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Sierra Club, Natural Resources Defense Council, National Parks Conservation Association, 

Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance, Center for Biological Diversity, WildEarth Guardians, 

 Utah Physicians for a Healthy Environment 

 

August 17, 2018 

 

Keith Rigtrup 

Bureau of Land Management 

Kanab Field Office 

699 South Highway 89A 

Kanab, Utah 84741 

krigtrup@blm.gov 

 

Delivered via email and U.S.P.S. 

 

Re: Alton Coal Tract Final Environmental Impact Statement 

 

Dear BLM: 

 

On behalf of Sierra Club, Natural Resources Defense Council, National Parks Conservation 

Association, Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance, Center for Biological Diversity, WildEarth 

Guardians, and Utah Physicians for a Healthy Environment, we are writing to provide BLM with 

additional information regarding the proposed expansion of the Alton coal mine.  BLM recently 

released a Final Environmental Impact Statement (FEIS) for the proposed expansion, which is 

currently under review at BLM.  Since BLM decided not to hold a formal public comment period 

on the FEIS, these comments are limited to providing BLM with relevant scientific sources that 

post-date the 2015 comment period on the Supplemental Draft Environmental Impact 

Statement (SDEIS), or should have been referenced in the 2015 SDEIS, and context for those 

sources, so that BLM can update the information in the FEIS and correct certain errors and 

omissions when BLM issues its Record of Decision (ROD).  Our organizations continue to 

encourage BLM to select the No Action alternative, as that is the best way to preserve the 

myriad environmental values at stake and promote the tourism industry that is crucial to the 

economy in southern Utah. 

 

Many of the issues our organizations raised in comments on the SDEIS have not been 

adequately addressed in the FEIS.  This letter does not attempt to address all such issues, but 

rather focuses on several selected instances where BLM has relied in the FEIS on the 

information that is incomplete, inaccurate, or out of date.  As described below, BLM’s use of 

such information likely results in the FEIS under-reporting the environmental impacts of the 

proposed action, in violation of the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and its 
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implementing regulations.  We respectfully request that BLM consider each of the sources 

attached as exhibits to this letter prior to finalizing the agency’s course of action in the ROD. 

 

Impacts to Greater Sage-Grouse 

 

With respect to impacts of expanded mining on the greater sage grouse, BLM did not update 
the FEIS based on the September 10, 2015 comments many of our organizations submitted on 
the SDEIS (2015 Comments), without adequate explanation.  Our comments (labelled as 
Comment Letter #3219 in the FEIS) cited a number of peer-reviewed research and technical 
reports essential to assessment of impacts to sage grouse, which should have been included in 
the FEIS, but were not.   
 
Additionally, since the publication of the SDEIS in 2015, more research has been published that 
sheds important light on the likely impact of the proposed action alternatives on the sage 
grouse population likely to be affected by the proposed coal mine expansion.  These resources 
constitute the best available science that should have been incorporated into the FEIS.  Among 
other things, they include an assessment of predator control effectiveness and buffer distances 
for sage-grouse that are necessary to understand the impacts of different buffers and the 
effectiveness of voluntary mitigation measures.  For BLM’s convenience, we have attached 
twenty-four of the most pertinent peer-reviewed research and technical reports.1  BLM must 
consider these sources prior to finalizing a ROD here, as they present the best available science 
regarding impacts to sage grouse. 
 
Impacts to Bryce Canyon National Park, Zion National Park, Cedar Breaks National 

Monument, Grand Staircase National Monument and other Nearby and Adjacent Protected 

Public Lands 

 

We reiterate concerns outlined in comments submitted by our organizations in the SDEIS 

Comments.  Clearly, Alternative A, the No Action Alternative, is the only option that will fully 

protect the dark night skies, natural quiet, clear air and visitor experience of Bryce Canyon and 

Zion National Parks and Cedar Breaks and Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monuments as 

well as their significant contributions to the economies of Kane and Garfield counties.  None of 

the proposed action alternatives incorporate the strongest possible design features, and none 

impose mandatory mitigation measures as stipulations to ensure park resources are protected.  

Delaying discretionary mitigation measures until the permitting stage puts them too late in the 

process.  Under any of the proposed action alternatives, the mine will adversely impact the 

transportation corridor used by millions of national park visitors each year, and impacts to the 

parks’ fundamental resources – dark night skies and clean, clear air as well as natural quiet.  We 

request again that the BLM choose the No Action alternative in its forthcoming ROD.   

 

                                                           
1 Attached hereto as Exhibits 1-24. See full exhibit list for citation information for each report. 
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The public overwhelmingly supports protecting Bryce Canyon National Park. According to 

Appendix C (Response to Comments) 61% of the 7,145 comments submitted on the DEIS that 

were opposed to expansion of the coal mine, primarily based their opposition on proximity to 

Bryce Canyon National Park.  Only 130 comments were in support of expanding the coal mine 

onto federal land.  While the number of comments in support of or opposed to the coal mine 

expansion were not shared for the SDEIS, review of responses to comments indicated 

significant concerns regarding the protection of Bryce Canyon National Park resources and 

visitor experience.  National Parks Conservation Association members and supporters who care 

deeply about park protection submitted over 16,600 comments alone, nearly all of which were 

discarded as form letters.  Moreover, more than 200,000 members of the public submitted 

letters on the draft EIS and SDEIS raising many significant concerns as part of the coalition of 

groups that included Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance, Natural Resources Defense Council, 

Sierra Club, and others. 

 

BLM’s summary response to concerns regarding Bryce Canyon National Park protection in 

Appendix C (p. C-9) states that, “leasing and mining the tract cannot be in conflict with the 

purposes for which Bryce Canyon National Park was established because the tract is outside the 

boundaries of the park (more than 10 miles away) and therefore not subject to the 

management prescriptions of Bryce Canyon National Park.”  This statement appears to dismiss 

the reality that national parks are not islands of protection, and their scenery and fundamental 

resources are more often at risk from adverse impacts originating outside national park 

boundaries, including light, air and sound pollution.  Again, the National Park Service (NPS) 

Management Policies 2006 (§ 4.1.4) outline the responsibility of NPS to engage with other 

agencies and decision-makers: “[T]he Service will seek the cooperation of others in minimizing 

the impacts of influences originating outside parks by controlling noise and artificial lighting, 

maintaining water quality and quantity, eliminating toxic substances, preserving scenic views, 

improving air quality, preserving wetlands, protecting threatened or endangered species, 

eliminating exotic species, managing the use of pesticides, protecting shoreline processes, 

managing fires, managing boundary influences, and using other means of preserving and 

protecting natural resources.”  These protections necessarily include protection from the 

impacts of leasing and mining the tract.  

 

National Parks are deserving of the highest level of care and protection.  Cherished, iconic 

national parks are within the impact zone of the proposed mine, and they are vulnerable to 

impairment from the project, which is in close proximity to park borders.  “Ecological processes 

cross park boundaries, and park boundaries may not incorporate all of the natural resources, 

cultural sites, and scenic vistas that relate to park resources or the quality of the visitor 

experience. Therefore, activities proposed for adjacent lands may significantly affect park 

programs, resources, and values.”  National Park Service Management Policies 2006 (§ 1.6). 
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In the FEIS, BLM acknowledges that its proposed alternative will have “unavoidable adverse 

impacts to aesthetic resources, even following the implementation of protective measures and 

the mitigation measures described.” FEIS § 4.2.6 (p. 4-43) and that “[e]ven with mitigation, 

increased levels of noise and decreased darkness of nighttime skies would result.” FEIS § 4.2.7 

(p. 4-43).  These adverse impacts include, but are not limited to “airborne PM (dust) resulting in 

greater light pollution and skyglow over the tract and surrounding lands.” FEIS § 4.2.6 (p. 4-43).  

BLM refers to these impacts as “temporary.”  Yet, as NPS noted in its comment submissions, 

the long-term existence of nightglow in the region may have impacts that permanently alter 

wildlife patterns.  The potential additional night lighting stemming from theoretical population 

growth in the region will only add to the reduction in visibility stemming from this project.  

 

Our organizations remain concerned that suggested voluntary mitigation measures to address 

the most problematic aspects of BLM’s preferred alternative are insufficient.  Moreover, there 

is a lack of clarity on how measures would be incorporated effectively into any leasing regimen.  

Bryce Canyon National Park’s world famous pristine night skies must not be jeopardized.  Nor 

should lights be visible from Brian Head Peak, Cedar Breaks National Monument or other 

sensitive areas.   

 

Blasting, operation of heavy machinery 24-hours per day, increased large vehicle traffic, and 

other sources of noise pollution associated with the proposed project will negatively affect the 

region’s soundscape, including remote areas in Bryce Canyon National Park and Grand 

Staircase-Escalante National Monument.  We believe that the noise modeling incorporated in 

the SEIS fails to fully capture the scope and extent of these impacts across the necessary 

spectrum of conditions.  Discretionary mitigation measures are inadequate to protect park 

resources. 

 

Bryce Canyon National Park has identified clean, clear air as a fundamental resource that is 

essential to achieving the park’s purpose and maintaining the park’s significance as a unit of the 

national park system.  Under the action alternatives, BLM expects adverse impacts to include 

increases in concentrations of criteria pollutants and hazardous air pollutants, resulting in 

decreases in air quality related values including nitrogen deposition exceedances in Bryce 

Canyon National Park.  Increased air pollution puts at risk, park vegetation and wildlife, 

expansive views across the colorful spires and hoodoos, and visitor experience and health.  A 

new study released in July 2018, “Air pollution and visitation at U.S. national parks,” documents 

a drop in visitation at national parks when air pollution levels went up.2 

 

                                                           
2 David A. Keiser et al., Air pollution and visitation at U.S. national parks, Science 

Advances (2018), http://advances.sciencemag.org/content/4/7/eaat1613.full. Attached as 

Exhibit 25. 

http://advances.sciencemag.org/content/4/7/eaat1613.full
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In Chapter 3 (§ 3.11.3, p. 3-59), the statement “over the past five years, annual park attendance 

has averaged roughly 1.5 million visitors” in regard to Bryce Canyon National Park indicates the 

BLM may have underestimated not only the number of visitors to the park but also the 

magnitude of contribution tourism plays in the local economy.  We ask that the BLM fully 

consider the most recent visitor statistics for Bryce Canyon National Park and other public lands 

impacted by the proposed action alternatives, as well as the consistent trends of increasing 

visitation to national parks and monuments in southern Utah. 

 In 2017, 2.6 million park visitors spent an estimated $213 million in local gateway 

regions while visiting Bryce Canyon National Park. These expenditures supported a total 

of 3,120 jobs, $83.4 million in labor income, $142 million in value added, and $256 

million in economic output in local gateway economies surrounding Bryce Canyon 

National Park.3  

 In 2017, 4.5 million park visitors spent an estimated $251 million in local gateway 

regions while visiting Zion National Park. These expenditures supported a total of 3,190 

jobs, $120 million in labor income, $215 million in value added, and $341 million in 

economic output in local gateway economies surrounding Zion National Park.4 

 In 2017, 909,000 park visitors spent an estimated $57.2 million in local gateway regions 

while visiting Cedar Breaks National Monument. These expenditures supported a total 

of 810 jobs, $21.3 million in labor income, $36.3 million in value added, and $65.7 

million in economic output in local gateway economies surrounding Cedar Breaks 

National Monument.5 

 In 2004 when the lease by application was filed, less than one million (987,253) visitors 

traveled to Bryce Canyon National Park each year, 2,677,342 to Zion National Park and 

516,331 to Cedar Breaks National Monument.6  

 

Kane County in particular has actively pursued opportunities to grow its tourism and recreation 
economy by stepping up to be one of the first Utah counties to participate in the Utah Office of 
Tourism’s Rourism (Rural Tourism) program focused on assessing and improving visitor services, 
branding and marketing.7  This focus appears to be paying off as the state economic snapshot 
for Kane County in 2016 noted that, “Kane County’s economy is certainly running on all 
cylinders. Job growth surged in the first quarter as the leisure/hospitality industry generated 
many new positions. This strong employment expansion has nudged the county’s joblessness 
down to the low levels symptomatic of a very tight labor market.”  While many sectors are 

                                                           
3 National Park Service, 2017 National Park Visitor Spending Effects (2018) 
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/socialscience/vse.htm. Attached as Exhibit 26. 
4 Id. 
5 Id. 
6 National Park Service, Visitor Statistics, https://irma.nps.gov/Stats/. Attached as Exhibit 27 
(Bryce Canyon), Exhibit 28 (Zion), and Exhibit 29 (Cedar Breaks). 
7 See Rourism Programs for Utah, Roger Brooks International, 
http://www.rogerbrooksinternational.com/utah-tourism/.  

https://www.nps.gov/subjects/socialscience/vse.htm
https://irma.nps.gov/Stats/
http://www.rogerbrooksinternational.com/utah-tourism/
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contributing to economic growth, the tourism-driven leisure/hospitality industry accounted for 
the lion’s share of new positions with a little help from other services and healthcare/social 
services.8   
 
A recent study showed that visitation to National Parks decreases where there is increased 
pollution.9  Annual visitation to Utah’s five national parks has risen 58 percent since 2010, 
according to park service data.10 However, increased ozone pollution at Bryce Canyon, is of 
major concern because particulates obscure daytime views and its famous starry nights.11 
Notably, visits to Arches and nearby Canyonlands dipped last year and while the decrease was 
previously attributed to nearby roadwork, this new air-pollution study might point to the fact 
that visitors do not want to subject themselves to ozone pollution.12 
 

In contrast to the long-term sustainability of the recreation and tourism economy, BLM 

recognizes that the boom-and-bust-cycle of natural resource development “would temporarily 

have positive impacts on the local economy with regard to revenue generation, the depletion of 

the resource would result in long-term adverse impact to the economy.” FEIS § 4.12.7 (p. 4-

159).  In the FEIS, by understating the number of park visitors and their positive economic 

contributions to the area, BLM underestimates the potential of industrial development, heavy 

truck traffic, noise, artificial lighting and air pollution in the heart of some of our most cherished 

protected public lands on the growing tourism and recreation economy and on tourism-related 

businesses for the life of the proposed coal mine.  BLM must correct these significant errors in 

the Record of Decision with the additional sources provided as exhibits to this letter. 

 

Coal Combustion, Indirect Emissions 

 

In its Record of Decision, BLM must disclose the fact that all of the coal that the existing mine 

sells to coal-fired power plants is currently transported via truck to a single facility – 

Intermountain Power (IMP), which is slated to stop burning coal in 2025.  As demonstrated by 

data readily available to BLM on the Energy Information Administration’s website, for at least 

2015, 2016, 2017, and the first part of 2018, IMP has been the mine’s sole coal-fired power 

                                                           
8 Economic Snapshot: Kane County, Utah Department of Workforce Services.  Attached as 
Exhibit 30. 
9 Keiser, et al., supra note 2.  
10 Brown, M., “Visitors avoid U.S. national parks when pollution rises, study says,” The Salt Lake 
Tribune, (July 18, 2018), available at: 
https://www.sltrib.com/news/environment/2018/07/18/visitors-avoid-us/. Attached as Exhibit 
32. 
11 Id. 
12 Id. 

https://www.sltrib.com/news/environment/2018/07/18/visitors-avoid-us/
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plant purchaser.13  BLM acknowledges that “it is reasonable to assume that coal from the tract 

would be burned at a power plant,” and further acknowledges that the mine currently ships 

between 300,000 and 700,000 tons of coal per year to the Intermountain Power coal-burning 

facility (IMP).  FEIS at 4-44.   

 

BLM, however, glosses over the fact that the mine’s sole electric generation coal purchaser is 

slated to close well before the approximately 40 million tons of coal could be burned.  BLM has 

provided no assessment of the potential market for Alton coal once IMP converts to burning 

natural gas – there is no discussion, for example, of other nearby coal-burning power plants, or 

analysis of whether those plants are locked into long-term contracts with other suppliers, or 

whether Alton could even compete with those facilities’ current suppliers given production and 

transportation costs from Alton.  Moreover, BLM has, despite the availability of well-

established tools and methods for analyzing such impacts, completely failed to disclose or 

analyze14 the effects on both human health and endangered wildlife that will result from 

combustion of Alton Coal at IPP during its remaining time of coal-fired operation.15  The 

intended and foreseeable consequence of coal mining is coal combustion – BLM must utilize 

available information to disclose the potential locations of that combustion, as well as the 

consequences, including mercury emission and deposition that will result. 

 

As a result, the purported economic benefits that BLM references throughout the FEIS may well 

never occur.  BLM thus appears to be on the cusp of authorizing a project that poses significant 

harms to natural landscapes, wildlife, and a thriving tourism economy in southern Utah, in 

exchange for a short-term economic boost that may well never be fully realized.  And while the 

economic boost would be short lived under any scenario (and may be shorter than BLM 

assumes), the harms to wildlife and the tourism economy will linger for years after mining is 

completed and may never return to current levels.   

 

NEPA requires agencies to provide an honest and transparent discussion of impacts so that 

both the public and decisionmakers can understand the choice facing the agency.  By 

potentially inflating the short-term economic boost provided by a mine whose sole coal-fired 

                                                           
13 See attached spreadsheet compiled by EIA 923 data spreadsheets.  Attached as Exhibit 31.  
Our organizations provided BLM with the link to this data through 2015 in our September 2015 
comments. See comments of Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance, et al., p. 34 n.19 (Sept. 10, 
2015). 
14 Alton FEIS Appendix J at 10. 
15 See, e.g., U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Biological Opinion for the Four Corners Power Plant 
and Navajo Mine Energy Project (2015), 
https://www.fws.gov/southwest/es/NewMexico/documents/BO/2014-
0064_USFWS_FINAL_BO_Four_Corners_Power_Plant_Navajo_Mine_Energy_Project.pdf.  
Attached as Exhibit 33. 

https://www.fws.gov/southwest/es/NewMexico/documents/BO/2014-0064_USFWS_FINAL_BO_Four_Corners_Power_Plant_Navajo_Mine_Energy_Project.pdf
https://www.fws.gov/southwest/es/NewMexico/documents/BO/2014-0064_USFWS_FINAL_BO_Four_Corners_Power_Plant_Navajo_Mine_Energy_Project.pdf
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generation customer is slated to close, BLM has improperly skewed the reasoned consideration 

of alternatives that is central to NEPA’s core mandate.  BLM’s analysis must be revised in order 

to provide an accurate assessment of the trade-offs involved in weighing the competing action 

and No Action alternatives. 

 

We expect that BLM will consider the information contained in this letter and the sources we 

have attached as exhibits before it decides whether to approve the proposed Alton coal mine 

expansion.  Should you have any questions about the contents of this letter or the attachments, 

please feel free to reach out to us at the contact information listed below. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

_____/s/__________________ 

Nathaniel Shoaff 

Senior Attorney 

Sierra Club Environmental Law Program 

2101 Webster Street, Suite 1300 

Oakland, CA 94612 

415.977.5610 

nathaniel.shoaff@sierraclub.org 

Ann Alexander 
Senior Attorney  
Natural Resources Defense Council  
111 Sutter Street, 21st Floor 
San Francisco, CA 94104 
415.875.6190 
aalexander@nrdc.org 
 
Cory MacNulty 

Southwest Associate Director 

National Parks Conservation Association 

801.521.0785 

cmacnulty@npca.org 

 

Dr. Brian Moench  
President 
Utah Physicians for a Healthy Environment 
drmoench@yahoo.com 
 

tel:415.977.5610
mailto:nathaniel.shoaff@sierraclub.org
mailto:cmacnulty@npca.org
mailto:drmoench@yahoo.com


9 
 

Shannon Hughes  

Climate Guardian 

WildEarth Guardians 

2590 Walnut Street 

Denver, CO 80205 

630.699.7165 

shughes@wildearthguardians.org 

 

Michael Saul 

Senior Attorney 

Center for Biological Diversity 

1536 Wynkoop Street, Suite 421 

Denver, CO 80202 

msaul@biologicaldiversity.org 

 

Steve Bloch 

Legal Director 

Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance 

425 E 100 S 

Salt Lake City, UT 84111 

steve@suwa.org 

 

 

 

 

 

https://maps.google.com/?q=2590+Walnut+Street+%0D%0A+%0D%0A+%0D%0A+Denver,+CO+80205&entry=gmail&source=g
https://maps.google.com/?q=2590+Walnut+Street+%0D%0A+%0D%0A+%0D%0A+Denver,+CO+80205&entry=gmail&source=g
mailto:shughes@wildearthguardians.org
https://maps.google.com/?q=1536+Wynkoop+Street,+Suite+421+%0D%0A+Denver+CO+80202&entry=gmail&source=g
https://maps.google.com/?q=1536+Wynkoop+Street,+Suite+421+%0D%0A+Denver+CO+80202&entry=gmail&source=g
mailto:msaul@biologicaldiversity.org
https://maps.google.com/?q=425+E+100+S+Salt+Lake+City,+UT+84111&entry=gmail&source=g
https://maps.google.com/?q=425+E+100+S+Salt+Lake+City,+UT+84111&entry=gmail&source=g

