
March 18, 2020 

BY ELECTRONIC MAIL 

William Perry Pendley 
Deputy Director 
U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
1849 C St. NW, Rm. 5665 
Washington, D.C. 20240 

Re: Request that U.S. Bureau of Land Management Take Action to Respond to COVID-19 
Crisis, Join Americans in Making Response a Priority 

Dear Mr. Pendley: 

In light of the COVID-19 crisis that is now upon the United States, WildEarth Guardians 
and Western Watersheds Project urges you to direct the U.S. Bureau of Land Management 
(“BLM”) to immediately suspend all open public comment periods, planning processes, and 
major policy development so that the agency and all Americans can focus on protecting the 
health and well-being of our society.  We urge you to join us and all Americans in making the 
response to the COVID-19 crisis the highest priority for this nation. 

As you are no doubt aware, the COVID-19 crisis is having a profound impact on all 
communities in the United States.  With confirmed cases of novel coronavirus and related 
deaths continuing to soar, Americans are increasingly focused on staying healthy, protecting 
their friends and families, practicing diligent social distancing, and maintaining steadfast 
commitment to limiting the outbreak.  The pandemic has shut down many facets of society, 
including government, schools, social life, and professional endeavors.  Even as some aspects of 
society have been able to proceed via telephonic or online interactions, the reality is, virtually 
all lives are on hiatus. 

At the same time, the BLM is proposing to undertake numerous actions with major 
implications for public lands and resources, particularly in the American West.  While normally 
the American public would have ample opportunity to interact and engage with the agency as it 
proposes management actions, this is simply not the case at this moment in time.   
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In the midst of the COVID-19 crisis, state and local governments, small and large 

businesses, public land and resource users, educational institutions, fish and wildlife managers, 
and many more face serious disruption in their daily lives.  There is no doubt that ability for all 
interest groups to weigh in on BLM management actions is currently severely constrained. 

 
Given this, the BLM should halt its consideration of new actions regarding the 

disposition of public lands and resources under its management authority.  At a minimum, this 
must include the suspension of consideration of new public land and resource management 
actions, public comment periods for new projects, ongoing resource management planning 
processes, and the development of new policy. 
 

Currently, a number of actions and activities are under consideration by the Bureau of 
Land Management that would have significant implications for public lands and resources.  In 
all cases, the BLM is under no legal obligation to undertake these actions and has complete 
discretion to suspend consideration.  These actions and activities include, but are not limited to: 

 

• Leasing federal oil and gas reserves in Colorado, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, 
Wyoming, and other states.  Currently, the BLM is seeking public comment on 
proposals to lease public lands for oil and gas development in Utah and has plans to 
soon solicit public comment on proposals to lease lands in Colorado, Montana, New 
Mexico, Nevada, and Wyoming.  The agency is also moving to hold oil and gas lease 
sales this month.  
 

• Large oil and gas development projects on public lands.  Currently, the BLM is seeking 
public comment on a proposal to authorize Aethon Energy Operating, LLC and 
Burlington Resources Oil and Gas Company, LP to drill 4,250 new oil and gas wells in 
central Wyoming.  The BLM announced the notice of availability of a final environmental 
impact statement and draft record of decision for public protest on February 21, 2020.  
See 85 Fed. Reg. 10,187-10,188 (Feb. 21, 2020).  The agency is also considering 
numerous other proposals to allow the oil and gas industry to drill and conduct 
hydraulic fracturing on public lands. 

 

• Mining on public lands.  Currently, the BLM is seeking public comment on a proposal 
that would allow aggregate mining on 700 acres of public lands outside of the town of 
Canon City, Colorado.  The BLM announced the availability of a draft environmental 
impact statement for public comment on February 7, 2020.  See 85 Fed. Reg. 7,329-
7,330 (Feb. 7, 2020).  The agency is also considering numerous other proposals to allow 
mining on public lands. 

 

• Promulgating new regulations governing livestock grazing on public lands.  The BLM is 
in the midst of revising regulations related to livestock grazing and just circulated a draft 
environmental impact statement for public review and comment.  See 85 Fed. Reg. 
3,410 (Jan. 21, 2020). 
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• Developing new policies to roll back environmental reviews.  The BLM is currently 
accepting public comment on a proposal that would exempt the removal of pinyon pine 
and juniper on millions of acres of public lands in the American West.  See BLM 
Proposed Categorical Exclusion, DOI-BLM-WO-WO2100-2020-0001 (March 13, 2020).  
The BLM has also indicated it intends to roll-back environmental reviews for resource 
management planning.  See https://thehill.com/policy/energy-environment/481477-
blm-weighs-cutting-environmental-review-when-crafting-public-lands. 

 

• Adopting new sage grouse management plans for six western states.  The BLM is in the 
process of soliciting public comment and involvement on draft environmental impact 
statements for new sage grouse management plans in California, Colorado, Idaho, 
Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming.  See 85 Fed. Reg. 10,183-10,187 (Feb. 21, 2020). 

 

• Approving resource management plan amendments and revisions in numerous 
western states.  Currently, the BLM is reviewing draft resource management plan 
revisions for the Carlsbad Field Office in southeast New Mexico and the Royal Gorge 
Field Office in eastern Colorado.  The agency is also currently accepting public comment 
on an amendment to the Farmington Field Office resource management plans in 
northwest New Mexico.  See 85 Fed. Reg. 12,012-12,014 (Feb. 28, 2020).   

 
In light of the COVID-19 crisis, BLM’s consideration of these and other new management 

actions should be immediately suspended.  This should include the suspension of current public 
comment periods.   

 
In the case of the Farmington Field Office resource management plan amendment, 

suspension of the comment period is all-the-more appropriate given that the agency is planning 
to hold legally required public meetings in the near future.  With states and the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Controls recommending against public gatherings, there is simply no basis for the BLM 
to continue with its public process. 

 
The authority for the BLM is inherent under the agency’s laws and regulations.  All of 

the aforementioned actions and activities are discretionary actions and the agency does not 
need to undertake them. 

 
We are not suggesting the BLM shut down.  Rather, we call on the agency to focus on 

actions that maintain the health and integrity of public lands and resources so that Americans 
can collectively rise to the challenge of confronting COVID-19.  To this end, any management 
actions documented as absolutely necessary to protect life, safety, or irreversible 
environmental damage should proceed. 

 
At this moment in time, there is simply no need for the BLM to undertake management 

actions and activities that distract the American public from doing their part to move the 
United States forward in this time of crisis and uncertainty.  Again, we urge you to join us and 

https://thehill.com/policy/energy-environment/481477-blm-weighs-cutting-environmental-review-when-crafting-public-lands
https://thehill.com/policy/energy-environment/481477-blm-weighs-cutting-environmental-review-when-crafting-public-lands
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all other Americans in making the response to the COVID-19 crisis the highest priority for this 
nation. 
 
 Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 Jeremy Nichols 
 Climate and Energy Program Director 
 WildEarth Guardians 
 2590 Walnut St. 

Denver, CO 80205 
(303) 437-7663 
jnichols@wildearthguardians.org  
 
and 
 
Erik Molvar 
Executive Director 
Western Watersheds Project 
PO Box 1770 
Hailey, ID 83333 
(307) 399-7910 
emolvar@westernwatersheds.org  
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