
 
 January 11, 2012 

 

 
BY ELECTRONIC MAIL 

 
Paul Daggett 
Bureau of Land Management 
White River Field Office 
220 E. Market St. 
Meeker, CO 81641 
wrfomail@blm.gov 
 
Re: Proposed Deserado Coal Lease  
 
Dear Mr. Daggett: 

 
WildEarth Guardians submits the following comments on the Bureau of Land 

Management’s (“BLM’s”) proposal to lease 2,592 acres of federal coal to Blue Mountain Energy 
Inc., a subsidiary of Deseret Generation and Transmission Co-Operative (hereafter “DG&T”), to 
expand the Deserado coal mine in northwestern Colorado (hereafter referred to as “Deserado 
Coal Lease”).  The Deserado coal mine is dedicated solely to producing coal for the 500 
megawatt Bonanza coal-fired power plant located in Uintah County, Utah southeast of the town 
of Vernal.  The mine transports coal to the power plant via a dedicated 37- mile long electric rail 
line.   

 
We request the BLM deny the proposed lease.  The Agency has the discretion to deny 

any coal lease by application for a number of reasons, including that the application is not 
consistent with applicable regulations or that the leasing, for environmental or other reasons, 
would be contrary to the public interest.  See 43 C.F.R. § 3425.1-8(a).  Here, we have a number 
of concerns related to the ability of the application to comply with applicable regulations and 
whether issuance of the lease is within the public interest. 

 
Of primary concern is that the sole purpose of this coal lease seems to be to extend the 

life of the Bonanza coal-fired power plant.  The mine solely exists to provide coal for the power 
plant, meaning any new lease will necessarily extend the fuel supply for the plant and its ability 
to operate.  The impacts of the Bonanza power plant have not, to our knowledge, been analyzed 
or assessed by the BLM since at least the early 1980’s, yet there are a number of indications that 
this power plant is taking a tremendous toll on the region’s air quality, water quality, fish and 
wildlife, and other environmental values.  Coupled with the impacts of the mine itself, which 
include surface impacts associated with the drilling and operation of methane drainage wells, 
subsidence, water discharge, air pollution from mining operations, wildlife impacts, and impacts 
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associated with the operation and maintenance of the 37 mile train line between the mine and the 
power plant, the BLM’s proposal promises a number of significant environmental impacts. 

 
Yet it is unclear how the public interest will be served by the issuance of the coal lease.  

DG&T serves a limited power service area, and even then has other generating sources, 
including a share in the Hunter power plant in central Utah.  Although providing energy is 
without a doubt within the public interest, it is not clear that DG&T’s energy needs here 
outweigh the benefits that the public lands and resources slated to be impacted by the proposed 
coal lease.  This is particularly the case where, as here, it appears that operation of the coal mine, 
as well as the connected actions of the power plant and rail line, will waste millions of cubic feet 
of valuable methane (i.e., natural gas) every year, will potentially impact imperiled sage grouse 
and their habitat, will exacerbate air quality problems in the region, will contribute to the release 
of millions of tons of carbon dioxide, will threaten the survival of endangered species, among 
other things. 

 
Providing energy may be in the public interest, but that does not seem to give the BLM 

free license to authorize such destructive energy development, particularly when more 
reasonable and less impactful alternatives are available.  Although we understand the BLM’s 
task at hand may be to simply respond to DG&T’s application for a coal lease, given that coal 
leasing regulations broadly require the BLM to consider whether the lease is in the public 
interest for “environmental or other reasons,” it is perfectly reasonable to expect—indeed, 
demand—the Agency to weigh the costs of facilitating more coal mining and burning with the 
costs of pushing DG&T to generate electricity from alternative sources.   

 
If the BLM decides to move forward to propose the issuance of the coal lease anyway, 

we request the Agency at a minimum address the following issues and potentially significant 
impacts.   

 
1. The BLM Must Prepare an Environmental Impact Statement 

 
In terms of the context and intensity of the proposed action, it appears that there will be 

significant environmental impacts resulting from the proposed lease.  In particular, the direct, 
indirect, and cumulative air quality impacts appear to rise to significance levels given that the 
region impacted by the proposed mining activities and the Bonanza power plant are exceeding 
National Ambient Air Quality Standards (“NAAQS”) for ozone and particulate matter less than 
2.5 microns in diameter (“PM2.5”).  Furthermore, it appears that the proposed action poses 
significant impacts in terms of effects to wildlife and wildlife habitat, endangered fish in the 
White River and Green River drainages, water quality, soils, and to the climate in terms of 
greenhouse gas emissions that can normally be effectively controlled or prevented.  The scope of 
the impacts of the proposed lease alone is significant.  The proposed lease will lead to the 
expansion of the Deserado mine, which will lead to the development of more methane drainage 
wells and presumably more mine infrastructure (e.g., conveyors, ventilation shafts, etc.), extend 
the life of the rail line that hauls coal from the mine to the Bonanza power plant, and will extend 
the life of the Bonanza coal-fired power plant, a large coal-fired power plant by any measure.   
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Under the National Environmental Policy Act (“NEPA”), the BLM is therefore obligated 
to prepare an EIS for the proposed coal lease to address these significant impacts.  If the BLM 
decides not to prepare an EIS, it must demonstrate, in the terms of the context and intensity of 
the potentially significant direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts, that there will be no 
significant impacts.  If mitigation measures are relied upon to make a finding of no significant 
impact, the BLM must provide an analysis demonstrating that such mitigation measures will be 
implemented and will effectively prevent significant impacts. 
 

2. BLM Must Fully Analyze and Assess The Direct and Indirect Surface Impacts Of 
Mining The Lease   

 
The BLM must analyze and assess the potentially significant surface impacts of mining 

the proposed lease.  We impress upon the BLM to fully analyze and assess the impacts of mining 
to the following: 

 
a. Impacts to Imperiled Fish, Wildlife, and Plants 

 
The BLM must analyze and assess impacts to imperiled fish, wildlife, and plants within 

and near the proposed lease area.  We are particularly concerned over impacts to sage grouse.  
Information indicates that the proposed lease area is within a greater sage grouse production 
area, as mapped by the Colorado Parks and Wildlife, and that at least three lek sites are within 
four miles of the proposed lease area.  The BLM’s Sage-grouse National Technical Team 
recommended that all coal leasing for surface mining within priority sage grouse habitat areas be 
determined as “unsuitable” and that for general sage grouse habitat, disturbance associated with 
surface activities be minimized.  See BLM, Sage-grouse National Technical Team, “National 
Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation Measures/Planning Strategy” (Dec. 21, 2011) at 24, available 
at 
http://www.blm.gov/pgdata/etc/medialib/blm/wo/Information_Resources_Management/policy/i
m_attachments/2012.Par.52415.File.dat/IM%202012-044%20Att%201.pdf.  The Team also 
noted that recent biological studies have found that impacts from human disturbance, particularly 
energy development, to sage grouse lek sites are “discernable out to >4 miles.”  Id. at 20.   

 
b. Impacts to Surface Water Quality 

 
With regards to water quality, the BLM must fully analyze and assess water quality 

impacts to ensure compliance with state water quality standards.  We are particularly concerned 
over the White River Resource Management Plan’s disclosure that Red Wash is in a “non-
functioning” condition.  See RMP at D-11—D-12. 

c. Impacts to Air Quality 
 

The BLM must fully analyze and assess impacts to air quality, including impacts to air 
quality in the context of all NAAQS, prevention of significant deterioration (“PSD”) increments 
for Class I and II areas, and visibility impacts to Class I areas.  The BLM must specifically 
address all emission sources, particularly those that are not permitted by the State of Colorado, 
including mobile sources (e.g., nitrogen oxide, or NOx, emissions from heavy equipment, 
vehicles, etc.).  We request the BLM analyze and assess the potential volatile organic compound 
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emissions that would result from the venting of coal mine gas, whether through gob vent wells 
and/or the ventilation shafts.  Volatile organic compounds are regulated because they react with 
sunlight to form ozone.  Although methane is not a regulated volatile organic compound, 
analyses of coal mine gas from other mines in Colorado, including the West Elk coal mine and 
Elk Creek coal mine in the North Fork Valley in Delta and Gunnison Counties, indicate that 
regulated volatile organic compounds—such as propane, xylene, hexane, toluene, benzene, 
etc.—are released as result of gas venting.  Regulations at 40 C.F.R. § 51.100(s) provide the 
definition of a regulated volatile organic compounds under the Clean Air Act and should guide 
the BLM as it determines the quantity of volatile organic compound emissions likely to be 
released as a result of mining the proposed lease.   
 

d. Impacts to Soils 
 

We request the BLM fully analyze and assess all impacts to soils and ensure that any and 
all erosion is prevented and/or effectively minimized to prevent landslides, water quality 
contamination, etc. 
 

e. Impacts Related to Methane Venting 
 
Methane venting, both through the ventilation system and through methane drainage 

wells, appears to be a reasonably certain outcome of issuing the proposed coal lease.  Indeed, 
recent reports indicate the Deserado mine may release 459 cubic feet of methane/ton of coal 
produced.  See U.S. EPA, “Identifying Opportunities for Methane Recovery at U.S. Coal Mines: 
Draft Profiles of Selected Gassy Underground Coal Mines” (Sept. 1997) at 5-20, available at  
http://www.epa.gov/cmop/docs/stu002.pdf.  At projected mining rates of between 2.5 and 3 
million tons of coal/year under the proposed lease, this could amount to 1,147 million to 1.377 
cubic feet of methane/year, or 3.14-3.77 MMcf/day.   

 
This raises concerns for two reasons.  First, methane is natural gas and therefore is a 

valuable product.  Any methane venting is essentially waste of a valuable federal resource.  At a 
gas price of around $4.00/mcf, the total value of wasted gas from the Deserado mine could equal 
$4.5 million or more.  Second, methane is a potent greenhouse gas.  Recent studies have shown 
that in the short-term, methane’s global warming potential is as much as 100 times that of carbon 
dioxide.  In other words, over a 20-year period, methane exerts 105 times the heat-trapping force 
that carbon dioxide does over the same time period.  Over a 100-year period, methane’s global 
warming potential is 33 times that of carbon dioxide.  See Howarth, R., et al., “Methane and the 
greenhouse-gas footprint of natural gas from shale formations,” Climatic Change (March 13, 
2011), which cites and relies upon the findings of Lelieveld, et al. (2005) regarding the global 
warming potential of methane, available online at 
http://www.sustainablefuture.cornell.edu/news/attachments/Howarth-EtAl-2011.pdf. 

 
Although methane must be removed from mines for safety reasons, at some point, the 

cost of wasted methane gas, both from an economic and greenhouse gas perspective, would seem 
to outweigh the need to mine.   
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We request that the BLM at a minimum fully analyze:  (a) the volume of methane from 
the ventilation system and methane drainage wells; (b) the carbon dioxide equivalent of the 
methane emissions; and (c) the value of the gas that is to be vented, both from gob wells and 
from the ventilation system.  We also request that the BLM fully assess the cost of these impacts 
in light of any benefits in order to accurately and genuinely make a determine as to whether the 
potential methane venting will be worth it.   
 

f. Climate Change Impacts 
 
We request the BLM analyze and assess the climate change impacts of issuing the 

proposed lease.  To this end, we request the BLM quantify the direct, indirect, and cumulative 
greenhouse gas emissions that would result from issuing the proposed lease, including emissions 
of methane, carbon dioxide, and other greenhouse gases that have been found to endanger public 
health and welfare.  We also request that the BLM analyze and assess the extent to which these 
emissions are likely to contribute to global climate change.  This should be a simple exercise 
given that current levels of atmospheric carbon dioxide are fueling global climate change.  In this 
case, it appears that any level of extended carbon dioxide emissions would pose significant 
impacts. 

 
The need to address climate change impacts is bolstered by Secretarial Order No. 3289 

issued by Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar on September 24, 2009.  That Order directed the 
BLM to “consider and analyze potential climate change impacts” when “making major decisions 
regarding potential use of resources under the Department’s purview.”  Secretarial Order No. 
3289, Section 3(a).  In this case, the issuance of the proposed lease appears to be a “major 
decision” regarding the use of Department of Interior resources.  Thus, although the BLM is 
obligated to address climate change impacts under NEPA, Secretary Salazar’s Order provides 
further justification for fully addressing these impacts.  
 

3. BLM Must Analyze and Assess All Indirect Impacts that are Reasonably 
Foreseeable as a Result of Issuing the Coal Lease 
 
The BLM is obligated under NEPA to fully analyze and assess all indirect impacts, which 

include all impacts “caused by the action and are later in time or farther removed in distance, but 
are still reasonably foreseeable.”  40 C.F.R. § 1508.8(b).  In this case, the BLM must analyze and 
assess the reasonably foreseeable indirect impacts associated with the operation and maintenance 
of the rail operation connecting the Deserado mine with the Bonanza power plant, as well as the 
impacts of the operation of the Bonanza power plant.  The need to fully address these impacts is 
especially critical because all indications are that the proposed lease will extend the life of these 
impacts.  In other words, but for the proposed coal lease, it appears that the rail line and power 
plant would not operate and therefore, would pose no potentially significant impacts.  Our 
specific concerns are as follows. 

 
a. Impacts of Extended Operation and Maintenance of Rail Line 

 
The BLM analyze the impacts of the operation and maintenance of the rail line.  This 

must include a full analysis and assessment of the impacts of extending the life of the rail line to 
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fish and wildlife (including species listed as threatened or endangered under the Endangered 
Species Act (“ESA”)), water quality, air quality (e.g., from coal dust), and noise.  We also 
request the BLM analyze and assess the impacts of maintenance activities, including track and 
tie replacement, power line maintenance, and power pole maintenance.  We request the BLM 
disclose how frequently the train operations, what maintenance activities are undertaken with 
regards to the rail line and how frequently are maintenance operations undertaken, what impacts 
are expected, and what equipment is used to maintain the track and train.  We also request the 
BLM disclose whether the rail line has a right of way or special use permit and if so, what terms 
and conditions are associated with the right of way or permit, whether those terms and conditions 
are being met, and whether those terms and conditions must be updated in light of the current 
lease proposal.   

 
b. Impacts of Extending the life of the Bonanza Power Plant 

 
Because issuance of the proposed lease will enable the operation of the Bonanza power 

plant, the BLM must analyze and assess the impacts of the power plant.  We impress upon the 
BLM to specifically address the following impacts: 

 
i. Water Quality/Quantity Impacts 

 
The BLM must address all water quality and water quantity impacts associated with the 

Bonanza power plant. We request the BLM disclose whether the Bonanza power plant has a 
national pollutant discharge system (“NPDES”) permit under the Clean Water Act and analyze 
and assess the impacts of any discharge to any receiving waters.  We are particularly concerned 
over the impacts of coal ash waste containment ponds to nearby waters.  We also request the 
BLM disclose whether the plant is in compliance with any and all Clean Water Act requirements. 

 
ii. Air Quality Impacts 

 
The BLM must analyze and assess the air quality impacts of the Bonanza power plant, 

including the emissions from the plant, the impacts of the plant to air quality standards, and the 
impacts of the plant to air quality values, both near and afar of the power plant. 

 
We request the BLM fully analyze and assess all emissions, including hazardous air 

pollutants, criteria pollutants, greenhouse gases, and other pollutants subject to regulation.  This 
data is necessary to understand how the Bonanza plant may be affecting public health and 
welfare in the region. 

 
We also request that the BLM fully analyze and assess how the emissions impact all 

applicable NAAQS and PSD increments, including, but not limited to: the ozone NAAQS 
adopted in 2008, which limit 8-hour ozone concentrations to no more than 0.075 parts per 
million (see 40 C.F.R. § 50.15); the nitrogen dioxide (“NO2”) NAAQS adopted in 2010, which 
limit 1-hour NO2 concentrations to no more than 100 parts per billion (see 40 C.F.R. § 50.11(b)); 
the sulfur dioxide (“SO2”) NAAQS adopted in 2010, which limit 1-hour SO2 concentrations to no 
more than 75 parts per billion (see 40 C.F.R. § 50.17); the PSD increments for Class I and II 
areas adopted in 2010 that limit 24-hour concentrations of PM2.5 to no more than 2 
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micrograms/cubic meter in Class I areas and 4 micrograms/cubic meter in Class II areas, and 
annual concentrations of PM2.5 to no more than 1 microgram/cubic meter in Class I areas and 4 
micrograms/cubic meter in Class II areas (see 75 Fed. Reg. 64863-64907 (Oct. 20, 2010)), and 
the 2006 NAAQS for PM2.5, which limit 24-hour concentrations to no more then 35 
micrograms/cubic meter (see 40 C.F.R. § 50.13).   
 
 We also request the BLM analyze and assess how the Bonanza power plant affects 
visibility in Class I areas.  The need to assess visibility impacts is especially critical because the 
power plant is not subject to EPA regional haze rules due to the fact that it is located on Uinta-
Ouray tribal lands.  Thus, there is currently no effort to ensure that the Bonanza plant is 
appropriately limiting its emissions to ensure adequate protection of visibility in Class I areas.  
Importantly, no recent analysis has been prepared that actually assess to what extent the power 
plant affects visibility in areas like Canyonlands National Park, the Flat Tops Wilderness Area, 
and other nearby Class I areas.  The BLM has an affirmative duty to protect air quality, including 
visibility, in Class I areas and therefore must fully analyze and assess the degree to which the 
Bonanza power plant affects visibility in Class I areas.  If adverse visibility impacts are found, 
the BLM is fully authorized to ensure that these impacts are addressed as a stipulation of issuing 
any proposed coal lease by application.   
 

iii. Impacts to Threatened and Endangered Species 
 

The BLM must fully analyze and assess the impacts of the Bonanza power plant to 
species listed as threatened and endangered species under the ESA.  We are particularly 
concerned over the water quality and quantity impacts to endangered fish in the White River and 
Green River drainage, including the Colorado pikeminnow, razorback sucker, humpback chub, 
and bonytail chub.  With regards to water quality, we are concerned over the impacts of water 
discharges and air pollution, particularly mercury and selenium emissions, to water quality in the 
region.  We request the BLM analyze and assess these water quality impacts.  With regards to 
water quantity, we are concerned over how the Bonanza power plant affects water flows in the 
White River, which is designated critical habitat for the Colorado pikeminnow and the razorback 
sucker.  The BLM must also consult over the indirect impacts of the Bonanza power plant to 
ensure the conservation of all threatened or endangered species that may be affected by the 
proposed lease.   
 

iv. Climate Change Impacts 
 
The BLM must fully analyze and assess the climate change impacts of the Bonanza 

power plant.  This analysis should include a disclosure of total greenhouse gas emissions from 
the power plant and their contribution to climate change.   

 
4. BLM Must Fully Analyze and Assess Air Quality Impacts 

 
The BLM must analyze and assess the direct, indirect, and cumulative air quality impacts 

of the proposed actions.  We are particularly concerned over the impacts to regional air quality, 
particularly ozone and PM2.5 concentrations, which have been exceeded frequently recently in 
northeastern Utah and western Colorado.    
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Ozone monitors in the Uinta Basin of northeastern Utah, which is west of the coal mine 

and where the Bonanza power plant is located, have recorded numerous exceedances of the 
current NAAQS, with 8-hour concentrations reaching as high as 0.139 parts per million—almost 
twice the level of the NAAQS—in 2011.  According to data from the EPA’s AirData website, 
monitors in Uintah County have regularly exceeded the ozone NAAQS since 2009.  The three 
year average of the fourth highest annual 8-hour ozone readings now exceeds the current 
NAAQS at two monitors, meaning the region is officially violating the NAAQS.  The table 
below, which was prepared by querying the EPA’s Monitor Values Report website, presents this 
data. 
 

Uintah County, Utah Ozone Monitoring Data.   
Data Shows Fourth Maximum 8-hour Ozone Reading and Total  

Number of Exceedances during that Year in Parentheses. 
Data obtained from EPA’s AirData Website, Monitor Values Report Query, available at 

http://www.epa.gov/airdata/ad_rep_mon.html. 
 

Monitor 2009 2010 2011 3-Year 
Average 

Dinosaur National 
Monument 0.063 (0) 0.068 (0) 0.09 (8) 0.073 

Redwash 0.067 (0) 0.098 (30) 0.100 (21) 0.088 
Ouray 0.067 (1) 0.117 (38) 0.116 (22) 0.100 
 
This ozone even seems to be lapping over into western Colorado.  In 2011, the State of 

Colorado issued its first-ever ozone alert due to high concentrations in western Rio Blanco 
County, where the coal lease is located.  See Tsai, C., “Colo. Issues first ozone alert day in 
Rangely area,” Grand Junction Daily Sentinel (Feb. 15, 2011), available at 
http://www.gjsentinel.com/news/articles/colo.-issues-first-ozone-alert-day-in-rangely-area. 

 
PM2.5 is also a significant problem in the Uinta Basin.  The NAAQS 24-hour average 

maximum limit on PM2.5 is 35 µg/m3.  See 71 Fed. Reg. 61,144, 61,144 (Oct. 17, 2006).  The 
Utah Division of Air Quality (“DAQ”) operated a PM2.5 monitor in Vernal from approximately 
December 2006 to December 2007 which showed that PM2.5 concentrations in the Uinta Basin 
often significantly exceed NAAQS.  See DAQ, Particulate PM2.5 Data Archive, 
http://www.airmonitoring.utah.gov/dataarchive/archpm25.htm (showing concentrations 
substantially higher than 35 µg/m3, the 24-hour average maximum NAAQS limit, particularly 
during January and February 2007) (Vernal is listed as “VL”).  Air quality monitoring data from 
the DAQ’s Vernal monitor during that time showed that PM2.5 has reached concentrations as 
high as 63.3 µg/m3.  DAQ, Particulate PM2.5 Data Archive, January 2007, 
http://www.airmonitoring.utah.gov/dataarchive/PM25JAN07.pdf.   
 

In 2009, monitors in the area recorded further exceedances of NAAQS.  From a period 
spanning a part of 2009, January 21 to March 5, an EPA-funded Vernal monitor operated by the 
State of Utah recorded four exceedances.  The high concentration observed in Vernal was 60.9 
µg/m3 and the high concentration recorded in Roosevelt was 42.4 µg/m3, both well in excess of 
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NAAQS.  These values show that current maximum concentrations of PM2.5 in the Uinta Basin 
are at a level detrimental to human health and the environment.  The current PM2.5 24-hour 
average maximum baseline for the Uinta Basin is either the highest (63.3 µg/m3) or second 
highest (60.9 µg/m3) concentration reading from the Vernal monitor.  Both of these values 
indicate that PM2.5 is a significant problem in the Uinta Basin and well above NAAQS.   

 
 The BLM must prepare a thorough assessment of the direct, indirect, and cumulative 
impacts of the proposed coal lease in the context of rising ozone and PM2.5 problems in 
northeastern Utah and western Colorado.  The need to prepare a thorough assessment is 
especially critical in light of the BLM’s duty under the Federal Land Policy and Management 
Act (“FLPMA”).  The BLM has a duty to ensure compliance with state and federal air quality 
standards under FLPMA.  See 43 U.S.C. § 1712(c)(8).  FLPMA specifically states that the BLM 
shall, “provide for compliance with applicable pollution control laws, including State and 
Federal air, water, noise, or other pollution standard or implementation plans.”  Id.  Moreover, 
FLPMA and BLM’s own regulations explicitly provide for protection of air resources.  43 U.S.C. 
§ 1701(a)(8) (the public lands shall be “managed in a manner that will protect the quality of 
scientific, scenic, historical, ecological, environmental, air and atmospheric, water resource, and 
archeological values”).  BLM regulations mandate the “each land use authorization” shall 
“require compliance with air and water quality standards established pursuant to applicable 
Federal or State law.”  43 C.F.R. § 2920.7(b)(3).  Thus, the BLM must analyze and assess 
impacts to ensure compliance with FLPMA.   

 
5. BLM Must Analyze and Assess Cumulative Impacts 

 
The BLM must analyze and assess the direct and indirect impacts of the proposed coal 

lease together with the impacts of all past, present, and reasonably foreseeable impacts, also 
known as cumulative impacts. 

 
In this case, we have concerns over a number of other ongoing and potential activities 

within and near the White River Field Office that cumulatively indicate that the proposed coal 
lease will significantly impact the environment.  These activities include: 

 
• Oil and gas development, both within and near the White River Field Office, 

including development in the Piceance Basin of western Colorado and Uinta Basin 
northeastern Utah.  Oil and gas development, including the drilling and fracking of oil 
and gas wells, the refracking of wells, the development of gathering systems, the 
construction and operation of compressor stations and processing plants, truck traffic, 
and other related activities, poses potentially significant cumulative air quality 
impacts, water quality impacts, fish and wildlife impacts, and impacts in terms of 
greenhouse gas emissions. 

• Other coal-fired power plants in the region, including the Craig power plant in Craig, 
Colorado and the Hayden power plant near Hayden, Colorado.  These power plants 
pose potentially significant cumulative air quality impacts, water quality impacts, 
impacts to threatened and endangered species, and impacts in terms of greenhouse 
gas emissions. 
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• Other coal mines in the region, including the ColoWyo, Trapper, and Foidel Creek 
mines in Moffat and Routt Counties, as well as the proposed Sage Creek mine in 
Routt County.  These coal mines pose potentially significant cumulative air quality 
impacts, water quality impacts, impacts to threatened and endangered species, and 
impacts in terms of greenhouse gas emissions. 

• Oil shale development.  Oil shale development is a reasonably foreseeable impact that 
is likely to occur within the White River Field Office and poses potentially significant 
cumulative air quality impacts, water quality impacts, impacts to threatened and 
endangered species, and impacts in terms of greenhouse gas emissions. 

• Off-road vehicle use, which poses potentially significant cumulative impacts to air 
quality, wildlife and fish, soils, and other values. 

 
6. BLM Must Rigorously Explore and Objectively Evaluate a Range of Reasonable 

Alternatives 
 

The BLM must analyze a range of reasonable alternatives.  In addition to the No Action 
Alternative, we request the BLM consider in detail all or portions of the following alternatives, 
either as alternative mitigation measures or as alternatives to the proposed action: 
 

a. Alternative Leasing Levels 
 

We request the BLM consider in detail an alternative that limits the amount of coal 
tonnage and/or acreage to be leased to lower levels than are currently proposed.  Such an 
alternative will limit the extent to which the direct and indirect impacts of mining, the rail line, 
and the Bonanza power plant will occur, potentially providing time for DG&T to find alternative 
means of generating electricity.  
 

b. An Alternative or Alternatives to Mitigate Methane Emissions 
 

We request the BLM consider alternatives that would either require capture of use of 
methane emissions from the Deserado mine, flaring of methane emissions, or other mitigation to 
address the impacts of methane venting, as a stipulation to the proposed lease.  The BLM has 
broad authority to condition coal leases to protect surface resources, including the ability to limit 
methane venting, particularly given that methane is a potent greenhouse gas that contributes to 
global climate change.  BLM’s ability to impose conditions on the development of federal coal in 
particular is at its greatest when the coal is leased, because the Agency has broad authority then 
to condition the lease.  The Mineral Leasing Act states that “[t]he Secretary of the Interior is 
authorized to prescribe necessary and proper rules and regulations and to do any and all things 
necessary to carry out and accomplish the purposes of [the Act].”  30 U.S.C. § 189; see also id. 
at § 207 (“The [coal] lease shall include such other terms and conditions as the Secretary shall 
determine.”); 43 C.F.R. § 3475.1 (the Secretary “may add such additional stipulations and 
conditions as he/she deems appropriate” to coal leases). 

 
Information from the EPA’s Coalbed Methane Outreach Program provides a number of 

resources that the BLM could use to work with DG&T to develop methane capture and use 
stipulations, including capture and use of both ventilation methane emissions and gob well 
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methane emissions.  See EPA, Global Methane Initiative, 
http://www.epa.gov/globalmethane/initiative.htm.  Methane could be captured and used to 
generate electricity on site or captured and put into market pipelines.  A wealth of information 
exists also indicating that flaring can be safely utilized to control methane emissions. See EPA, 
International News Coalbed Methane Outreach Program, 
http://www.epa.gov/cmop/newsroom/international_2006.html.      

 
c. An Alternative or Alternatives to Mitigate Air Quality Impacts 

 
We request the BLM consider in detail an alternative or alternative that mitigates the air 

quality impacts of the proposed lease.  For instance, we request the BLM consider in detail an 
alternative that establishes stronger emission limits at the Bonanza coal-fired power plant for 
both criteria air pollutants and hazardous air pollutants, an alternative that .requires the use of 
low-emitting vehicles for the operation of the Deserado mine, and an alternative that requires a 
compensatory reduction in emissions for any and all emissions that would continued and/or 
increase as a result of the proposed coal lease.  This last alternative could involve the BLM 
and/or DG&T securing commitments from oil and gas operators in the White River or Vernal 
Field Office to reduce their emissions. 

 
d. An Alternative that Requires DG&T to Undertake Actions to Limit or 

Reduce Other Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
 

We request the BLM consider in detail an alternative or alternatives that mitigate other 
greenhouse gas emissions associated with the proposed lease.  The BLM should consider 
requiring that DG&T increase the efficiency of the Bonanza coal-fired power plant to reduce the 
total carbon dioxide emission rate (this could be accomplished through the establishment of a 
limit on carbon dioxide emissions at the plant, either through a total cap or lower emission rate), 
require the use of low carbon fuels for the operation of any heavy machinery, and/or require that 
DG&T use renewable energy to power the Deserado mine and rail system. 

 
e. An Alternative that Requires Offsite Mitigation or Compensation for the 

Impacts in Other Ways 
 

Offsite mitigation, as well as mitigation that requires compensation, is explicitly 
authorized under NEPA.  The definition of mitigation includes “[c]ompensating for the impact 
by replacing or providing substitute resources or environments.”  40 C.F.R. § 1508.20(e).  In this 
case, we request the BLM consider an alternative or alternatives that would require DG&T to 
offset its carbon dioxide emissions from the mine and the Bonanza power plant with offsite 
mitigation by developing a comparable amount of renewable energy.  Such a mitigation measure 
would provide DG&T with additional generation and also help to create cleaner energy sources 
that will eventually offset the greenhouse gas emissions produced by coal mining and burning.  
This alternative would also be beneficial in light of the fact that it does not appear that DG&T 
generates any electricity from renewable energy at this point.  The BLM could play a key role in 
spurring DG&T to begin investing in and developing renewable energy as a means to limit fossil 
fuel consumption. 
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We also request that the BLM consider requiring DG&T to pay money to compensate for 
its carbon dioxide emissions.  This money could be paid to the BLM, or another party or parties, 
to help fund carbon reduction efforts in the White River and/or Vernal Field Offices of the BLM. 
 

7. BLM Must Formally Consult over the Impacts to Threatened and Endangered 
Species 

 
The BLM formally consult over the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts of the 

proposed coal lease to the Colorado pikeminnow and razorback sucker, both endangered species 
that inhabit the White River watershed where the proposed coal lease is located, as well as the 
humpback chub and bonytail chub, both species that inhabit the broader Green River watershed 
and that may be affected by the proposed lease.  Both the Colorado pikeminnow and razorback 
sucker have critical habitat designated along the White River, while all four species have critical 
habitat designated throughout the Green River watershed of Utah and Colorado.   

 
It is inconceivable that, whether directly, indirectly, or cumulatively, the proposed action 

will not affect in any way these species, especially given that critical habitat for two of the 
species includes portion of the White River.  See 54 Fed. Reg. 13374-13400 (March 21, 1994).  
Thus, it is inconceivable that the BLM is not obligated to consult with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service in accordance with Section 7 of the Endangered Species Act to ensure the conservation 
of these species and their habitats.  We are particularly concerned that coal mining activities will 
directly and indirectly contaminate the White River, affecting the species and their habitats.  
Furthermore, we are concerned that the BLM has not addressed the indirect impacts of the rail 
line connecting the Deserado mine with the Bonanza coal-fired power plant to these endangered 
species, nor addressed the impacts of the Bonanza power plant.  Of particular concern are the 
water depletion and contamination impacts associated with the operation of the Bonanza power 
plant.  To our knowledge, no consultation has ever occurred over these impacts.  Given that the 
BLM’s decision, as a practical matter, enables the ongoing operation of the Bonanza power 
plant, the BLM must consult over these impacts before it can issue any lease.   

 
We are also extremely concerned that, given the population status of both the Colorado 

pikeminnow and razorback sucker, that the proposed action will jeopardize the continued 
existence of the species.  In a recent draft biological opinion for the proposed Desert Rock coal-
fired power plant in New Mexico, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service found that mercury and 
selenium emissions from the proposed power plant would jeopardize the continued existence of 
both the Colorado pikeminnow and razorback sucker, as well as adversely modify their critical 
habitat.  See U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, “Draft Biological Opinion for the Desert Rock 
Energy Project, U.S. Bureau of Indian Affairs, Gallup, New Mexico” (Oct. 15, 2009), available 
online at http://climatewest.files.wordpress.com/2012/01/draft-desert-rock-bo.pdf.  This opinion 
was issued on the basis that these species’ continued existence was already at risk due to 
widespread water contamination. 

 
Although it may be a draft, this biological opinion still represents the best available 

science that must guide future BLM actions related to the proposed coal lease.  In this case, we 
are very concerned that any adverse impact to the Colorado pikeminnow and razorback sucker 
related to the direct and indirect impacts of the proposed coal lease (including the indirect 
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impacts of the operation and maintenance of the rail line and the Bonanza power plant) will 
jeopardize the continued existence of both species given the cumulative impacts to these species 
in the San Juan River watershed and elsewhere within their range.  Indeed, if the continued 
existence of the Colorado pikeminnow and the razorback sucker is in jeopardy in the San Juan 
River drainage, then their continued existence is likewise in jeopardy in the White River 
drainage.  The BLM must formally consult with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and fully take 
into account the cumulative effects that are occurring to the species throughout their range in 
order to ensure that the proposed lease and all direct and indirect effects do not jeopardize the 
continued existence of the razorback sucker and Colorado pikeminnow. 
 

8. BLM Must Ensure the Lands Proposed to be Mined are Suitable 
 

BLM’s regulations require that the Agency determine whether the lands proposed for 
leasing are suitable for surface coal mining.  See 43 C.F.R. § 4165.  In this case, the mining that 
would occur as a result of issuing the proposed lease would constitute surface mining because of 
the surface impacts associated with methane venting and the construction, operation, and 
maintenance of methane venting wells and other ventilation structures above the mine.  

 
The need to determine whether the lands in question are suitable for coal mining is 

especially critical in light of the fact that the White River RMP explicitly states that “The 
unsuitability criteria will be reapplied at the time [a coal] lease application is received.”  RMP 
ROD at 2-8.    
 
 

We appreciate the opportunity to comment.  If there are any questions or concerns, please 
contact us at the information below.  Thank you. 

 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Jeremy Nichols 

 Climate and Energy Program Director 
WildEarth Guardians 
1536 Wynkoop, Suite 301 
Denver, CO 80202 
(303) 573-4898 x 1303 
jnichols@wildearthguardians.org  


