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P.O. Box 10101 

Reno, NV 89510 

wearewmc@wmc-usa.org 

 

March 27, 2017 

Via Email and Overnight Mail 

Mr. Mark Mackiewicz 

PMP National Project Manager 

BLM, Price Field Office 

125 South 600 West 

Price, UT 84501 

Email:  sagebrush_withdrawals@blm.gov 

 

Re: Comments on the Draft Environmental Impact Statement Sagebrush Focal Area 

Withdrawal: Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming 81 Fed. Reg. 

96,478 (Dec. 30, 2016). 

 

Dear Mr. Mackiewicz: 

 

I. Introduction and Executive Summary 

 
The Women’s Mining Coalition (WMC) is a grassroots organization with members nationwide 

including the western states where the proposed mineral withdrawal areas are located. WMC 

members work in all sectors of the mining industry including hardrock, industrial minerals, and 

coal; energy generation and mining-related distribution, manufacturing, transportation, and 

service industries. In January 2016, WMC submitted scoping comments in response to the 

Bureau of Land Management’s (“BLM’s”) Notice of Proposed Withdrawal; Sagebrush Focal 

Areas; Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming and Notice of Intent to Prepare an 

Environmental Impact Statement (“Notice”), 80 Fed. Reg. 57,635 (Sept. 24, 2015). WMC is 

providing these comments on BLM’s December 2016 Draft Environmental Impact Statement 

Sagebrush Focal Area Withdrawal: Idaho, Montana, Nevada, Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming 

(“DEIS”) because our members have numerous interests that are adversely affected by the 

proposed withdrawal.  

WMC compliments BLM in preparing a well written, well organized DEIS that properly 

discloses the socioeconomic and environmental consequences that would result if BLM’s Final 

EIS (“FEIS”) designates the Proposed Action to withdraw nearly 10-million acres1 from mineral 

                                                 
1 The SFA withdrawal encompasses 9,949,488 acres comprised of 3,961,824 acres in Idaho, 

877,624 acres in Montana, 2,767,552 acres in Nevada, 1,843,539 acres in Oregon, 233,824 acres 

in Utah, and 265,085 acres in Wyoming. (DEIS at vii). 
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entry or any of the other mineral withdrawal action alternatives as the Agency’s Preferred 

Alternative/Proposed Action. The data and analysis presented in the DEIS clearly establish the 

enormous socioeconomic harm associated with all of the mineral withdrawal action alternatives, 

including the Proposed Action. The DEIS also reveals that the footprint of mineral exploration 

and mining activities in the Sagebrush Focal Areas (“SFA”) proposed for mineral withdrawal is 

so small that there are virtually no conservation or environmental benefits to the Greater Sage-

grouse (“GSG”) or its habitat that would result from the mineral withdrawal outlined in the 

Proposed Action or the variations to the withdrawals described in the other action alternatives.   

 

The DEIS does not include an Agency Preferred Alternative – and for good reason – because the 

DEIS analysis does not support the Proposed Action or any of the other action alternatives that 

would implement the 20-year mineral withdrawal. It is obvious from the information presented 

in the affected environment and environmental consequences chapters of the DEIS that there is 

no justification for the proposed SFA mineral withdrawal, which would have devastating 

socioeconomic impacts in the SFA states (especially in Nevada, Idaho, and Wyoming) and no 

meaningful beneficial impacts to GSG or its habitat.  

 

Selection of the DEIS Proposed Action as the FEIS Preferred Alternative/Proposed Action would 

be arbitrary and capricious because the DEIS clearly demonstrates that the proposed SFA 

mineral withdrawal is not necessary to protect GSG or its habitat. Therefore, WMC believes 

BLM must select the No Action Alternative as the Agency’s Preferred Alternative/Proposed 

Action in the FEIS and ultimately implement this action in BLM’s Record of Decision.  

 

II. The Proposed SFA Mineral Withdrawals will cause Enormous and Unwarranted 

 Socioeconomic Harm in the Six SFA States  

 

The DEIS presents a great deal of well organized, useful, and compelling information about the 

adverse socioeconomic impacts that would result from implementation of the proposed SFA 

mineral withdrawal, including this summary:  

 “The Proposed Action is projected to result in approximately $700 million less 

annual output, $120 million less in labor compensation, and about 1,700 fewer 

jobs than the No Action Alternative. The magnitude of these potential impacts 

corresponds to between 2 and 4 percent of the national economic metrics for 

metallic and non-metallic mineral mining.” (DEIS at 4-26) 

 

Over the 20-year proposed withdrawal period, the proposed withdrawal would cause a jaw-

dropping aggregate adverse impact of $14 billion in reduced economic output, $2.4 billion in less 

labor compensation, 34,000 fewer jobs in five of the six SFA states. Nevada, Idaho, and 

Wyoming would bear the brunt of these impacts.  

The $700 million loss of annual economic impact represents BLM’s analysis of the 

“proportionate” losses incurred based on an evaluation of a range of losses that would occur 

depending on the types of mines that would or would not be developed in the future as projected 
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in the Reasonably Foreseeable Development (“RFD”) Scenario2 presented in Table 4-14 of the 

DEIS.  

For example, the RFD for Nevada predicts three mines could be developed within the SFA: 1) a 

large barite mine in Elko County; a 2) a large gold/silver mine in Elko County; or 3) a large 

lithium mine in Humboldt County. Development of the three Nevada RFD mines is estimated to 

generate $299,346,065 in annual revenue and create 462 jobs. The barite mine is estimated to be 

the least valuable mine; the gold/silver mine is projected to be the most valuable mine. (DEIS 

Table 4-14).  

BLM’s assessment of socioeconomic impacts in Nevada that would result from implementing 

the Proposed Action assumes that only one of the three Nevada RFD mines would be developed. 

However, because BLM cannot predict which mine would be developed, the socioeconomic 

consequences evaluate a range of economic parameters depending on which mine is developed. 

To account for this range of values attributable to the three RFD Nevada mines, BLM’s 

socioeconomic consequences evaluation estimates that the potential socioeconomic impacts 

resulting from the Proposed Action would be one-third of the projected economic benefits from 

developing the three Nevada RFD mines under the No Action Alternative. This one-third 

estimate is called the “proportionate value.” The proportionate value of the losses the State of 

Nevada would incur under the Proposed Action are an annual loss of $265,722,025 in economic 

output, 534 fewer jobs each year, a $41,027,848 reduction in annual labor income, and 

$7,912,857 less state and local tax revenue from mining per year. (DEIS Table 4-28). BLM’s 

analysis of the socioeconomic impacts in the other SFA states follows a similar protocol to arrive 

at a proportionate value.  

As illustrated in Table 1, the DEIS also presents an analysis of the maximum annual losses to the 

SFA states that assumes the least valuable mines in each of the states would be developed over 

the next 20 years. In Nevada, this assumption means the barite mine in Elko County would be 

developed; neither the Elko County gold/silver mine nor the Humboldt County lithium mine 

would be built. This analysis reveals that the states could lose as much as $811 million in annual 

economic output, have 1,935 fewer jobs each year for the 20-year duration of the withdrawal, 

experience an annual loss of $134 million in labor income, and be deprived of nearly $26 million 

in annual tax revenues associated with mining. In Nevada, the state that would sustain the most 

economic damage from the SFA withdrawals, the maximum loss of economic output would be 

$373,525,517 per year, amounting to a roughly $7.5 billion loss during the 20-year withdrawal 

period, as shown on Table 1. 

 

                                                 
2 The purpose of the RFD is to provide an estimate of the amount and type of future mineral 

development projects that could occur in the proposed withdrawal area over the 20-year duration 

of the withdrawal. BLM used the RFD to provide a consistent set of assumptions about the 

anticipated future mineral development projects that could occur in the absence of the 

withdrawal, and used this information to evaluate the environmental consequences stemming 

from the proposed withdrawal. (DEIS at iv). 



 

 4 

 

Table 1 

Maximum Annual Economic Losses under the Proposed Action3 

 

SFA State Reduced 

Economic 

Output 

Reduced 

Employment 

Reduced Labor 

Income 

Reduced State 

& Local Tax 

Revenue 

Idaho -$114,450,879 -316 -$22,366,516 -$3,268,967 

Montana -$28,088,737 -107 -$5,745,546 -$608,622 

Nevada -$373,525,517 -739 -$56,488,466 -$11,328,311 

Oregon -$43,690,689 -208 -$12,493,293 -$1,327,682 

Utah $0 0 $0 $0 

Wyoming -$251,343,346 -565 -$37,399,441 -$9,217,702 

Totals -$811,099,168 -1,935 -$134,493,262 -$25,751,284 

 

Cumulatively over the 20-year duration of the proposed withdrawal, the SFA states could lose 

over $16 billion in economic output, have 38,700 fewer jobs, incur a loss of $2.7 billion in labor 

income, and be deprived of $520 million in state and local tax revenues. Obviously these loses 

would seriously impact the local and state economies of the SFA states and cause substantial 

harm to businesses and residents in these states. In either the proportionate value or the 

maximum value case, the magnitude of losses to the SFA states is enormous and unacceptable.  

The DEIS acknowledges that under the Proposed Action, Elko and Humboldt Counties in 

Nevada would experience especially difficult socioeconomic impacts:  

 

“[In] Elko County and Humboldt County, …the local economy is primarily based 

on extensive locatable mineral mining operations. The potential future mines in 

the proposed withdrawal areas in those counties could further expand and extend 

the longevity of the existing mining sector in the county, and potentially help 

provide ongoing employment for current miners living in the county as some of 

the current mines in the county reach the end of their operations. To the extent 

that the action alternatives preclude the development of the potential mines 

anticipated under the No Action Alternative, there could be a tangible adverse 

social impact from correspondingly higher unemployment among miners and 

other mine-relate workers in the future.” (DEIS at 4-62) 

The serious, 20-year long socioeconomic impacts to the SFA states and specific counties where 

the SFAs are located are unwarranted and therefore unacceptable – especially in light of the 

miniscule environmental and conservation benefits associated with the proposed withdrawal as 

discussed in Section III.  

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Data compiled from DEIS Tables 4-19, 4-24, 4-28, 4-33, and 4-37, and Section 4.3.8. 
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III. There are No Meaningful Environmental or Conservation Benefits to Sage Grouse 

 Associated with the Proposed SFA Mineral Withdrawal 

 

The data presented in the DEIS reveal the footprint of mining and mineral exploration activities 

in the SFAs is projected to be quite limited, amounting to only 2,620 acres4 across the six SFA 

states. These impacts are quantified as affecting only about 0.026 percent of the 10 million acre 

SFAs. (DEIS at 4-75) 

 

The DEIS provides additional information about the size of the No Action mining impacts 

compared to the size of the proposed withdrawal area: 

 

“…the total amount of mining related disturbance in sagebrush habitat under the 

No Action Alternative would be 9,554 acres, or approximately one-tenth of 1 

percent of the total withdrawal area…These disturbances could impact 

vegetation communities on 0.1 percent of the SFAs with the majority of the 

impacts estimated to occur in Nevada and Idaho.” (DEIS at 4-71 and 4-72, bold 

emphasis added.) 

These DEIS findings regarding the very limited size of exploration and mining-related surface 

disturbance impacts in the SFAs with or without the proposed withdrawal corroborate the 

information presented in the September 2015 U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (“FWS’s”) not 

warranted listing determination:  

“…Overall, the extent of [mining] projects directly affects less than 0.1 percent of the 

sage-grouse occupied range. Although direct and indirect effects may disturb local 

populations, ongoing mining operations do not affect the sage-grouse range 

wide.” (FR 59858, October 2, 2015, p. 59915) 

As discussed in WMC’s January 2016 scoping comments for the withdrawal DEIS, BLM must 

prove that withdrawing nearly 10 million acres of land from mineral entry is necessary. Based on 

the data presented in the DEIS, it is readily apparent that withdrawing the SFA cannot be 

justified. There is no reason to put 10 million acres off limits to mining to protect the land from a 

2,620-acre impact. The proposed withdrawal is grossly out of proportion with the dimensions of 

the vast GSG range-wide habitat5 (173 million acres), the size of the 10-million acre proposed 

SFA mineral withdrawal, and the very limited impacts attributable to mining documented in the 

DEIS.  

The DEIS estimates that the surface disturbance created by mineral activities in Nevada under 

the No Action Alternative in Nevada would impact 2,285 acres, which is only about 0.08% of 

the 2,767,552-acre Nevada SFA. The DEIS finds that Nevada is the SFA state with the highest 

                                                 
4 The 2,620 acres is comprised of 187 acres in Idaho, 81 acres in Montana, 2,285 acres in 

Nevada, 66 acres in Oregon, 1 acre in Wyoming, an 0 acres in Utah. (DEIS at 2-10). 
5 The FWS’s listing determination states: “The sagebrush ecosystem upon which the sage-

grouse depends remains one of the largest, most widespread ecosystems in the United 

States, spanning approximately 70 million ha (173 million ac)”. [Ibid, p. 59933, bold 

emphasis added].  



 

 6 

level of mineral activities. The Nevada RFD for the No Action Alternative forecasts that three 

mines (a large barite mine, a large gold/silver mine, and a large lithium mine) would be 

developed, and 78 mineral exploration projects would be undertaken6. The DEIS shows that 

these activities would impact less than 0.1 percent of vegetation habitat throughout the six SFA 

states. Whether evaluated from s SFA-wide or a Nevada-specific perspective, the DEIS clearly 

proves that mineral exploration and mining have a de minimis impact on GSG habitat. Moreover, 

as discussed in Section VI, state and federal regulations7 require reclamation of these impacts 

when the mineral exploration and mining projects are completed, which would mitigate the long-

term impacts to GSG habitat. In the case of the exploration projects, reclamation would virtually 

eliminate any long-term impacts to GSG habitat. 

Based on the information presented in the DEIS, it is quite obvious there are no measureable 

environmental or conservation benefits associated with the 10-million acre SFA mineral 

withdrawal. The 2,620 acres of surface disturbance impacts that would occur in six states while 

the 20-year mineral withdrawal is in effect are trivial compared to the 10-million acre size of the 

SFA. If the surface disturbance were created evenly over the course of the 20-year withdrawal 

period, this would amount to a mere 131 acres of surface disturbance per year in the 10-million 

acre SFAs. Even if all of the 2,620-acre predicted surface disturbance were to occur instantly in 

the SFAs, it would impact an infinitesimally small area, measuring less than 0.1 percent of the 

SFAs. 

The DEIS properly discloses that the withdrawal of nearly 10-million acres of GSG habitat from 

mineral entry would create no meaningful benefits to GSG or its habitat. Using impacts to 

vegetation as a proxy for impacts to GSG habitat, the DEIS states the benefits to GSG habitat are 

practically nil when compared to the impacts that would occur under the No Action Alternative:  

“Given the relatively small area of surface impact, it is anticipated that the future 

exploration and development of mineral resources that might still occur under the 

action alternatives would not result in significant adverse cumulative impacts to 

vegetation resources when added to other past, present, and reasonably 

foreseeable activities in the proposed withdrawal area, with the Proposed Action 

having the potential for the most reduction in adverse impacts to vegetation.”  

(DEIS at Page 4-82). 

The DEIS reveals that there is no meaningful difference between the impacts to GSG habitat (i.e., 

vegetation communities) between the No Action Alternative and the Proposed Action:  

 

“Development of these areas has the potential to impact 2,620 acres of vegetation 

communities within the SFAs. These impacts represent approximately 0.026 

percent of the SFAs associated with the proposed withdrawal. Therefore impacts 

to vegetation would be minor over the entire withdrawal area. The types of 

                                                 
6 DEIS Tables 4-7 and 4-14. 
7 BLM’s 43 CFR 3809 regulations and the US Forest Services’ 26 CFR Part 228 A regulations 

require reclamation of mineral exploration and mining disturbances.  
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impacts would be similar to those described under No Action Alternative. 

(DEIS at 4-75, bold emphasis added). 

In light of this stunning conclusion, the proposed 10-million acre mineral withdrawal serves no 

purpose other than to curtail mineral exploration and mining in the SFAs. Proceeding with the 

withdrawal would be illogical because it would cause widespread and extremely adverse 

socioeconomic impacts in the SFA states – especially in Nevada, Idaho, and Wyoming – while 

providing no environmental or conservation benefits to GSG. Consequently, there is no 

justification for the mineral withdrawals or reason to select the Proposed Action – or any of the 

mineral withdrawal actions as the Proposed Action in the FEIS. Based on the DEIS facts and 

analysis, the only logical outcome is for BLM to select the No Action Alternative and reject the 

proposed mineral withdrawal in the FEIS.  

IV. FLPMA Demands Rejection of the Withdrawal Proposal and Selection of the 

 No Action Alternative 

If implemented, BLM’s proposed withdrawal of the SFA lands from operation of the U.S. 

Mining Law would be consummated pursuant to the Federal Land Policy and Management Act 

of 1976 (“FLPMA”), 43 U.S.C. § 1701 et seq., which requires the Secretary of the Interior to 

provide Congress with a detailed analysis of the need for and impacts resulting from the 

withdrawal and enumerates the following twelve FLPMA Section 204(c)(2) criteria that must be 

considered:  

[T]he Secretary shall furnish…  

(1) a clear explanation of the proposed use of the land involved which led to the 

withdrawal;  

(2) an inventory and evaluation of the current natural resource uses and values of the site 

and adjacent public and nonpublic land and how it appears they will be affected by the 

proposed use, including particularly aspects of use that might cause degradation of the 

environment, and also the economic impact of the change in use on individuals, local 

communities, and the Nation;  

(3) an identification of present users of the land involved, and how they will be affected 

by the proposed use;  

(4) an analysis of the manner in which existing and potential resource uses are 

incompatible with or in conflict with the proposed use, together with a statement of the 

provisions to be made for continuation or termination of existing uses, including an 

economic analysis of such continuation or termination;  

(5) an analysis of the manner in which such lands will be used in relation to the specific 

requirements for the proposed use;  

(6) a statement as to whether any suitable alternative sites are available (including cost 

estimates) for the proposed use or for uses such a withdrawal would displace; (emphasis 

added) 
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(7) a statement of the consultation which has been or will be had with other Federal U.S. 

and agencies, with regional, State, and local government bodies, and with other 

appropriate individuals and groups;  

(8) a statement indicating the effect of the proposed uses, if any, on State and local 

government interests and the regional economy; (emphasis added) 

(9) a statement of the expected length of time needed for the withdrawal;  

(10) the time and place of hearings and of other public involvement concerning such 

withdrawal;  

(11) the place where the records on the withdrawal can be examined by interested parties; 

and  

(12) a report prepared by a qualified mining engineer, engineering geologist, or geologist 

which shall include but not be limited to information on: general geology, known mineral 

deposits, past and present mineral production, mining claims, mineral leases, evaluation 

of future mineral potential, present and potential market demands. (emphasis added) 

The Secretary’s selection of a Preferred Alterative/Proposed Action in the FEIS must consider 

these FLPMA Section 204 criteria governing land withdrawals and whether a withdrawal will 

withstand the Congressional scrutiny process outlined in FLPMA § 204(c)(1).  

Pursuant to FLPMA § 204(c)(1), a Secretarial withdrawal of more than 5,000 acres of land 

requires the Secretary to give both Houses of Congress notice of the withdrawal and provide 

Congress with the information listed in FLPMA § 204(c)(2)(1) – (12). Two of the information 

criteria are especially relevant to BLM’s decision whether to proceed with the SFA withdrawal. 

Section 204(c)(2)(6) requires the Secretary to provide Congress with “a statement as to whether 

any suitable alternative sites are available (including cost estimates) for the proposed use or for 

uses such a withdrawal would displace.” Section 204(c)(2)(8) requires the Secretary to provide 

“a statement indicating the effect of the proposed uses, if any, on State and local government 

interests and the regional economy.” Both of these criteria must inform and constrain the 

Secretary’s decision whether to proceed with the withdrawal. 

The data and analysis in the DEIS are responsive to both of these Section 204 information 

requirements. If the Secretary decides to proceed with the withdrawal of the 10-million acre 

SFA, the Secretary would be obligated to disclose to Congress that the No Action Alternative 

(i.e., no withdrawal) is a viable alternative to the 10-million acre withdrawal because 

withdrawing the 10-million acre SFA is not necessary to protect GSG and its habitat. Secondly, 

the Secretary would have to inform Congress that the socioeconomic analysis shows that the 10-

million acre proposed withdrawal would impose extremely high costs upon state and local 

government in the six SFA states, ranging from $700 to $811 million in lost annual economic 

output.  

Following the procedures outlined in FLPMA § 204(c)(1), Congress could use this information 

to evaluate whether to disapprove the withdrawal. Thus, if the Secretary determines to move 

forward with the 10-million acre SFA withdrawal, that decision could be subject to the FLPMA 
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§ 204(c)(1) Congressional evaluation and disapproval process. The checks and balances that 

FLPMA § 204(c)(1) provides to limit the Secretary’s authority to withdraw large blocks of land 

suggests that FLPMA precludes the Secretary from proceeding with the withdrawal due to the 

disproportionate socioeconomic impacts and the extremely limited environmental benefits. 

Viewed through the prism of Congressional scrutiny, FLPMA requires the Secretary to select the 

No Action Alternative, reject the proposed SFA withdrawal, and terminate the 10-million acre 

SFA segregation pursuant to FLPMA § 204(b)(1).  

Additionally, as noted in WMC’s scoping comments, BLM must adhere to the FLPMA 

directives in Sections 102(a)(12) and 103(c) to manage the public lands in a balanced manner 

that recognizes the country’s need for domestic sources of minerals. Withdrawing 10-million 

acres of land, including 2.8 million acres in Nevada that includes numerous known mining 

districts with some of the best mineral potential in the country, violates these FLPMA mandates. 

The DEIS is deficient on this score because it does not evaluate the impact of the proposed SFA 

mineral withdrawal on the nation’s need for minerals in response to the FLPMA directives that 

public lands be managed in a manner to provide domestic sources of minerals.  

V. The Withdrawal Impacts Should have been Disclosed in the June 2015 FEIS 

 Prepared for the Proposed Sage Grouse Land Use Plan Amendments 

As stated in the FEIS documents prepared in conjunction with the June 2015 LUPAs and as 

explained in the associated September 2015 Records of Decision, the purported purpose of the 

proposed 10-million acre SFA withdrawal was to protect key GSG habitat from impacts caused 

by mineral exploration and mining for the next 20 years. Publication of the mineral withdrawal 

DEIS is a game changer because it clearly demonstrates that the withdrawal is not necessary to 

protect GSG habitat in the SFA and thus completely invalidates the stated purpose of the 

withdrawal.  

As discussed above, the DEIS substantively proves that mineral activities have a de minimis 

impact on GSG habitat in the SFAs. The faulty premise upon which the proposed SFA 

withdrawal is based requires the Secretary to reject the withdrawal proposal in light of the data 

and analysis presented in the December 2016 mineral withdrawal DEIS. The only logical 

conclusion stemming from the DEIS is that the withdrawal is unwarranted and unnecessary. 

Because the information presented in the DEIS does not support the stated purpose for the 

proposed withdrawal, the withdrawal is indefensible. Proceeding with the withdrawal would be 

arbitrary and capricious. The severe economic hardships the withdrawal would create in Elko 

and Humboldt Counties, the State of Nevada, and the other SFA states further erodes any 

rational purpose for withdrawing the 10-million acre SFA from mineral.  

Furthermore, the DEIS socioeconomic and habitat impact analyses underscore why it was 

inappropriate for BLM to segment the analysis of the mineral withdrawal into two separate 

NEPA documents. The mineral withdrawal DEIS analysis should have been a critical component 

of the June 2015 FEIS. Had the impact analysis in the December 2016 mineral withdrawal DEIS 

been properly presented and disclosed in the June 2015 FEIS, as required under NEPA, it would 

have been obvious that the 10-million acre SFA withdrawal was not a viable alternative. BLM 

and the US Forest Service should have eliminated the SFA mineral withdrawal alternative from 

detailed analysis – and should not have selected it as their Proposed Plan. The December 2016 
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mineral withdrawal DEIS shows there was never any fact-based justification for selecting the 

withdrawal alternative as the Preferred Alternative/Proposed Plan.  

As noted in WMC’s scoping comments for the mineral withdrawal EIS, there was abundant 

publicly available information on the mineral potential of the SFAs. Exhibit 1 in WMC’s scoping 

comments includes a lengthy bibliography prepared by Dr. John Muntean of the Nevada Bureau 

of Mines and Geology of published documents dealing with the mineral potential of the areas 

covered by the Nevada SFA. Many of these same publications were used as references in the 

October 2016 Mineral Potential Report and Sagebrush Mineral Resource Assessment8 that the 

U.S. Geological Survey (“USGS”) prepared for BLM. (DEIS at iv, 3-2). Because the USGS had 

a limited time in which to prepare these reports, the Mineral Potential Report findings are based 

on publically available geoscience data. (DEIS at 3-3). This data, which was available to the 

agencies during preparation of the FEIS, should have been included and analyzed in the FEIS9.  

The agencies ignored their responsibilities to include a Mineral Potential Report in the June 2015 

FEIS, and failed to evaluate the publically available geoscience data that the USGS used just 

several months later to prepare the SFA mineral potential and resource assessment reports. 

Instead, in 2015 BLM improperly kicked this analysis down the road stating it would be done in 

a separate EIS to evaluate the impacts of the withdrawal. In doing so, BLM and the US Forest 

Service violated NEPA by failing to evaluate the mineral potential of the proposed SFA 

withdrawal and to take a hard look at the substantial adverse socioeconomic impacts that would 

result from the proposed withdrawal. 

 

Now, with the publication of the DEIS, BLM has revealed there would be severe socioeconomic 

impacts resulting from the proposed SFA withdrawal and there would be virtually no 

environmental benefits to GSG and its habitat from withdrawing the 10-million acre SFA from 

operation of the General Mining Law. The extremely adverse socioeconomic impacts to Elko 

and Humboldt Counties, the State of Nevada, and the other SFA states from the withdrawal 

documented in the DEIS are grossly disproportionate to the miniscule impact of 2,620 acres of 

mining-related surface disturbance to GSG habitat within the 10-million acre SFAs over the next 

20 years.  

Although the mineral withdrawal DEIS provides a thorough analysis and disclosure of the 

impacts associated with the proposed SFA mineral withdrawal, it does not remedy the defective 

June 2015 FEIS/Proposed LUPAs and subsequent Records of Decisions, which are based on a 

bad science and the faulty premise that the SFA withdrawal was necessary to protect GSG 

habitat from mineral activities. The DEIS demonstrates that the withdrawal is unnecessary. 

Consequently, BLM and the US Forest Service must go back to the drawing board, reject the 

proposed SFA mineral withdrawal, prepare a Supplemental EIS, and amend the LUPAs. 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 https://pubs.usgs.gov/sir/2016/5089/b/sir20165089b.pdf 
9 The FEIS did not include information on geology and mineral resources, as NEPA requires.  
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VI. Numerous Federal and State Programs will Safeguard GSG without the Withdrawal  

There are numerous existing federal and state programs that protect GSG and its habitat that are 

applicable to mineral exploration and development projects. For projects on BLM-administered 

lands, BLM already has effective regulatory tools to safeguard GSG and its habitat at mineral 

projects.  

One of the most important tools is the December 2008 Manual 6840, Special Status Species 

Management, which is directly applicable to GSG habitat management because the GSG is a 

BLM special-status species. The conservation measures outlined in Manual 6840 are binding 

upon BLM to enforce for all activities on BLM lands. Manual 6840 requires specific 

conservation measures and provides mandatory guidance on how GSG habitat is to be managed 

in conjunction with proposed use and development (including exploration and mining) on BLM-

administered lands. 

As noted in the August 6, 2015 letters to each western governor from the respective BLM State 

Directors in response to the Governors’ Consistency Review letters: 

“The BLM’s Special Status Species Manual sets forth BLM policy with respect to 

FLPMA’s consideration of wildlife and fish and renewable resources. In 

particular, the objective of the special status species policy are A) to conserve 

and/or recover ESA-listed species and the ecosystems on which they depend so 

that ESA protections are no longer needed for these species; and B) to initiate 

proactive conservation measures that reduce or eliminate threats to Bureau 

sensitive species to minimize the likelihood of and need for listing of these 

species under the ESA. Manual No. 6840, Section .02(A)(B).” 10 

Secondly, BLM’s 43 CFR § 3809 surface management regulations for locatable minerals 

requires BLM to implement the FLPMA § 302(b) mandate to prevent unnecessary or undue 

degradation, including impacts to wildlife. Prior to initiating a mineral project on BLM-

administered lands, these regulations require the operator to provide detailed baseline 

information about wildlife habitat (43 CFR § 3809.401(c). The 3809 regulations give BLM the 

authority to require a mineral operator to avoid or minimize an impact, compensate for an impact 

by replacing or providing substitute resources or environments, and to rehabilitate wildlife 

habitat. (See 43 CFR §3809.5). Before BLM will approve a proposed mineral exploration or 

mining project, an operator must satisfy these requirements and provide financial assurance to 

guarantee reclamation. Projects on National Forest System Lands are subject to similar 

environmental and habitat protection requirements.11 

There are also GSG conservation plans in each of the six SFA states as acknowledged in the 

DEIS:  

                                                 
10 See for example, John Ruhs, Acting State Director’s, August 6, 2015 letter to Nevada 

Governor Brian Sandoval. 
11 See 16 U.S.C. §§ 478, 551; 36 C.F.R. §§ 228.1, 228.8.   
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 “…best management practices and terms and conditions of approval would 

continue to apply to proposed plans of operation, as the law allows, which would 

reduce the impacts of future activities on greater sage-grouse under all the 

alternatives.” In addition, all six states have implemented a state-level greater 

sage-grouse conservation plan or strategy. These provide different approaches to 

addressing potential impacts to greater sage-grouse from potential mining…and 

would apply absent the withdrawal. Some state greater sage-grouse conservation 

plans have been adopted through state legislative actions or executive orders and 

involve regulatory mechanisms to address threats to the species and its habitat. 

Other state plans identify important conservation objectives and incentivize 

voluntary conservation measures. (DEIS at 4-89). 

These existing federal and state policies, regulations, and conservation plans provide effective 

and comprehensive protection for GSG and its habitat at mineral exploration and development 

projects. These existing regulatory tools and policies are another reason why the draconian 

withdrawal proposal is unnecessary. These regulations and policies, coupled with the 

overwhelming evidence presented in the DEIS that the withdrawal proposal is not necessary to 

protect GSG and will cause widespread socioeconomic harm, compel BLM to select the No 

Action Alternative. 

VII. Conclusion 

The September 24, 2015 two-year segregation of the nearly 10-million acre SFAs from operation 

of the Mining Law have already harmed mining claimants and local communities in the SFAs. If 

BLM proceeds with the withdrawal despite the compelling documentation in the DEIS that it is 

unnecessary and unwise, the withdrawal would dramatically reduce mineral exploration and 

development in the western U.S.  

The withdrawal would directly threaten WMC member companies’ businesses and also severely 

harm the economies of the SFA states and counties where mineral exploration and development 

are significant economic drivers as clearly documented in the DEIS. The withdrawal would chill 

investment in U.S. mineral exploration and development projects because it calls into question 

whether there is security of tenure for projects on public lands. Withdrawing the SFAs will 

reduce the number of discoveries of mineral deposits that can be developed in the future into 

mines, reduce state and local tax revenues from mining, adversely affect local and state 

governments, and increase the Nation’s reliance on foreign sources of minerals. 

In addition to rejecting the proposed mineral withdrawal, WMC also requests that BLM 

reexamine the other draconian land use restrictions in the June 2015 GSG LUPAs and the 

September 2015 Records of Decision including but not limited to the travel restrictions, the 

seasonal and spatial constraints around lek buffer zones, net conservation gain, and the 

prohibition against renewable energy and oil and gas development in the SFA, which are 

contrary to BLM’s multiple use statutory mission. BLM should use the habitat protection 

measures in its existing management tools, including Manual 6840 and the 43 CFR § 3809 

regulations, and in the state-level GSG conservation plans rather than imposing the rigid, one-

size-fits all land use restrictions and prohibition measures in the LUPAs.  
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WMC appreciates the opportunity to provide these comments and stands ready to work with 

BLM to eliminate the adverse impacts of this ill-considered withdrawal proposal. 

 

 

Respectfully submitted: 

 

Barbara Coppola 

WMC President 

 

 


