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reserves of Saudi Arabia, they come in at 262.3 billion 
barrels of oil. Iran is second with close to 136.3 billion 
barrels. The United States holds roughly 21 billion barrels 
of proven oil reserves. Most of this can be found in Texas, 
California, Alaska and Louisiana. Since 1990, US oil reserves 
have dropped about 20%. Currently, the US consumes about 
19.6 million barrels of oil a day. With only 3% of the world’s 
reserves, even with more advanced technologies, we cannot 
drill our way to energy independence.

The recent spike in oil prices indicates a road map to future 
problems. As oil prices soared, many analysts expected 
production to rise as producers drilled for more oil. But 
the higher prices did little to curb global demand. While 
OPEC stepped up production, other major producers like 
Russia, Mexico and Norway had trouble or a resistance to 
expanding production. In addition, drilling costs have also 
risen dramatically. Analysts at Barclays Capital said that 
production of non-OPEC supplies were “seemingly dead in 
the water.” At the same time countries like China, India and 
other developing nations are using more oil and keeping a 
strain on the world’s current peak production.

Here in the United States, increase in domestic production, 
in the intermountain West and offshore, has done little to 
reduce demand pressures or reduce prices at the pump. 
The Bureau of Land Management has now issued over 
28,776 permits to drill on public land. But only 18,954 wells 
have actually been drilled. More than 10,000 have simply 
been stockpiled in terms of the permits that have not been 

A Search for the Truth for 
America’s Energy Needs 

by Stephen Capra

Watching the media talk about America’s energy needs can 
create a confusing picture for most Americans not clear 
on energy policy or the reality of drilling. Say you live in 
South Carolina and you are frustrated with the high price 
of gas. You turn on your TV to watch your favorite show 
and guess what? The commercials are filled with EXXON 
employees talking about all their company is doing to 
produce new “Clean Energy.” Perhaps it’s a spokesperson 
for the American Petroleum Association telling you that 
America has endless supplies of oil and natural gas, it’s just 
regulations that are holding us back. Cartoon like commer-
cials show people dancing and cities lighting up as nuclear 
power plants are built and wind power generators are seen 
just behind them. It’s the Hollywood version of energy 
production in America, and sadly, this story if pursued, will 
not have a happy ending.

Now add presidential candidates and a Congress that has 
been unable to push forward a sensible energy proposal in 
more than a generation. America, it seems, is heading for 
an energy meltdown. What are some of the solutions? Is 
oil and gas the real answer in the short-term for America’s 
energy needs?

Let’s begin with a look at the much-touted need to drill 
more in America and how that will lower prices and make 
us more energy secure. First of all, there is more drilling 
occurring in America now than in the past 20  years. Yet, 
the price of gas has skyrocketed. Despite the hype you are 
hearing from congressional Republicans and the oil and 
gas industry, America cannot simply drill its way to energy 
independence. For a comparison let’s look at the known 
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What is Wilderness?
The Wilderness Act of 1964 

established the National 
Wilderness Preservation System 
to preserve the last remaining 

wildlands in America. The 
Wilderness Act, as federal policy, 

secures “an enduring resource 
of wilderness” for the people. 

Wilderness is defined as an area 
that has primarily been affected 
by the forces of nature with the 
imprint of humans substantially 
unnoticeable. It is an area that 
offers outstanding opportunity 

for solitude or a primitive or 
unconfined type of recreation, 

and an area that contains 
ecological, geological, or other 

features of scientific, educational, 
scenic, or historical value.
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Mission Statement
The New Mexico Wilderness Alliance is 

dedicated to the protection, restoration, 
and continued enjoyment of New Mexico’s 

wildlands and Wilderness areas.
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drilled. Of the 47.5 million onshore acres of 
federal land that are currently leased, only 
13 million acres are actually in production. 

Development of these resources in the arid 
West also comes with serious consequences. 
In producing oil and gas, companies 
often pump out large quantities 
of water from underground. In 
the last 15 years more than 181 
billion gallons of water was left 
to evaporate, causing impacts to 
springs, wells and surface water.

As the oil and gas industry has 
poured money into the campaigns 
of politicians, so too has their 
power expanded. The Bush-
Cheney Administration has given 
industry basically carte blanch to operate 
on our public lands.  It appears such an 
atmosphere has created problems at the 
Interior Department, the Agency that 
oversees oil and gas leasing. According to 
the New York Times, the Interior Depart-
ment’s inspector general described a “free-
for-all atmosphere” in which more than a 
dozen current and former employees of 
the Denver office repeatedly accepted gifts 
and trips from industry representatives 

and directed contracts to favorite clients. 
But that was not all. Evidence revealed that 
at this same office employees frequently 
consumed alcohol at industry functions, 
used cocaine and marijuana, and had 
sexual relations with oil and gas company 

representatives, “thus creating a culture 
of substance abuse and promiscuity” 
according to the final report. 

In one case, the programs former royalty 
in kinds, Director Gregory Smith, not only 
used his position to get lucrative outside 
work, but he had sex with subordinates and 
had cocaine delivered to his government 
office. This was not the first time that the 
Minerals Management Service has come 
under fire for mismanagement, but even for 
this agency, the level of abuse was ripe for 

a mini-series. Not surprisingly, it turns out 
that these types of relationships also cost 
taxpayers money. Employees of the royalty-
in-kind program, repeatedly allowed 
energy companies to revise their bids after 
they had already been awarded, with the 

vast majority favoring industry, rather than 
government.

One former employee of the agency, Bobby 
Maxwell who had worked their for more 
than 20 years, calls the federal agency he 
once worked for a “cult of corruption.” In 
2003, Maxwell received the agencies highest 

without
Reason

continued on page 8
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by Arian Pregenzer

One hundred sixty acres surrounded by the 
Cibola National Forest, and fifteen miles 
from a small New Mexico town on a dirt 
road going to nowhere: the perfect recipe 
for solitude, or so I thought. But uranium 
mining exploration, aided and abetted by 
the General Mining Law of 1872, threatens 
to destroy this austerely beautiful landscape 
with drilling rigs and mine tailings that 
will end up in the Rio Grande – even in 
the absence of economically viable mineral 
deposits. And, as a private property owner 
who does not own the mineral rights, I 
essentially have no legal protections. 

In 1996 I purchased my property in Socorro 
Co., as a retreat from the city. I constructed 
a rudimentary dwelling and have spent 
many peaceful days there surrounded by 
solitude. There are no lights visible at night, 
the stars are brilliant, and the only sound is 
the wind, the Great Horned Owl and night 
hawks in the early summer months. I have 
willed my property to the Solitaire Springs 
Endowment Fund, which will be estab-
lished upon my death to promote education 
and research into arid land ecology and 
restoration, and have stipulated that it 
never be divided or developed, and that it 
be treated in all respects as Wilderness.

In April 2008 I noticed a stake in one of 
my arroyos. As there was no other sign of 
disturbance, I was not terribly concerned. 
The military does para-rescue practice in 
the vicinity and they often come onto my 
property at night by mistake. However, in 

late June I found additional 
stakes, almost unnoticeable, 
among the junipers. Clearly, 
someone had been trespassing 
on my property – even though 
it is fenced and clearly posted. 
Later, on a hike up Hell’s Mesa, 
about 2 miles west, in the Bear 
Mountains, I came upon many 
stakes on National Forest land, 
which included a small plastic 
container with information 
stating that the stakes were part 
of a mining claim.

The Forest Ranger for the 
Magdalena Ranger District 
informed me that the Canadian 
company, MAX Resources 
(and probably others) was exploring for 
uranium in the area. I asked why private 
property owners in the vicinity had not 
been informed, and he said that most had 
been, but that that he didn’t have a record 
of my mailing address, and therefore 
couldn’t include me. (This is despite my 
having corresponded with him in the past, 
and our having had many phone conversa-
tions). NEPA conditions had been met for 
the Forest Service land, and the exploration 
was completely legal. He seemed uncon-
cerned about the trespassing on my land.

I have since learned, through the New 
Mexico Wilderness Alliance, that the 
General Mining Law of 1872 allows unfet-
tered access to public land by mineral 
speculators, and that as a property owner 
without mineral rights, I cannot prevent 

Private Property, Water, and the Environment: 
A Threat from the 19th Century

exploration or drilling anywhere on my 
property. 

My concern goes beyond my rights as 
a property owner. I have great concern 
for the Bear Mountain roadless area – a 
region between the Magdalena Mountain 
Wilderness and the Sierra Ladrones 
Wilderness Study Area – that provides 
a wildlife corridor and a region free of 
vehicle traffic. Any surface disturbance 
in this area will have immediate impacts 
on the quality of water for the Rio Salado 
and the Rio Grande. During the summer 
thunderstorms, entire surface becomes a 
river, flowing into arroyos, then swiftly into 
the Rio Salado and then to the Rio Grande. 
Ranchers say that they can tell where it 
rained, by the color of the mud in the 
Salado. In this terrain there is simply no 

way to prevent surface contamination from 
being distributed over a very large network 
and into the major river of our state.

The 1872 Mining Act must be reformed. 
Congress has tried to enact legislation 
for years, and recently passed House 
Resolution 2262, the Hardrock Mining and 
Reclamation Act of 2007, which now awaits 
action in the Senate. Citizens, local property 
owners, and law-makers need to be part of 
the process of deciding whether mining is 
appropriate in their neighborhood. There 
should be significant fees required for 
exploration, to preclude reckless specu-
lation. And owners of mineral rights 
should be accountable to property owners 
for preventing trespassing and damages to 
the land. 

There are 435,000,000,000 kilowatt-hours of potential
Wind Energy production in New Mexico.

Senator Pete V. Domenici
328 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20510-3101
(202) 224-6621
domenici.senate.gov
E-mail via: domenici.senate.gov/contact/contactme.cfm

Senator Jeff Bingaman
703 Hart Senate Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20510
(202) 224-5521
bingaman.senate.gov
senator_bingaman@bingaman.senate.gov

Rep. Heather Wilson (District 1)
318 Cannon House Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20515
(202) 225-6316
wilson.house.gov
E-mail via: wilson.house.gov/contact.asp

Rep. Steve Pearce (District 2)
1408 Longworth House Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20515
(202) 225-2365
www.house.gov/pearce

Rep. Tom Udall (District 3)
502 Cannon House Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20515
(202) 225-6190
www.house.gov/tomudall
E-mail via: www.house.gov/tomudall/letstalk.htm

CLEAN ENERGY NOW
Contact New Mexico’s Congressional Delegation and tell them “We can’t afford to wait!”
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By Joanna Prukop, Cabinet Secretary

New Mexico Energy Minerals and Natural 
Resources Department

Every year scientists on the international 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change assess the status 
of global climate change to 
provide independent advice 
on this complex issue, and 
every year that assessment 
concludes that the situation 
is more dire and urgent.  
Many scientists assert that 
substantive reduction in 
global emissions must occur 
within the next two decades if 
we are to avoid a global climate 
crisis.  Such a crisis would 
have far reaching impacts on 
all ecosystems, water resources, 
food supplies, human health, 
industry, settlements and society 
in general.

An arid state like New Mexico 
(NM) is particularly vulnerable 
to the effects of climate change.  
The 2005 study “Potential Effects 
of Climate Change in New Mexico” 
projects a number of adverse 
impacts including: more areas 
of severe drought, reduction in 
water supplies, shorter and warmer 
winters, earlier snow melts, more 
wildfires, extreme weather events, 
and disruption to natural habitats and 
ecosystems.  Less snow, more moisture 
coming as rain and increased run-off 
will cause less moisture to be held 
in soils and result in vegetative and 
other changes; this will in turn have 
significant effects on wildlife habitats. 
Adaptable wildlife species will move or 
migrate up in elevation or up in latitude.  
More specialized species or those that 
occupy a fairly narrow niche will likely 
disappear.

Several years ago Governor Richardson 
recognized the many and varied threats 
from climate change and began an 
initiative to make sure New Mexico does 
its part to quickly reduce greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions. In 2005 he issued an 
Executive Order (EO) establishing hard-
hitting goals for the state: a 10% reduction 
(from 2000 levels) of GHG emissions by 

New Mexico Takes On Climate Change
2020 and a 75% reduction by 2050.  The EO 
established a stakeholder “Climate Change 
Advisory Group” that developed a list of 69 
recommendations to reach the 2020 target.  
Since 2007 state agencies have 

worked aggressively 
to put as many of 
those measures in 

place as possible.  Here is a quick list 
of the more substantive ones:

Established a “Greenhouse Emissions 
Inventory” which revealed that NM 
produces nearly twice the GHG emissions 
per capita than the national average.  
Electric power plants and the oil and gas 
industry are the largest emitters.

Adopted a “Clean Car Standard” which 
(beginning in 2011) will require new 

vehicles purchased in New Mexico to meet 
strict GHG emissions standards.

Established a “GHG Registry and 

Reporting Program” requiring 
GHG emitters to report emission 

levels so progress toward meeting the goal 
can be regularly assessed.

Adopted a suite of renewable energy and 
energy efficiency incentives, require-
ments and policies designed to replace 
fossil fuel-derived energy sources with 
clean, GHG-neutral renewable ones, and 
to reduce the overall demand for energy 
through energy efficiency and conser-
vation.  Measures include:  green building 
tax credits; a requirement that NM utilities 
have 20% renewable energy in their 
generation mix by 2020 and that they meet 
aggressive energy efficiency targets; utility-

scale and “rooftop scale” renewable energy 
tax credits; hybrid vehicle tax credits;  
clean energy grants for schools and 

local governments; strict GHG 
reduction standards for NM 
state government buildings, 
vehicles, and daily opera-
tions; and energy efficiency 
requirements for new 
residential and commercial 
buildings.  Many of these 
initiatives are being imple-
mented under the direction 
of the NM Clean Energy 
Development Council 
which I chair.

Initiated the “Western 
Climate Initiative” – 
linking most western 
states and Canadian 
provinces to a common 
goal to reduce GHG 
emissions through 
a regional “cap and 
trade” regulatory 
regime.

The debate over 
global climate 
change is over, the 
stakes are high, and 
the effort needed to 
turn things around 
is great.  It is 
clear—Americans 
must curb their 
energy use and 
begin shifting 
significantly 

to renewable and advanced energy 
options.  Many are impressed that a state 
like New Mexico, which is so heavily 
dependent on the fossil fuel industry for its 
economic vitality, has already made such 
an aggressive move toward the “new clean 
energy economy.”  New Mexico, like several 
other states and cities, is leading the way 
and hoping the federal government will 
follow.  It is incumbent among us to make 
certain that Congress and the next presi-
dential administration get the message 
that, among the many significant risks 
climate change presents, our nation’s 
wildlife resources and their habitats are 
also in jeopardy.

That’s enough electricity to power almost 49 million average American homes,
 or 38 percent of our country’s household energy needs.
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By Nathan Newcomer

Associate Director

As a fifth generation New Mexican and 
grandson of a roughneck oil worker, I know 
all about the benefits of oil and gas drilling, 
but I also know about the consequences to 
our environment, health, and future quality 
of life.

About seven years ago I went on an outing 
organized by the New Mexico Wilderness 
Alliance to a magical and unknown 
landscape called Otero Mesa. As we drove 
in, the sun was setting on our backs and 
casting a red sea across the sky. The horizon, 
rolling hills, volcanic intrusions and waving 
grasses seemed to stretch for hundreds 
of miles in every direction. Raptors of all 
sizes soared above, pronghorn antelope in 
herds of ten or twenty jumped and sprinted 
alongside us, and by the time the sun had 
dropped, the milky-way extended from one 
end of the earth to the other in one magnif-
icent array of light and threaded clouds. 

Needless to say it was love at first sight, 
and ever since that moment I have gone 
back to Otero Mesa many times over, only 
to be surprised again and again of the 
beauty that this vast wilderness offers. 
I’ve also come to learn a great deal about 
the impacts of oil and gas drilling and why 
opening this fragile grassland to full-scale 
development neither makes sense econom-
ically nor morally.

Otero Mesa represents the largest and 
wildest Chihuahuan desert grassland left 
on public lands in America. The area is 
home to over 1,000 native wildlife species, 
including mule deer, prairie dogs, mountain 
lions, golden and bald eagles, 200 species 
of migratory songbirds, the endangered 
Aplomado falcon, and the state’s healthiest 
herd of pronghorn antelope. Thousands 
of ancient archeological sites cover the 
landscape and approximately 500,000 acres 

of this grassland qualify for wilderness 
designation, making Otero Mesa the 
largest potential wilderness remaining 
in New Mexico. Moreover, the Salt 
Basin Aquifer, which lies beneath the 
expansive mesa, is estimated to be the 
largest, untapped, fresh water aquifer 
remaining in the state.

By every estimate, ranging from the 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) 
to industry experts, the oil and gas 
resources of Otero Mesa are low at 
best. Whether it is described as “small 
potatoes” as the State BLM Director 
once put it, or analysis that calcu-
lates the resource at 17 days worth of 
energy supply, drilling in Otero Mesa 
will not lower prices at the pump or 
assist in weaning our country off 
foreign sources of oil and gas.

In the broader context of energy devel-
opment in America, the Energy Infor-
mation Agency affirms that the United 
States possesses only 3 percent of the 
world’s total oil reserves, while Middle 
Eastern countries control roughly 64 
percent. Likewise, according to a 2005 BP 
report “Statistical Review of World Energy,” 
the United States has just 2.9 percent of 
proven natural gas reserves. 

A startling example of our country’s failed 
energy policy can be found by comparing 
the increases in oil and gas leasing versus 
cuts to conservation and renewable energy 
initiatives.

Since 2001, the number of oil and gas lease 
permits in America has increased by 361 
percent. This is an astounding statistic that 
when viewed through the painful prism of 
pumping a $4 gallon of gas into your vehicle 
really brings the discussion back full circle. 
Is the attitude of drilling anywhere and 
everywhere really making a difference for 
the average citizen?

Likewise, since 2001 there has been a 65 
percent increase in home energy prices, 
which is exacerbated when the adminis-
tration institutes a 40 percent cut to the 
Weatherization Assistance Program, which 
conserves energy by helping low-wage 
workers and retirees on fixed incomes to 
insulate their homes.

The U.S. Department of Energy (DOE) 
Fiscal Year 2009 Budget for Energy 
Efficiency and Renewable Energy was 
slashed by 27 percent, while nuclear energy 
received a $385.5 million increase (37 
percent increase from FY 08 appropria-
tions) and fossil energy received a $222.7 
million increase (25 percent increase over 
FY 08 appropriations). While cuts need 
to be made in any budget, the extremes 
to which conservation and renewable 
energy have been slashed are a penny-wise, 
pound-foolish approach.

Thanks in large part to strong leadership 
by local elected officials like Governor 
Bill Richardson, New Mexico is becoming 
a world leader in alternative sources of 

energy like wind and solar. 

On the south end of Albuquerque, 
Advent Solar has constructed a photo-
voltaic plant where solar panels will be 
manufactured and over 1,000 jobs are 
expected to be created.

The New Mexico Wind Energy Center, 
just northwest of Fort Sumner, which 
generates enough electricity to power 
94,000 average-sized New Mexico 
homes, spurred over 200 jobs during 
its construction in 2003. The project 
is expected to provide $40 million in 
economic benefits for the surrounding 
communities over the next 25 years.

By contrast, Bureau of Land Management 
estimates of the employment and earnings 
impact of oil and gas development in Otero 
and Sierra Counties would create only 75 
additional jobs and $2.2 million in labor 
income in Otero County. This represents 
three-tenths and two-tenths, respectively, 
of one percent of 2001 Otero County jobs 
and personal income. The oil and gas 
potential of Otero Mesa would support 10 
of those jobs.

By investing in clean, renewable resources, 
New Mexico could become a leader in 
exporting this energy to other states 
(which we currently do with oil and gas) 
and thereby generate revenue to the state.

For nearly 10 years now, the New Mexico 
Wilderness Alliance has led a coalition of 
groups across the state to raise awareness 
about the wonders of Otero Mesa and to 
urge our elected leaders to take progressive 
action for protecting the area’s water, 
wildlife and wilderness. To date, we have 
been successful in preventing any new 
drilling in Otero Mesa and we have you, 
our members and supporters, to thank for 
all of your dedication and support.

It’s time for our elected leaders and 
officials to get honest and serious about 
the challenges we face in achieving energy 
independence. And while the BLM remains 
stone-faced, working to slip in eleventh 
hour projects and continuing to follow the 
antiquated policies of the Bush adminis-
tration to drill anywhere and everywhere, 
the New Mexico Wilderness Alliance 
remains firm in our commitment to you 
and to wild nature in preserving places like 
Otero Mesa.

  

Drilling Otero Won’t Solve America’s Energy Problems
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by Stephen Capra

As we move forward on energy 
solutions for America, the buzzword 
coming from Congress continues to 
be more nuclear power. It’s worth 
mentioning again that this is a losing 
strategy, not only for America, but also 
for the world.

The biggest argument for nuclear 
power continues to be the fight against 
global climate change. But once again, 
the cheaper and more practical alter-
native is renewable energy and energy 
efficiency. Despite the large amounts 
of power generated by nuclear power, 
renewable energy still generates more 
power worldwide. The nuclear industry 
continues to tell us that they will build 
enough nuclear power plants to make 
a meaningful reduction in greenhouse 
gases.

 If so, be prepared to spend trillions of 
dollars and be comfortable with the 
creation of thousands of tons of lethal 
high-level radioactive waste.  Also, 
be prepared to continue the runaway 
proliferation of nuclear weapons 
materials and expect some sort of 
nuclear accident approximately every 
ten years. 

Currently each reactor in the United 
States creates about 20 tons of nuclear 
waste per year. If we can ever agree 
on a location for this waste, and that 
debate remains intense, clearing the 
backlog of waste from current nuclear 
plants would take decades. Currently, 
waste is temporarily stored at 122 
sites across 39 states, including New 
Mexico. To date the government has 
spent more than 11 billion dollars on 
Yucca Mountain in Nevada and still 
it is not clear that the geology of the 
area is suitable for the goal of storing 
waste for more than one million years 
without harm. The project has dragged 
on so long and the debate remains so 
intense that research data is stored on 
obsolete computers that now must be 
replaced.

But right now, after many years of 
trying the nuclear industry is getting 
all they want including guarantees of 
government funding and protection 
from liability should an accident 
occur. The industry is receiving lots of 

positive press that ignores the realities 
of mining in New Mexico and across 
the West and the price many miners 
from a generation ago are still paying 
with health problems.  Most people 
who understand Washington politics 
consider the Nuclear Regulatory 
Agency little more than a front for the 
Nuclear Power industry, an agency 
that does little to enforce or push for 
tougher regulations.

In the presidential field, most of the 
top-tier candidates support more 
nuclear power. John McCain has made 
clear that he will promote a dramatic 
expansion, calling for the creation of 
45 new plants by 2030. McCain also 
uses France as an example of a country 
that has made Nuclear the focal point 
of their energy efforts. What McCain 

fails to mention, is that the energy 
generated comes from enormous 
government subsidies, that makes the 
French program socialist in nature. 

On the Democratic side, Barrack 
Obama received more money during 
the primary campaign from the 
nuclear industry than any other 
candidate. He too has said he would 
maintain nuclear energy as a means 
to make America more energy 
independent.

 Former President Bill Clinton recently 
returned to the U.S. from Kasastan 
in eastern Russia where he accom-
panied the head of a Canadian Mining 
company. After two days of meeting 
and dining with the countries leaders, 
the Canadian firm walked away with 

Nuclear Redux
exclusive uranium mining rights to 
the country, thanks in large part to 
former President Clinton. 

The nuclear industry has made a 
dramatic comeback; they continue 
to lure the American public into a 
sense that this is a safe alternative. 
Yet, we have little or no solutions to 
keeping miners safe, to deal with 
radioactive waste, to keep the public 
informed about leaks, contamination 
or potential dangers. In Illinois, a 
utilities company kept recent discov-
eries of groundwater contamination 
near their nuclear power plant quiet.  
It seems that after every report of a 
leak or spillage at a nuclear power 
plant, the reports are the same. “There 
was no danger to the public.” It seems 
strange that the reports are always one 
of no danger, yet Chernobyl reminds 
us that the false sense of security that 
the industry provides does not always 
reflect reality.

In 2000, the world made a statement 
on nuclear power when it recognized 
it as a dirty, dangerous technology 
by refusing to give it greenhouse gas 
credits during the UN Climate Change 
talks in the Hague. The UN sustainable 
Development Conference the following 
year also refused to label nuclear a 
sustainable technology.

The cost and risk nuclear energy yields 
continue to make no sense. For tens of 
trillions of dollars every home in the 
world could have proper insulation, 
we could develop alternative energy 
solutions that don’t give miners 
cancer or destroy drinking water or 
risk terrorist attacks. But somehow, 
the lure of a 1950’s America and the 
promise nuclear power provided to us 
then, lives on. 

For America’s utility companies nuclear 
represents a new age of profiteering, 
for most of us it will mean further 
degradation of our environment and 
the squandering of money that could 
be put into serious alternative and 
sustainable energy development. More 
than anything, it is a continuation 
of how utilities turn their desire for 
dollars into PR machines, that foster 
energy solutions designed for profit, 
not sustainability.
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award for his work. He and his team had 
saved the government close to $500 million 
in royalty payments owed taxpayers by oil 
companies who explored and found oil on 
U.S. Government lands. These payments 
were either underpaided or somehow 
skipped by oil and gas companies, over the 
years. For his efforts he was fired by the 
agency not long after receiving the award. 
He believes he was fired for cracking down 
on Big Oil. Just before he lost his job, one of 
his superiors in Washington ordered him 
not to investigate why Shell oil has raised 
its oil transport costs. The cost had jumped 
from 90 cents to more than $3 a barrel 

without an adequate explanation. The 
government was paying Shell to transport 
oil from offshore platforms. He believes the 
orders came from the “top down.” Maxwell 
is a registered Independent. Maxwell has 
filed a lawsuit against Kerr-McGee Corp., 
an energy company involved in oil and gas 
exploration. In it, he claims the company 
defrauded taxpayers out of millions in oil 
royalty payments.

So drilling in America takes on a 
completely new meaning when industry, 
not government controls the playing field.

However, perhaps the silver-lining in these 
high prices, endless wars and market 
manipulation is the fact that it is all driving 
us headlong into the development of alter-
native energy and hopefully increased 
conservation. It is in the field of alterna-
tives where America stands its greatest 
opportunity to create new jobs and indus-
tries, and to lower energy costs for average 
Americans. Taking oil out of the equation 
will set a course for a new era in protecting 

our public lands, reinventing international 
relations and national security.

Efficiency:

Perhaps it is important to start with 
the simplest solution that is efficiency. 
According to the Rocky Mountain Institute 
(RMI), if we use what we have at least twice 
as efficiently, fully employing today’s best 
efficiency technologies, we will save half the 
projected U.S. oil use at half its forecasted 
cost per barrel.

When we talk about efficiency, we have to 

look at the full-spectrum of what that might 
include. Once again, an example offered by 
RMI, shows what happens when Wal-Mart, 
the nation’s largest box retailer decided 
to make its fleet of trucks more efficient. 
These trucks travel more than 900 million 
miles per year delivering consumer goods. 
The plan was to improve the efficiency of 
its long-haul trailers. In typical conditions, 
these trucks average 6 miles to the gallon. 
After meeting with the RMI and developing 
a strategy, Wal-Mart set a goal of doubling 
its fleet’s fuel efficiency by 2015. To improve 
the efficiency, Wal-Mart improved the 
aerodynamics of the tractor and trailer, as 
well as installing low rolling resistant tires. 
The company also added auxiliary power 
units on each truck to dramatically reduce 
idling. That one change alone will eliminate 
100,000 metric tons of CO2 emissions, 
reduce diesel fuel consumption by 10 
million gallons, and save the company $25 
million per year. Current estimates show 
that  Wal-Mart is on track for meeting its 
goal. By July of 2007, the company had 

already increased its fleet efficiency by 
15%.

Nuclear:

When it comes to nuclear power specifically, 
every dollar invested in new US nuclear 
electricity will save approximately two to 
eleven times less carbon, and will do so 
roughly 20 to 40 times slower than investing 
in the same dollar in energy efficiency and 
“micropower” (cogeneration plus renew-
ables minus big hydro dams). Buying new 
nuclear capacity instead of efficiency causes 
more carbon to be released than spending 

the same money on new 
coal plants! The nuclear 
fan club would like 
many of us to believe 
that nuclear is the way to 
prevent global warming. 
But what is ignored is 
the complete life cycle 
of a plant. First of all, 
any plant, nuclear or 
otherwise, that creates 
electricity produces 
CO2. The construction, 
operation, maintenance 
and most importantly, 
the recovery of uranium 
from the earth’s crust, 
all create negative 
consequences. 

Worldwide reserves 
for uranium are very 
limited. It has been 
estimated that the 
supply for current plants 
could last another 50-70 
years. If more are built, 

the supply dwindles faster and more lands 
will be impacted by mining. But the quality 
of the ores can also have a serious impact 
on CO2 production. The poorer the quality 
of ore the higher the CO2.  With more plants 
requiring more ore, the quality will go 
down and the CO2 will go up. Thus by 2050, 
the emissions of electricity from nuclear 
plants will exceed those of gas burning 
plants making nuclear a very expensive, 
dangerous energy source that will in the 
long-term not reduce global warming.

Many people, the oil companies in 
particular, argue that alternatives are 20 
to 30 years away. But the fact is, many of 
these technologies are here today and 
ready to be used. The more use the faster 
their prices drop. Government subsidies 
have done a lot to prop up the oil, gas, coal 
and nuclear industries. But by contrast, 
private investment and venture capitalists 
are moving our country towards a greener 
future. Below are some of the more 
intriguing concepts in alternative energy, 
sources that are available today, not in 30 

years.  It is just that the companies that 
profit most from high energy prices prefer 
us not to know.

Alternatives:

Here in New Mexico wind power has come 
online in an aggressive way over the past 
five years. Currently, PNM’s  Wind Energy 
Center, just north of Ft. Sumner, generates 
enough electricity to power 94,000 average-
sized homes. It created 200 jobs during 
construction in 2003. It is estimated that 
this project alone will provide $40 million 
in economic benefits for the surrounding 
communities over the next 25 years. For 
some, the concern over wind power is that it 
can have a major impact on migrating birds 
and bats. In recent years, the wind power 
industry has gone to great pains to “site” 
areas looking to reduce such impacts. Like 
any energy source, wind power requires 
roads and power grids, but the power 
generated is clean and America has been 
described as the Saudi Arabia of wind.

Perhaps the most exciting development in 
recent years with wind is a new generation 
of wind generators known as FloDesign. 
This new phase of wind power resembles a 
jet engine. They are almost half the diameter 
of the traditional generator and each one 
will be capable of generating 700 kilowatts 
of power or enough electricity to power 
500 homes. Their advantage is multifold. 
They require far less land to set up on, thus 
require a smaller footprint. They are far 
more efficient and because they don’t upset 
the flow of wind as much as conventional 
turbines, they can be spaced much closer 
together. They are also able to operate at 
lower and higher wind speeds allowing 
for more fluid or continuous generation of 
power.

Solar Power:

The advancements in solar panels continue 
with their basic designs getting thinner, 
thus reducing CO2 during the development 
stage and making the panels increasingly 
efficient. But like any technology, there can 
be many uses that make solar panels the 
brightest future of the alternative realm. 
One idea by start-up Ausra, uses mirrors 
to concentrate their solar energy on water 
pipes to produce steam, which will translate 
into electricity. The first installation of this 
technology should be ready in 2011 and 
power more than 100,000 homes. 

One of the most intriguing concepts is the 
idea of moving our solar panels into space. 
What’s amazing, according to O. Glenn 
Smith, a former manager of science and 
applications experiments for the Inter-
national Space Station at NASA’s Johnson 
Space Center, is that space provides 

Drilling Without Reason
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unlimited potential for power. Before you 
begin to think this is all science fiction, it 
is important to understand the technology 
already exists for this project. The concept 
is simple.  In space solar panels collect far 
more energy than those on earth. They are 
not encumbered by clouds or the darkness 
of night. So we would build large solar 
energy collectors, and safely beam the 
solar energy to Earth via wireless radio 
transmission, where it would be received by 
antennas near cities, where large amounts 
of power are used. The received energy 
would then be converted to electrical power 
for distribution over the existing grid. The 
cost, roughly 8 to 10 cents per kilowatt-
hour, which is in range of what consumers 
are currently paying. The major cost for 
such a project involves launching such a 
system into space, but the opportunity 
exists to tie this project into the more than 
$100 million that has been spent so far on 
America’s Space Station.

Finally, solar is now making its way into 
the auto industry.  The next version of the 
Toyota Prius will have solar panels to control 
the air conditioning and heat controls on its 
roof. 

Clean Energy From the Gulf:

At a recent press conference in Washington, 
Secretary of Interior Dirk Kempthorne 
announced plans that clear the way for 
a new and largely untapped renewable 
energy source-the oceans. In South Florida, 
researchers are working to harness the 
power of one of the ocean’s most energy-
dense currents-the Gulf Stream. The vision 
is to have a field of turbines moored 1000 
feet below the surface, in the heart of 
the Gulf Stream, which flows at about 8 
billion gallons per minute. Needless to say, 
concerns have arisen about the impacts to 
the Gulf Streams current, but models seem 
to show no real changes. Then there is the 
“Cuisinart effect” on fish and other sea 
creatures. This will require more study and 

solutions. But it is clear this 
type of power could be both 
clean and part of the near 
future of power across the 
globe.

Bloom Box:

Perhaps no invention could 
revolutionize the future of 
energy in America or the 
world more than the Bloom 
Box. Invented by a professor 
from the University of 
Arizona, K.R. Sridhar, and 
funded by Silicon Valley’s 
Venture Capitalist firm 
Kleiner, Perkins, Caufield and 
Byers, the same company that 
helped finance companies 
like Google and Netscape. 
The concept is revolutionary 
in the way we get power for 
our homes. Rather than have 
giant power plants and reams 
of transmission lines. The 
Bloom Box is designed to power one house 
at a time. The company would use solid-
oxide fuel cells, which many people may not 
realize is a technology that is more than 150 
years old. It converts a fuel like natural gas 
into electricity through chemical reaction 
rather than combustion to allow homes 
to generate their own power. The fuel cells 
would use, but not burn, hydrocarbon fuel 
or alternative fuels. The result would be 
power generated producing half the carbon 
dioxide that today’s power plants produce. 
Homes could also sell excess power back to 
the grid of homes not using the system. So 
far, the biggest obstacle has been price. The 
plan is to get it under $10,000 per home. 
The advantages to this are endless: no need 
for giant power plant construction, more 
security from potential terrorist attack, 
cleaner energy and freedom from skyrock-
eting bills.

Plug-in Hybrids:

For the past 15 years, as Detroit focused 
on bigger and tougher SUV’s and trucks, 
Japanese auto makers began thinking 
about hybrids. But don’t count Detroit 
out just yet. General Motors, not known 
recently for innovation, is betting the ranch 
on the Chevrolet Volt. Scheduled to be 
released in the latter part of 2010, the Volt 
will  travel 40 miles on a charge from a wall 
socket, will have a top speed of 100-mph 
and will go from 0 to 60 in less than nine 
seconds. The Volt will have a 12-gallon fuel 
tank that will allow the driver to switch 
to fuel for longer travel. The Volt should 
average about 50 mpg on fuel. The biggest 
obstacle has been development of the car’s 
battery and its ability to stay cool. GM feels 
confident they have solved many of the 
issues and the plan is to release the Volt 
with a sticker price of about $30,000. But 
buyers will also qualify for a $7,500 federal 
tax credit. However, some car owners are 
not waiting. Some people are now buying 

plug-in conversions for their cars that 
cost $7,500. This is designed for current 
hybrid owners who want to expand the 
range and efficiency of their current 
cars. In San Francisco, Luscious Garage 
says business is booming.  Research into 
lithium batteries is moving forward and 
the future for this technology seems 
limitless.  Meaning, our need for oil in 
America should begin to wane if Ameri-
can’s are given more incentives to change 
over to these plug-in hybrids.

In the end, we must remain vigilant to 
ensure that our wildest public lands 
remain protected. Solar, wind and other 
alternatives should not be placed in 
wilderness or sensitive wildlife habitat. 
They all require roads and power lines. 
That is why conservation of energy in 

the end is the most environmentally benign 
way to protect the environment and use less 
energy. However, we must support alterna-
tives if we are ever to free ourselves of the 
worlds costly addiction to oil.

These are but a few of the many ideas that 
are not on the horizon, but here today. 
It may sound simple to drill the Arctic 
Refuge or drill more to reduce the price, 
but we will solve nothing and destroy 
forever the beauty that defines our wildest 
public lands. For the past eight years, new 
energy solutions have been squashed by the 
Cheney mantra of oil,oil,oil.  All this while 
the oil and gas industry raked in record 
profits and working families and retirees 
have carried a heavy burden watching their 
quality of life begin to shrink. We must 
break this cycle and demand of our leaders 
the courage to move forward, not with the 
obvious pork barrel approach of biofuels 
and “clean coal.” But with the logic of energy 
efficiency, and real alternatives.  What most 
working families need is the incentive to go 
green. 

If we really want to spur the economy on, 
then the next dot-com or real estate boom 
will come in the form of clean, renewable 
energy development. It will be the catalyst 
for job creation, energy independence and 
for the hope of a better quality of life, not 
just for the people of the world, but for 
the wildlands and wildlife that remain 
threatened everyday in the blood search 
and control that defines oil in our modern 
world. We must change our ways if we are to 
learn to live in harmony.  We must change 
our ways if we are to prosper and ultimately 
survive.

America uses about 15 times more energy per person than does the typical developing country.
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by Rosemary Ahtuangaruak

As the former mayor and community 
health aide for the village of Nuiqsut, I have 
serious concerns about the ongoing effects 
of oil development in Alaska’s Arctic. The 
Inupiat people of this region have been 
hunting and fishing and living off the land 
here for thousands of years. Now our way of 
life is increasingly threatened by the effects 
of oil and gas devel-
opment.

Nuiqsut is located 
west of the Prudhoe 
Bay oil fields and the 
Arctic National Wildlife 
Refuge and is near the 
Beaufort Sea coast in 
the Colville River delta. 
We are located within 
four miles of the Alpine 
oil development project, 
one of the more recent 
projects launched on 
the North Slope. This 
oil field is often lauded 
as an illustration of a 
modern oil field with 
a smaller footprint. In 
fact, when the Alpine 
oil field was first 
proposed, the people 
of Nuiqsut were told 
that it would cover 14 acres. Currently, the 
footprint has grown to 400 acres of roads, 
pipelines and other infrastructure with 
development guidelines which promised it 
to be roadless.

The National Petroleum Reserve-Alaska is 
our backyard. Just last month, oil companies 
bid $30.9 million on 1.6 million acres in 
the NPR-A, another 3 million acres in the 
NPR-A are already leased. In addition, in 
the Beaufort Sea, where we hunt for the 
whales that provide for us through the 
long winters, millions of acres are already 
leased.

Air pollution is visible over the North Slope 
as a yellowish haze.

Currently, nitrogen oxide emissions from 

the oil fields are more than three times the 
total emitted in Washington, D.C. During 
winter there are many natural gas flares. As 
a result, I had spent many busy nights on 
call responding to community members’ 
complaints about respiratory difficulties.

When I started my career as a health aide 
there was only one asthmatic patient - when 
I quit in 2000 there were 75 people who 
had to use respiratory medications. There 

are also increased numbers of thyroid 
disorders. For this village of more than 500 
people, a 600 percent increase in respiratory 
patients should get some type of response. 
Yet our voices continue to be ignored until 
a physician in Fairbanks took a fellowship 
to look a ways to affect public policy looked 
at our comments and started to work on 
it.  We continued expressing concerns in 
our village and we are now working to do 
the first human health impact assessment 
in the EIS process for National Petroleum 
Reserve Alaska.

Air pollution isn’t the only problem. We have 
water quality changes, land use conflicts, oil 
spills, noise pollution, increased traffic and 
disturbance to fish and wildlife species. 
And the social fabric of the community is 

under stress increasing truancy, vandalism, 
domestic violence, alcohol and drug abuse 
and suicide.

The Inupiat people depend on caribou, 
whales and other animals to live and 
thrive. Seismic vibrators looking for oil and 
frequent helicopter flights have disturbed 
the caribou herds where I live. Big herds 
of caribou do not come through our town 
anymore, and most of our hunters have 

found it hard to even find caribou. What’s 
more, more caribou are seen with illnesses, 
our elders tell me.

Increased activities in the near shore 
environment and now more off shore leases 
are affecting our traditional and cultural 
whaling activities. Lack of enforcement 
of the Conflict Avoidance Agreement has 
lead to hunting and harvesting effects.  The 
noise from seismic activity divert the whale 
off traditional migratory routes increase 
our hunting distances, increase the cost, 
decreasing the harvest affecting community 
activities thorough out the year.  The lack 
of traditional foods in the ice cellar affects 
our family’s survival with foods in the store 
increasing in price daily less is available as 
an alternative as well as less nutritious for 

Big Oil’s Broken Promises
our bodies requirements.

Fish harvest affects and lack of enforcement 
of mitigating measures continues and 
multiple species are being affected. Fish 
caught in the net show deformities and 
yellow meat or are found with increased 
parasites or tumors in the muscle or 
reproductive glands. Some are skinny 
and taste bitter with some community 
members wondering about the species.  

Many people at the 
ongoing, never-ending 
meetings scheduled in 
the village have voiced 
these concerns, but 
development activ-
ities continue to be 
approved.

We watch the water and 
see the changes and 
are concerned about 
the effects it will have 
on the infrastructure 
build in the flood plain.  
When the pristine 
white wonderland that 
we live in becomes a 
black wasteland, it will 
be too late.

Many people in our 
village have grown 
up with their parents 
attending meetings 

about development, and now they are going 
to these same meetings. The land, sea and 
air provide for us through the long, dark 
winters. We need them to survive, as the 
jobs around us often go to outsiders. We 
need to work together to approve energy 
alternatives that won’t harm this land that 
is so precious to us - and to the caribou, 
moose, wolves, bears, wolverines and many 
birds and other animals.

**********

Rosemary Ahtuangaruak is a Board member 
for the Inupiat Community of the Arctic 
Slope, Regional Tribal Entity, former mayor 
of Nuiqsut, former community health aide, 
basketball coach and a mother of five with 
four grandchildren.

Oil is a commodity that sells on the world’s open market. There is no such thing as ‘American’ oil, in the way 
the average American views it. The U.S. controls only 3% of the world’s proven petroleum reserves. If we drill 
in the arctic and offshore, and double our production, the world oil commodity prices would only (IDEALLY) 

be reduced by 1.5%. Is it worth it to destroy millions of acres of wilderness for 80¢ per fill-up?
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I once thought if you were an American 
that you had the rights to your land and the 
happiness that it affords. After an on-going 
battle with the oil and gas industry for the 
better part of 25 years, I know that private 
property rights are trumped by anyone 
bigger, more powerful, or have the funds to 
run a landowner into the ground.

We Blancetts have lived on the land in San 
Juan County for parts of three centuries. 
Northwest New Mexico is a beautiful part of 

the state, with high mesas, and beautiful 
river valleys. This land has been home to 
Native Americans, Spanish settlers, and 
the Europeans that migrated west. We 
are a mixture of people who have worked 
together to build lives, families, farms and 
ranches, businesses, and communities 
along the rivers in San Juan County. 

Our ranch has been in the Blancett 
family before there was a Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM), Forest Service, or 
the State of New Mexico. We were early 
settlers who carved out our niche, built 
our lives, and raised our families. Every 
generation built on the last and left a 
legacy for those who followed. After 50 
years of oil and gas development in the 

San Juan Basin, our lands are destroyed, 
our waters polluted and the government 
is in denial. The damage to the surface of 
the ranch and the impacts to the water 
cannot be reclaimed within our lifetime. 
BLM has failed in their mission to protect 
competing resources and have ignored the 
enforcement of regulations to protect the 
land. Ranching, recreation, and hunting 
no longer have an equal play in the San 
Juan Basin. The oil and gas industry has 

succeeded in their mission to develop and 
provide the severance resources, making 
the San Juan Basin the largest producing 
natural gas area in North American. 

Where does that leave the rest of San Juan 
County? 

We have not experienced the drop in land 
values, we still have ample jobs for those 
who want to work, and our banks are 
stable. Our county today is in good shape, 
but in the future, the fragmentation of the 
land, pollution and contamination of the 
air and water must be addressed. In many 
places where the oil and gas fields have 
played out, the land and communities are 
wastelands. I hope this will not happen to 
San Juan County.

I am sitting today in Alamogordo and 
thinking about my early life in south-
western New Mexico. Otero County is much 
like San Juan County – it is a beautiful 
place to live. Unfortunately, it appears this 
area, like much of the west, will be leased 
and drilled. I do not have answers for those 
ranchers who live in Otero Mesa, but I do 
have a word of caution. You do not want the 
land, water, and other resources destroyed 

Rancher Relates Oil Well Woes
by drilling as it has been in San Juan 
County.

As we move forward across the Rocky 
Mountain West we must protect the lands, 
use much better technology in new fields, 
and save those special places from the 
impacts of the extractive industries. We 
have to form alliances and work together to 
achieve lasting impacts that are not negative 
for the lands, water, and people. We have to 
stand up and say no when companies are 
banking assets by trying to lease lands that 
have little or no known reserves. We have to 
recognize that we have SACRIFICE AREAS 
in the west and demand that government 
“step up to the plate” and start reclamation 
now while the fields are active and money 
is available. Lastly, it looks like our ride 
into the future may be a bit tough, which 
means we need to get some “gumption” as 
my mother would have said, and be ready 
to take our government in a new direction. 

I leave you with one final thought. If our 
government and politicians are so smart 
and know what is best for us, then why are 
we bailing out and fixing all the problems 
for those who had the answers?

—Tweeti Blancett

by Steve West

For years we have fought those who are 
drilling for every last drop of oil in the 
ground.  We (and undoubtedly they) know 
that this way of thinking is not the answer.  
We have pushed for the development of 
alternative energy in the many forms that 
it can be found; wind, solar, geothermal, 
biomass, and all the others.  Yet, we need to 
be careful in our approach.

It was brought home about 10 years ago in 
southern New Mexico when a wind power 

project began in the Delaware Mountains, 
just south of Guadalupe Mountain National 
Park.  Suddenly on winter bird surveys, 
fewer Golden Eagles were found.  The facts 
are that Golden Eagle populations were at a 
certain level and once wind towers went in, 
Golden Eagle numbers dropped immedi-
ately and have stayed low for over a decade.

When we push for alternative energy we 
need to recognize what some of those 
projects may do.  A large desert landscape, 
largely devoid of roads and with abundant 
wildlife needs to be protected from 
potential oil and gas development, habitat 
fragmentation, pits, pads, power line, etc.  
But we need to remember that a large array 
of solar collectors will also deeply impact 
wildlife, the landscape and will result in 
many of the same things such as habitat 
fragmentation, power lines, roads, etc.  

Otero Mesa provides a good example for 
this discussion.  As an expansive grassland 
with abundant wildlife, one could argue 
that the area is suitable for solar collectors 
and the mountain ridges would be good 
sites for wind towers.  Yet, in saving Otero 
Mesa from the ravages of the oil and gas 
industry, do we want to hand it over to 

alternative energy activities?  Surely not.

NMWA has proposed over 100 areas in 
the state of New Mexico as deserving 
wilderness designation.  We obviously need 
to be for something but it doesn’t have to be 
development of alternative forms of energy 
which will reduce the amount of potential 
wilderness in our state.  There is room 
for solar, wind, and other forms of energy 
in the state but not in wilderness areas 
and not in areas proposed for wilderness.  
These magnificent landscapes must be left 
as they are so that the next generation can 
enjoy them as we have.

While we won’t be able to survive as a 
nation without alternative energy, we have 
to recognize there are other ways to help us 
get there without changing the landscape 
as drastically as we might.  While we will 
hopefully start putting resources into 
developing alternative energy sources, 
we need to be putting these resources 
also into energy conservation and energy 
efficiency.  Jimmy Carter’s “malaise speech” 
was the first time that a president of the 
United States talked seriously about energy 
efficiency and conservation.  He was 
ridiculed for it but he was right.  We do need 

to change how we use energy but we also 
need to be smarter about consumption. We 
need to spend resources on making energy 
conservation and energy efficiency major 
pillars of this effort.  Spending resources on 
energy conservation and energy efficiency 
is the most efficient way to stabilize our 
energy needs.

Yes, we may need to make adjustments in 
our lives in being more aware that lights 
need to be turned off, and that homes need 
to be equipped with more energy efficient 
windows. With tax breaks for individuals 
instead of huge oil corporations we can put 
solar panels on millions of private homes 
and public buildings across the nation.  
What better way is there to make this an 
issue that by making us all a part of the 
solution.

As a nation and as a culture we have 
neglected opportunities to work toward a 
solution to our energy crisis.  We know by 
now that we can’t drill our way to energy 
independence, but we can shift subsidies 
from the oil industry to alternate energy 
and focus primarily on efficiency and 
conservation.

Efficiency Beats Drilling Any Day
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The talking head comes 
on the news
Says a little bit of drilling won’t hurt them 
caribous.

You know, to me that only proves

We’ve got more dipsticks than we can 
use.  (from  Dipstick Blues by Chuck 
Houston)

by Chuck Houston

In this season of political theatre, 
Americans have had to navigate a 
swampland of talking heads, sound bites 
and catchphrases. AS I wade through 
muck one phrase has stuck with me like 
San Juan River gumbo still clinging to 
river gear in the barn.

Country First is a phrase most 
Americans will endorse. My concept 
of  “country” includes the landscape 
that sustains us both physically and 
spiritually.  Little is more precious 
than our wildlands and wildlife --- 
a gift to us all that has shaped our 
national character.  Dutch Salmon, 
New Mexico sportsman and author 
wrote, “When a conservationist 
says ‘I love my country’ he [she] is 
thinking beyond the Declaration of 
Independence, Lincoln’s speeches 
and a nation’s response to a national 
tragedy. All that counts, but the 
conservationist takes the word 
‘country’ literally; he’s [she] also 
thinking of the country itself --- the 
land, the water, the wilderness, the 
wildlife.”  He continues, “Our natural 
world, our ‘country’ set the param-
eters, the foundation, for the political 
and cultural artifacts that became the 
American nation.  Thus articulated 
love of ‘country’ and its protection 
may be seen as patriotic act.”  Well 
said, Mr. Salmon.

As a proud American, nothing is 
more disgusting to me than a pundit 
misrepresenting the facts concerning 
a threat to our wildlands. One of the 
most chilling examples is the public 
deception in the battle for oil devel-
opment in the Arctic National Wildlife 
Refuge.  Locally and nationally we see 
intelligent people pontificating about 
the Refuge with arrogance and authority, 
having no concept of what would be 
lost.  Politicians, radio personalities and 

Dipstick Blues
columnists perpetuate myths of energy 
independence, parroting claims of new 
technology and minimal impact on the 
land, water and wildlife. Due to shoddy 
research or outright deceit, these pundits 
are risking their credibility to make their 
case.

On December 6, 2007 Senator Ted 
Stevens (R-AK) requested that the 
Energy Information Administration 
(EIA) assess federal oil and gas leases on 
the Coastal Plain of the Arctic National 
Wildlife Refuge. The report states, 
“EIA does not take positions on policy 
questions. It is the responsibility of EIA 
to provide timely, high-quality infor-
mation and to prepare objective, credible 
analyses for use by the Congress, the 
Administration, and the public.”  Their 
conclusions substantiate claims conser-
vationists have been making for years.  

The summary of the report estimates 
the mean oil production from the coastal 
plain (if oil production were to begin in 
2018) would peak at 780,000 barrels per 
day in 2027 and then decline.  The mean 
oil price reduction would be 75 cents per 
barrel in 2025.  The report also concludes 
that, “Additional oil production resulting 
from the opening of ANWR would be 
only a small portion of total world oil 
production, and would likely be offset 

in part by somewhat lower production 
outside the United States.”  This trans-
lates to pennies per gallon in 17 years 
and no relief for struggling American 
families.  We cannot drill our way to 
energy independence.

Nearing the end of a three-week float 
down the Canning River, forming the 
western border of the Arctic Refuge, 
we are camped at the takeout beside an 
airstrip consisting of nothing more than 
a level bench above the river, a ragged 
length of flagging on a spindly willow 
branch and a cairn of stone and caribou 
antlers.  We are deep within the ‘1002’ 
area --- lands that would be sacrificed 
should oil development occur. 

After weeks of paddling north through 
the spectacular Brooks Range, the rolling 
tundra of the plain is comforting. The 

Canning River, a collection of braided 
riffles where we began our journey on 
the Marsh Fork, gained strength with 
every mile and, after days of rain, has 
swelled to an estimated 20,000 cfs.  
Walking downstream, I watch the river 
split and braid, working its way down 
myriad channels. It looks as reluctant as 
I feel to leave the safety of the Refuge and 
face whatever the future holds.

I spy grizzly tracks in the gravel and 
cautiously scan the horizon with my 
binoculars. We have learned that the 
bears have been congregating on the 
coast. The lemming population cycle 
is at its peak and the grizzlies, ever the 
opportunists, are taking advantage of 
the bounty.  I find a knoll and sit down 
to eat lunch while watching the faint 
silhouette of the Franklin Mountains 
to the south and the creamy white and 
translucent blue haze of the Beaufort Sea 
to the north.  I scan again for bears while 
I consider oil development and the Icon 
of the north, the Polar Bear.

Nearly a third of the Beaufort Sea’s Polar 
Bear denning sites are located on this 
strip of land and are the most consis-
tently used site in Alaska.  The slope 
formed by the narrow coastline hugging 
the nearby Brooks Range is conducive 

to producing snowdrifts the bears favor.  
Oil development would shatter their 
world.  The first phase would be explo-
ration.  3-D seismic crew and the rigs fan 
out, scarring the tundra in a grid pattern 
(The promise of “less invasive” ice roads 
has been dispelled by the USGS).  The 
sonic barrage terrifies the mother bear 
causing them to abandon their dens and 
leaving their cubs to starve.  Mother and 
cubs who do survive emerge from their 
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dens to a changing climate, a challenge 
their species may not overcome.

I shoulder my pack and continue north, 
attacked by an Arctic Tern intent on 
driving me from its territory.  180 species 
of birds, numbering in the millions, live 
or migrate to the Arctic Refuge every year.  
The Coastal Plain is key to the survival 
of 135 species. Many come to breed 
and raise their young, while others 
require quiet lagoons where they 
complete their molt, undisturbed.  
Some use the Refuge as a staging area 
prior to their southerly migrations.  
Activity continues 24 hours a day 
in the brief Arctic summer.  I recall 
a Buff-breasted Sandpiper feigning 
injury to lead us away from her nest 
and a yellow-billed Loon cruising 
across a mosquito-infested pond.  
Though miserable, we lingered, 
thrilled to witness such a rare sight. 
We discovered the delicate nest of 
a Redpoll low in the willows, so 
precious and precarious we limited 
ourselves to brief visits.  Birds too 
numerous to mention, they flesh 
out a sense of abundance in an area 
noted for its wildlife.  Should oil 
development occur, some would 
thrive but many would suffer. 

Machinery and human traffic would 
directly displace some species while 
oil and chemicals pollute their water 
– and there is a lot of water.  Habitual 
degradation would lead to declining 
numbers, as has been the case in 
other arctic industrial areas.  Birds 
migrate from the Arctic Refuge to all 
fifty states and six continents.  Migratory 
birds are key species in many ecosystems. 
Changes in the Arctic Refuge may have 
consequences far beyond its borders.

On a shelf above the river I find an 
ancient spongy-looking Musk ox skull. 
As I kneel to inspect it, movement in the 
corner of my eye becomes a tremendous 
Caribou bull, surprised but not alarmed 
by my presence. He circles twice and lies 
down on the most uncomfortable jumble 
of river stone imaginable. It hurts just to 
watch!  I’m glad to see he is so healthy 
as a cold wet spring took its toll in the 
calving grounds this year.

The 123,000 strong Porcupine Caribou 
Herd makes the longest migration of any 
terrestrial animal on earth. The native 
Gwich’in rely heavily on the Porcupine 
Caribou for sustenance and their cultural 
identity. From their wintering grounds 
in the Yukon Territory they travel 1500 
miles to their calving grounds in the 
refuge. The abundant forage of the 
Coastal Plain provides the nourishment 
mothers need to produce the rich milk 
the calves require to quickly grow strong.  
The area has additional benefits.  The 
narrow strip of coastal plain provides a 

buffer from predators. Wolves, not able 
to dig through permafrost, must den in 
the foothills. The distance to the plain is 
too great to travel in search of vulnerable 
caribou calves. Rich grasses, some 
security from predators, and a cool ocean 
breeze providing relief from insects adds 
up to an ideal area to bear and raise 
calves. If displaced, the Porcupine Herd 
has no alternatives.

Drilling proponents point to the increase 
in numbers of the Central Arctic Herd as 
proof that caribou and energy extraction 
can coexist. What they fail to mention is 
that due to favorable conditions caribou 
populations across the arctic were 
increasing at the time of the census. They 
do not consider that the Porcupine Herd 
is many times larger than the Central 
Arctic Herd, but uses a calving area 
one-fifth the size.  The Central Arctic 
Herd has found suitable calving areas 
away from the oilfields – an option not 
available to the Porcupine herd.  Caribou 
biologists have concluded, “state-of-
the-art technology has not prevented 
displacement of calving from even the 
newer oilfields of the North Slope . . . 
“ The loss of the Porcupine Caribou 
Herd would have a huge negative impact 
on the native Gwich’in and would be a 
disgrace to all of us.

  It occurs to me that this area would 
possibly be off limits to you and I should 
drilling be allowed. Presently you can 
walk or paddle from Arctic Village to 
Kaktovic and from there to the Canadian 
border with virtually no restrictions.  
Try to get a glimpse of Prudhoe Bay 
on your own and you will be met with 

armed guards; persist and you might 
spend your hard-earned vacation in a jail 
cell.  Some would like you to believe that 
development would occur in only a small 
corner of the Coastal Plain and we would 
be free to roam the rest at will. Nothing 
could be farther from the truth. 

Perhaps the biggest fraud in an issue 
surrounded by misconceptions is the 

“2000-acre limit.”  Long after it has been 
exposed as a fallacy, politicians and the 
media often use this phrase in an effort to 
downplay the extensive footprint drilling 
would leave. To propose that a contiguous 
area the size of the Albuquerque Sunport 
can produce enough oil to influence a 
global market is ludicrous and a lie.  In 
the summer of 2001 the House passed an 
energy bill containing a 2000-acre limit 
on oil development on the Coastal Plain. 
Sounds great, but further inspection 
reveals the limit only applies to “surface 
acreage covered by production and 
support facilities.” Excluded from the 
limitations are seismic and other kinds of 
exploration, gravel pits, roads, airstrips 
and other infrastructure needed to 
deliver oil to the already decrepit Alaska 
Pipeline.

Surface acreage does not include elevated 
pipelines, only the area where supports 
contact the ground.  Under such provi-
sions “Big Oil” could create a spiderweb 
of 296,000 miles of pipeline and not 
exceed the limit.  Extensive infrastructure 
will be needed as USGS studies show the 
oil deposits spread across the 1.5 million 
acres of the Coastal Plain in 35 smaller 
deposits. More rigs, more roads, gravel 

pits and pipelines --- not much room left 
for bears, caribou, plovers or humans.

  I decide to find Christianne and return 
to camp. Lingering, I breathe deeply 
trying to draw the essence of this place 
into every pore. It’s a difficult task, as I 
harbor a gnawing core of fear and anger.  
The pace picks up as I move south --- to 
our camp, to Arctic Village and eventually 

home to New Mexico. 

Much of our opportunity for living 
such fulfilling lives is due to oil. I am 
not opposed to drilling in appropriate 
places. In the last eight years increased 
oil and gas drilling on public lands has 
decimated key wildlife habitat and has 
done little to ease our dependence on 
foreign oil.  We have been given a gift 
and have squandered it.

Our failure to conserve, to embrace 
new technology and to demand more 
of industry, leaders and ourselves is a 
shameful legacy to leave our children.

Our journeys to the Arctic National 
Wildlife Refuge exceeded all expec-
tations. A rainy afternoon watching 
Muskox, their coats billowing in the 
wind; the tiny Redpoll in the willows; 
the pulse of an Arctic char on my line; 
conversing with a wolf across the river 
--- all experiences I once thought beyond 
my reach.  Certainly if we sacrifice the 
Arctic National Wildlife Refuge, these 
experiences will be beyond the reach of 
American children. 

Country First!

Let’s save some of it!
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By Nathan Newcomer

The Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) is 
a shallow segment of seafloor beyond 
our beaches that slopes gently for many 
miles before dropping steeply into the 
deep ocean. In these coastal areas, which 
include the coral reefs of the Florida Keys 
and the entire coastlines of the Pacific 
and Atlantic oceans, thousands of species 
such as whales, dolphins, sea turtles, a 
plethora of migratory birds and countless 
fish and marine plants thrive. The health 
of the OCS is vital for sustaining fishing 
and tourism, critical to the economies of 
many coastal states and communities. 

In response to damaging drilling practices 
and oil spills, the United States Congress, 
under the Regan Administration, estab-
lished a moratorium in 1981 that limited 
offshore drilling to existing operations in 
the western Gulf of Mexico, off California, 
and off Alaska. Following the catastrophic 
Exxon Valdez oil spill in Prince William 
Sound, Alaska in 1990, President George 
H.W. Bush signaled a commitment to 
continue the moratorium by calling for 
no new leasing until the year 2000. By 
1998, President Clinton had extended the 
moratorium until 2012. That is until this 
past September.

After 27 years of stalwart bipartisan 
support to keep America’s coastal waters, 
animals and communities protected from 
offshore drilling, the House of Represen-
tatives and Senate caved into the oil and 
gas industry and lifted the moratorium 
on drilling in the Outer Continental Shelf. 
President George W. Bush had already 
lifted the Presidential moratorium that 
his father had put in place. 

The oil and gas industry and their allies 
in congress have done a clever job of 
convincing the public that offshore 
drilling will wean our country from 
foreign sources of oil and that devel-
opment can be done in an environmen-
tally sound manner. Under pressure from 
rising fuel costs, the public bought into 
the industry’s idea that offshore drilling 

Burning
 Cathedrals For
        Firewood

was simple and harmless. President 
George W. Bush echoed the industry’s 
talking points in July of this year by 
stating that we have the technology to 
keep offshore drilling “out of sight…
protect coral reefs and habitats and 
protect against oil spills.”

What the President and the industry 
didn’t convey to the American public is 
that offshore drilling is much more than a 
few high-tech floating platforms and drill 
bits. There are literally tens of thousands 
of miles of underwater pipeline that 
feed into massive refineries and storage 
facilities onshore. This complex network 
of transmission lines and production 
facilities is vulnerable to breaks and leaks, 
especially when you have a hurricane 
barreling down on the Gulf of Mexico or 
Atlantic coast.

Just two months after the President 
declared offshore drilling safe and sound, 
Hurricane Ike, a moderate Category 2 
storm, ravaged the oil and gas infra-
structure along the Gulf Coast. The 
Associated Press reported “at least 448 
releases of oil, gasoline and dozens of 
other substances into the air and water 
and onto the ground in Louisiana and 
Texas, as a result of storm damage and 
flooding of coastal facilities by Hurricane 
Ike.”

The worst spill identified so far by the 
Coast Guard was nearly 266,000 gallons 
of oil discharged from a battery of 
storage tanks on 
Goat Island, Texas. 
And where did 
most of the oil and 
other substances 
end up? Out in the 
Gulf of Mexico 
where thousands of 
marine species live 
and subsequently, 
where commercial 
fishing occurs. 

This was to be 
expected and the 

oil and gas industry knew it. They had 
learned from 2005 to craft their message 
as delicately as possible after Hurricane 
Katrina ripped through the Gulf of 
Mexico as a Category 5 storm, and was 
followed a few weeks later by Hurricane 
Rita. At the time, nobody was talking 
about what had happened to the 4,000 
offshore oil platforms – and 34,000 miles 
of pipeline on the seafloor. Attention was 
rightly focused on the unfolding human 
tragedy, as well as the 7-9 million gallons 
of oil spilled from damaged pipelines, 
refineries and storage tanks onshore Read 
the report: (http://www.uscg.mil/npfc/
docs/PDFs/osltf_report_hurricanes.pdf)

But for months after the storms, officials 
from government and industry repeatedly 
claimed that there were no “significant” 
spills in the Gulf. That line is still heard 
even today. Yet in May 2006, the U.S. 
Minerals Management Service published 
their offshore damage assessment, which 
stated:

113 platforms totally destroyed, and 
– more importantly – 457 pipelines 
damaged, 101 of those major lines of 
10” or larger diameter. All told, at least 
741,000 gallons were spilled from 124 
reported sources (the Coast Guard calls 
anything over 100,000 gallons a “major” 
spill). 

Wells and platforms were shut down 
before the storm, so leakage from those 
facilities was minimal. Pipelines were shut 
down too. But what the officials failed to 
mention is they don’t require industry to 
“purge” pipelines before a severe storm - 
so they were probably still loaded with oil, 
gas or liquid gas condensate. Any section 
of pipeline that was breached leaked that 
entire product into the Gulf within hours 
of the storm. Oil slicks could be seen 
from satellite imagery covering hundreds 
of square miles and emanating from 
multiple origins.

With both the Congressional and the 
Presidential moratoria 
on offshore drilling now 
lifted, a sense of false 
optimism is washing over 
the American public. Some 
find solace in the notion 

that increased drilling on the Outer 
Continental Shelf will lower gas prices 
or help curb our foreign imports. Yet, the 
facts clearly state that any drilling would 
take a decade for oil companies to obtain 
permits, procure equipment and do the 
exploration necessary to get the oil out 
of the ground. Even then, many analysts 
predict that the amount of new oil 
production would probably be too small 
to significantly affect world oil prices, and 
since oil is a global commodity, prices are 
set by global supply and demand, not by 
how much drilling the United States is 
doing.

Lifting the ban on offshore drilling is a 
short term strategy without any short 
term relief. It is a style of thinking that 
plays into the crisis mentality of our 
country that can lead us down a path 
of negligence and irrationality. The real 
crisis is that oil and gas resources are 
fossil fuels with a shelf life that is quickly 
dwindling. Increased drilling offshore 
and onshore puts our precious oceans, 
sensitive wilderness areas, wildlife habitat 
and drinking water supplies at great risk. 
The net benefit of drilling anywhere 
and everywhere is that 20 or even 30 
years from now, we will still be in the 
same situation we are today, except we 
will have lost an opportunity to truly 
push our country in the right direction 
of conservation, energy efficiency, and 
clean, renewable fuels.

Surely, in the words of the late David 
Brower, “we are not yet so desperate 
that we must burn our cathedrals for 
firewood.” Let us also not be so disillu-
sioned as to drill the heart out of America 
when now is the time for all of us to find 
it in our own hearts to do the right thing 
for our country and environment.

It’s Time To Take Offshore 
Drilling Off The Table



Page 15New Mexico WILD!

Mail your
Tax Deductible
Donations to:

New Mexico
Wilderness Alliance
PO Box 25464
Albuquerque, NM 
87125-0464

Questions?
505/843-8696

YES! I want to be a member of the New Mexico Wilderness Alliance!!! My contribution will go 
towards the continued protection and wilderness designation of New Mexico’s natural heritage.

Join New Mexico Wilderness Alliance Today! You’ll not only help 
preserve New Mexico’s Wild Places for your own enjoyment… but 

you’ll help ensure that future generations may enjoy them too.

$25 – Individual $100 – Contributing Other $__________

$30 – Family $500 – Lifetime  THIS IS A GIFT MEMBERSHIP FROM ____________________ 

$50 – Supporting $10 – Student/Senior 

Name __________________________________________ Phone____________________________

Street _______________________________________ E-mail_______________________________

City, State, Zip ______________________________________________________________________

by Governor Bill Richardson

Since my days in Congress, I have believed 
that economic growth and environmental 
protection are not mutually exclusive—
that policymakers can produce a win-win 
situation by striking a reasonable balance 
between them. New Mexico depends on 
oil and gas drilling to produce jobs and 
revenue for the state, and we need to 
ensure that this important part of the state 
economy continues to flourish. As I had in 
Congress, when I entered the state house, 
I told oil and gas people that my door 
always would be open. But I also said that 
drilling wasn’t an unfettered right, even in 
a business-friendly administration, and 
that there were lines I would not cross.

One of them was on Otero Mesa.

Otero Mesa, in the Chihuahuan Desert 
of south-central New Mexico, features 
one of the most sweeping areas of native 
grasslands in North America. Spanning 
1.2 million acres, it is environmentally 
important for several reasons, not least 
because it carpets a vast groundwater 
system that should not be exposed to 
the risks of contamination. It is part of a 
Global 200 ecoregion designated by the 
World Wildlife Fund in recognition of 
its biological diversity. It is also a major 
hunting ground important to the state’s 
hunters. It is home to countless species 
of migratory songbirds, a rare native 
pronghorn population, prairie dogs, and 
family-run ranches that in some cases have 
been in the same family for more than five 
generations.

From atop Alamo Mountain one 
can see for scores of miles in any 
direction. The view is an unbroken sea 
of grass.  At the base of the mountain 
more than ten thousand petroglyphs 
are carved in stone. Such testimony 
speaks volumes to humankind’s 
history in this harsh and beautiful 
environment.

For nearly a decade, local oil and 
gas interests have wanted to open up 
Otero Mesa to extensive and intrusive 
oil and gas exploration. In January 
2005, thanks to an intensive lobbying 
effort, the federal Bureau of Land 
Management approved a plan to drill 
up to 141 exploratory wells, many 
of which would fall within the half-
million acre Otero Mesa grasslands. 
Unchallenged, the likely outcome of 
this plan will result in test wells dotted 
throughout Otero Mesa, despoiling 
this pristine and magnificent part of New 
Mexico.

But a great coalition of hunters, ranchers, 
religious leaders, businesses and conser-
vation organizations have made clear 
their desire to see this area protected. This 
determination to protect Otero Mesa is not 
just local, but a national and even interna-
tional effort.

In 2004 I submitted my own plan for 
Otero Mesa, which would create a 
National Conservation Area, zoning off 
three hundred thousand acres from 
energy exploration and development and 

imposing restrictions on the remainder of 
the land. This plan represents a sensible 
approach that balances the national need 
for energy with our commitment to our 
children and grandchildren to protect our 
water resources and leave some lands wild 
and untouched. Yet the Bureau of Land 
Management said no, and the battle was 
joined.

As of this writing, the fate of Otero Mesa 
rests with the courts. However, in the larger 
sense, preserving places like Otero Mesa 
will require the engagement of citizens who 
recognize the value of clean water, open 
spaces, and the beauty of nature to our own 
sustenance and that of our descendants.

It is in service to those who must speak for 
and defend places like Otero Mesa that this 
book came to be. It tells the story of Otero 
Mesa—its history, its people, its flora, its 
fauna, its essential wildness—in both 
words and images. These often underrep-
resented elements need to join watershed 
viability and energy exploration as part 
of the complex and difficult dialog that 
will determine the fate of Otero Mesa and 
places like it. This dialog will ultimately 
lead to priority choices that will affect the 
environment, the viability of places such as 
Otero Mesa, and the economy and society 
that we will leave to future generations. 
May this book serve to guide wise choices.

A Message from Governor Bill Richardson

Raising fuel economy standards to 40 mpg would save car owners $3,000 to $5,000 at the gas pump
over the life of their cars, more than offsetting increased vehicle costs.
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Full-color images by renowned photographers 
Stephen Strom and Stephen Capra unite with text 

by prizewinning nature and geography writer Gregory 
McNamee to document the subtle landscape of 1.2 million 
acres of remote Chihuahuan Desert grassland in southern 
New Mexico. Home to many species of wildlife and native 
plants, Otero Mesa is a place of extraordinary beauty and 
ecological significance faced with the increasing threat 
of oil and gas development that has plagued the Rocky 
Mountain West.
 “It is a strange and empty place, a place whose 
contours suggest that those who do not know it are best 
to leave it alone, as those who do know it will do in all 
events. And, as with all strange and empty places in this 
increasingly crowded, increasingly monocultural world, 
Otero Mesa is an important island in our geography of 
hope, a place that warrants concern and protection. 
Rightly, for it is very much under threat.”—Gregory 
McNamee in Otero Mesa

Gregory McNamee is a widely published author, editor, 
and photographer who lives in Tucson, Arizona. His many 
books include Moveable Feasts: The History, Science, and Lore 
of Food. Stephen Strom has spent nearly forty years as a 
research astronomer, most recently serving on the staff of 
the National Optical Astronomy Observatory in Tucson. 

His photographs have been widely exhibited, and he has 
collaborated on several books, including Tseyi (Deep in 
the Rock): Reflections on Canyon de Chelly, coauthored with 
Navajo poet Laura Tohe. Following a career in private 
industry and journalism, Stephen Capra has worked for 
wilderness conservation since 1988. He has been executive 
director of the New Mexico Wilderness Alliance since 2004.
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