methane development of the same seams that are mined began in 
the eastern PRB on a large scale in the early-1990s.  The 2006 USGS study found that these 
shallow coal beds in the eastern PRB were essentially dewatered and drained of gas as a result. 
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A recent evaluation of CBNG reserves in the vicinity of the PRB mines by the BLM Wyoming 
State Office Reservoir Management Group (WSO-RMG, unpublished internal report, 2006) 
concludes that coal seam gas-in-place is dependent on a number of factors, including coal rank, 
coal lithology, and initial methane adsorption capacity of the coals, which is controlled by the 
hydrostatic pressure within the coal.  CBNG reservoirs can, thus, be affected by depletion of 
hydrostatic pressure, such as from coal mining and the surrounding CBNG production.  
Reservoir analyses prepared by the WSO-RMG have shown that CBNG can generally no longer 
be economically produced from lands adjacent to the mining areas.  Coal cores collected by the 
USGS and WSO-RMG in the vicinity of the mines generally show that coal seams were 
substantially depleted of water and natural gas.  Therefore, coal seams exposed within open mine 
pits have typically been dewatered prior to removal of the overburden and are essentially 
depleted of all gas volume storage capacity.  The ongoing reduction of hydrostatic pressure in the 
coal beds by the mine pits has been accelerated by extensive CBNG production from 
surrounding lands. The very small amount of residual methane and associated gases are vented 
to the atmosphere when the coal seam is actually mined; however, a small amount of venting can 
also occur naturally at the coal outcrop even in the absence of mining. 

The article by D.A. Kirchgessner, S.D. Piccot, and S.S. Masemore (Kirchgessner et al. 2000) that 
is cited by Dr. Kass states: “… methane is retained by the coal bed and surrounding strata as long 
as it remains under pressure and, assuming that no geologic processes breach the reservoir first, 
mining releases this pressure and the methane escapes,” and “… vertical wells can be drilled into 
the coal in advance of underground mining to drain methane from the coal.”  Kirchgessner and 
others may have indeed developed a method for direct atmospheric measurement of methane 
emissions from surface coal mines.  However, Dr. Kass’ statement that “using coal core samples 
to measure mine methane is fallacious” may stem from his unfamiliarity with the science of 
determining gas content from the desorption of gas (generally methane) from coal using methods 
described by Diamond and Schatzel (1998).  The gas storage capacity of the PRB coal core 
samples were determined by the USGS (Open File Report 2006-1174) using those methods. 

As stated in Section 3.3.2.2.1, the CBNG resource within the Wyodak-Anderson coal seam has 
been substantially depleted, either by mining or by recovery from producing CBNG wells 
nearby. Furthermore, mining operations within the LBA tracts could not begin until permitting 
is completed, which generally requires several years after a lease is acquired.  By that time, it is 
very likely that most, if not all, of any remaining recoverable CBNG resource will have been 
exhausted prior to the initiation of mining in the LBA tracts. 

As PRB mining operations continue to follow the coal seams downdip, the rate at which the open 
pits advance will decrease as more and more overburden must be removed to uncover the coal.  
Even though hundreds of feet of overburden must be removed, the coal will not become wetter 
or more pressurized due to the constant and continuous dewatering that is the inevitable 
consequence of open pit mining. 

The Final EIS does account for methane emissions from exposed unmined coal at the three 
applicant mines.  The amount of methane vented annually, based on the mines’ projected 
maximum future mining rates and the gas content data obtained by the USGS and WSO-RMG 
from coal cores, is included in Section 3.18.2.  The total amount of anthropomorphic methane 
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emissions attributed to surface coal mining is given in the DOE’s annual report on the emissions 
of GHGs in the U.S. Citing DOE’s most recent annual report, Section 4.2.14.2 in the Final EIS 
provides an estimate of the methane emissions contributed by the three applicant mines in 2008. 

Comment Response 48: PRB coals have a lower BTU per pound than higher ranked coals.  
This is due in large part to moistures in PRB coal.  However, CO2 is created as a result of the 
oxidation of the carbon content in the coal. So with PRB coal, the same energy requires a greater 
weight of coal, but the same amount of carbon content, resulting in the same amount of CO2. 

As stated throughout the Wright Area EIS, the EIS was prepared pursuant to the NEPA and other 
applicable regulations and statutes to address possible environmental and socioeconomic impacts 
that could result from potentially leasing the Wright Area LBA tracts.  We have assumed that if 
the tracts are leased, they would be mined. That assumption was used to develop the analysis in 
Chapter 3 regarding GHG emissions potentially resulting from the mining of the tracts.  Chapter 
4 of the EIS estimates the cumulative effect of all reasonably foreseeable development activity in 
the PRB that would likely occur contemporaneously with the assumed mining of the LBA tracts. 
In this analysis, it is assumed that PRB coal would continue to be used as steam coal for electric 
generation at a rate similar to recent use.  The analysis recognizes that future use of PRB coal, 
and coal in general, for electric generation is not entirely known, but, based on current electric 
generation portfolio forecasts, it is likely. 

We acknowledge that your method of estimating GHG emissions related to the mining, transport, 
and consumption of coal is reasonable if one were trying to show the impact of electric 
generation using coal.  Decisions from this EIS will not determine if electric generation from 
coal continues, and if so, where the coal consumers will buy coal. These matters will be 
addressed in the marketplace and by law and policies that influence decisions of electricity 
producers and utility regulators. 

Comment Response 49: Coal fines fall from rail cars and accumulate along the rail line.  The 
adverse effects of this accumulation, as well as potential mitigation are addressed in Section 
3.15.4.1 of the EIS. WDEQ has responded to complaints from landowners where coal fines are 
escaping the railroad’s right of way. 

Comment Response 50: Please refer to Section 3.3.2.1.2 in the EIS regarding methane, or 
CBNG. BLM recognizes that CBNG is a valuable energy resource and BLM policy encourages 
the development of this resource, where economically feasible, in advance of coal mining.  The 
analysis in the EIS clarifies that CBNG has been commercially produced in the PRB since 1989.  
The EIS discloses the release of methane as a result of mining, and that coal seams were already 
substantially depleted of CBNG in the vicinity of the mines in 2000.  By 2005, drilling activity in 
the areas adjacent to the coal mines declined significantly.  There has been little recent interest in 
drilling CBNG in this area. 
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Your cited reference of Rice, Ellis, and Bullock (2000) is the U.S. Geological Survey Open-File 
Report 00-372, “Water co-produced with coalbed methane in the Powder River Basin, Wyoming: 
preliminary compositional data”. This report describes the water quality characteristics of only 
the Wyodak-Anderson coal seam.  While it is true that groundwater produced from the Tongue 
River Member of the Fort Union Formation coals has relatively low sulfate concentrations, 
groundwaters from the overlying Wasatch Formation and recent alluvial deposits typically have 
high levels of sulfate, and, as a result, do not meet WDEQ’s standards for either domestic or 
agricultural uses due to the exceedingly high sulfate concentrations.  Please see Section 3.5 in the 
EIS for descriptions of the quality of groundwater associated with each of the water-bearing 
geologic units that have been, and will continue to be, affected by surface coal mining and 
CBNG development in the PRB. 

There is a paucity of data on the occurrence of radium in the surface and groundwater systems of 
the PRB. WDEQ does not require coal mine operators to monitor radiochemical constituents in 
surface water or groundwater within and around their operations.  BLM is aware of 
radiochemical data that is listed for 65 groundwater sites in the PRB and adjacent areas in 
northeastern Wyoming in a 1984 data report (Open-File Report 83-939).  Those data, however, 
may not be completely representative of current conditions considering the level of development 
that has been ongoing in the basin over the past 26 years.  No other published radiochemical data 
for naturally-occurring waters in the PRB are known to exist. 

The 2002 Powder/Tongue River Basin Water Plan, which was prepared by the Wyoming Water 
Development Office, stated that “radium-226 may be of concern near uranium ore deposits.”  
Wyoming has been the nation’s leading producer of uranium ore since 1995, and numerous 
uranium mining sites are present in the PRB.  Pumpkin Buttes, the primary uranium mining 
district in the basin, is located more than 20 miles west of the general Wright analysis area.  
None of the uranium mining sites are located within the same watersheds that the three applicant 
mines and the six Wright Area LBA tracts are located in.  Uranium mining in the PRB is 
conducted by the in-situ recovery method, which is highly monitored and regulated by the 
WDEQ and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission.  Due to the great distances between the general 
Wright analysis area and the uranium mining districts in the PRB, cumulative impacts to water 
resources from these operations were not considered in this EIS. 

Radon gas is not known to be associated with either the Wasatch or Fort Union formations in the 
eastern portion of the PRB where the surface coal mining operations are located. 

Comment Response 51: BLM recognizes that CBNG is a valuable energy resource and BLM 
policy encourages the development of this resource, where economically feasible, in advance of 
coal mining.  We acknowledge your comment of the importance in recognizing that the rights 
and lease obligations of federal oil and gas lessees be honored.   

If a decision is made to lease an LBA tract, mining operations within the tract would not begin 
until the permitting process is completed, which generally requires several years after a lease is 
issued. BLM’s special coal lease stipulations are identified in Appendix D of the Final EIS.  
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These stipulations specifically address multiple mineral development and oil and gas/coal 
resources. 

Additionally, BLM’s CBNG-coal policy provides the agency’s decision-makers with some 
latitude and tools to assist in working out reasonable accommodations among the lessees of coal 
and oil and gas in order to optimize the recovery of both of these resources and to ensure that the 
public receives a reasonable return.  BLM recognizes that cooperation in recovering as much of 
the commercially available methane as possible prior to mining will help to reduce the 
atmospheric release of residual methane that results from mining and shipping coal.   

Another aspect of accommodation between oil and gas operators is the timing of well 
abandonment and mining and reclamation operations.  It is reasonable to defer extensive 
reclamation on oil or gas sites, when mining and reclamation will follow in a short period of 
time.  In these cases, it is possible to temporarily stabilize sites until mining and reclamation 
activities occur. 

Comment Response 52: Air pollution is controlled by state and federal air quality regulations 
and standards established under the federal Clean Air Act Amendments.  State implementation 
plans are in place to ensure that actions like coal mining operations comply with all associated 
air quality regulations and criteria.  The Wyoming Ambient Air Quality Standards for the PM10 

annual and the NOx annual and 24-hour levels are more stringent than the National Ambient Air 
Quality Standards and are enforced by the WDEQ/AQD. 

Large surface coal mines have the potential to become particulate emission sources in the PRB 
contributing to air quality degradation. By statute and delegation, WDEQ/AQD has the authority 
and responsibility to require mitigation for air quality impacts.  WDEQ has stated that they will 
not permit mining operations that don’t comply with the standards.  

Any LBA offered as a result of this EIS will have a condition placed on the lease requiring the 
lessee to comply with the air quality regulations.  The LBA would be an additional lease mined 
in conjunction with other leases and state and private lands in order to maintain production at an 
existing mine.  WDEQ air quality permits regulate and mitigate air pollution for an entire mining 
operation, where any specific mitigation on a single lease would apply only to that lease. 

The FEIS contains recently completed results of regional air quality modeling that was done in 
order to estimate the cumulative air quality effects of all reasonably foreseeable development in 
the PRB by year 2020. As noted in EPA’s letter, BLM has recently contracted for modeling to 
extend the forecast of regional air quality to year 2030.  This modeling should be available for 
use by regulatory agencies when considering any future permitting related to adding LBA leases 
to mining operations. 

Comment Response 53: We have revised the Final EIS to include additional information 
regarding cultural resources. As described in Section 3.12 of the EIS, Class III site-specific 
cultural surveys have been completed for each of the six LBA tracts included in this EIS.   
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BLM initiated Native American consultation with the tribes on December 16, 2008 in regard to 
the Wright Area LBAs.  We will continue to consult on site-specific culturally significant areas 
located within the general Wright analysis area.   

Regulatory compliance, mitigation, and monitoring requirements for cultural resources are 
described in Section 3.12.4.  Native American consultation will continue throughout the 
permitting process and will be completed by the Office of Surface Mining Reclamation and 
Enforcement prior to any surface disturbing activities.  The BLM’s and U.S. Forest Service’s 
coal lease stipulations with respect to cultural resources are included in Appendix D of the Final 
EIS. 

The effects on regional air quality (including the Class I and Sensitive Class II areas in and 
around the Black Hills) as a result of all development predicted in the PRB by 2015 were 
modeled. Those results are discussed in Chapter 4 of the Final EIS.  We have also included 
recently completed modeling that projects the effects of all development through the year 2020.  
We did not identify measurable direct or indirect impacts from PRB development activity on 
water quality in the Black Hills. 

Comment Response 54: We appreciate your comment and readily acknowledge the importance 
of agriculture to the community and nation.  Section 3.11.1 and 3.11.2.1 in the Final EIS has 
been revised and expanded to include additional information regarding the impacts and potential 
loss of grazing on the USFS Thunder Basin National Grasslands (TBNG) allotments contained 
within the Wright Area LBAs.    

During mining operations, lands are taken out of production for grazing and are not restored until 
the lands are capable of supporting grazing. As described throughout the EIS, reclamation is a 
long term process, and to achieve bond release, the mines must demonstrate to the Wyoming 
DEQ/LQD that the land is capable of withstanding grazing pressure comparable to pre-mining 
conditions. In general, if the LBAs are leased, the loss of access to federally administered public 
lands included in the tracts may extend for 20 years or more after permitting depending on 
individual mine plans, mine variation in coal production rates, permitting requirements, and 
reclamation sequence and succession.    

As described in the EIS, portions of the TBNG are included in five of the six LBA tracts and 
their study areas. Table 3-15 depicts the distribution of surface ownership for BLM’s preferred 
alternatives. As shown, approximately 12,481 acres of federal surface administered by the USFS 
is included in the North, South, and West Hilight Field tracts and in the North and South 
Porcupine tracts under Alternative 2, BLM’s preferred alternative.  Section 3.11.1 in the EIS 
discloses that these federal lands are located within USFS Grazing Allotments #270 (located in 
the North Hilight Field tract), #256 (located in the South and West Hilight Field tracts), #266 
(located in the West Hilight Field tract), #280, #223, #240, #298, #264, #282 (located in the 
North Porcupine tract), and #278 and #281 (located in the South Porcupine tract).  All of these 
allotments are currently held by the Thunder Basin Grazing Association (TBGA).  If the federal 
lands are leased for coal, the livestock producers that depend upon these grazing allotments 
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would be negatively impacted.  The EIS discloses that livestock grazing has been the primary use 
of these lands in the past. 

A number of livestock producers depend upon grazing USFS-administered lands within the 
Wright EIS general analysis area in order to maintain their ranch viability and sustainability.  As 
stated above, much of the general Wright analysis area is currently permitted for grazing use 
through a grazing agreement between USFS and the TBGA.  Overall, this agreement annually 
permits the TBGA for 71,500 Animal Unit Months (AUMs) on approximately 351,192 acres of 
TBNG for a period of ten years. In turn, TBGA permits these allotments to its individual 
members.   

If the Wright Area LBAs are leased, approximately 12,481 acres of TBNG surface that are 
currently permitted for federal grazing by the TBGA would be suspended during mining and 
reclamation activities.  This suspension would result in an additional seven allotments that would 
no longer be available for grazing. One allotment would be reduced by approximately 50 
percent and three allotments would have small reductions in grazing.  In total, approximately 
2,890 AUMs would be lost from the TBGA, or four percent of the total grazing agreement due to 
the potential leasing and mining of the Wright Area LBAs.  In combination with past impacts, 
these additional AUM reductions from mining would result in three TBGA members that would 
no longer have allotments to graze, one member that would have grazing allotments reduced by 
65 percent, and one member that would be minimally impacted.   

The TBGA permits each of its members to graze in various allotments.  When USFS lands are 
withdrawn from grazing use for any reason, including coal mining, the AUMs are removed from 
the member’s permit since they can no longer graze the area.  While the TBGA could potentially 
provide relief to some of its members through the possible allocation of other vacant allotments 
if they are available, TBGA cannot totally recover these losses.  Often, lost AUMs ultimately 
result in a net loss to the member and the TBGA and negatively impact the ranchers that were 
allotted those AUMs for their livestock operations.   

Since the onset of mining in this portion of the Powder River Basin, approximately 44,000 acres 
of federal surface administered by the USFS within 20 allotments have been impacted by coal 
mining operations.  This has resulted in a loss of approximately 10,200 AUMs from the TBGA.  
Cumulatively, with losses from previous mining activities and these proposed leases, the TBGA 
grazing agreement could potentially be reduced by approximately 13,090 AUMs, or 18 percent. 

As previously described, for five TBGA members, the loss of TBNG grazing use due to the 
Wright Area LBAs could seriously impact their livestock operations and family ranches.   
A potential solution to help mitigate adverse effects would be for the TBGA, its affected 
members, USFS, and the mine operators to partner and collaborate in addressing this issue and 
begin to develop potential solutions as a consolidated stakeholder group.  Also, it might be 
possible for the affected ranchers to work with one or more of the mines to arrange for grazing 
on reclaimed mine lands.   

As described in Section 1.6, USFS is a cooperating agency on this EIS and must consent to 
leasing the federal coal underlying lands that they administer before BLM can include those 
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lands in a decision to hold a federal coal lease sale.  The USFS will issue their own separate 
record of decision (ROD) regarding their potential consent to lease those lands.  A decision to 
consent to lease USFS lands can be appealed within 45 days from the date that the Notice of 
Publication of USFS ROD is published in the Laramie Boomerang. 

Comment Response 55: Please refer to Figure 1-1 or F-1 in the EIS.  The mines south and east 
of Wright do indeed include the three applicant mines (Black Thunder, Jacobs Ranch, and North 
Antelope Rochelle); however, both the Antelope Mine and North Rochelle Mine (which no 
longer has an active air quality permit, and its federal coal leases are now owned by Ark Land 
Company and BTU Western Resources, Inc.) are also included. 

Section 3.4 and the Supplemental Air Quality Information appendix (Appendix F) have been 
updated and revised for the Final EIS.  Appendix F in the Final EIS states “… 29 of the 33 valid 
exceedances (those not considered exceptional events under the NEAP) of the 24-hour PM10 

standard that have occurred in the PRB through 2009 have been recorded by the group of mines 
located south and east of the town of Wright; the remaining four exceedances occurred in the 
group of mines located north of Gillette…”  The 29 exceedances did not all occur at the three 
applicant mines.  Please refer to Sections 3.4.2.1, 3.4.2.2.1, 3.4.2.2.1.1, 3.4.2.2.1.2, and 
3.4.2.2.1.3 in the Final EIS for an updated accounting of the exceedances that have occurred at 
each of the three applicant mines.  The total number of 24-hour PM10 exceedances that have 
occurred at each of the three applicant mines are also disclosed in the Executive Summary.   

Through 2009 there have been no exceedances of the annual PM10 standards at all three applicant 
mines.  Through 2009 there have been a total of eight 24-hour PM10 exceedances documented at 
the Black Thunder Mine (six of which occurred prior to 2007 and one was designated as a high 
wind event under the NEAP).  Through 2009 there have been a total of four 24-hour PM10 

exceedances documented at the North Antelope Rochelle mine (two of which occurred prior to 
2007 and two were designated as a high wind event under the NEAP).  Through 2009 there has 
been one 24-hour PM10 exceedance documented at the Jacobs Ranch Mine (which occurred prior 
to 2007). 

In summary, since the three applicant mines have been in existence and monitoring the 
particulates and reporting the results to the WDEQ/AQD, a total of 13 24-hour PM10 

exceedances are on record, three of which were designated as being caused by high wind events 
under the NEAP.  Nine of the other 10 exceedances occurred prior to 2007 and DEQ 
acknowledges that most of those could have qualified as being the result of high wind events 
under the NEAP. 

Comment Response 56: Table F-1 and Table 3-8 have been updated and revised for the Final 
EIS. The background concentrations for particulates (PM10 and PM2.5) are based on data 
collected at the Jacobs Ranch and Black Thunder mines in 2005 through 2008.  Please refer to 
the explanation of how those values were determined in the tables’ footnotes. 
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Please see Section 3.4.2.2.1 and Appendix F for the discussion on air quality modeling for the 
three existing applicant mine operations.  Due to the similarities in mining rates and mining 
operations, the potential impacts of mining the LBA tracts have been inferred from the projected 
impacts of mining the existing coal leases as currently permitted.  The applicant mines’ current 
air quality permit modeling results agree favorably with the historical monitoring data recorded 
by them.  If the Black Thunder, Jacobs Ranch, and North Antelope Rochelle mines acquire the 
LBA tracts, they will have to amend their current air quality permits to include the new leases 
before mining activities can proceed into the new lease areas.  New air quality modeling would 
need to be conducted in support of that permit application demonstrating on-going compliance 
with all applicable ambient standards. 

Comment Response 57: WDEQ/AQD’s Natural Events Action Plan states that “all coal mines 
in the Wyoming PRB employ Best Available Control Technology (BACT). This Natural Events 
Action Plan for the Powder River Basin identifies BACT measures in place as the result of 
existing permit requirements, additional potential control measures identified as BACM, and 
reactionary control measures directed at transient problem sites that may be implemented during 
Natural Events. Implementation of BACT, BACM, and reactionary control measures will assure 
that anthropogenic dust emissions from the coal mines in the PRB are controlled to the greatest 
extent possible. The goal is to protect public health and to minimize exceedances of the PM10 

NAAQS through the continued implementation of BACT, and implementation of BACM and 
reactionary control measures.” 

WDEQ does conduct regularly scheduled mine inspections.  The control measures identified as 
BACM that are employed at each of the mines are directed at transient problem areas or sites that 
are unique to the particular operation and are typically action measures rather than devices or 
installations. However, the actions employed by the mines during “natural events” can be 
observed and noted during the agency’s inspections.  Included in Section F-2.8 of Appendix F, 
we describe Wyoming’s NEAP, including two lists of control measures designed to prevent 
exceedances during high wind events.  Included are the measures that the mines can implement 
continuously so that they are in place before a high wind event occurs. These measures 
primarily address the principal mine-controlled sources of fugitive dust, which are large 
contiguous disturbed areas. The second list is an additional category of control measures that 
include actions that can be taken during a high wind event, depending on site specific conditions.    
The implementation of BACT, BACM, and reactionary control measures assure that 
anthropogenic dust emissions from the coal mines in the PRB are controlled to the greatest 
extent possible. 

Comment Response 58: The applicant mines’ current air quality permit modeling results agree 
with the historical recorded monitoring data.  As such, the mines’ BACT requirements for 
particulates have been effective at protecting the NAAQS, and the EIS provides all of the 
information necessary to demonstrate compliance with BLM FLPMA obligations.  In addition, 
the EIS states that if the Black Thunder, Jacobs Ranch, and North Antelope Rochelle mines 
acquire the LBA tracts, they will have to amend their current air quality permits to include the 
new leases before mining activities could proceed into the new lease areas.  New air quality 
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modeling would need to be conducted in support of the permit application demonstrating on
going compliance with all applicable ambient standards. 

Comment Response 59: Section 3.4.3 (Emissions of Nitrogen Oxides and Ozone) has been 
updated and revised in the Final EIS. The EIS discloses all possible sources for these gas 
emissions and the monitoring efforts of the WDEQ in the PRB. 

The EIS states that “ozone monitoring is not required by WDEQ at the PRB coal mines, but 
levels have been monitored by WDEQ/AQD at its ambient air quality monitoring sites in the 
PRB since 2001.” An exceedance of the O3 8-hour standard occurs if the 4th-highest daily 
maximum value is above the level of the standard.  Table 3-9 shows that no exceedances of the 
O3 standard have occurred at either of the two monitoring sites when evaluated under the 
standard in place at the time the values were recorded.  If the strengthened 2008 standard was 
applied retroactively, one exceedance would have occurred in 2003 at the Campbell County site.  
The EIS discloses that BLM expects a stricter O3 standard of between 0.06 and 0.07 ppm to be 
announced in August 2010. 

Your comment claims that ozone levels in the PRB are trending upward.  BLM cannot make that 
assertion based on the limited data that are currently available, both temporarily and spatially, for 
the PRB. For example, sans the statistical trend analyses demonstrated by WildEarth’s 
comment, the highest recorded value occurred in 2003; seven years in the past.  Additional data 
from these two sites and preferably a larger ozone air quality monitoring network that covers 
more of the basin are needed before any trends can be clearly defined. 

Comment Response 60: Based on data collected at WDEQ’s Campbell County ozone 
monitoring site from 2005 through 2008, we have updated the Final EIS to include the 
background ozone level as 133 µg/m3 (0.057 ppm) in Table 3-8 and F-1. 

WDEQ does not currently require ozone monitoring or modeling by the PRB coal mines.  
Therefore, the applicant mines’ current air quality permits do not address impacts to the ozone 
standards, and as stated in the response to WildEarth’s prior comment (4a), ozone monitoring 
data for the eastern PRB are limited.  BLM has disclosed the sources of ozone emissions from 
the mining operations and the environmental consequences related to it. 

Note that on January 6, 2010, EPA proposed to strengthen the NAAQS for ground-level ozone.  
EPA is proposing to strengthen the 8-hour “primary” ozone standard to a level within the range 
of 0.060-0.070 ppm. For the primary standard, ozone concentrations are averaged over 8-hour 
periods. The fourth highest 8-hour value at a particular monitor in the most recent year is 
averaged with the fourth-highest 8-hour values from the previous 2 years.  This produces a 3
year average.  To meet the standard, the 3-year average must be less than or equal to the level of 
the standard.  In light of EPA’s proposed ozone standard, additional ozone monitors would be 
needed in the PRB before a quantitative assessment of ozone impacts in the PRB could be made.  
EPA is considering comments received on the proposed monitoring requirements and plans to 
issue a final rule in coordination with the final ozone standards in August 2010. 

41 




 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

The BLM as well as WDEQ recognize that ozone levels in the state are a serious concern.  
WDEQ operates and maintains a network of ambient air quality monitors to determine 
compliance with the NAAQS.  When areas do not meet the NAAQS, WDEQ performs special 
monitoring studies, such as that which is ongoing in the Upper Green River Basin, to better 
understand ozone formation. 

Comment Response 61: Ground-level ozone is not emitted directly into the air, but is created 
by sources of NOX, which in the presence of volatile organic compounds (VOCs) reacts to form 
ground-level ozone. Therefore, the statement that is made in the EIS that measures to reduce 
mine-related NOX emissions should also reduce the potential for the formation of ground-level 
O3 in the PRB is entirely reasonable. 

Comment Response 62: The cumulative air quality effects analysis in Section 4.2.3 has been 
updated and revised in the Final EIS. 

BLM updated the air quality model and cumulative impact analysis for the year 2020 using 2004 
as the baseline year with revised 2020 coal production scenarios, based on the PRB Coal Review 
Task 3A Report update. The analysis specifically looked at impacts of coal mines, power plants, 
CBNG development, and other development activities.  The revised baseline year emissions 
inventory was developed using 2004 actual emissions data or emissions estimates and 
incorporated the recent analyses of emissions in Wyoming and Montana that were not available 
when the previous modeling was done. 

Two of the reservations noted in your comment are located within the PRB:  the Northern 
Cheyenne Indian Reservation, which is designated as a PSD Class I area, and the Crow Indian 
Reservation, which is designated as a PSD Class II area.  The Northern Cheyenne Reservation is 
located 13 miles from the Colstrip Power Plant and the Rosebud surface coal mine, and 10 miles 
from the Absaloka surface coal mine.  The Crow Reservation actually borders the Absaloka 
surface coal mine.  These two reservations are approximately 130 miles north of the general 
Wright analysis area.  The Wright EIS general analysis area is located about 330 miles away 
from the Fort Belknap Reservation and about 140 miles from the Wind River Reservation; both 
of these reservations are designated as PSD Class II areas.  The modeled impacts to the visibility 
at these reservations, as shown in Table 4-13 in the EIS, are the cumulative result of all current 
and projected development activities within the PRB, not just the impacts that would result from 
the leasing and subsequent mining of the six Wright Area LBA tracts. 

Section 3.17.7 in the EIS addresses environmental justice and the impacts related to the proposed 
leasing of the six Wright Area LBA tracts, not the cumulative impacts from all development 
within the PRB. Therefore, the analysis in Section 3.17.7 is limited to Campbell County.  The 
cumulative visibility impacts resulting from all projected development within the PRB would be 
no more acute for Native American populations than for the general public. 
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Comment Response 63: Thank you for your comment. We have revised the Final EIS to 
incorporate additional information regarding paleontological and cultural resources in the Wright 
EIS general analysis area. 

We have added the Rockpile Museum in Gillette to the BLM High Plains District coal EIS 
mailing list.  The museum will receive all future BLM Wyoming PRB federal coal 
environmental impact statements.     

As is BLM policy, a survey of the lands being considered for federal coal leasing must be 
surveyed for historical and archeological sites and artifacts in advance of leasing.  These surveys 
are typically completed by consulting firms approved and/or permitted by the Forest Service 
(USFS) or BLM. Agency approval allows them to conduct surveys on lands administered by 
either of these agencies, and sets professional and technical standards for their work. 

Based on the survey report findings, the BLM or USFS then consults with the Wyoming State 
Historic Preservation Office (SHPO) regarding the significance of sites discovered and the 
eligibility of those sites for the National Register of Historic Places.  If the lands are leased, the 
WDEQ, the agency that permits coal mining, will require that a plan be developed to mitigate 
(generally by avoiding or excavating and recording) each eligible site.  WDEQ will enforce this 
plan as a condition of the mining permit. 

The cultural survey reports include specific location and content information for each site found. 
This information is confidential under the National Historic Preservation Act.  The consultant, 
federal agency, and SHPO are all prohibited from public release of this information.  It might be 
possible for the Rockpile Museum to enter into a formal data sharing agreement with the 
agencies where specific information could potentially be shared.  The Museum would be under 
the same public release prohibitions as the other agencies. 

Paleontological surveys of the lands being considered for federal coal leasing are undertaken to 
locate, identify, and document paleontological resources that might be affected, and to provide 
recommendations of management/mitigation for identified paleontological resources.  Like the 
cultural resource surveys, these surveys are completed by qualified consulting firms that are 
approved to conduct surveys on public lands administered by the federal land management 
agency. 

Potentially significant fossil specimens exposed on the surface have been collected and reposited 
with the Denver Museum of Natural History to prevent data loss.  The qualified paleontologists 
who conducted the field survey may recommend that mitigation efforts be conducted to 
determine if additional buried material is present, and to then collect any scientifically significant 
specimens.   

BLM will attach a stipulation to each lease requiring the operator to report significant 
paleontological finds to the authorized federal agency and suspend production in the vicinity of a 
find until an approved paleontologist can evaluate the paleontological resource. 
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Comment Response 64: We have added your name to the BLM High Plains District coal EIS 
mailing list.  You will receive all future BLM Wyoming PRB federal coal environmental impact 
statements.    

Figure 4-5 in the Final EIS does not represent current conditions, but rather, it depicts the areal 
extent of groundwater level drawdown within the Wyodak coal seam aquifer that would be 
expected to occur as a result of all mining activity in the Wright Area should all six of the Wright 
Area LBA tracts be leased and mined.  The five-foot drawdown limit shown in Figure 4-5 
extends west beyond the Turner Ranch on Bates Creek.  However, groundwater level drawdowns 
in the coal seam aquifer that are due to mine pit dewatering have been completely overshadowed 
by the dewatering effects on the coal seam aquifer as a result of coal bed natural gas (CBNG) 
development in this area.  It is very unlikely that mine pit dewatering alone has had or will have 
any measurable effect on the Wyodak coal seam aquifer as far west as the Turner Ranch on 
Bates Creek. 

The statement in Section 3.5.2.1 that “springs are uncommon and none have been identified 
within the general analysis areas of these six LBA tracts” is factual.  It is unclear but assumed the 
springs that you refer to in your comment are located within the Bates Creek watershed.  Bates 
Creek is a major tributary of Antelope Creek, and the mouth of Bates Creek is located roughly 10 
miles southwest of the western edge of the South Porcupine LBA Tract, the closest of the six 
Wright Area LBA tracts to Bates Creek. 

The Final EIS has been updated to include the results of BLM’s regional groundwater flow 
model, which illustrates the areal extent and degree of drawdown that is associated with the 
mining operations and the CBNG development operations in the PRB.  The groundwater flow 
model used in this NEPA analysis is included in BLM’s PRB Coal Review Task 3B Report.  The 
PRB Coal Review is used by BLM to evaluate the cumulative impacts of leasing federal coal in 
the PRB. The groundwater model and its results are described in detail in the Task 3B Report 
and can be reviewed on the BLM High Plains District website.  Figures depicting the effects of 
coal mine-related dewatering only and CBNG development-related dewatering only are included 
in the Final EIS; these data indicate that the effects of mine dewatering have not and will not in 
the future extend to the west far enough to effect groundwater resources in the Bates Creek 
watershed. 

The springs that you describe in your comment are much removed from the general Wright 
analysis area; therefore, the past and present hydrogeologic conditions responsible for these 
once-significant springs and their demise were not investigated in detail in this EIS.  However, 
based on the general hydrologic characteristics of the geologic units that occur in the eastern part 
of the PRB, it is reasonable to assume that the springs were and are presently associated with a 
shallow groundwater source, such as recent alluvial deposits or possibly the Wasatch Formation, 
rather than a deep groundwater source, such as the Wyodak coal seam.   

Springs and seeps do not commonly occur within the PRB due to many factors, including the 
semi-arid climate and the lithologic characteristics of the shallow geologic units that crop out on 
the surface of the basin.  In general, springs and seeps that occur within the drainages of the PRB 
are typically associated with shallow groundwater that is stored in the streams’ recent alluvial 
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deposits. Determining the cause of the changes to the “spring holes” on Bates Creek that you 
have witnessed is beyond the scope of this EIS.  However, if these springs are indeed associated 
with shallow Bates Creek alluvial groundwater, those changes may be the result of changes that 
have occurred to the stream’s hydrologic flow regime, which could be the result of the extreme 
drought conditions that have prevailed in the PRB since 1999. 

We encourage you to advise the BLM High Plains District Office in Casper of the spring 
locations so that they can be included in the administrative record for this EIS.  Those locations 
should be made available to the WDEQ as well.  If nearby lands are leased for coal in the future, 
their locations should be made available to the coal lessee for study purposes. 

Twenty-eight wells have been installed in the backfill at the North Antelope Rochelle Mine to 
monitor water levels and water quality. As required by the WDEQ, the mine also monitors water 
levels and water quality in many wells that are completed in the water-bearing units that are 
affected by mining, including alluvial deposits, clinker deposits, Wasatch overburden strata, Fort 
Union coal beds, and underburden strata. The monitor well you cite (PRCC-21B) is a WDEQ 
required monitor well.  Monitoring data and other required information, such as the well’s 
completion record, is reported to WDEQ by the mine operator.  We understand that this data is 
made available to the public, and the WDEQ/LQD office, either in Sheridan or Cheyenne, should 
be able to assist you with locating all the information on this or any of the mine’s other 
monitoring wells. It should be noted that it is unlikely a well used for stock watering would also 
be used by a mine as a monitoring well due to the fact that its water level would be greatly 
affected by pumping, negating its usefulness to monitor the effects of mine-related dewatering 
and drawdown. 

Comment Response 65: Mining companies restrict access to their permitted lands as a safety 
precaution.  There are dangers on mine sites; companies control visitors to protect the public’s 
safety and prevent accidents.  However, the controlled mine areas should be well posted to 
prevent the public from accidently entering these areas.  Please contact the mine company 
regarding your access to grazing areas and any affiliated problems that may have arisen 
regarding their employees’ conduct and customer service.  It is our understanding that all of the 
PRB mines continue to welcome visitors and will gladly conduct tours of their operations 
provided that they are contacted in advance of your visit. 

Comment Response 66: Thank you for your comment. We have updated and revised Section 
3.5.1.2.1.1 (North, South, and West Hilight Field LBA Tracts), Section 3.5.1.2.1.2 (West Jacobs 
Ranch LBA Tract), and Section 3.5.1.2.1.3 (North and South Porcupine LBA Tracts) in the Final 
EIS. We revised the discussions on identifying and predicting the extent of drawdown in the 
Wyodak coal aquifer that is specifically attributable to mine dewatering. 

Comment Response 67: The Biological Assessment (Appendix G) has been revised extensively 
for the Final EIS. A discussion on the location and extent of the potential wetland areas was 
added for each LBA tract including separate maps to depict those areas within the respective 
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tract’s general analysis area.  Also added were more detailed descriptions of each tract’s existing 
environments and the potentially suitable habitats for each listed species. Dates of all surveys 
conducted for ULTs are provided in the EIS. 

Comment Response 68: Previous surveys for ULT have been conducted within the adjacent 
mines’ existing permit areas in order to evaluate the potential effects of leasing federal coal 
reserves within those areas and are contained within the respective BLM EIS documents.  
References are made to those sources in Appendix G including the survey dates, surveyors’ 
names, and results.   

Comment Response 69: The Biological Assessment (Appendix G) has been revised extensively 
for the Final EIS. Appendix G states that all potentially suitable habitat within the general 
analysis area of each LBA tract will be surveyed for ULT three consecutive years during the 
plant’s flowering period in order to determine the presence of the species prior to any surface 
disturbing activities. 

BLM’s and USFS’s special coal lease stipulations are identified in Appendix D of the Final EIS 
and they include a threatened, endangered, candidate, or other special status plant and animal 
special stipulation. This stipulation was developed in concert with USFWS and specifically 
states, “Any potential habitat that has not already been surveyed for Ute ladies’-tresses within the 
project area shall be identified and surveyed prior to surface mining activities.” 

Comment Response 70: The Biological Assessment (Appendix G) has been revised extensively 
for the Final EIS. Further analysis determined that no suitable habitat for blowout penstemon is 
present within the general analysis areas of the six Wright Area LBA tracts; Appendix G has 
been revised to clarify that finding.  BLM’s and USFS’s special coal lease stipulations are 
identified in Appendix D of the Final EIS. The threatened, endangered, candidate, or other 
special status plant and animal species coal lease stipulation that was developed in concert with 
the USFWS is included.  With the guidance and support of USFWS, wildlife mitigation 
measures will also be prescribed at the permitting stage.   

Comment Response 71: Thank you for your comment. We revised Section 3.12 in the Final 
EIS to include additional information regarding cultural resources.  BLM initiated Native 
American consultation with the tribes on December 16, 2008 in regard to the Wright Area EIS.  
Preliminary analysis of the Class III inventories associated with the six Wright Area LBA coal 
tracts indicates that there are likely archeological sites that may be of tribal significance.  Once 
the Class III inventories are fully analyzed, BLM will consult the tribes in accordance with the 
National Historic Preservation Act regulations.  Because there are numerous cultural resources in 
the Wright EIS general analysis area, BLM will conduct site-specific tribal consultation 
individually on each lease.  BLM will consult with the Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe, and other 
tribes, in relation to the specific culturally significant areas that are located within the Wright EIS 
general analysis area beginning in the summer or fall of 2010.   
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Comment Response 72: We revised and updated Section 3.3.2.1 and 3.3.2.2 in the Final EIS to 
include additional information regarding the different forms of modern unconventional 
development of “continuous” hydrocarbon accumulations, including tight sand and shale gas.    

In the Final EIS, we added a new subsection to the unconventional oil and gas analysis (Section 
3.3.2.1.2) in order to address the potential for the development of continuous oil and gas 
resources in the PRB. Subsection 3.3.2.1.2.1 addresses CBNG production in the PRB and in the 
general Wright analysis area.   

In addition, the potential impacts of coal leasing upon both conventional and unconventional oil 
and gas development in the PRB and general Wright analysis area have been added to Section 
3.3.2.2 in the Final EIS. A discussion covering secondary recovery methods used to enhance 
production from old fields with declining production has also been included in the conventional 
oil and gas resources section (3.3.2.1.1), as was the potential for increased conventional oil and 
gas exploration due to increased prices. 

The development of natural gas from hydrocarbon rich shale and tight sand formations is a very 
recent phenomenon in the oil and gas industry.  The industry’s ability to drill and complete wells 
that are capable of tapping these unconventional hydrocarbon resources is largely due to 
evolving state-of-the-art directional drilling and new formation fracturing technology.  As 
discussed in the Final EIS, the oil and gas industry has only recently begun to explore the 
potential proficiency and feasibility of developing these continuous hydrocarbon resources in the 
PRB. 

Summary of the Wright Area Coal Lease Applications Draft EIS Public Hearing 

Two statements were given as testimony at the Wright Area Coal Lease Applications 
Draft EIS Public Hearing held on July 29, 2009 in Gillette, Wyoming.  The complete transcript is 
available for public review at the BLM High Plains District Office in Casper. 

Shannon Anderson, speaking on behalf of the Powder River Basin Resource Council 
(PRBRC), described a number of the group’s concerns in regard to Powder River Basin coal 
mining including reclamation, groundwater impacts, and loss of wildlife habitat and livestock 
grazing areas. Ms. Anderson’s testimony highlighted the formal comment letter that was 
submitted to BLM by the PRBRC during the Draft EIS public comment period.  Their letter is 
included in this appendix. 

Brad Mohrmann delivered testimony as a Sierra Club representative.  Mr. Mohrmann 
asked the BLM to consider several issues including whether federal coal should currently be 
leased in light of the slow economy, decline in coal production, increased wind power electric 
generation, and the push to generate clean renewable energy. Concerns with reclamation, 
bonding, new climate change legislation, and the economics of leasing coal at this time were also 
presented. 
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