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BLM withdraws 10,000 acres from controversial Calif. lease sale

Eryn Gable, Land Letter editor

The Bureau of Land Management has withdrawn more than 10,000 acres from a controversial oil lease sale of ecologically sensitive land
in central California. 

The decision revokes the June 16 sale of 11 parcels in a remote area along the boundaries of the Los Padres National Forest, Bitter Creek
National Wildlife Refuge and Carrizo Plain National Monument. This parcel on the Rangeview Ranch was slated for auction, but is now
protected from oil development. Photo courtesy of Los Padres ForestWatch.

Los Padres ForestWatch and the Center for Biological Diversity challenged the lease sale, saying that BLM failed to properly notify the
groups about the auction and failed to prepare an adequate environmental study of oil drilling on the lands. The auction, they said, represented
the first step in allowing oil development in the region.

"The decision is a victory in the sense that there will be no oil drilling near these national treasures for the immediate future," said Jeff
Kuyper, executive director of Los Padres ForestWatch. "BLM can still come back and decide at a future date to reopen the same parcels for
oil drilling, but the agency admitted it still has a lot of work to do before it can do that, and we'll definitely be watching them every step of the
way."

In his decision, BLM state director Mike Pool acknowledged the agency "may not have strictly followed internal policy and guidance"
regarding the National Environmental Policy Act. "Sustaining the protests will provide BLM with an opportunity to more fully address public
concerns which have been raised in response to the decision to offer the parcels for competitive leasing," he wrote.

BLM spokesman John Dearing said the agency had failed to respond to public comments in its environmental assessment of the leases.
"We will go back and re-evaluate and redo the environmental planning process and perhaps re-offer parcels at a later date, depending on what
we find in the planning process," he said.

The decision marks the second time in less than a year that BLM has withdrawn these parcels from auction. BLM had originally scheduled
an auction of the parcels for December 2005 but delayed the auction after ForestWatch complained that the agency had failed to properly
notify the public.

Four of the revoked parcels, totaling more than 1,800 acres, are along the boundary of the Carrizo Plain National Monument, which is the
largest remaining remnant of the original San Joaquin Valley habitat. Environmentalists say the monument contains one of the highest
concentrations of threatened and endangered species in the state.

"We wanted to preserve the integrity of these lands immediately adjacent to relatively pristine national monument lands," said John Buse
of the Center for Biological Diversity.

Click here to read the environmental groups' challenge of the lease sale.


