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September 27, 2006
John A. Chachas

Chairman

White Pine County Commissioners

801 Clark Street, Suite 4

Ely, NV  89301

Re:
White Pine County Public Land Bill
Dear Chairman Chachas:

The Northwest Mining Association (NWMA) is a 112 year old non-profit mining industry trade association based in Spokane, Washington. NWMA has more than 1,300 members residing in 31 states and 6 Canadian provinces. Our members are actively involved in exploration and mining operations on public lands throughout the United States, especially the western states. NWMA’s broad and diverse membership includes every facet of the mining industry including geology, exploration, mining, engineering, environmental services, equipment manufacturing, technical services and sales of equipment and supplies. NWMA’s membership represents a true cross-section of the mining community. 

More than half of our membership either live in and/or work in Nevada. Our membership is very familiar with the mineral potential in White Pine County and is very concerned that the White Pine County Lands Bill will greatly compromise and harm the economic future of White Pine County, Nevada for perceived short-term benefits of little to no lasting value. 

Our Public Lands Committee has reviewed S. 3772 and we believe it is adverse to the interests of White Pine County as well as the interests of our members. We would like to share our comments with you and the other commissioners.
Title I: Land Disposal –
Section 101 of the draft bill provides that the Secretary “shall, at such time as the parcels of Federal land become available for disposal, conduct sales of parcels of Federal land described in subsection (b) to qualified bidders.” It does not describe how the parcels  become available for disposal, and I expect an argument could be made that the “not more than 45,000 acres of Bureau of Land Management land in the County” might never be sold, given that segments of the environmental community are on-record as opposing this “large” disposal of public property. Identification of lands for disposal will be identified by the Ely Resource Management Plan, or a subsequent management plan. Under this provision of the legislation the 45,000 acres would be withdrawn from mineral entry.  

Section 102 of the bill sets forth the procedure for distribution of the proceeds from the sale:

1. Five percent will be paid to the State of Nevada for general education purposes;

2. Ten percent will be paid to White Pine County for fire protection, law enforcement, public safety, housing, social services, transportation, and natural resource planning; and

3. The remaining  85 percent will be retained in a special account (managed by the Secretary) to cover Federal government costs for preparing the land sale, cultural resource inventories and 

management, processing wilderness designations, assessment of non-motorized recreational opportunities, conservation plans for “at-risk species”, and costs associated with the implementation of the Silver State Off-Highway Vehicle Trail. 

Two aspects of Title I concern us and we believe should concern White Pine County:
1. White Pine County receives very little financial reward for the sacrifice that the County makes (in terms of multiple use and future economic development); and

2. There is a significant up-front cost to the citizens of the US for the creation of the new wilderness areas. In effect the US is subsidizing the interests of the Nevada Wilderness Project and Friends of Nevada Wilderness through the sale of non-wilderness lands in White Pine County.

Title II: Wilderness Areas –
The short title for this section of the bill is “Pam White Wilderness Act of 2006” and it provides for fifteen new, or enlarged, wilderness areas, covering about 545,000 acres. 

Five of the proposed wilderness areas, totaling about 231,669 acres are lands administered by the US Forest Service. None of these areas have undergone mineral resource (including geothermal, oil and gas, or “hard minerals”) assessment as required by the 1964 Wilderness Act. One other area, the Mount Moriah additions, has been assessed by the USGS/US Bureau of Mines, which found the area to have “moderate mineral potential”. These proposed withdrawals of the Public’s lands administered by the Forest Service have not been reviewed in any formal manner with the public, and there has been no modern opportunity to comment upon the management of these lands.

The proposed wilderness areas and additions include:

· Currant Mountain Additions (including the White Pine Range and Red Mountain): The US Forest Service in the 1985 Forest Plan states: “The potential for the occurrence of economic mineralization is high in the southwest and southern parts of the area. The rest of the area has moderate mineral potential.” The proposed additions (under S. 3772) are situated on the west, northwest, and southeast sides of the existing wilderness area, and cover areas of high and moderate mineral potential (industry and Forest Service assessments only);

· Schellback Wilderness: This area, located immediately south and southeast of Illipah has not been studied by the USGS, as required by the 1964 Act;

· Schell Creek Range Wilderness: This proposed withdrawal covers a vast area, in fact nearly all of the Schell Creek mountain range. It has not been assessed by the USGS, as required by law. Earlier work by the US Bureau of Mines stated “The likelihood of the occurrence of mineral deposits and extensions of known deposits is great throughout the entire proposed wilderness” [referring to the earlier Roadless designation]. The 1985 US Forest Service Plan and DEIS for the (then) Humboldt National Forest recommended that the area not be included in the Wilderness system;

It is our understanding that the Humboldt-Toiyabe National Forest is not including these five areas in its ongoing review and revision of the Forest Plan, because of this draft bill. It would seem important that the Forest Service undertake the “suitability assessment” of these areas as part of the overall Forest Plan revisions. 

The BLM-administered lands proposed as wilderness areas cover the remainder of the 545,000 acres covered by this part of the bill. The former Public Lands Committee of the Nevada Mining Association assessed each BLM wilderness study area in Nevada and developed a comprehensive evaluation of the mineral potential of each area, and tabulated the reviews of other groups, including the BLM, the State of Nevada Governor’s Consistency Review Panel (a special State Clearinghouse procedures and review committee). 

Additional proposed wilderness areas include:

· Mount Grafton: The area is considered to have low to moderate mineral potential, especially along the western and southern boundaries (a portion which would be “released” if the bill is enacted). The Governor’s Consistency review recommended that the area be dropped from further wilderness consideration;
· South Egan: This area is considered to have moderate to high mineral potential, especially on the west side of the area (a very small portion of which would be “released” if the bill is enacted.). The area has potential for gold (discovered near Lund), uranium, and base metals. The BLM has twice (1987 DEIS and 2001) recommended that the area be dropped from further consideration for wilderness designation, and the Governor’s Consistency Review Panel has also recommended that the area not be designated as a wilderness area. There also has been some local public opposition to the area being proposed as wilderness;
· Egan Ridgeline: This area is at the northern end of the South Egan area, and has been evaluated as part of the South Egan study area;
· Highland Ridge: This is not currently a BLM WSA or an Instant Study Area, and has not been evaluated in any manner. The area adjoins the southern boundary of Great Basin National Park;
· Government Peak:  Again, this area is not a BLM WSA, and has not been evaluated in any manner;
· Bald Mountain: the area is not a BLM WSA. It was evaluated by the US Forest Service and found to be lacking in wilderness attributes. It is situated south of Illipah, in the vicinity of the Schellback, White Pine Range, and Red Mountain proposed wilderness areas, all of which are adjacent to the Currant Mountain Wilderness area. No mineral assessments have been completed in this area;
· Becky Peak: This area is situated at the north end of the Schell Creek Range, and is not currently a BLM Wilderness Study Area. The mineral potential of the area has not been studied, and the various State of Nevada agencies who participated in the Governor’s Consistency Review Panel did not assess the area;
· Goshute Canyon: The Goshute Canyon area covers much of the Cherry Creek Range of northern White Pine County. Much of the area is considered to have moderate mineral potential, with the southern end, which is not included in the proposed wilderness defined by this bill. It is worth noting that the White Pine Regional Planning Commission, the City of Ely, and the White Pine County Commission have all opposed this area as wilderness, as such designation may adversely affect the construction of the planned White Pine Power Project;
· Bristlecone:  This area is situated a short distance (~ nine miles) and due west of the town of McGill and is not a current BLM WSA.
It is apparent that the bill’s drafters gave little, if any consideration to the recommendations of the US Forest Service, the US BLM, or the various agencies of the State of Nevada (the Governor’s Consistency Review Panel). One of the proposed areas, Goshute Canyon may negatively affect a major energy development project, the White Pine Power Project, which has been supported by essentially every local governmental entity. One area (South Egan) has been strongly opposed by local citizens, yet the opinions of the locals have been ignored. Several areas that have never been assessed for wilderness criteria or suitability have been included as new wilderness proposals. Some of the areas included clearly do not meet the 1964 Wilderness Act definition of Wilderness (S. 3772 redefines “wilderness” so that areas which do not meet the traditional definition of wilderness can be included in the National Wilderness Preservation System). 
Enactment of the bill would not only withdraw 545,320 acres of Public Lands from mineral entry and any hope of future economic development, but from management for multiple-use. No motorized recreation, no access to handicapped citizens who require wheelchairs or other means of mechanical access, and no motorized access for hunting, fishing or other outdoor activities. The bill would take 545,320 acres that today can be enjoyed by all and limit the use to a very small segment of society. The bill would adversely affect the economic future of the county without any benefit accruing to White Pine County. It appears White Pine County is being asked to pay a hefty price to satisfy certain interests in Las Vegas, Clark County and the Reno-Tahoe area and the county gets little to nothing in return.
Therefore, on behalf of our members living in and working in Nevada, we again voice our strong opposition to the White Pine County Lands Bill (S.3772) and the effort to create more than 545,000 acres of new Wilderness in White Pine County. We urge White Pine County to follow the lead of Lyon County and tell Senators Reid and Ensign “No thank you.” 
We are aware that many maps have been and are being prepared by the Nevada Division of Minerals, the Nevada Bureau of Mines and Geology, and private parties who have been retained by the mining industry. In addition, the Nevada Bureau of Mines and Geology has prepared an open file report OF06-05 “Mineral and Energy Resource Potential for White Pine County, Nevada” which is available on the NBMG website at: http://www.nbmg.unr.edu/dox/of065.pdf. We urge you to study these maps carefully and to demand that any lands which are shown to have mineral potential as well as any lands that have not been evaluated pursuant to RARE I or II and WSA be removed from Wilderness designation in the bill.
Thank you for your consideration of our comments.

Sincerely,
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Laura Skaer

Executive Director

LS/kw

cc: 
Senator John Ensign


Senator Harry Reid


Congresswoman Shelley Berkely


Congressman Jim Gibbons


Congressman Jon Porter, Sr.


Kenny Guinn, Governor, State of Nevada


Russ Fields, President, Nevada Mining Association


Alan Coyner, Administrator, Nevada Division of Minerals


Jon Price, State Geologist, Nevada Bureau of Mines and Geology


Greg Ekins, G.I.S. Land Services


NWMA Trustees

