The Ecology Center


801 Sherwood, Suite B


Missoula, MT 59802


(406) 728-5733





								April 7, 1999





DFWP Director


PO Box 200701


Helena, MT 59620





Dear Director,





	I am writing regarding the proposal to allow oil and gas leasing in the Sun River Game Range Wilderness Management Area.  This area is known to be one of Montana’s most valuable wildlife management areas.  The area was created over 50 years ago, and has represented a long conservation history to protect wildland values on the Rocky Mountain Front.  One of the most important values of this area, is it’s value as a wintering range for large mammals.  In order to allow this wintering area to be the most productive, the area is closed to the public 6 months of the year.     





For this and other reasons, it was fairly surprising to us to receive the DNRC proposal to lease portions of the Sun River WMA to oil and gas speculators.  The lease would include eight sections totaling 1490 acres of the Sun River Game Range (the DNRC pre-sale application report for the June 2, 1999 lease sale lists portions of Sections 9, 10, 14, 22, 23, 26, 35, 36 of T21N, R8W).





We realize that the DNRC and the Land Board has placed some rather strict stipulations on oil and gas leasing of state lands in general along the Rocky Mountain Front.  Even so, we do not feel that these will adequately protect this valuable wildlife area.  We also believe that this is setting a dangerous precedent.  By proposing leases within one of the state’s most prestigious and long-established natural areas, the DNRC is encouraging resource extraction in other protected areas.  





In addition, the Sun River WMA area has increased wildlife and wildland values (and risks) associated with it which add another whole dimension which deserves additional attention and protection from the state's public servants.  We were under the impression that state lands in the WMAs along the Front were off-limits to oil & gas leasing, though I guess we were wrong.   This is an issue that should be resolved immediately, by giving the Front’s game ranges lasting protection.  We believe that there should be no possibility of industrial development activity within designated game areas.  





The Ecology Center feels that it makes no sense for DNRC to sell private property rights in the form of leases to speculators if there is no chance of those leases being developed.  It also makes no sense for oil industry speculators to bid on leases unless there is some chance of developing their leases.





As you are well aware, the present climate of public sentiment is pushing overwhelmingly to protect the Rocky Mountain Front from any and all industrial development.  It would not be fair, both to lease speculators and Montana citizens, of the DNRC to lease the Sun River WMA, when the State knows full well that any proposal by industry to develop the area is certain to unleash a storm of public opposition and endless litigation.   





Remember the federal leases in the Badger-Two Medicine area, which have dragged on for years without resolution.  If the Forest Service had heeded public warnings not to lease in the early 1980s, that agency would not be faced with the current dilemma there. 





The Ecology Center wants to emphasize that Montana’s premier WMAs are worthy of a higher purpose than oil & gas speculation.  Like the national forest lands, the WMAs and certain other state lands along the fabulous Rocky Mountain Front have inherent values far above and beyond industry's speculative gambling of a couple of dollars per acre for a minute chance to convert the state's


most prime wildlife habitat into an oil patch.





Another point that must be raised is that the State of Montana has withdrawn the Sun River Game Range before.  In 1956, the State Land Board withdrew school lots on the Sun River Game Range from a pending oil & gas lease sale, at the request of sportsmen and the Dept of Fish & Game.  It's time for the Land Board, DNRC, and DFWP to do the same thing again now.





	The Ecology Center is adamantly opposed to oil and gas leasing in an area that is as ecologically valuable as the Sun River WMA.  Please reconsider this proposal, and protect this area once and for all. 





Sincerely, 








Deborah Kmon





CC:


State Land Board				DNRC Director		


c/o Secretary of State				PO Box 301601


PO Box 202801				Helena, MT 59620


Helena, MT 59620					


