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 A drilling rig northeast of Arches National
Park in Utah. Photo by Bobby Magill.

New West Feature

Is Utah’s Energy Office Designed to Oppose Federal Drilling Rules?
A new office of energy development would ensure that oil and gas drilling companies have access to
Utah's public lands despite shifting policies at the federal level. But the numbers suggest drilling in
Utah isn't exactly being slowed down.

By Bobby Magill, 3-29-11

After Interior Secretary Ken Salazar and Bureau of Land
Management chief Bob Abbey announced in December that
much untrammeled public land across the West may soon
receive the new “Wild Lands” designation, Utah Gov. Gary
Herbert warned Congress in March that the designation will
cost Utah billions, while others in the GOP called the move a
“land grab” that sent “shockwaves” across the West.

The announcement provoked Utah state lawmakers and the
state’s oil and gas industry, whose temper was still simmering
after Salazar rescinded 77 oil and gas leases around eastern
Utah national parks in 2009. It was when those leases were
being sold that activist Tim DeCristopher staged his famous
protest, for which he was recently convicted and faces prison
time.

Both of those events were watershed moments for the Utah oil and gas industry and its supporters in the state
Legislature, industry boosters say.

Now, as a way for the state to mount a more organized assault against federal moves to moderate oil and gas
development on public lands, Herbert is expected to soon sign a bill the Legislature passed this winter
creating a new Utah Office of Energy Development.

The office’s mission is to put under one roof most of the state’s employees working on energy issues who are
now spread throughout state government and to implement Herbert’s 10-year energy plan.

The plan lays out broad goals for both renewable and traditional energy generation, but one of its primary
messages is explicit: Keep Utah’s public lands open to drilling rigs.

Lamenting that resolving conflicts with the federal government over energy development on public lands is a
“long and laborious” process, one of the plan’s primary recommendations is for the state to create a strategy
for the “legitimate use of Utah’s public lands for energy development purposes” by working with the federal
government to strike a balance between economic and environmental sustainability.

“The goal is for us to have access to responsible energy development as we need to meet our energy
baseload needs and transmission needs,” said Amanda Smith, Utah Department of Environmental Quality
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chief and Herbert’s energy advisor who will serve as the director of the new Office of Energy Development.
She called the new office “a more organized way to approach” gaining access to federal lands for energy
development.

Utah officials have grown tired of conflicting messages from the federal government about the kind of
development that should or shouldn’t occur on public lands and the inability for industry and local
governments to find certainty regarding energy development policy in the public lands planning process, she
said.

“So, the process relied upon by local government and industry has been upended, and that has led us to look
at, one, how can we be more organized as a state to address those issues and speaking with a unified voice?”
she said.

The BLM’s new Wild Lands policy has everyone concerned because the oil and gas industry believes it
introduces a new level of uncertainty into the oil and gas marketplace, said Lee Peacock, president of the
Utah Petroleum Association.

He said the policy will contribute to a continuing federal oil and gas leasing slowdown in Utah that has
occurred during the Obama administration, which could lead to the industry taking its investment money
elsewhere.

Salazar’s canceling of the 77 leases, he said, was “the tip of the iceberg as far as what the future of Utah’s
public lands is.”

Though the BLM’s November 2010 and February 2011 oil and gas lease sales were halted entirely ahead of a
new leasing schedule for the state, leasing has hardly stopped in Utah over the last two years.

Beginning in May, the Utah BLM is implementing an oil and gas leasing reform plan, part of a larger leasing
reform program the BLM began to implement last year to allow for greater environmental review. The plan
stipulates that lease sales will be held quarterly as usual, but rotating among the state’s BLM field offices,
giving the industry one opportunity each year to lease a specific area of the state.

The May lease sale will focus on the St. George area in southwest Utah, and the next opportunity for the
industry to lease land around Arches and Canyonlands national parks is in February 2012.

The Office of Energy Development’s mission to mount a more organized effort against such federal leasing
plans, Peacock said, “is of keen importance to us.”

But according to Steve Block of the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance, the creation of the Office of Energy
Development isn’t of keen importance to much at all. The notion that the Obama administration is trying to
kill oil and gas development is false, he said.

Despite the industry’s concerns about certainty on public lands, oil and gas development has been booming in
Utah over the past year. With 30 active drilling rigs in Utah today, there are now more than twice the
number of rigs in the state than when Utah hit its two-year low in drilling activity with 14 rigs in May 2009,
according to industry rig count data compiled by Houston-based Baker Hughes.

The industry started drilling, or “spudded,” 975 wells in Utah in 2010, rebounding from 2009’s six-year low
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of 514 spuds but still down from the state’s 2008 peak of 1,144 spudded wells, according to Utah Division of
Oil, Gas and Mining data.

In northeast Utah alone, the BLM’s Vernal Field Office is expected to process 1,400 federal drilling permit
applications this year.

“I have a hard time imagining how the state is going to take a more pro-industry tack than it’s taken in the
recent past,” Bloch said, calling Herbert’s energy plan and the OED “sagebrush saber rattling.”

“To me, it’s much ado about nothing,” he said. “The state is already very active in trying to pursue this
agenda. It’s just another face of what they’ve been trying to do for years.” 

Bobby Magill can be found online at www.bobbymagill.com.
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By Dave Skinner, 3-30-11
Just another prong on the coordination pitchfork. FLPMA 202b9.
Utah is going to put together a coordinated plan for the state's natural resources (and how they'll be used) and
the feds will then have to coordinate their plan with the state plan.
Feds can do anything they want in the absence of planning from local/state/tribal governments. But if the
LST governments have something down on paper, then the game changes. Not completely, but likely
significantly.
Block is just trying to minimize the idea so nobody else pays attention.
By James Bowen, 4-01-11
“To me, it’s much ado about nothing,”
That's pretty much the same situation in Colorado, too. The market, not regulation determines how much
drilling happens.
By George Vincent, 4-05-11
Dave -- you forgot to read the first line of FLPMA 202(b)(9): "to the extent consistent with the laws
governing the administration of the public lands, coordinate..." Do you really think anyone in the government
of Utah is going to develop a plan consistent with Federal law? They will go out of their way to make sure
whatever they come up with will violate Federal law in yet another sagebrush tea stand against the
Constitution's Supremacy Clause.
By the real mike, 4-05-11
Yep, George, you hit the nail with that one.

Comment policy:

NewWest.Net encourages robust and lively, but civil participation from our readers. By posting here, you
agree to the NewWest.Net terms of service. You agree to keep your comments on topic, respectful and free of
gratuitous profanity. Contributions that engage in personal attacks, racism, sexism, bigotry, hatred or are
otherwise patently offensive will be subject to removal.

Other than using a filter that scans for comment spam, we do not moderate contributions before they are
posted and we do not review every thread, so we ask that you help us in keeping the discussions civil and
appropriate. Please email info@newwest.net to notify us of comments that may violate these guidelines.
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