
Climate Denial at U.S. Interior Department, 
Fracking Free-for-All in Rockies:

Oil and Gas Leasing in November 2015 to Unleash 
Carbon Pollution, Destroy Western Public Lands

Public Lands on the Auction Block
! Bending to industry demands, the U.S. Department of 
the Interior’s Bureau of Land Management is auctioning 
off nearly 230,000 acres of public lands oil and gas leases 
in the Rocky Mountain states of Colorado, Utah, and 
Wyoming.

! Throughout the month of November 2015 a total of 
218 public lands lease parcels are slated to be sold to the 
oil and gas industry.

! The sale of the leases portend more oil and gas 
drilling and fracking in the American West. Iconic public lands, including Colorado’s Pawnee National 
Grassland, Utah’s Uinta Mountains, and Wyoming’s Red Desert are at risk.  

Climate Denial Fueling a Carbon Disaster
! Worse, the Interior Department’s plans threaten to unleash millions of tons of carbon pollution, 
undermining our nation’s efforts to combat climate change and President Obama’s call for 
greenhouse gas reductions.

! Using the Bureau of Land Management’s own methods, WildEarth Guardians calculated a range 
of lifecycle carbon emissions likely to result from the November 2015 lease sales. These emissions 
include carbon dioxide releases from engines and flaring, methane leaks and venting at well sites, 
and greenhouse gases released from the ultimate combustion of produced oil and gas.

! These estimates, which are presented in the Methods section below, indicate annual carbon 
emissions could be as much as 20 million metric tons annually. 

State Low CO2e High CO2e

CO 1,994,897 8,036,997

UT 1,636,103 6,558,763

WY 1,492,585 5,999,044

TOTALS 5,123,585 20,594,804

The estimated annual carbon emissions 
resulting from Interior Department oil and 
gas leasing in November 2015 could be as 
much as 20.5 million metric tons annually,  
as much more than 4.3 million cars.  



The Need to Keep it in the Ground
! In spite of these climate impacts, the 
Interior Department has rejected pleas to 
exercise restraint.  

! In Utah, Bureau of Land Management 
officials have actually denied climate 
change, claiming, “there is a substantial 
amount of professional disagreement and 
uncertainty as to what impacts 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions have 
on climate.”1  

! In Colorado, officials have asserted it 
would be “highly speculative” to estimate the greenhouse gas emissions that would result from 
development of leases in that state.2 In spite of this, many Bureau of Land Management offices are 
forthrightly calculating the greenhouse gas emissions that would result from oil and gas leasing. 3 In 
all cases, the agency proposed no actions to limit greenhouse gas emissions.

! Oil and gas produced from public lands is already responsible for nearly 10% of all U.S. 
greenhouse gas emissions.4 If our nation has any hope of effectively curtailing carbon, the Interior 
Department must stop denying climate change and start taking steps to limit greenhouse gas 
emissions from oil and gas development on public lands.

! As a first step, the Interior Department should immediately put in place a moratorium on new oil 
and gas leasing. Such a step would not interfere with production of existing leases. As the Interior 
Department’s own statistics show, only a little more than half of all leases on public lands are 
currently producing and only a little more than a 1/3 of all leased acreage is in production. The oil and 
gas industry already has plenty of reserves available to tap.
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Currently In 
Effect

Currently 
Producing

Total Leases 46,183 23,657

Total Acres 34,592,450 12,690,806

Total number of oil and gas leases and leased 
acres currently in effect and currently producing 

on public lands.5



Carbon Costs are Tremendous
! The need for a moratorium is underscored by the costs 
to society of additional carbon emissions. 

! The social cost of carbon protocol for assessing 
climate impacts is a method for “estimat[ing] the economic 
damages associated with a small increase in carbon 
dioxide (CO2) emissions, conventionally one metric ton, in 
a given year [and] represents the value of damages 
avoided for a small emission reduction (i.e. the benefit of 
a CO2 reduction).”6 

! The protocol was developed by a working group 
consisting of several federal agencies, including the U.S. Department of Agriculture, U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency, and Council on Environmental Quality.

! Estimates of carbon costs vary depending on the severity of predicted climate impacts and the 
year in which the emissions are produced. For carbon emissions produced in 2015, the Interagency 
Working Group estimated costs ranging from $11 to $105 per metric ton.7  However, more recent 
studies have reported significantly higher carbon costs. A report published in January 2015 found that 
current estimates for the social cost of carbon should be increased, with an estimated mid-range 
value of $220 per ton.8

! This means costs associated with the Interior Department’s November 2015 oil and gas lease 
sales could be as much as $2.1 billion per year under a scenario where carbon dioxide emissions are 
high and the cost of carbon emissions are high. Even on the low end, however, total costs could be 
more than $56 million. Unfortunately, as the the Bureau of Land Management has denied that its oil 
and gas leasing decision have any climate impacts, the agency has refuse to acknowledge and 
calculate carbon costs in its decisions. 
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State Low CO2e 
(metric 
tons)

Low Carbon 
Cost ($11/

ton)

High Carbon 
Cost ($105/

ton)

High CO2e 
(metric 
tons)

Low Carbon 
Cost

High Carbon 
Cost

CO 1,994,897 $21,943,867 $209,464,185 8,036,997 $88,406,967.00 $843,884,685.00

UT 1,636,103 $17,997,133 $171,790,815 6,558,763 $72,146,393.00 $688,670,115.00

WY 1,492,585 $16,418,435 $156,721,425 5,999,044 $65,989,484.00 $629,899,620.00

TOTALS 5,123,585 $56,359,435 $537,976,425 20,594,804 $226,542,844.00$2,162,454,420.00

Estimates of Carbon Costs Associated with November 2015 Oil and Gas Leasing



Methods
! Unfortunately, the Bureau of Land Management is not itself analyzing the greenhouse gas 
emissions likely to result from future oil and gas development. However, using methods utilized by the 
agency, WildEarth Guardians can estimate annual lifecycle greenhouse gas emissions resulting from 
oil and gas leasing.

! For greenhouse gas emissions resulting from the construction and production of oil and gas wells, 
a recent analysis by the agency estimated that one well would be developed per 640 acres and that 
an average of 2,893.7 metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent would be released annually per well.9 
Greenhouse gas emissions are released from methane leaks, truck and equipment engines, drilling 
rigs, flaring, and venting.

! For greenhouse gas emissions released from the ultimate combustion of produced oil and gas, a 
conservative analysis was prepared relying on Bureau of Land Management data and emission 
factors from the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.  

! According to the Environmental Protection Agency, a barrel of oil produces an average of 0.43 
metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent when processed and burned and every thousand cubic feet 
of natural gas releases 0.055 metric tons when burned.10

! To estimate potential oil and gas production, a Bureau of Land Management report on air pollution 
emissions from oil and gas wells in the Rocky Mountain West was utilized.11 Although it is difficult to 
estimate precise production levels, the purpose of leasing is to authorize development of oil and gas. 
Thus, we presume that some level of production is certain. According to the Bureau of Land 
Management’s report, average overall oil production at representative wells (including condensate 
production) amounts to 64 barrels per day, or 23,360 barrels per year. For purposes of this analysis, it 
was presumed that gas production would amount to 1,100 cubic feet per barrel of oil produced, which 
amounts to 70,400 cubic feet per day or 25,696,000 cubic feet per year, as reported in the Bureau of 
Land Management’s report.

! Some wells are likely to produce more oil and more gas, and others are likely to produce less oil 
and less gas. The estimates presented here are not only conservative (for most leases, oil and gas 
production is likely to be much higher), but are meant to provide an overall likely average.

! Total lease numbers and acres is based on information provided by the Bureau of Land 
Management in environmental analyses prepared under the National Environmental Policy Act.12   

! An estimate of one well per 640 acre unit is based on traditional well spacing requirements.  
However, well spacing may be as low as one well per 40 acres in some areas and multiple horizontal 
wells may be drilled within a single unit.13 Given this, Guardians estimated emissions based on three 
spacing scenarios:  one well per 640 acres, one well per 320 acres, and one well per 160 acres.  
Total wells could be as much as 1,435 wells. 

! The tables on the next page present the results of potential greenhouse gas emissions. At the 
high end, more than 20.5 million metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent is likely to be released. 
According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s online greenhouse gas equivalencies 
calculator, this equals the amount released annually by more than 5 coal-fired power plants or the 
amount released annually by 4.3 million passenger vehicles.14 These annual emissions are likely to 
occur for at least 10 years, which is the term of an oil and gas lease.
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State
Number 

of 
Leases

Acres
No. of 

Wells-640 
Acre 

Spacing

No. of 
Wells-320 

Acre 
Spacing

No. of 
Wells-160 

Acre 
Spacing

CO 121 89,534 139 280 560

UT 55 73,195 114 229 457

WY 42 66,820 104 209 418

TOTALS 218 229,549 359 717 1,435
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Estimates of oil and gas wells from November 2015 leasing by Interior Department in 
Colorado, Utah, and Wyoming based on one well per 640, 320, and 160 acre scenarios.

State
No. of 

Wells-640 
Acre 

Spacing

Total 
Construction/

Production 
CO2e Emissions

Total Oil 
Production 

(barrels)

Total CO2e 
Emissions 

from Oil 
Combustion

Total Gas 
Production 
(cubic feet)

Total CO2e 
Emissions 
from Gas 

Combustion

Total CO2e 
Emissions

CO 139 402,224.3 3,247,040 1,396,227.2 3,571,744,000.0196,445.92 1,994,897

UT 114 329,881.8 2,663,040 1,145,107.2 2,929,344,000.0161,113.92 1,636,103

WY 104 300,944.8 2,429,440 1,044,659.2 2,672,384,000.0146,981.12 1,492,585

TOTALS 357 1,033,050.9 8,339,520.0 3,585,993.6 9,173,472,000.0504,540.96 5,123,585

Estimates of Likely CO2e Emissions Under 640 Acre Spacing

State
No. of 

Wells-640 
Acre 

Spacing

Total 
Construction/

Production 
CO2e Emissions

Total Oil 
Production 

(barrels)

Total CO2e 
Emissions 

from Oil 
Combustion

Total Gas 
Production 
(cubic feet)

Total CO2e 
Emissions 
from Gas 

Combustion

Total CO2e 
Emissions

CO 280 810,236.0 6,540,800 2,812,544.0 7,194,880,000.0395,718.4 4,018,498

UT 229 662,657.3 5,349,440 2,300,259.2 5,884,384,000.0323,641.12 3,286,558

WY 209 604,783.3 4,882,240 2,099,363.2 5,370,464,000.0295,375.52 2,999,522

TOTALS 718 2,077,676.6 16,772,480.0 7,212,166.4 18,449,728,000.01,014,735.04 10,304,578

Estimates of Likely CO2e Emissions Under 320 Acre Spacing

State
No. of 

Wells-640 
Acre 

Spacing

Total 
Construction/

Production 
CO2e Emissions

Total Oil 
Production 

(barrels)

Total CO2e 
Emissions 

from Oil 
Combustion

Total Gas 
Production 
(cubic feet)

Total CO2e 
Emissions 
from Gas 

Combustion

Total CO2e 
Emissions

CO 560 1,620,472.0 13,081,600 5,625,088.0 14,389,760,000.0791,436.8 8,036,997

UT 457 1,322,420.9 10,675,520 4,590,473.6 11,743,072,000.0645,868.96 6,558,763

WY 418 1,209,566.6 9,764,480 4,198,726.4 10,740,928,000.0590,751.04 5,999,044

TOTALS 1,435 4,152,459.5 33,521,600.0 14,414,288.0 36,873,760,000.02,028,056.8 20,594,804

Estimates of Likely CO2e Emissions Under 160 Acre Spacing
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12.These environmental assessments are located on the following websites:

Colorado:  http://www.blm.gov/co/st/en/BLM_Programs/oilandgas/oil_and_gas_lease/2015/
november_2015_lease.html. 

Utah:  http://www.blm.gov/ut/st/en/prog/energy/oil_and_gas/oil_and_gas_lease.html. 

Wyoming: http://www.blm.gov/wy/st/en/info/NEPA/documents/og-ea/2015/November.html. 

13.Oil and Gas 360, “Horizontal Drillers Plowing Ahead in the Wattenberg” (Aug. 27, 2014), available online at http://
www.oilandgas360.com/horizontal-drillers-plowing-ahead-wattenberg/. 

14.EPA, “Greenhouse Gas Equivalencies Calculator,” website available at http://www.epa.gov/cleanenergy/energy-
resources/calculator.html. 
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