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BILLINGS, Mont. (AP) - Montana officials are imposing a new restriction on the oil 1i4.éﬁ
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which issues drilling permits through the state land board.

Although DNRC director Mary Sexton retains authority over the process, oil and
gas representatives said the wildlife agency's increasing sway over state energy
policies could portend a drop in future exploration.

“They've got the potential to seriously dampen oil and gas exploration in
Montana,” said Dave Galt, executive director of the Montana Petroleum Association.
“There has to be a lot more analysis and thought that goes into this before pulling
the trigger like they've done.”

The new restriction will apply first to a lease sale scheduled for Sept. 5, including
more than 300 square miles of state land scattered through the central, western and
northeastern parts of the state.
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In pushing for restraints on drilling, Fish Wildlife and Parks officials cited recent
research that found declines in sage grouse and other game species in Wyoming and .o The Webpa
Alberta. Sage grouse are of most concern because they are considered candidates for
an endangered species listing, which could prompt curbs not just on oil and gas but
also agriculture and residential development. Most likely ca
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pany executives and industry representatives argue any problems are

overstated. Industry-sponsored scientists are scrambling to publish research they say e Ifyouc MORE
will disprove claims of a grouse decline. FLIGHTS
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Pressure from Fish Wildlife and Parks was responsible in part for a decision by the

U.S. Bureau of Land Management to withdraw 73,600 acres of federal land in ® Retype th
Montana from an oil and gas lease sale held Aug. 2. The BLM said those acres would
be reconsidered in light of recent studies indicating declines in sage grouse
populations around some gas fields in the Powder River Basin, a coal- and gas-rich
region on the Wyoming-Montana border.
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A BLM proposal now tied up in litigation would allow up to 20,000 gas wells on i
Montana's side of the basin in coming decades, on a mix of state and federal land. =*) More info

Montana currently has leases out on 1.7 million acres of state land, or about 2,650
square miles. One-third of that has been leased in the last two years. Revenues from
lease sales, royalties and other sources on state land totaled $43 million in 2006,
said Sexton.

Oil and gas development near sage grouse leks, or breeding grounds, already is
subject to some restrictions. Those include months-long drilling shutdowns during
mating season within two miles of leks, and year-round prohibitions - also called “no
surface occupancy” - within a quarter-mile of leks.

Fish Wildlife and Parks has pushed to expand those closed areas to four miles for
the seasonal restrictions and one mile for the year-round closures. But the agency's
energy policy coordinator, T.O. Smith, said future reviews of DNRC permits will be
handled case-by-case.

“The biologists in that area can take a look and they might say this is not a big
issue, the lek is located on the other side of a hill,” he said. “Or we might recommend
that, wow, this is in a core area that is really sensitive and the lek is in the center of
the parcel. We would recommend no surface occupancy.”

Sexton downplayed the significance of the new layer of review for oil and gas
permitting. She said her staff has always been receptive to Fish Wildlife and Parks
biologists.

“We have often tried to change leases to address their comments,” she said. “This
just formalizes a process.”

But conservation groups, which worked closely with Fish Wildlife and Parks in
pressuring the BLM to withdraw some leases, said they were keen to bring the state
program into a debate that has focused to date on federal leasing practices.

“DNRC needs to feel the same pressure. They are not going to get a free pass,”
said Bill Geer with the Theodore Roosevelt Conservation Partnership.
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