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January 15, 2015 
 Dan Jirón, Regional Forester 
U.S. Forest Service 
Rocky Mountain Region 
Colorado Roadless Rule 
740 Simms Street 
Golden, CO  80401
 
RE:  Supplemental Draft Environmental Impact Statement to reinstate the North Fork Coal 
Mining Area exception of the Colorado Roadless Rule  
Dear Mr. Jirón,  
This letter constitutes the comments of the Western Slope Conservation Center (Conservation Center) 
regarding the supplemental draft environmental impact statement (SDEIS) to reinstate the North Fork 
Coal Mining Area exception of the Colorado Roadless Rule.  
After full review of the SDEIS, the Conservation Center supports Alternative B (proposed action) 
which would reinstate the North Fork Coal Mining Area exception. We appreciate the US Forest 
Service's (USFS) thorough analysis of environmental consequences, including projected greenhouse 
gas (GHG) emissions, associated with future mining in the North Fork Coal Mining Area exception. 
The Conservation Center strongly encourages the USFS to do everything within its power to develop 
a comprehensive national climate change policy for analyzing the impacts of all current and future 
fossil fuel extraction proposals under USFS purview. The Conservation Center also supports 
additional administrative rulemaking that requires and incentivizes capture of all recoverable methane 
produced from future coal mining in the US. 
The Western Slope Conservation Center is a grassroots non-profit conservation organization based in 
Paonia, CO. Our members have worked to mitigate the impacts of resource extraction industries in 
the North Fork of the Gunnison and Lower Gunnison watersheds for the last 38 years. Over those 
years, we have built substantive relationships with our local coal mines, who have proven their 
commitment to minimize local environmental impacts. We also recognize the significant contribution 
the coal mines in Delta and Gunnison Counties continue to provide to our local western slope 
economy. 
 
Require and Incentivize Methane Capture  
As acknowledged in the SDEIS, coal mining in the North Fork Coal Mining Area produces variable, 
often large, amounts of methane. Methane is a potent GHG that accelerates climate change. Methane 
is also a fossil fuel with a market value. If the USFS allows methane to freely vent into the 
atmosphere, then the agency is not only allowing unnecessary climate change impacts to occur, but 
also needlessly squandering a valuable and finite national resource. The Conservation Center believes 
that to all extents feasible coal mines should capture this finite resource. 
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We appreciate that the SDEIS does allow for the movement of future captured methane using coal 
mining infrastructure and roads within the North Fork Coal Mining Area. We also encourage the 
USFS to include and consider an alternative in the SEIS that will require coal mines to capture all 
recoverable methane. We ask that the USFS provide an accounting of the social cost of methane when 
disclosing the global environmental and economic damage that may result from coal mining and coal 
combustion.  
One mine in the North Fork Valley already utilizes methane capture technologies to profit from 
methane otherwise venting freely into the atmosphere. While each mine faces site-specific challenges, 
we believe methane capture technologies and methods have been proven, and therefore, must be 
assessed as a viable option in the SEIS. We support the USFS providing any available incentive 
mechanisms for decreasing the cost and increasing the profitability of coal mine methane capture in 
the North Fork Coal Mining Area. 
Additionally, while we support interagency communication and cooperation, we do not believe that 
the USFS should rely on the Bureau of Land Management's (BLM) methane rulemaking process to 
determine the USFS policy regarding methane capture nor use the BLM rulemaking process as a 
reason to hold off on analysis of methane capture as associated with this SEIS.  
 
Comprehensive National Climate Change Policy 
The Conservation Center strongly encourages the USFS to do everything within its power to develop 
a comprehensive national greenhouse gas (GHG) and climate change impact policy for analyzing the 
impacts of all current and future fossil fuel extraction proposals under USFS purview. We do not 
believe that climate change policy should be determined in a piecemeal fashion. In the case of the 
Colorado Roadless Rule and the North Fork Coal Mining Area exception, the lack of a coherent 
national policy regarding climate change impact analysis has threatened a collaborative plan that was 
the product of many years of negotiation among a diverse number of stakeholders. 
The Conservation Center maintains the opinion that the "upstream" and "downstream" environmental 
impacts from underground coal mining in the North Fork Valley are comparably less than the impacts 
from other surface coal mining operations nationally and abroad. If the West Elk Mine ceases 
operations, then the markets will continue demanding coal production from much more 
environmentally impactful coal operations including in the Powder River Basin of Wyoming and 
Montana and the Appalachian region. 
 
More Permanent Roadless Acres Due to the North Fork Coal Mining Area Exception 
Colorado would currently have 70,000 fewer acres of roadless area if the North Fork Coal Mine Area 
exception had not been included in the final Colorado Roadless Rule. In 2006, the Colorado Roadless 
Areas Review Task Force issued draft recommendations to remove protection from all 70,000 acres 
of North Fork roadless areas to facilitate coal mining. WSERC, now the Conservation Center, and 
local coal mines worked together to develop a plan that was eventually incorporated into the 
Colorado Roadless Rule, a rule supported by both the mines and conservationists. This plan retained 
roadless protection for all 70,000 acres, with a temporary exception for mineable areas adjacent to the 
three coal mines in the valley. The exception required all surface impacts from mining activity to be 
reclaimed to wilderness quality after mining activities were complete. It also required the USFS to 
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manage those reclaimed and restored lands as roadless. The West Elk mine has demonstrated its 
ability to restore disturbed areas.  
 
Commitments to Reclamation, Restoration, and All Required Bonding 
As has always been the case, the Conservation Center's support for the North Fork Coal Mining Area 
exception is predicated upon the commitment and administrative requirement for all new roads built 
in the exception area to be restored to conditions that would allow for future roadless and wilderness 
status. We have been assured by Arch Coal representatives that the company's recent bankruptcy 
filing will not jeopardize the prior or future commitments to reclamation and restoration associated 
with any and all operations of the West Elk Mine. Even so, we are concerned that current bankruptcy 
proceedings and/or future financial challenges for our local coal mines could pose some risk to 
reclamation and restoration actions in the North Fork Coal Mining Area. We ask the USFS to require 
all bonding as necessary to complete all future reclamation and restoration needs in the exception 
area.  
 
The Conservation Center genuinely appreciates the time and resources that the USFS has devoted to a 
thorough analysis of the climate change impacts of the North Fork Coal Mining Area exception to the 
Colorado Roadless Rule. For all of the reasons listed in this letter, we support Alternative B 
(proposed action) for reinstating the North Fork Coal Mining Area exception. We also strongly 
encourage the USFS to implement a comprehensive national greenhouse gas and climate change 
policy, as well as implement administrative requirements and incentives to capture all recoverable 
methane from coal mining activity.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this supplemental EIS. 
 
Sincerely,  

 
Alex Johnson 
Executive Director 
Western Slope Conservation Center 


