Scott Fitzwilliams, Forest Supervisor

White River National Forest- Oil and Gas Leasing DEIS

P.O. Box 1919

Sacramento, CA 95812

RE: White River National Forest Oil and Gas Leasing EIS #29938

Dear Mr. Fitzwilliams,
I am writing as Chairperson of the Crystal River Caucus. The Crystal River Caucus represents landowners and residents of the Crystal Valley in Pitkin County, Colorado.  The Thompson Divide is part of the Crystal River watershed. Thus it is our valley’s landscape, water and air quality that would be most directly impacted by energy development on Thompson Divide. 

Our Caucus is dedicated to maintaining the high quality of life that currently exists in the Crystal Watershed. We are unwavering in our opposition to energy development, including gas exploration and fracking, in the Thompson Divide because of the associated degradation of the natural values that define our watershed.  From this perspective, in May of 2010, the Caucus overwhelmingly voted to support the Thompson Divide Coalition in their effort to seek permanent federal withdrawal of (oil and gas) leasing in the Thompson Divide area. We continue to support their efforts. 
In our continuing quest to maintain our quality of life, the membership, at our most recent Caucus meeting on November 8th, 2012, voted to support Alternative “B” in the White River National Forest Oil and Gas Leasing Draft Environmental Impact Statement (DEIS). We support alternative “B” because closing 1.5 million acres to leasing, provides the best strategy for protecting and conserving the land, air and water quality upon which both human and wild life depend. 
Therefore, the Caucus strongly supports alternative “B” with the caveat that the following exclusions and management strategies are included in the Forest’s management plan:
1) Exclude the Thompson Divide Area from Oil and Gas Leasing.  The entire Thompson Divide area should be unavailable for leasing. This vast wild and unfragmented area that occupies the west side of the Crystal River watershed is an environmental treasure that would certainly be degraded by energy exploration. Habitat here is currently intact and unfragmented by development. Thus this ecosystem continues to provide essential ecosystem services such as clean water and air, habitat for wildlife, energy flow and nutrient cycling, soil conservation processes and cultural resources.  
Opening this area to oil and gas production would degrade the agricultural, wildlife and recreational resources and have a major adverse impact on the tourism industries of neighboring communities including Glenwood Springs and Carbondale.

2) Maintain and Protect Roadless Areas.  All roadless areas should be unavailable for new energy development. Further, no oil and gas exploration or related development should be allowed in areas that have special designations such as Roadless, or in any area that is presently being proposed or considered for future wilderness or roadless designation. 
Energy related infrastructure development will result in ecosystem fragmentation. Maintenance of large, intact, unfragmented landscapes is essential to preserve the integrity and function of natural landscapes. Critical among these functions is conserving and maintaining water quality and sustainable wildlife habitat. 
3) Protect Air and Water Quality from Energy Development-related Contamination and conserve Water Quantity from Depletion. Any chosen alternative must contain specific provisions to require the highest level of pollution controls to maintain air and water quality and conserve water quantity.  The Forest’s preferred alternative “C” does not include any provisions for emission controls to prevent air pollution nor does it include provisions to protect water quality or quantity.
The Caucus opposes all fracking until effective air and water quality safeguards are in place. These safeguards include:1) Placing sensitive lands, including critical watersheds, including Thompson Divide and the Crystal River Valley, completely off limits to fracking; 2) Protecting the landscape, air, and water from pollution – uncontrolled fracking has left a legacy of poisoned water wells, contaminated streams and toxic air pollution; and 3) allowing communities, including Redstone and the Crystal Valley, to protect themselves and their future by restricting fracking through comprehensive zoning and planning.
4) No Leasing in Placita.  Placita is an important riverine wetland in the Crystal River Valley. This wetland is designated by the DEIS as “Lands Administratively Eligible for Leasing” for oil and gas. This wetland provides critical water storage and cleansing function, critical winter and calving habitat for elk, and important breeding habitat for a large diversity of migratory bird species. Additionally, much of this habitat is included as wilderness in the Hidden Gems Wilderness proposal. 
Placita should be removed from consideration for leasing, and “Closed For Leasing Through Management Direction”.

5) Prohibit Leasing near Residential Areas.  Several areas in Alternate C are adjacent to existing subdivisions, personal residences and residential properties.  The Rifle and Parachute area has experienced numerous conflicts and problems that could have been prevented with a buffer area.   Accordingly, we recommend a buffer area of at least ½ mile between personal residences, subdivisions and cities, and any Forest Service lands that are eligible for leasing.  A no-leasing buffer should be implemented for the two residential subdivisions and numerous private residences that are located southwest of Redstone that are immediately adjacent to lands designated as being eligible for leasing in Alternate C.

6) Prohibit Leasing in Coal Creek Drainage. All of the USFS land in the water drainage of Coal Creek (i.e. Coal Basin) is designated in Alternative “C” as “Land Administratively Eligible for Leasing”.  Geologically, Coal Basin is naturally unstable. Historic coal mining-related activity destabilized slopes with resulting severe water contamination related to excessive sedimentation.  Recently, extensive reclamation of historic mining impacts has been conducted by the Colorado Division of Reclamation, Mining and Safety. Ongoing reclamation efforts by the community and the USFS are being conducted in an attempt to further restore watershed function. 

Coal Creek has it’s confluence with the Crystal River at the town or Redstone where it delivers excessive sedimentation into the Crystal River. The major reason for Coal Creek restoration efforts is to remediate this excessive sedimentation which pollutes the Crystal River. Opening this basin to oil and gas exploration will exacerbate current watershed degradation and undermine restoration efforts. Further, the Historic town of Redstone, which is on the National Register of Historic Places and is completely dependent on a tourist economy, will certainly be hard hit by energy-related development activities. These energy related development activities will greatly diminish the value of both  our natural heritage and our cultural heritage. 

Coal Basin should be “Closed For Leasing Through Management Direction”.

7) Reclaim Damaged and Disturbed Lands.  The “DEIS” does not address the issue of reclaiming lands that have been disturbed by oil and gas development and production.  It must be the responsibility of the lease holder to return all disturbed lands such as roads, well heads, buried pipe lines, power lines, and equipment storage areas to their original, pre-disturbance natural and functional state.  Regulations should be put in place that are similar to the Colorado Mined Lands Reclamation act which requires bonding, incorporates environmental protection provisions, protects adjacent properties and water resources, requires inspections to guarantee compliance and ultimately requires that all mined lands be returned to beneficial use. 
8) Reduce the Allowed Leasing Area.  In addition to currently leased Forest lands, the Forest’s preferred alternative “C” designates 260,308 acres as eligible for oil and gas exploration; this totals 11.7% of Forest land. This extensive development will certainly result in the loss of habitat integrity and degraded system functions. Much of the lease-eligible acreage contains ecologically important lands whose preservation is essential to the conservation of native species and basic ecosystem services upon which all depend.   Therefore we ask that the total acreage eligible for oil and gas exploration in the final EIS be reduced to less than 100,000 acres.  

9) Limit Leasing to Previously Energy Industry-Disturbed Areas.   Oil and gas exploration and leasing should only be allowed in areas which have already disturbed by energy development and for which access is already available (no new roads). Additionally, any drilling operations should occur only in areas that would have minimal and remediable impacts on plant and animal life, water quality and scenic resources. 

Summary.  The Crystal River Caucus supports Alternative “B” with the aforementioned caveats because it provides the best protection for our communities’ natural and cultural resources. We feel that Alternative “C” favors the oil and gas industry to the detriment of our community values. The Crystal River Master Plan unambiguously states that our core values include the protection of wildlife habitat and the rural character of the Caucus area.   We feel strongly that our public lands are our legacy and that their integrity and function must be conserved and protected for now and future generations. Protecting this legacy requires prohibition of oil and gas exploration in the Crystal River watershed. With our sincere hope for a sustainable decision, 
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Delia G. Malone
Chairperson, Crystal River Caucus
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