Comments on the WRNF Oil and Gas Drilling Draft EIS
Dramatic technological advances are permitting us to recover some of the huge fossil fuel reserves previously locked up in deep rock formations.  These stores are too large to use safely.  Protecting critical landscapes is both wise and essential.  Our National Parks, Wilderness and Roadless areas deserve protection -- the first Goal of the Forest Plan – so does the Thompson Divide in Western Colorado.  To meet this goal, lease consolidation should not be permitted and existing leases should be permitted to expire or be exchanged for leases in less sensitive areas.  In particular, for BLM lane leased with leases not used or expired/about to expire.

Great care and effort went into White River NF Draft Oil and Gas EIS of August 2012.  Only scenario 2C with NSO+CSO stipulations meets Forest Plan Goal 1: Ecosystem Health + protection of critical landscapes.  The Thompson Divide should be withdrawn from exploration.

However, it is overhasty for the Forest Service and BLM to proceed with additional Gas and Oil leasing or exploration and development until data permit outstanding questions to be answered.  With ~500,000 shale gas wells in the U.S. todauy there is abundance of data hidden in company documents. If companies wish to obtain valuable resources and profits from federal lands, they need to provide data to for adequate federal and independent review.   Problems encountered in past, present and future exploration and the chemicals used in fracking fluids need to be public.  Nor should we permit data to be hidden by claims of confidentiality or competitive secrets.  

Critical focused experiential data are sparse in the EIS which is full of careful analyses, estimates and guesswork.  The EIS references little data derived from the 20 years of experience with hydraulic fracturing and the much longer experience with drilling technology in general.  

Recently Mayor Bloomberg writing with George P Mitchell of Mitchell Engineering (which pioneered hydraulic fracturing) stated that the rapid spread of this technology has left a number of genuinely worrisome questions unanswered.  They are funding a major effort: 

“to work with states and industries to develop common-sense regulations that will protect the environment — and ensure that the industry can thrive. . . .[based upon 5] key principles: 

1.  Disclosing all chemicals used in the hydraulic fracturing process;  

2.  Optimizing rules for well construction and operation;   

3.  Minimizing water consumption, protecting groundwater and ensuring proper disposal of wastewater;   

4.  Improving air pollution controls, including capturing leaking methane, a potent greenhouse gas; and  

5.  Reducing the impact on roads, ecosystems and communities. . . .

We can frack safely if we frack sensibly. That may not make for a great bumper sticker. It does make for good environmental and economic policy.”

In Josh Fox’s video The Sky is Pink and his documentary Gasland dramatic pictures of home water burning due to gas contamination are interspersed with three more major concerns: 
  

6.  The legislation to promote hydraulic fracturing and other ways to secure energy independence explicitly excluded the industry from Clean Water Act and EPA supervision.  Thus, we lack sufficient data on well failure, air and water pollution.  

7.  The industry has funded efforts to discredit valid scientific observations and concerns.  

8.  One set of industry documents indicated well a casing failure rate of 60% by 16 years..

Our government agencies need to know the answers to at least these eight important issues.  Until these are resolved, through the use of field data with technological solutions to problems found, significant opposition to hydraulic fracturing should exist.  Cheap and abundant U.S. natural gas permits us to pause.  The Draft EIS pretends these issues do not exist -- it is annoying, disingenuous sophistry to claim that lease decisions, which facilitate future exploration, lack important environmental implications.  The pictures on page 36 mislead.

Natural gas is a fossil fuel.  Thus, more general issues involving energy policy and climate change exist.  Ken Caldeira, a climate scientist at Stanford University states that we have burned 0.05% of the one quadrillion (1015) tons of organic carbon locked up in Earth’s sedimentary shell.  If we burn just 1% of this carbon we will breathe an atmosphere like the dinosaurs breathed -- it will be seriously hot and steamy!  If we continue our present increasing use of fossil fuels the earth may warm by nine degrees Fahrenheit by 2100 (or half that or twice that, we aren’t sure of the amount yet) which is the average difference in climate between Boston, Mass. and Huntsville, Ala.  Moreover, carbon dioxide persists in the atmosphere for 100,000 years, more or less but longer than it takes spent nuclear fuel to decay.  If the earth’s great ice sheets melt sea level is likely to rise 300 - 400 feet.  We are re-creating the world of the dinosaurs about 5,000 times faster than experienced when ice ages ended.

Richard A. Muller, Professor of Physics at UC Berkeley and Director of The Berkeley Earth Surface Temperature Project’s discusses climate and energy sources in great detail:

 “THE GREATEST energy catastrophe of them all might be global warming and . . .  climate change. . . . Over the past century, human use of fossil fuels has increased so much that the levels of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the atmosphere have gone up about 40%. . . . Carbon dioxide isn’t the only gas that traps heat.  Water vapor is a bigger factor, but so much water from oceans, rivers, and lakes is in contact with the atmosphere that humans exercise no direct control over the water vapor content; . . .”  He then discusses techniques for using thermometer data from nearly 30,000 temperature stations around the world.
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Figure 1.6. Average global temperature rise over land from 1800 to the
present. The thin line shows the temperature estimates; the gray regions
show the 1- and 2-standard deviation uncertainty limits. The dark line is
described in the text; it is a smooth curve with dips derived from measure-
ments of large volcanic eruptions.




Data from surface temperature stations go back to the mid- 1700s.  Note the slight slope increases ~1880 & the more pronounced one ~1970.  


The dark line best fit to the temperature data is the atmospheric carbon dioxide levels over this time period!  The data were scaled appropriately and a common base chosen for the two types of data


The graph and his discussion of data analysis and how they used and verified data from over 38,000 temperature stations around the world are found in Chapter 3.   See the Berkeley Earth Surface Temperature project in the Wikipedia.
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