Exploration puts
migratory herds
at risk, group says

By JEFF GEARINQ
Southwes! Wyoming bureau

GREEN RIVER — Four conservation
groups are challenging the Bureau ol
Land Managetent's dectsion last [ali to
allow a winter-long drilling project in cru-
clal winter hahitat near Pinedale.

The lawsuit was filed in U.S. District
Court in Cheyenne on Thursday. The
BLM granted a six-month exemplion to
seasonal drilling excepticns for wintering
witdlife in early Novemiser,

Seasonal exceptions are rules that
prohibit development achivity in cerlain
areas at cerlain times in order 1o pro-
tect witdlife.

The groups [iling suil include the
Wilderness Society, the Wyoming Ouwl-
door Council, the Greater Yellowstone
Caoalilion and the Defenders of Wildlife.
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Lawuit filed over winter work

The coalition claitns the BLM ap-
proved the six-month exception lo sea-
sonal drilling exceptions without seek-
ing public comment and participation
and without doing an environmental
analysis, both of which they say are re-
quired by law.

“This decision sets a terrible prece-
dent,” Peter Aengst of the Wilderness
Sociely said in a telephone interview
and prepared statement.

“Allowing drilling and truck tralfic
throughout the wititer in crucial habitat
lor mule deer ignores the findings from
BLM-sponsored wildlife research done
in Lhis area,” he said.

“Should this decision stand, we'll un-
doubledly see more of these season-long
exceptions,” Acgnst said. “This is differ-
ent [rom their usual, short term exemp-
Lions that are granted. This is like an ex-
emption that granted for the whole damn
Lhing.™

BI.M spokeswoman Cindy Wertz in
Cheyenne declined to comment and said
shie had not yet had lime to review the
law suit.

In Novewmher, the agency approved a

request from Questar Exploration and
Production Co. to drill five natural gas
wells within a sensitive vicwshed area
wilhin the Finedale Anticline gas fields.

The BLM okayed the company’s re-
quest to drill fromn a single well jocation
in an area designated crucial winler
ranged for mule deer.

Juestar's crews have begun drilling
at lhe Stewart Point Well pad location,
which is localed approximately four
miles southwest of Pinedale, oflicials
said.

The area is crucial hahitat lor many
important big game populations in the
Rocky Mountain region, including the
20,000-plus Sublette pronghorn antelope
herd.

The BELM's Pinedale Anticline Envi-
renmentat inpact Stalensent approved in
2008 prohibits drilling in deer, elk and
moose winter range from Nov. 15
through April 30. The document provid-
ed lor possible shorl-lerm exceptions,
however.

BLM oflicials said at the time they
granted the six-month exception for
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Questar based on 1he condilion
of winter ranges and the fact
that only one well pad will be
used,

They also based Lthe dea-
sion upon the completion ot &
comprehensive study address-
ing potential energy develoy-
ment impacts on mule deer win-
ler range that indicated Uit
labilal will continue to be used
by mute deer during the Ques-
tar project.

Kelly Matheson with the
Wyaniing Outdoor Council saicd
the issue is whether a winter
long exception can be consid-
cred short-term.

“Simply put, this lawsuit iz
about the BLM Lreaking its own
rules,” she satd,

“We're nol seeking an aut-
right ban on drilling, bul we de
want compliance with the sea-
sonal restrictions that Lhe BLM
initially imposed to make sure
drilling is not dene during the
time ol year when wildhi{€
desperately need undisturbed
habitat.”

Noah Matson with the De-
lenders of Wildlile said the tim.
ing of the prujecl could not
have been worse because big
game in the region are already
sulfering from a multi-year
drought.

‘The suit is seeking a stale
ment of declaralory relief that
says Lhe BLM acted in a man
ner that was arbitrary, capri
cious and not in accordanor
with current laws. It also ask
the eourl Lo void the exception
and to pay for altorneys lees.



