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Sent via Email to: lander_wymail@blm.gov
March 7, 2012

Stuart Cerovski
Lander Field Office
1335 Main St
Lander WY 82520

Re: Comments on the Wind River/Bighorn Basin Draft Environmental Assessment for the
August 2012 BLM Competitive Oil and Gas Lease Parcel Offerings.

Dear Mr. Cerovski,

Please accept Trout Unlimited’s comments on the Draft Environmental Assessment (DEA) for the
August 2012 BLM Competitive Oil and Gas Lease Parcel offerings in the Wind River/Bighorn
Basin District. Trout Unlimited (TU) appreciates the opportunity to participate in the public
commenting process offered under the oil and gas leasing process authorized through the May
2010 BLM Instructional Memorandum (IM) 2010-117 on oil and gas leasing reform. After a
careful review of the DEA, TU supports Alternative 2 with additional recommendation that
streams with native and wild trout fisheries contain a .25mile NSO stipulation for those waters.

Background

TU is the leading coldwater conservation organization with a mission to protect, conserve and
restore our nation’s trout and salmon fisheries and their watersheds. With more than 140,000
members, TU has a strong base support of hunters and anglers in Wyoming who depend on
Wyoming’s natural resources for their multi-use activities both now and in the future.
Wyoming TU’s membership of more than 1,500 volunteers and 13 chapters who assist in habitat
improvement projects that are within these lease parcel locations. Our members value these
public lands that sustain some of the cleanest water, the healthiest habitats and finest fishing
and hunting in North America.

TU has been proactive in advocating for responsible energy development and our organization
believes oil and gas development can be carried out responsibly while highlighting important
lands for fish, wildlife, and hunting and fishing values where development should be limited or
not take place. TU is not against oil and gas leasing and/or development as a use of our public
lands. Utilizing proper stipulations and effectively undertaking monitoring, mitigation, and
enforcement of environmental safeguards are all aspects of responsible energy development.
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Specific Comments

1. Several parcels fall within native trout habitat

Yellowstone River cutthroat trout (YCT) and their habitat components are present, or adjacent in
several of the lease parcels offered in the August 2012 lease sale. These parcels include: WY-
1208-388-89, WY-1208-390-94. We recommend attaching a lease stipulation with a .25 mile
NSO for all native trout waters. The Wyoming Game and Fish Department (WGFD) have
identified this native trout species as Specie of Greatest Conservation Need in their updated
SWAP (Strategic Wildlife Action Plan, 2010) and the BLM has identified them as a Sensitive
Species. Both these status rankings accentuate the importance for protection maintenance and
the need for additional stipulations that may reach beyond the general standards the BLM
routinely requires.

The parcels mentioned above are located within the Clarks Fork of the Yellowstone watershed,
which contains current and potential expansion habitat for YCT. This watershed is an important
recreational fishery in addition to being highly valued from a conservation perspective.
Significant efforts to protect and restore native YTC have been undertaken within the Clarks
Fork watershed. It is imperative that management actions be taken that do not compromise this
effort. As energy development continues to increase across the state, the act of maintaining
stable populations of YCT becomes more challenging. Placing stronger stipulations on parcels
that contain sensitive species helps toward protecting the habitat, prevents potential future
listings, and still allows responsible energy development to take place. We feel that responsible
energy development is possible but only if stronger protection measures are in place. A
detailed discussion on buffers and precedents for increasing them is included, below, under the
fisheries discussion.

2. Discussion of Affected Environment and Environmental Impacts.
Fisheries

TU would like to see .25 mile buffers placed on rivers and streams containing populations of
native trout and wild trout. Lease Notice Number 1 includes a 500-foot buffer for all riparian
areas, but it does not address rivers or streams. Often streams and rivers in Wyoming lack
distinguishable riparian areas and we request that language be specific to include streams and
rivers, as well. Due to the arid and semi-arid nature of Wyoming’s region, many rivers and
streams contain sparse vegetative buffers. The 2020-117 IM supports the BLM’s ability to
revise, alter, or create new stipulations based on the adequacy of current stipulations in the
RMPs.

The wildlife analysis for the Lander Field Office contains no fisheries discussion, particularly in
reference to those parcels adjacent or encompassing the Sweetwater River. A fisheries
discussion and potential impacts should be included in the final EA. Unlike, the Cody section of
the EA, parcels containing fisheries resources are not specifically identified and more broadly
parcel numbers have not been included in the shape files made available for this sale. For that
reason it is difficult for us to identify the specific parcel numbers that should receive added
stipulations. With that in mind we recommend a .25 mile NSO for all parcels adjacent to the
Sweetwater River. The Sweetwater River is one of the best recreational fisheries within the LFO,
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this is highlighted by its ranking as a Class 1 and 2 water by Wyoming DEQ. The Sweetwater
contains an excellent wild trout fishery, containing brown, rainbow and brook trout, from it’s
headwaters in the Wind River Mountains down through Sweetwater Canyon and as far down
stream as Split Rock. Oil and gas development has the potential to negatively impact these
fisheries and implementing stronger buffers would prevent unnecessary impacts while still
allowing responsible energy development.

Buffers: 1t is TU’s belief, supported by science, that the larger a buffer area, the better
protection measures are allowed. There are many types of disturbances that can occur on BLM
lands. Because of the chances for accidents and contamination through surface runoff from
potential well pads, TU strongly advocates for the implementation of stronger, more effective
buffers fro native and wild trout waters. Qil and gas activities can involve extreme disturbances
to surface and subsurface lands. A 500-foot buffer to a trout fishery or a blue ribbon fishery for
a four to twelve- acre well pad with facilities and equipment that contain toxic and hazardous
chemicals is often insufficient protection. We are advocating for stronger buffer stipulation of
.25 miles, attached to each lease parcels containing native and wild trout, reasoning that it is
easier to modify buffers from an established stronger protection barrier to that of a lesser buffer
protection amount through negotiated conditional use approvals and agreements, science-
backed exemptions, and increased monitoring.

Riparian setbacks, or buffers, are valuable in a variety of ways. From headwaters to
downstream municipal communities, protection of our nation’s water systems remains a top
priority for many reasons. Ecologically, waters are the most important element in any living
system. Protecting water systems provide a healthy benefit for more than just fish; terrestrial
wildlife including big game, large and small mammals, birds, insects, amphibians and reptiles all
benefit by having clean water. Additionally, livestock and agricultural operations benefit from
managed riparian areas. The implications of current scientific literature for management are
that a stream buffer or a riparian setback should be viewed as not only a parcel-specific best
management practice, such as a stormwater management pond, but also as a watershed-scale
management system (Chagrin River Watershed Partners, Inc. 2006. “Riparian Setbacks:
Technical Information for Decision Makers.”).

Precedent Setting for Increased Buffers: The BLM and the Forest Service are implementing
increased buffer setbacks in all surrounding states, as witnessed with the most recent buffer
establishment in the Little Snake BLM Field Office in Colorado which borders the Rawlins FO
(establishing a .25 mile buffer on all perennial streams, October 2011). The IM 2010-117 calls for
removing those edge-borders on neighboring agency field offices, whether it be within state or
out of state. Both federal agencies have adopted the buffer approach for oil and gas activity in
their land use plans with the application of consistent setback stipulations for coldwater
fisheries. Other examples of the BLM implementing stronger buffer stipulations include
Montana’s BLM’s Dillon Field Office Resource Management Plan (RMP) (2006) which
implemented a half-mile NSO) stipulation from the centerline of streams with pure populations
of Westslope cutthroat trout, Arctic grayling and Blue Ribbon fishery and the BLM’s Butte Field
Office RMP (2009) which stipulates a half-mile NSO from the centerline of streams containing
conservation populations (populations of trout with greater than 90% purity) of cutthroat trout,
Arctic grayling, bull trout, and Blue Ribbon fisheries. The Butte Field Office went one step
further when they also created a half-mile NSO from the centerline of streams with a high
potential for restoring native trout populations (RMP 2009).
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In the Forest Service, the Beaverhead-Deerlodge National Forest in Montana and the Dixie
National Forest in Utah implemented stronger buffer protections and recognized the science
and resource management implications of added better setbacks based on the increase in oil
and gas expansion across our public lands. The Beaverhead-Deerlodge NF implemented a
drainage protection approach by applying NSO stipulations to the entire drainage for the
protection of cutthroat trout in key watersheds (Beaverhead-Deerlodge Final Forest
Management Plan, 2009). Outside of designated key watersheds, there is a drainage-wide
controlled surface use (CSU) that requires no net increase in sediment loading. The Dixie NF
implemented stronger buffers in their August 2011 Final Oil and Gas Leasing EIS, using the
following reasoning:

The Forest decided to increase the buffer in sensitive fisheries habitat for several
reasons. Sensitive trout species are of particular concern to the public and have become
isolated in headwater streams on the Dixie National Forest, due to habitat loss from
impacts such as sedimentation, nonnative species introductions, and water diversions.
Conservation Agreements and Strategies for Colorado cutthroat trout and Bonneville
cutthroat trout list objectives to secure, enhance, restore, and reduce threats to
populations as well as the larger watershed conditions that support and maintain the
viability of riparian-dependent communities that support fisheries streams. As a signatory
to these agreements, the Forest believes it is important to the future viability of these
sensitive fish species that the oil and gas leasing decision protect a conservatively wide
area surrounding occupied and suitable habitat. (ROD, page 20).

With the BLM federal oil and gas leasing reforms which provide the ability to adapt outdated
stipulations to accommodate newer research, science and management applications, the
Wyoming BLM can no longer dismiss their duty to fulfill NEPA requirements that resource
protections using updated information be applied. Multiple use management includes some
forward thinking for the environmental resource itself. This can be completed without
jeopardizing industry’s efforts to develop our mineral resources.

These federal land use plans represent the most recent and proactive planning efforts in
Montana, Utah, and Colorado addressing oil and gas drilling on public lands where there is
potential to degrade or permanently impact important riparian and trout habitat. West-wide,
these plans are some of the most progressive management plans to date.

Conclusion

TU appreciates the opportunity to comment on the pre-leasing EA as we find it extremely
valuable and efficient in providing input on these lease sales. We remain committed to
providing any additional information you may need for your EA review.

Sincerely,

Steven Brutger
Trout Unlimited
Wyoming Energy Coordinator
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250 North 1% Street
Lander WY 82520
307-332-6700 x11
sbrutger@tu.org
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