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June 4, 2014
Mr. Jonathan Schwartz

Minerals Program Manager

United States Forest Service

United States Department of Agriculture

1190 East Ojai Avenue

Ojai, California 93023

Attn: APPLICATION FOR PERMITS TO DRILL IN THE SESPE OIL FIELD BY SENECA RESOURCES CORPORATION
Dear Mr. Schwartz:

Thank you for the opportunity to submit written comments on the proposal by Seneca Resources Corporation (Seneca) to drilling in the Sespe Oil Field, in areas located within the Los Padres National Forest (LPNF).  Under the Onshore Oil and Gas Leasing Reform Action of 1987, LPNF is responsible for authorizing surface-disturbing activities on leases within forest boundaries.  The Forest Service (USFS) is required to respond to the proposal, as per 36 CFR 228.107, and implement regulations allowing lease holders to develop federal mineral resources according to lease term and conditions, as per the Mineral Leasing Act of 1920.  The proposed drilling is located within leases held by Seneca.  Additionally, Forest Goal 4 of the LPNF Land Management Plan (LMP) directs the USFS to “administer mineral and energy resource development while protecting ecosystem health.”
Earthworks is a nonprofit organization dedicated to protecting communities and the environment from the impacts of irresponsible mineral and energy development, while seeking sustainable solutions.  For twenty-five years, we have worked nationwide to advance policy reforms, improve corporate practices, and safeguard land and public health.  Founded in 1999, the Oil & Gas Accountability Project (OGAP) of Earthworks works with local communities, landowners, organizations, agencies, and elected officials to advance these goals, while also providing information and support to citizens and groups conducting public awareness and advocacy efforts at the local and state level.

Seneca proposes the drilling of eight oil and gas wells at four separate existing well pads, construction of 7,960 feet of new pipelines, installation of a 400 barrel welded emergency tank, a transfer pump, three pressure vessels, and two master headers.  Of the 7,960 feet of proposed new pipelines, 7,675 would be on existing well pads and along existing roads.  However, 285 feet of lines are proposed along undisturbed ecosystems.  Additionally, as with other wells completed in the Sespe Oil Field, the new wells would be hydraulically fractured.  The project would be completed over the span of two years. 
According to Seneca’s proposal, the new pipelines will carry produced oil and gas, produced water, and fresh non-potable water.  The pipeline will be buried along roads, which are open to the public.  Construction would occur from 6:30AM to 5:30PM Monday through Friday, and consist of heavy equipment, including trucks and backhoes, and constructions crews.  Given the scale of the project that is envisioned by Seneca, and the potentially harmful methods that are to be used, the USFS, acting as the lead agency for review of the proposal, must conduct an in depth and comprehensive Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), as required by the National Environmental Policy Act of 1970.  The EIS must include an analysis of all possible extraction methods to ensure the protection of public health and the environment.  
Based on the history and records of environmental and health impacts caused by oil and gas development, the significant possibility exists that additional drilling in the LPNF will have a detrimental impact on environmental quality and public health.  Practices such as hydraulic fracturing, acidizing, and gravel packing have been known to contaminate ground and surface water sources, cause increased air pollution, damage public health, and induce seismic activity.  The area is also home to the endangered California condor, which could be negatively impacted from additional drilling and fracking. 
A full life cycle analysis of development for the project, from planning, to construction, to production, to transport, and to use of the extracted hydrocarbons, must be included in the EIS in order to present a full and clear picture of the process.  When negative and adverse potential impacts are detected, mitigation measures and alternatives must be looked at to minimize the impacts to the natural ecosystem of LPNF, as stated in Forest Goal 4 of the LMP.
The USFS and LPNF recognize the need to better understand the impacts of oil and gas development.  An EIS will result in a complete analysis of the impacts of fracking on the forest ecosystem, and include proposed mitigation measures.  Because of this, the proposed project by Seneca should be postponed until a Final EIS is complete, and all methods of conventional and unconventional extraction are clearly understood. 

The best analysis, by itself, cannot protect the public health and the environment from the impacts of energy development.  It is necessary for the USFS to consider all possible alternatives, as well as all the cumulative impacts associated with expansion of oil and gas development in the LPNF.  The EIS must include a comprehensive environmental review, a full economic analysis, a vigorous health impact study, and an extensive public review period to safeguard the public, the environment, and the sustainability of federally managed lands in California. 

Sincerely,
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Jhon Arbelaez

California Organizer

Earthworks, Oil & Gas Accountability Project

David Brower Center

2150 Allston Way, Suite 460

Berkeley, CA 94704

970.259.3353 X1

jarbelaez@earthworksaction.org
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