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Abstract 

Fossil fuels have long supplied our country's need for electricity. More 
specifically, coal and oil have been the primary fuels for meeting this energy demand. 
Nearly half of our country's energy is produced by coal-fired power plants. With the 
help of scientists and extensive research, some in our society have come to see coal as too 
polluting to our air and water supplies. With our country's energy needs continuing to 
increase, we need to utilize more efficient technologies to improve our way oflife. 

Natural gas has become a popular resource for energy production. Cleaner 
burning and more efficient than coal, natural gas power plants are increasing in numbers. 
While natural gas may be clean-burning, it does not necessarily mean it is clean
producing. The residents of Wyoming can prove that the natural gas boom is harming 
their way oflife. While it is creating an enormous budget surplus for the state, the people 
of Wyoming say that the natural gas boom is doing more harm to the environment. 
Ranchers are losing thousands of acres of land because gas companies are building wells 
at a rapid pace. Not only are the ranchers losing land, but they are also losing money. 
The gas companies are using grazing land and not reclaiming it after the wells have been 
removed. Gas companies make the mess and the ranchers have to clean it up. 

The natural gas boom in Wyoming has created a great deal of controversy. 
Coalbed methane is the newest trend in natural gas production. Coalbed methane is far 
less costly than typical natural gas because it does not take as much infrastructure to 
obtain it. Instead of spending millions on conventional natural gas wells, companies can 
spend about $90,000. to produce a CBM well. The CBM may be efficient for gas 
companies, but fields and pastures are being flooded because of all the excess water 
produced. CBM wells displace millions of gallons of water in order to produce a 
minimal amount of natural gas. Wyoming, which only averages about 12 inches of rain a 
year, has a dilemma. Ranchers have struggled most of their lives to find ample water 
sources. Now they have too much water. 

The Bush administration has pumped millions of dollars into programs to increase 
CBM development. With more than 51,000 wells proposed in the Powder River Basin, 
the landscape is threatened. Instead of cowboys and cattle, the prairie is littered with 
wells, roads, and fences. Wildlife is also threatened. Several important migration 
corridors are in danger of closing because of natural gas development. If these migration 
corridors disappear so will the deer, elk, antelope, and sage grouse. This wildlife is 
something that makes Wyoming unique. 

My thesis explores CBM development in Wyoming. I analyze the benefits of 
CBM development, primarily the enormous revenue it creates. Wyoming's towns and 
cities are becoming more and more dependent on the energy industry. Indeed, this 
energy industry accounts for nearly half of the state's revenues, but there is far more to 
CBM development than the money it produces. People are angry because it detracts from 
Wyoming's traditional image, especially in the environmental area. In a recent poll, 
Wyoming residents ranked conservation of resources as one of their most important 
values. Resource extraction was second in that poll. Resource extraction and resource 
conservation seem to be in conflict, but in my paper, I analyze how the people of 
Wyoming are trying to balance these two important values. 
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As a young child, I can remember traveling with my parents on long cross

country vacations. We never had any interest in flying; we mostly stuck to the roads in 

our recreational vehicle. I am only twenty-three years old, but I have already visited 31 

states. As far east as Maine and as far west as Nevada, I have seen almost every kind of 

landscape. Of all the places I have been, I would have to say that Wyoming is by far my 

favorite place to go. 

My first trip to Wyoming took place in the summer of 2000. Starting off from my 

home in Indiana, some friends and I drove through the Midwest and Upper Great Plains. 

I had never taken a trip this far west, so I was really looking forward to it. The trip was 

unbelievable. I have spent most of my time growing up in a rural environment, but I then 

realized that the open country of South Dakota and Wyoming made my hometown look 

like a sprawling metropolis. Most of my time was spent in the Powder River Basin in 

northeastern Wyoming. The basin is an enormous landscape of rolling prairies. There 

was not much to do there, but I think that is why enjoyed it so much. 

Gillette, Wyoming is the largest city in the Powder River Basin. At the time, 

there were signs of development all around the town. To me, it was a small city, not 

much bigger than the one I grew up in. During my stay, I chatted with the locals, more or 

less just to get a sense of what the town was like. From these conversations and 

brochures, I learned that Gillette was the center of the state's coal mining. Some of the 

country's biggest coal mines were in this region. 

A couple of years after my trip, I came across an article about Gillette in a major 

magazine. While reading the article, I began thinking about the trip I had taken to the 

area. The magazine article talked about the places I had seen, and how the landscapes 



were being destroyed because of energy development. It talked about the people of 

Gillette and how they were getting fed up with all of the development going on; a few 

had actually left their homes because of the unplanned growth. I was expecting to read 

about the coal industry, but to my surprise, the controversy was about another energy 

source, natural gas. 

Since that article I have spent a lot of time researching the controversy in 

Wyoming, studying it "on the ground" and doing field research. I had many people ask 

me why I was doing a project about Wyoming when I live in Indiana. Some would say 

"that doesn't concern you." In a way it does concern me. I use energy just like every 

other person in America. We have to get that energy from somewhere. The energy can 

come from coal-fired power plants or nuclear plants. It can come from wind generators 

or solar panels. 

With more emphasis on finding cleaner burning fuels, natural gas is rapidly 

becoming a popular energy source. Energy development has long been established in 

Wyoming, but I wanted to understand what role Wyoming plays in today's energy 

market. If President George W. Bush gets his way, the landscapes in Wyoming that I so 

admired may not be there for future generations to enjoy. 

With the passage of the Pacific Railroad Act in 1862, Congress commissioned our 

nation's first transcontinental rail line. Rail lines had already reached as far west as 

Omaha, Nebraska. The newest section of rail would connect Omaha with Sacramento, 

California As a result, settling the American West would become much easier. 

Wyoming's history actually begins with passage ofthat 1862 rail act. The state 

was formed for one specific reason: to advance the cause of the Union Pacific Railroad. 
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While many states gradually grew in population, Wyoming struggled to survive. The 

state could not attract any new fanners, even at a time when fanning was crucial to the 

development of new territory. The territory was struggling so much that President 

Ulysses S. Grant actually considered dissolving the state in 1872.1 
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Wyoming was spared, but it still couldn't survive on its agricultural production 

alone. Despite these problems, agriculture dominated the economic landscape. Wyoming 

became dependent on an industry that wasn't paying the bills. According to historian 

Samuel Western, "At the height of American agriculturalism, which was 1890 to 1913, 

Wyoming produced very little. Wyoming only had $10 million worth of hay and grains 

compared to Nebraska's $200 million." 2 

While fanners struggled to make a living on their grain production, several 

capitalized on the discovery of oil. Although companies had been pumping resources out 

ofthe ground since the 1880s, no large scale development really occurred until the 1920s. 

The big oil boom of that decade alleviated some of Wyoming's economic problems. Yet, 

despi te the new oil boom, agriculture still made up the largest portion of the state's 

assessed value and employed half the population. Western notes that even though 

resource extraction pumped money into the state, the state continued to waste the money 

on agriculture. "In 1928, the state was $500,000 in debt, but they tried to add $1 million 

to the Fann Loan Fund. Agriculture would have faded into obscurity if it were not for 

help from the state." 3 

As more and more people realized that agriculture could not pay the bills, the 

market became more centralized. Grain production continued on the same level, but 

every year there were fewer ranchers and fanners. While agriculture continued to 
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struggle, the energy industry was experiencing several more booms. Uranium was 

discovered in the 1950s, at a time when tensions were high during the Cold War. A coal 

boom lasted throughout much ofthe 1970s. By 1973, Wyoming ranked fifth in the 

United States in oil production, second in uranium, and first in coal. The energy industry 

proved to be the answer to Wyoming's economic problems, or so some thought. 

But the booms would eventually turn to busts. Prices would bottom out and the 

market would become unstable for the resources Wyoming had to sell. Towns became 

deserted because the only jobs available were related to energy development. Tova 

Woyciechowicz is a community organizer for the Wyoming Outdoor Council (WaC). 

The wac educates residents on how to mitigate the affects oflarge-scale energy 

production. Woyciechowicz says some towns went belly up as a result of these busts. "If 

you look at Jeffrey City which had a uranium mine in the 1970s, there were 4,000 people 

there doing those mines and now there's 30 that live there. It's a modem day ghost 

town.,,4 

Wyoming's history is replete with boom and bust cycles. The state now depends 

heavily on the energy industry to provide basic funding for its budget. Agriculture has 

never really been a big part of the state's economy. It still survives but contributes only 

about two percent to the state's budget. Older ranchers can tell stories about riding for 

days without seeing another person, or the long cattle drives where there were no fences 

or gates to open. Today, people still associate the "cowboy" symbol with Wyoming, as 

anyone can see from the cowboy logo on its license plates as well as the use of this image 

for the state university'S athletic teams. 



However, the cowboy is no longer a major part of the Wyoming landscape. 

Drilling rigs, roads, and power lines dominate the rolling prairies. In a state where 

antelope outnumber people, conservation of its resources is an important value. But 

resource extraction is also very important for Wyoming's economic future. 

Conservation and resource extraction are total opposites. How can there be 

conservation and resource extraction at the same time? Our country has done both for a 

hundred years, but the newest energy boom may prove too costly. With the nation's 

desire for more energy, the people of Wyoming fear that conservation may no longer be 

possible. 

While oil rigs and gas wel1s dot the rol1ing prairies, they have also taken control 

of the economic landscape. The energy industry accounts for more than half of 

Wyoming's revenue. Although the energy industry has proven to be somewhat shaky in 

the past, the state is currently experiencing a boom period. It is not a revival of coal or 

oil, but a much cleaner burning fuel, natural gas. According to the United States 

Geological Service, Wyoming has about 20% of the nation's recoverable natural gas 

reserves. 

Since 2000, the state has been operating on a budget surplus. Before the boom 

hit, the state had a huge deficit. In 1999, the state was in the red by $183 million. Within 

two years, the newest energy boom provided the state with a $700 million surplus. 

Because of the royalties and taxes on energy resources, the state is able to keep sales 

taxes low and does not have a state income tax. At a time when most states are raising 

taxes to cover deficits, Wyoming can keep its taxes low and still run in the black. Mac 

B1ewer works for the Wyoming Outdoor Council. He says that without resource 

5 
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extraction, Wyoming would be in trouble. "People of the state realize that too. It's the 

primary moneymaker. Everything is dependent on taxes and revenue generated by the 

energy industry--roads, low taxes, schools, infrastructure." 5 Richard Zander, an assistant 

land manager for the Bureau of Land Management, manages public lands from his BLM 

office in Buffalo, WY. He echoes Blewer's sentiment. "The state has a legislative budget 

session going on, and they had a $115 million surplus. There are very few states in the 

nation with a surplus, and Wyoming's is due mainly to mineral royalties." 6 

President Bush has aggressively pushed for increased energy development since 

he took office in 2001. Bush has pointed to Wyoming to supply a lot of the resources we 

need for our energy production. The President wants to point out the fact that energy 

development will be good for places like Wyoming. He says it will offer economic 

security and generate thousands of jobs. Wyoming has been running on a surplus for a 

few years now, but many question whether or not there are more jobs with the newest 

boom. ShaUll Andrikopoulos is a rancher, and he doesn't believe the jobs are as plentiful 

as some imagine. "There are only about 10,000 to 12,000 jobs in the oil and gas industry. 

Out of the top ten producers, none are located in the state. The top two, Shell and 

EnCana, aren't even located in the U.S. The jobs just aren't there for Wyoming. Look at 

the statistics, employment in the oil and gas industry is down 40% since 1981," says 

Andrikopoulos. 7 Woyciechowicz adds, "Oil companies come in from far away and often 

bring in workers from out of state. There's this myth that they bring jobs, but they also 

bring people to fill those jobs. It's not necessarily providing that many jobs for 

Wyoming's economy." 8 
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While jobs may not increase, natural gas production is almost certain to grow. 

According to energy experts, the market for natural gas will continue to improve. 9 While 

other natural gas producing states are seeing decreased output, Wyoming has gradually 

increased its production. Estimates show that some ofthe biggest natural gas reserves are 

located in Wyoming. It is enough to supply most of the country's natural gas needs for 

the next 14 years. 

At the center of this natural gas boom is the Powder River Basin. An area known 

for its rural qualities, the basin will become an industrialized landscape if President Bush 

gets his way. Jill Morrison works for the Powder River Basin Resource Council. She is 

working hard to keep the basin from industrializing. She believes that not all the blame 

can be put on the Bush administration. "This development was going on under the 

Clinton administration, so there was certainly no close-off theory. The push under the 

Bush administration, is more aggressive, but it was not stopped under Clinton," says 

Morrison. 10 

In its efforts to increase natural gas production, the Bush administration hit 

several snags along the way. In 2002, The Bureau of Land Management (BLM), which is 

part of the Interior Department, learned that its environmental review of the Powder 

River Basin had failed. The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) said that a new 

review needed to be done before any more development occurred. 

In April 2003, the BLM got approval of its environmental impact statement for 

the Powder River Basin. The development that President Bush had so desired would 

eventually get underway. The environmental review called for 51,000 new natural gas 

wells. Twelve thousand had already been constructed, but another 39,000 will certainly 



change the basin. Natural gas development may pump money into the state, but the state 

may lose in the long run. With massive development in the Powder River Basin and 

elsewhere, energy development is changing Wyoming's landscape. 
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Coalbed methane (CBM) is the newest trend in energy development. While the 

name may sound somewhat confusing, coalbed methane is simply natural gas. The 

difference comes in the way it is produced. Every year, more CBM wells are popping up. 

A majority of those 51,000 wells being proposed in the Powder River Basin will be CBM 

wells. CBM is considered to be the "fast food" offossil fuels. It's cheap, it's quick and 

it's controversial. 11 

Energy industry executives love the new method of drilling. It costs thousands 

less and takes a fraction of the time to produce than conventional natural gas. Instead of 

spending a million dollars on a conventional drilling well, a CBM well can be 

constructed for about $80,000. 

The state is eagerly anticipating an increase in tax revenue from CBM drilling. 

Since CBM is just natural gas, it's contributing to the big energy boom. "Coalbed 

methane has been good economically for the state and local communities," notes 

Zander. 12 While it may be good economically for those local towns, not everyone is 

happy with the recent influx of CBM wells. For many residents, the money received 

from the energy industry is not nearly as important as conserving their resources. 

Woyciechowicz believes people are just too afraid to speak out against development, 

"The number of people you get to talk out against oil and gas will be limited. Whereas if 

you talk to people on an individual level, they usually say 'sure, there's some areas that 

need developed,' but most don't know the system and don't know what the real impacts 



will be in the future." 13 The impacts associated with CBM development have created 

more problems. While CBM development may have alleviated some financial woes, in 

the process it has created enormous environmental problems. 

Water 

Water is the most problematic issue facing CBM development. Roland and 

Beverly Landrey have a ranch in the Powder River Basin. In 2002, the Landrey well ran 

dry. It had been producing about 50 gallons of water a minute for over 34 years. The 

Landreys were stunned to find out their well had quit working after all those years. A 

well digger surveyed the damage and blamed an energy company who had CBM 

operations in the area. The energy companies have disputed the argument. 14 

Coalbed methane wells use a lot of water. In order to get gas out ofthe coal 

seam, an energy company has to pump out all of the water from that seam. Once the 

water is pumped out, pressure is released in the seam and the gas can flow towards the 

underground storage wells. From there the gas travels through a maze of pipes to reach 

reservoir tanks on the surface. The water on the other hand is just left to sit on the 

surface. Often when the water reaches the surface, it collects in enormous ponds. 

Water is like gold in the Mountain West; it is valuable and hard to come by. But 

with CBM development, ranchers are faced with a dilemma. One would think that with 

all this water being pumped onto the surface would be good for a region that only 

averages twelve inches of rain a year. It could be considered a desert climate. 

It can be good if the water is directed or placed in an area where farmers or 

ranchers can utilize it. Unfortunately, most energy companies simply pump the water up 

to the surface and leave it in areas where it's most convenient for them. The landowner is 

9 
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often left with a huge pond in the middle of a grazing area. Groundwater is important for 

Wyoming because 80% of its residents rely on groundwater for drinking water. Over the 

last five years CBM production has increased. Along with the increase in CBM comes an 

increased amount of water. 

Wyoming is affected by drought on an annual basis, yet hundreds, maybe 

thousands, ofthese ponds dot the landscape. Tom Jones is a rancher in Wyoming. For 

the last 65 years his life has revolved around the struggle to find and conserve water. 15 

Jill Morrison and the Powder River Basin Resource Council try to educate citizens about 

the negative affects of energy development. Like Jones, Morrison feels that water is 

much too important for people out here. "One of the biggest things with CBM 

development is depletion of our groundwater aquifers. It's fine for drinking and 

livestock, but you can't just pour it out onto the ground like they're doing without 

destroying the soil and vegetation," she emphasizes. 16 

While the energy industry disputes the claims about dried up wells and the harm 

done to vegetation, there is solid evidence of the impact water has had on the area. Creek 

beds are salting up, preventing vegetation from growing. Hundreds of old-growth 

cottonwood trees died off because ofthe salt in the water. According to the landowners, 

the trees were doing just fine until an energy company began developing near the 

property. 

While the physical evidence is easy to see, there is still a lot we do not see. Since 

most of Wyoming's residents get water from the ground, the underground aquifers are 

essential. There are a lot of gas wells situated on or near aquifers, and keeping those 

aquifers stocked is crucial. It is uncertain how long it takes for aquifers to regenerate 



their supply. There are some people who believe that CBM development could really 

destroy an aquifer's water supply, and do enough damage that it could take a hundred 

years or so for the aquifer to replenish itself. 

11 

Each year the water wasted from natural gas drilling is equivalent to what New 

York City uses in two and a half years. Estimates show that over the next eight years, 

three million acre feet of water will be pumped out. The industry claims that amount 

really is not very much; it is about one percent of what the aquifer holds. But 

hydrologists say one should not pay attention to the amount being used in comparison to 

what the aquifer's supply is. Instead, it is more important to look at the current amount as 

compared to past years. Three million acre feet of water is the projected amount for the 

Powder River Basin over the next eight years. That is equivalent to what the entire state 

used in the previous 35 years. 17 In a region that deals with water shortages and droughts, 

people are now trying to figure out what to do with all the excess water. 

The energy industry tells people like Tom Jones to utilize the excess water. Some 

people are taking the advice of industry and using the newly formed ponds to stock fish 

or grow cranberries. After all, the water is still clean enough for humans and animals. 

What the industry doesn't tell those people is that those changes are only short-term. In 

ten or fifteen years, the CBM play will stop. Since natural gas is a finite resource, there 

can only be so much of it. It eventually becomes uneconomical to drill for it anymore. 

Once the CBM wells stop producing, so does the water. The trout farms or cranberry 

fields become useless because there is no water to supply them with. 

What can be done to solve the water problem that accompanies CBM 

development? According to Richard Zander, it just depends on where you are. He says, 
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"The best way to use it, where the CBM play started south of Gillette, we had good water 

quality. The water was discharged on the ground. No problems. As you move west into 

the basin, we're going to have to look at some type of containment, reservoirs and off

channel pits." 18 

There are some people who advocate reinjection. With reinjection, a company 

replaces the groundwater supply with the same water they just pumped out. Zander isn't 

too sure that reinjection would work. Ifthe water is reinjected too deep, then it would 

contaminate other water sources. In the Powder River Basin, the water issue was one of 

the main hold ups with BLM's environmental review. Many conservationists felt that the 

water issue needed to be addressed before development continued. Morrison says the 

BLM hasn't even looked at reinjection and the BLM isn't doing a good job of trying to 

solve the problem. "The alternatives they've put forth were to drill 51,000 wells and 

discharge the water into drainages or drill 51,000 wells and discharge it into pits. They 

have to by law provide a no action alternative, yet they didn't." 19 

Some states and companies are resorting to reinjection in order to solve the water 

problem. In Colorado, state law requires energy companies to reinject the water back 

into the ground. There is no such state law in Wyoming. While ranchers can ask 

companies to reinject as part of the surface agreement contract, many companies simply 

let the water accumulate wherever it is convenient. 

A number of energy companies have tried to lessen the impact from CBM 

development. Pennaco was a development company formed strictly for the methane 

business. While reinjection is more costly for companies, the damage to the ground and 

vegetation is far less intense. Pennaco figured that it would cost them about $10,000 



more per well to reinject the water. The company decided to do it because it would cost 

them less in the long run. Since energy companies and landowners don't often have a 

great working relationship, a lot of time and money can be spent in litigation. By 

reinjecting the water and listening to the needs of the landowner, Pennaco hopes it can 

get the edge when negotiating with landowners. In the mean time, they can also avoid 

costly court battles.zo 

13 

Because ofthe massive problems with water and CBM development, the federal 

government has tried to get involved. House Resolution 3698 failed to pass, but it would 

have given landowners an edge when negotiating with energy companies. The bill would 

have required oil and gas producers to replace water supplies that were lost during 

development. Representatives from Montana and Wyoming felt that federal efforts to 

regulate water would hurt efforts to increase energy production. 21 That is not too 

surprising coming from a group that receives hundreds of thousands of dollars in 

donations and contributions from the oil and gas lobby. Through his work with the 

Wyoming Outdoor Council, Blewer says it is a matter of power and politicians. "Just 

look at the contribution that energy makes to our congressman. In the U.S. House, 

Wyoming's lone representative, Barbara Cubin, is the biggest recipient from the energy 

industry. She doesn't think she's doing anything wrong when she supports oil and gas 

over the preferences of Wyoming's people." 22 

In a recent poll, Wyoming's voters agreed. The poll showed that Wyoming 

residents believed the Republicans had too close a connection with the resource 

extraction industries. The Bush administration is full of former oil and gas industry 

lobbyists. For example, J. Stephen Griles is assistant secretary ofthe Bureau of Land 
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Management. In 2001, Griles secretly wrote a memo to the Denver office of the 

Environmental Protection Agency asking them to change their stance on an 

environmental review. Griles was asking for development to continue in the Powder 

River Basin despite the EPA's worst possible rating. "Basically, we're dealing with what 

we have to deal with and that's people like him in power. Some of the people have 

worked for the oil and gas companies, that's where they come from. It's pretty obvious," 

declares Morrison. 23 

Rebecca Watson is an assistant secretary in the Department of the Interior. As 

part of her job, Watson is responsible for land and mineral management. One ofthe 

Department's land management offices was dealing with an environmental review 

dealing with CBM. Watson disqualified herself from the review process because she had 

previously worked with a CBM developer. Despite disqualifying herself from the 

process, evidence has shown that Watson was a key advisor in drafting the environmental 

review. 

For years, opponents of large-scale energy development have accused the BLM of 

working too closely with the energy industry. The BLM disputes the claim and says that 

is the wrong perception. Zander believes that the BLM has to tum to industry because 

the BLM needs to know how development is going to work. They often have to hire 

industry people because the BLM cannot handle the huge workload. "It happens all the 

time. Once that contractor is hired, they work for the BLM. Industry pays the bill but the 

contractor still works for us," says Zander. 24 

The BLM's job is a difficult one. They have to try and please both parties, but 

how can they do that? The BLM has to balance two core Western values: conservation of 
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resources with resource extraction. Lloyd Dorsey is the Wyoming representative for the 

Greater Yellowstone Coalition. As a representative, Dorsey protects the ecosystem but at 

the same time tries to sustain human economies. "This isn't unusual in our society," 

Dorsey points out. He adds, "we often have ideals or themes within our culture that 

overlap initially .. .if conservation of natural resources, wildlife, wildlands and habitat is 

of high value in culture, and also energy resource extraction then we've got our hands 

full." 25 

Blewer notes that while the two may be in conflict, something can be done. "The 

energy industry as well as the environmentalists, including myself, need to make 

sacrifices. For example, look at the development in the Powder River Valley. They're 

moving to an industrialized landscape. I hate to use such terms, but we're talking in 

terms of sacrifice zones." 26 

The signs of industrialization are apparent everywhere. With the approval of the 

BLM's environmental review, residents in the Powder River Basin can expect 39,000 

more wells. While all those wells will be noticeable, Morrison says, "It is really the 

infrastructure that causes the most impacts, all the roads, power lines, and pipelines." 27 

While infrastructure causes a lot of damage to the landscape, it also affects the 

landowners. After development has ceased, the landowners are often the ones left to pay 

for reclamation. Energy companies develop the land and then turn a profit, while the 

ranchers hardly ever see any of the benefits. The Powder River Basin Resource Council 

(PRBRC) hired a group of scientists to study the effects of reclamation. According to the 

PRBRC, estimates for reclamation have reached $4 billion. Energy companies make the 

mess; the landowners pay for it to be cleaned up. 



Not only are the ranchers losing money, but they're losing valuable land. The 

landowner cannot legally keep a mineral developer from entering private property. 

Mineral access is constitutionally guaranteed regardless of compensation to the owner. 
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In 1916, Congress passed the Stock Raising Homestead Act. The law granted 

mineral rights to the federal government. Before the law, if someone bought land in 

Wyoming, the mineral rights below the surface also belonged to the landowner. After the 

government realized the enormous potential of Wyoming's resources, they decided to cut 

the landowner out of the deal. The law created what we now call "split estate." The land 

surface may be owned by a rancher, but anything below now belongs to the federal 

government. 

"It's madness, it's freakin' crazy," says Dorsey. He adds, "The developers are 

working on the land like it's a patchwork quilt.,,28 For example, while one rancher may 

own several ranches, below the surface, several investors may own the minerals rights to 

one ranch. The BLM owns roughly two-thirds of the minerals below Wyoming's surface. 

According to the BLM there are rules and regulations in place. Zander adds, "That 

doesn't mean that when we lease the minerals that mineral lessee can go out there and do 

whatever they want. ,,29 

Companies have three different ways to gain access. One is to come to a surface 

agreement with the landowner. This means the landowner and company sit down and 

write up a contract about infrastructure, water, and access. Another way is to pay an 

access fee. According to Zander, this is the most common method. A third way is for a 

company to provide a bond on the property. 
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Companies claim that landowners are paid quite well. Charles and Joanne 

Tweedy own a ranch in the Powder River Basin. They have become quite wealthy as a 

result of energy development. The Tweedys leased their land for gas beginning in 1997. 

They now have about 65 wells on their property, which brings in about $100,000 a 

month.)O The Tweedys had a good experience with the gas company. The company 

worked with them to meet their needs, something Zander says the BLM encourages. 

"We want that company to talk with and work with the landowner before they send that 

permit to us. The landowner knows in the winter time where the snow's going to drift 

and cause problems, where it gets wet in the spring and you can't get through. Those 

people that live out there know those things. Companies need to tap into that knowledge 

to put a plan together that is environmentally sound.,,)l 

While the Tweedys had success cooperating with the companies, their story is 

rare. Fortunately for the Tweedys, they owned the mineral rights to their land. Their 

ancestors owned the rights before the federal government reserved them. Even some 

families who had mineral rights before 1916 eventually had to sell them during the Great 

Depression of the 1930s. AB ranching became more difficult to remain profitable, 

families were forced to sell the mineral rights in order to stay afloat. Most landowners 

today don't have the kind of success story as the Tweedys. 

Split Estate 

Don Joslyn is one of those unfortunate ranchers. The gas companies have turned 

Joslyn's horse trails into highways.J2 An extracting company approached Joslyn and 

wanted to develop CBM on his land. Joslyn knew that the water runoff was going to be a 

problem so he asked the company to pump it into a reservoir that was easily accessible. 
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The company agreed, but never followed through. According to Joslyn, the company put 

a pond where it was most convenient for them. In the process, the water has blocked a 

natural creek and ruined some of his key grazing land. He now has over 100 wells on his 

property.33 Joslyn was not able to do much because he didn't own the mineral rights. In 

Wyoming, much like everywhere else in the West, mineral rights trump surface rights. 

Even energy companies believe this issue is causing problems. One article states that a 

Pennaco energy executive said that it's definitely an infringement on privacy. 

Others have had experiences similar to Don Joslyn's. Energy companies are 

unwilling to listen to a landowner's needs and wishes. If a surface owner decides that an 

agreement cannot be reached, he or she cannot just pull out and tell the mineral owner to 

leave. If the landowner does do that, then the mineral lessee can simply put up a small 

bond, which often does not even cover the costs of reclamation. While energy executives 

claim that landowners are crying too much just to get more money, ranchers like Shaun 

Andrikopoulos say it's all about balancing the financial burden. "These companies can 

come in here and mark up the land and in the end the landowner is going to have to pay 

for the damage. Our main focus on this split estate issue is economic fairness," notes 

Andrikopoulos.34 

In 2001, Andrikopoulos and his father were approached by a major energy 

company. The company wanted to drill on their ranch, so the two sides sat down and 

tried to work up an agreement. The company offered them $2,500 for a well, but for 

Andrikopoulos that wasn't nearly enough to cover his costs. "There is massive 

infrastructure that goes along with building this well. Compressors have to be built, 

roads up to 35 feet wide, and each drilling rig needs about 7 acres for equipment. They're 
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taking a lot out, creating a large level of impact," declares Andrikopoulos.
35 

They 

continued to argue with the company over the compensation package. The two took a 

trip to Denver to meet with the company's lawyers. The lawyers essentially told them to 

take what was given to them and leave. By Wyoming law a company doesn't have to pay 

anything, so the company told them they were lucky to get the $5,000. 

Since that time, Andrikopoulos has been involved with the split estate issue. He 

testified before Congress and spends a lot of his time just educating the general public 

about the issue. Andrikopoulos states, "I understand that energy production is going to 

go on, but there ought to be a way to compensate the landowner fairly ... the state has 

millions of dollars in funds for reclamation, but it doesn't choose to give those funds to 

ranchers. ,,36 

Yet with all that said, there have been signs of hope for landowners. Most 

recently in the state legislature, House Bill 70 would have been a huge victory for 

ranchers. Although it did not pass, it did get some recognition. House bill 70 would have 

required proper compensation to the landowner. It would NOT have 1) delayed 

exploration; 2) altered the state's constitution guaranteeing access; 3) given the landowner 

ability to deny access; or 4) imposed a tax. The bill was heavily criticized by the energy 

industry.37 According to Andrikopoulos, the issue is too important for politicians to 

overlook anymore. He adds, "It took a couple of years to get people to pay attention to 

this issue, but it's an issue that polarizes people. We're pretty sure there will be some 

legislators who lose elections because of failure to support it.,d8 

Coalbed methane development polarizes people because it puts important western 

values at opposite ends of the spectrum. For many there can't be conservation when 
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fields are pockmarked with drilling rigs. Conserving wildlife habitat is just as important 

as protecting a landowner's right to negotiate with energy companies. There are pictures 

of deer standing in front of an oil well. There are images on television of elk racing 

alongside the pipeline in the Alaska wilderness. Gas companies love those kinds of 

pictures; they are a great public relations tool. In Wyoming, development is proceeding 

faster than the wildlife studies. The pictures are not showing what's really taking place. 

Sublette County, Wyoming is home to one ofthe largest natural gas reserves in 

the United States. It plays a huge part in supplying our country with natural gas. Only 

one other county produces more natural gas than Sublette. Energy development has been 

good to the area. They have some well paying jobs, low unemployment, and the energy 

industry tax payments cover half of the county's operating budget.39 But similar to the 

Powder River Basin, welcoming large scale energy development brings more than 

money. It brings serious enviromnental problems. 

With only 1,500 residents, Pinedale is the county's largest city. It is also home to 

thousands of migrating elk, deer, bighorn sheep, and sage grouse. One local leader, 

Gordon Johnston, joined the protest against energy development after he learned that the 

BLM had leased land near a key migration corridor. "I've see antelope coming through 

here for 50 years. I'd like to see them for another fifty years," notes Johnston.40 

At the center of the debate is Trappers Point, a key migration corridor. Trappers 

Point is located a few miles outside of Pinedale. The area is so crucial because it is 

what's called a "bottleneck." It is an area where almost all of the animals have to pass 

through, but unlike much of the wide-open terrain, Trappers Point is only about a half

mile wide. Mountains and streams create the bottleneck, but new plans will decrease the 
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land area. Trappers Point has become a hot spot for energy development. For years, 

local residents and wildlife enthusiasts have been encouraging the BLM not to lease land 

near the bottleneck. Unfortunately, the BLM has not been so cooperative. 

In 2002, a local conservationist discovered that the BLM had leased 2,300 acres 

near Trappers. After floods of calls and complaints, the BLM decided that the area 

would be spared. Even with the BLM's request, the lease was put up for auction and the 

company is now appealing the BLM's reversal. "Because of the bottleneck, the animals' 

migration routes are in danger of being cut off. Here we have instances where humans 

are affecting the migratory patterns of these cherished species. These are the last 

abundant natural species in the United States," comments Dorsey.41 

Energy companies will claim that their development doesn't hurt the animals. 

Most of the companies point to the pictures of deer standing next to an oil rig. While 

even conservationists and biologists will admit that a producing well has minimal impact, 

the same scientists will say that the damage is being done. According to experts, the 

noise from the bulldozers, wells, compressors, and contact with people are hurting the 

wildlife. Woyciechowicz adds, "It's not that one oil or gas well is going to affect all these 

migration routes, it's the cumulative impact of a lot of wells. What they've seen in elk, in 

particular, is that they'll avoid roads for about 1.6 miles and avoid a drilling rig for up to 

3 miles. Basically, what happens is that it's a stretch for these animals because they have 

to find a way around the infrastructure. ,,42 

It's hard to see the real damage being done. The pictures aren't showing 

everything. According to Dorsey the pictures don't show the density of the development. 

He adds, "They don't show the potential for the density. ,,43 
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Not far from Trappers is the Jonah gas field. The field now has 400 operating 

wells at 80-acre spacing. If production continues at the BLM's pace, the field will have 

about 1,200 more wells, this time with only 20-acre spacing. A new gas field also 

threatens to destroy key winter range. The gas companies say that this energy is needed 

to supply our nation's growing energy needs. The opponents say that the area has already 

suffered enough. 

Rob Shaul is the editor of the Pinedale Roundup, the local newspaper. For him, 

energy development has taken a lot away from the community. He adds, "We've done 

our part of supplying the energy to the nation. We camp, hunt, and fish here, and we 

need to protect the wilderness and beauty that's left. ,,44 The proposed new wells will 

devastate any other resource value, including wildlife. Even energy executives realized 

that increased CBM development may not be good for wildlife. 

Some companies are trying to lessen the environmental impact by switching to a 

new form of drilling. Directional drilling is one way companies can lessen their impact 

on the land. Instead of having several individual wells, directional drilling uses less of 

the surface when several wells are drilled from one pad. While it is a possibility, 

directional drilling hasn't really caught on with very many companies. According to 

Dorsey, it is hard for all companies to use the latest and best technology. "Tell a 

struggling company that [this is 1 the best control technology to protect a sage grouse 

colony, but it's going to cost them a million dollars. Good luck getting that struggling 

company to fork out the money. ,,45 

The school kids in Sublette county just got a new playground and new grand 

piano for their school.46 In the short-term, the towns and counties are getting a lot of 
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revenue from energy development. But what about down the road? What's going to be 

the cost of cleaning up the gas fields and the abandoned wells? The gas companies don't 

add that into the profit equation. 

While towns are gaining revenue, the people of these towns are losing something 

very valuable. For many of Wyoming's residents, the beauty of Wyoming is about what's 

not there: people, roads, and fences. 47 The energy companies can talk all they want about 

supply and demand and profit-sharing, but many of the people here know what's most 

important. "How do you put a dollar benefit on the enjoyment of the American family 

camping among our wild splendor," declares Dorsey.48 

Under the BLM's policy, public lands are meant for "multiple uses." Multiple use 

includes balancing energy production, wildlife, and recreation. Our public lands are in 

jeopardy of becoming single use areas. With directives coming from our leading 

govermnent officials, the current energy boom will take priority on our public lands. 

If the Bush administration gets what it wants, the fight to conserve Wyoming's 

resources will only get more difficult. The Bush administration has already created 

executive orders that require BLM officials to approve permits more rapidly. The studies 

on wildlife impact that have not even been done, most likely will not get done. 

As the operating budget for the BLM has grown substantially during the Bush 

administration, some programs within the department are suffering. The newest 

proposed energy bill would shave $24 million from the wildlife suppression fund. The 

Forest Service, a part of the Agriculture Department, would get $180 million less for its 

wildlife funds. 49 According to Wyoming Republicans, it's just a matter of balancing out 

the policies of the Clinton administration. 50 For the Bush administration, drilling for 
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natural gas and other resources in Wyoming will help the nation be more energy 

independent. If it plays out the way Bush plans, America is going to drill it's way to 

energy independence. From Blewer's perspective, "Our country needs to wean itself off 

its minerals. People tend to say that the market is good for now. Of course it's good. It's 

always going to be there as long as our govermnent sustains its course of dependence on 

minerals. There has to be a massive movement towards a renewable energy future. ,,51 

History has threatened to repeat itself. Reports coming from the Casper Star 

Tribune estimate that natural gas production is increasing, but Wyoming gas prices are 

far lower than the national average. Limited natural gas pipelines have restricted 

companies from obtaining a maximum profit. Reports have suggested that gas companies 

should expect to fork out billions of dollars in improvements on those pipelines.52 The 

current natural gas boom cannot and will not last forever. Natural gas is a finite resource. 

Similar to what happened with the coal and oil booms, bust years may soon follow. 

According to Woyciechowicz, by switching to a more diversified economy, one not so 

dependent on energy resources, the problems can be eliminated. "The tourist industry, 

hunting and fishing, is a huge deal in Wyoming. The Jack Morrow Hills, which is pretty 

close to here, for hunting and fishing had $3.9 million in revenues in 2001 for only 

600,000 acres," adds Woyciechowicz.5J 

Renewable energy may also hold the key to that diversified economy. 

Woyciechowicz notes, "Wyoming has an incredible amount of renewable energy 

potential, especially with wind and solar. ,,54 Instead of thousands of wells dotting the 

landscape, homes can have their own energy generators. Solar panels can make it easy 

for anyone to generate their own power. Since the panels are attached to the home, 



there's no need for any wires leading to the home. The intrusive infrastructure could be 

eliminated. 
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In order to switch to a renewable energy future, the public must first conserve 

electricity. In today's society where people want to see a profit turned quickly, energy 

efficiency isn't a popular idea. There is no direct profit from conserving energy. The 

beauty of energy conservation comes with the savings. There are examples all over this 

country where households and businesses have been using energy conservation as a way 

to save money. There is one school corporation in East Tennessee that has saved close to 

$60,000 a year just by turning of flights and computers when not in use. 

Most people probably have a certain image of energy conservation people 

working in dark rooms with inefficient lighting. With today's technology, we don't have 

to go back to living in the Dark Ages where they used candles for lighting. People can 

buy compact fluorescent light bulbs or Energy Star products. These products are just as 

good, and save energy in the process. By using less electricity and replacing our fossil 

fuels with renewable energy, the public can lessen the impact of drilling. Instead of 

drilling for natural gas, people can utilize energy conservation as an energy provider. 

Blewer adds, "People take pride in the land and we need them to know that their land 

may not be there in so many years because of the public's ignorance on energy 

production. ,,55 

Energy development has provided Wyoming with a large surplus. Most recently, 

the coalbed methane boom has provided that same financial security, but that financial 

security has come at a cost. 
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Wyoming is known for its beauty and its rural landscape. The recent CBM boom 

is threatening this landscape. Antelope, deer, and sage grouse are being rep laced by 

wells, compressors, and roads. Wildlife habitat is gradually being destroyed because the 

companies want to get as much out of the ground as possible, no matter the cost to the 

environment. Wyoming has relied on the energy resource industry for too long. 

Something needs to change before the problems are irreversible. 1 believe Blewer says it 

well, "These landscapes are not going to come back for a very, very long time. ,,56 

Four years after my first trip to Wyoming, 1 could notice a difference in the area 

around Gillette. After months of research, 1 had an image of what 1 thought the basin 

would look like four years later. To my surprise, 1 had a hard time noticing the oil and 

gas wells while driving on 1-90 towards Gillette. 1 saw some wells and retention ponds, 

but nothing to the extent that 1 had read about. 1 began questioning some of the articles 1 

was reading. 1 could definitely tell a difference within the city of Gillette, but the 

outlying pasture and prairie didn't seem too different. 

During an interview with a local community organizer, 1 had expressed my 

reaction about not seeing that many wells and ponds in the landscape. By request, 1 took 

a road trip "off the beaten path" and soon discovered pastures littered with wells and 

compressor stations. 1 was actually witnessing the development that was being written 

about in the magazines. Driving down dirt roads, barely wide enough for two cars to 

travel on, I noticed fence posts with signs saying "energy company only". There was one 

well that had a discharge pond next to it. 1 could definitely see the salt build-up along the 

edges of the pond. 
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I learned a lot from my research trip. After months of reading newspaper and 

magazine articles, I had come up with my own images. I could picture the wildlife herds 

being threatened by gas wells, and I could picture the prairie being flooded. There were 

all these problems that I had been reading about, and I had the opportunity to witness the 

impact first hand. Being an outsider to the issue, I had ranked the problems associated 

with energy development: excess water, wildlife threatened, split estate issue, and 

politicians siding with energy companies. 

After my latest trip, I realized that the people of Wyoming value the land over 

anything else. It was an inconvenience for the Landreys to travel a half hour one way for 

drinking water, but they managed to do it until their well was replaced. Shaun 

Andrikopoulos was upset that the split-estate initiative failed, but he can vote for a new 

candidate in the upcoming election. Conserving the land and its resources is of the 

utmost importance. There is not much to do in Wyoming, but most people know that. 

The people that live here realize that. They also realize that the energy development can 

take away the serenity and solitude of these landscapes. 



Migration routes of wildlife through the Upper GreenRiver Valley 
Energy development is slowly encroaching on the migration corridors. 
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Sensitive Wyoming Landscapes threatened by energy developments 
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While producing gas wells have minimal impact on the lami, the impact during 
construction can be enormous. 

Each gas well takes up about 4 acres of land, but the other infrastructure (roads, 
power lines) take up even more space. 
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