June 20, 2019
BY ELECTRONIC MAIL AND
U.S. CERTIFIED MAIL – RETURN RECEIPT REQUESTED
Tim Spisak
Director
New Mexico State Office
U.S. Bureau of Land Management
301 Dinosaur Trail
Santa Fe, NM 87508
tspisak@blm.gov

Danita Burns
District Manager
Albuquerque District Office
U.S. Bureau of Land Management
100 Sun Ave., NE
Pan American Building, Suite 330
Albuquerque, NM 87109
dtburns@blm.gov

Angel Martinez
Acting Field Manager
Rio Puerco Field Office
U.S. Bureau of Land Management
100 Sun Ave., NE
Pan American Building, Suite 330
Albuquerque, NM 87109
a1martinez@blm.gov
Re:

Request that BLM Halt Oil and Gas Leasing in Greater Chaco Region of the Rio
Puerco Field Office, Restart Rio Puerco Resource Management Plan Revision
Process

Dear State Director Spisak, District Manager Burns, and Field Manager Martinez:
The undersigned are writing to call on you to back down from plans to lease public
lands for oil and gas development in the Greater Chaco region of the Rio Puerco Field Office
of New Mexico. We are also calling on you to restart the Resource Management Plan
(“RMP”) revision process for the Field Office and to integrate the process with the RMP
Amendment currently underway for the adjacent Farmington Field Office.
On June 20, the U.S. Bureau of Land Management (“BLM”) intends to sell more than
37,000 acres of public lands oil and gas leases in the northern portion of the Rio Puerco
Field Office, all of which are in northern Sandoval County, New Mexico. This comes on the
heels of the sale of more than 2,500 acres of leases in the same portion of the Field Office in
March 2019 and 41,000 acres in December 2018. What’s more, this November, the agency
intends to sell off an additional 2,800 acres of lands in the northern Rio Puerco Field Office.
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All indications are that these leases will facilitate development of the Mancos shale
with horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing. They are all in close proximity to current
Mancos shale horizontal oil and gas development occurring in the adjacent Farmington
Field Office. Even the BLM has acknowledged that this area of the Rio Puerco Field Office is
located in an area with “very high” potential for oil and gas occurrence that could be
developed using horizontal drilling and also located in an area with medium to high
Mancos shale development potential between 2018 and 2037.1
As the map below shows, many of these lease parcels are in close proximity to Chaco
National Historical Park and are within the Greater Chaco region, a culturally significant
landscape that is vital to Navajo and Pueblo Indigenous peoples who live in and have
significant ties to the region.

Location of Chaco Culture National Historical Park and Rio Puerco Oil and Gas Lease Parcels Offered for Sale
or Proposed for Sale Since December 2018.

While the BLM is selling public lands for development of the Mancos shale in the Rio
Puerco Field Office, it has never accounted for the cumulative effects of Mancos shale
development within the Field Office and never addressed Mancos shale development in its
RMP. In fact, the current RMP guiding oil and gas development in the Rio Puerco Field
1

According to the BLM’s most recent Reasonably Foreseeable Development Scenario for the neighboring
Farmington Field Office, https://eplanning.blm.gov/epl-frontoffice/projects/nepa/110578/161453/197157/2018.02.27_Crocker_Glover_FFO_RFD.pdf. Although this analysis
looked specifically at reasonably foreseeable Mancos shale development within the Farmington Field Office, the
study’s maps clearly indicate that the areas of medium to high horizontal development potential overlap with the
northern portion of the Rio Puerco Field Office where leasing is proposed.
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Office was approved in 1986, more than 30 years ago. Although the BLM attempted to
revise the RMP in 2012, it never completed the revision. Importantly, even under the
proposed RMP circulated for public comment in 2012, the agency never accounted for or
even acknowledged the prospect of horizontal drilling and fracking of Mancos shale in the
Rio Puerco Field Office. The proposed RMP relied on a 2010 Reasonably Foreseeable
Development Scenario report that projected no horizontal wells would be developed in the
Field Office over the life of the RMP.
In light of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Tenth Circuit’s May 7, 2019 opinion in
Diné Citizens Against Ruining our Environment v. Bernhardt, No. 18-2089, 2019 WL
1999298 (10th Cir. May 7, 2019), it’s clear the BLM has no legal basis to authorize leasing
in the Rio Puerco Field Office that would enable development of the Mancos shale. Mancos
shale development in the region poses unique environmental threats, including impacts to
cultural values, water quantity and quality, air quality, and local communities.
Furthermore, given that the agency’s previously proposed 2012 RMP revision also
did not account for development of the Mancos shale, it’s clear the agency cannot finalize
the RMP revision as originally proposed. The BLM has moved to amend the RMP for the
neighboring Farmington Field Office in order to address the impacts of Mancos shale
development.2 Similarly, the BLM must restart the RMP revision process for the Rio Puerco
Field Office and issue a new proposal that addresses Mancos shale development. This must
include preparing and circulating a new draft environmental impact statement and
providing a new opportunity for public involvement on a proposed RMP.
There is precedent for restraint in the Rio Puerco Field Office. When the BLM
initially proposed to lease lands for oil and gas development in the northern Rio Puerco
Field Office in January 2014, the agency ultimately deferred the sale on the basis that
“leasing the parcels would harm resource values and may limit the choice of reasonable
alternative actions being considered in the Rio Puerco Draft RMP-EIS.”3
Further, in March 2018, former Secretary of the Interior Ryan Zinke directed the
BLM to defer leasing in the portion of northern Sandoval County that is in the Farmington
Field Office pending the completion of an ongoing analysis of more than 5,000 cultural sites
in the area.4
As the map below shows, the locations of these deferred parcels are literally stones’
throws away from parcels the agency offered for sale in December 2018 and March 2019
and that the agency is proposing to sell in June and November 2019. In fact, some of the
deferred parcels from March 2018 were even further away from Chaco Culture National
Historical Park than the Rio Puerco parcels the BLM has offered for sale or is proposing to
2

See 81 Fed. Reg. 72,819 (Oct. 21, 2016).
BLM, Rio Puerco Field Office, EA January 2014 Competitive Oil and Gas Lease Sale at 11,
https://www.nm.blm.gov/oilGas/leasing/leaseSales/2014/january2014/Jan%202014%20OG%20Lease%20Sale%20
EA_Public%20Review_Rio%20Puerco.pdf.
4
See https://www.blm.gov/press-release/blm-defers-oil-and-gas-lease-sale-parcels-new-mexico.
3
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sell. It makes no sense that it would be appropriate to defer leasing in the portion of
Sandoval County that happens to be in the Farmington Field Office, but not appropriate to
defer leasing in other portions of northern Sandoval County simply because of the arbitrary
boundary between the Rio Puerco and Farmington Field Offices.

Lease Parcels Deferred for Sale in March 2018 (orange) and Lease Parcels Offered and Proposed for Sale in
the Rio Puerco Field Office.

In light of the agency’s past restraint, in light of the 10th Circuit’s recent ruling on
Mancos shale development in northwest New Mexico, and in light of the clear inadequacies
of the current Rio Puerco RMP, the BLM has no reasonable basis for continuing to lease oil
and gas parcels within the Rio Puerco Field Office.
Furthermore, in light of the fact that the Rio Puerco Field Office is clearly facing
increasing pressure to develop the region’s Mancos shale using horizontal drilling and
fracking, the BLM must restart its RMP revision in order to account for this new pressure
and the reasonably foreseeable impacts. A restart of the Rio Puerco RMP revision process
is not only warranted, but also compelled under applicable regulations.
Under regulations implementing the National Environmental Policy Act (“NEPA”), if
a draft environmental impact statement is “so inadequate as to preclude meaningful
analysis,” the BLM is obligated to revise the draft and circulate it for review and public
comment. 40 C.F.R. § 1502.9(a). Additionally, BLM’s planning regulations clearly
contemplate that RMPs must account for “new data, new or revised policy, a change in
circumstances or a proposed action that may result in a change in the scope of resource
uses or a change in the terms, conditions and decisions of the approved plan.” 43 C.F.R. §
1610.5-5.
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Here, given that the draft environmental impact statement prepared in 2012 for the
Rio Puerco RMP revision is devoid of any analysis or assessment of Mancos shale oil and
gas development, it must be revised and re-circulated for review and public comment. And,
given that the proposed RMP released in 2012 also failed to account for development of
Mancos shale, it must be revised and/or amended, and also recirculated for review and
public comment. Given that the Farmington Field Office is currently amending its RMP to
account for Mancos shale development, it would appear to make most sense to ensure
Mancos shale development in the Rio Puerco Field Office is addressed in an RMP
amendment and/or revision that addresses development in both Field Offices.
Accordingly, we call on you take the following actions to ensure responsible and
careful management of public lands and resources in the Rio Puerco Field Office:
•

We call on you to deny the issuance of oil and gas lease parcels that were sold in the
Rio Puerco Field Office in December 2018 and March 2019. Although the BLM sold
these leases, the agency has yet to formally approve the issuance of the leases and
still has discretion to deny issuance.

•

We call on you to cancel plans to sell oil and gas leases in the Rio Puerco Field Office,
including plans to offer leases for sale in June and November 2019, unless and until
the Rio Puerco RMP is updated to account for the impacts of Mancos shale
development in the region.

•

We call on you to restart the Rio Puerco RMP revision process to ensure that the
reasonably foreseeable impacts of Mancos shale development are properly
accounted for and effectively managed. To this end, we call on you to prepare and
circulate a new draft environmental impact statement for the proposed Rio Puerco
RMP revision that fully analyzes, assesses, and discloses the impacts of Mancos shale
development.

•

We call on you to integrate the Rio Puerco RMP revision process with the
Farmington Field Office RMP amendment process that is currently underway to
ensure that the cumulative impacts of Mancos shale development are fully analyzed,
assessed, and addressed to ensure protection of the Greater Chaco region’s cultural
values, water, air, and communities.

Thank you for your time and attention to this matter. We request that you provide a
written response setting forth the actions you intend to take in the Rio Puerco Field Office
to ensure full protection of the region’s cultural values, public lands, and other resources.
Sincerely,
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Daniel Tso
Council Delegate Navajo Nation:
Littlewater, Pueblo Pintado, Torreon,
Whitehorse Lake, Baca/Brewitt,
Casamero Lake, Ojo Encino, Counselor,
New Mexico
danieltso@navajo-nsn.gov

Bruce Baizel, Energy Program Director
Earthworks
Durango, Colorado 81301
bruce@earthworks.org
Eleanor Bravo, National Campaign
Manager
Food & Water Watch
1616 P St. Ste 300
Washington DC 20036
ebravo@fwwatch.org

Elouise Brown, Director
Dooda Desert Rock
Newcomb, NM
thebrownmachine@gmail.com

Jenni Siri, Founder
Frack Free Four Corners
133 Damon St.Unit 5
Belen, NM ZIP
JenniSiri999@gmail.com

Terry Sloan, Director
Southwest Native Cultures
8205 Spain Rd NE Suite 204
Albuquerque, NM 87111
tas@sloancompany.net

Rebecca Sobel, Coordinator
Frack Free New Mexico
Santa Fe, NM
sobel.rebecca@gmailcom

Mario Atencio, Executive Director
Torreon Community Alliance
Torreon, NM
mpatencio@gmail.com

Susan Gordon, Coordinator
Multicultural Alliance for a Safe
Environment
Albuquerque, NM 87196
sgordon@swuraniumimpacts.org

Delese Dellios, Campaign Coordinator
350 New Mexico
2426 Campbell Rd NW
Albuquerque, NM
delese@350newmexico.org

Mitch Buszek
MoveOn New Mexico
Santa Fe, NM
mitchb@newmexico.com

Taylor McKinnon, Senior Public Lands
Campaigner
Center for Biological Diversity
P.O. Box 710
Tucson, AZ ZIP
tmckinnon@biologicaldiversity.org

Mariel Nanasi, Executive Director
New Energy Economy
343 East Alameda
Santa Fe, NM ZIP
mariel@seedsbeneaththesnow.com

Dr. Carl Stern, President
CyberVision New Mexico LLC
192 Naranjo Creek Rd
La Jara, NM
carlrstern@gmail.com

Lynne Fischer, Founder
New Mexico Climate Action
72 E Saddleback Mesa
Santa Fe, NM ZIP
lynneafischer@gmail.com
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Teresa Seamster, Chair
Northern NM Group, Sierra Club
1807 Second Street, Ste. 45
Santa Fe, NM 87505
ctc.seamster@gmail.com

David Coss, Chapter Chair
Sierra Club - Rio Grande Chapter
Albuquerque, NM 87106
dcoss1@yahoo.com
Mark LeClaire, Organizer
We Are One River
Albuquerque, NM 87102
Weareoneriver@gmail.com

Elaine Cimino, Co-Chair
Pause on Fracking
907 Nyasa Rd SE
Albuquerque, NM 87124
ecimino10@gmail.com

Jeremy Nichols, Climate and Energy
Program Director
WildEarth Guardians
301 Guadalupe Street, Suite 201
Santa Fe, NM 87505
Jnichols@wildearthguardians.org

William Clark, President
Rio Arriba Concerned Citizens
P.O. Box 267
Cebolla, NM 87518
cebollabill@gmail.com
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