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values of the public lands. The 
reforms acknowledge that 
in some cases, leasing of oil 
and gas resources may not be 
consistent with safeguard-
ing national parks, national 
wildlife refuges, wildlife 
habitat, and other places with 
cultural and historic val-
ues. Importantly, the reforms 
made clear that “[u]nder appli-
cable laws and policies, there 
is no presumed preference for 
oil and gas development over 
other uses” of public lands.49  

This framework can and 
should continue to guide the 
BLM’s approach to oil and gas development. In particular, the reforms call for 
the creation of Master Leasing Plans, which are intended to give BLM a way 
to “strategically plan for leasing and development” and “identify and address 
potential resource conflicts and environmental impacts from development” at 
a landscape level.50 Through these plans, the agency can conduct more detailed 
evaluations of oil and gas activity and identify both areas suitable for develop-
ment—and how development will proceed in those areas—and areas where 
recreation, wildlife, and wilderness values should take precedence.51 

Master Leasing Plans are a “smart-from-the-start” approach that provides greater 
clarity and certainty for the public, industry, and other users of public lands. We 
recommend that the agency create MLPs in areas where potential oil and gas 
development may endanger national parks, community water sources, prime 
hunting grounds, and other critical public resources. 

Issue a secretarial order that clarifies the role of conservation 
values in oil and gas planning

The 2010 leasing reforms provide important guidance to BLM field managers 
on how to conduct landscape-level planning for where oil and gas development 

Location to be leased near Mesa 
Verde National Park.
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should occur on public lands. To implement these reforms successfully, however, 
and to ensure that the purposes of these changes are applied throughout the 
agency, leadership at the Department of the Interior and BLM should make clear 
that maximizing the protection of land, water, and recreational values is a high 
priority in the oil and gas approval process.

To this end, we recommend that the Department of the Interior issue a secretarial 
order that would explicitly direct agency staff to minimize drilling impacts on 
conservation values and maximize conservation opportunities. This order would 
affirm the Federal Land Policy and Management Act’s requirement to manage the 
public lands for multiple use,52 to consider which uses are appropriate in which 
places,53 and to avoid focusing solely on uses with best economic return.54

The order should incorporate detailed direction that will inform the development 
of land-use plans and overall agency decision making. Specifically, the order would 
direct the BLM to:

• Assess large landscapes to identify places that are suitable for development and 
places where it should not occur because of competing resource values

• Incorporate conservation into planning for oil and gas development by: 

1. Identifying and designating potentially low-conflict, high-resource areas for 
oil and gas development 

2. Identifying and protecting high-value conservation lands for their land, 
wildlife, cultural, or recreational values  

• Apply this approach to agency-planning efforts that are already underway and 
not just new planning efforts

Give priority to drilling proposals in low-conflict areas or areas that 
conserve land 

In reviewing proposed drilling projects on public lands, the Bureau of Land 
Management should give priority to those with fewer impacts on natural resources 
or projects that include measures to protect, restore, or enhance conservation 
values on public lands.
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One way that the agency can do this is by prioritizing industry proposals to lease 
and drill that are in low-conflict areas with proven development potential. In 
particular, proposals to lease and drill within the agency’s newly designed Master 
Leasing Plan should be presumed to meet these criteria and should be brought to 
the front of the line for approval. 

In addition, if a project includes a plan for protecting or restoring land, it should 
also receive priority review. A company, for example, may propose to offset some 
of the impacts of a drilling project by funding a wildlife-habitat-improvement 
initiative on public land. 

While projects that are proposed for low-conflict areas or areas that include 
conservation components should be fast-tracked, those that are in sensitive or 
high-conflict areas should receive additional review. In particular, projects should 
undergo additional review if they are:

• Located within or adjacent to populated areas

• Included in legislation that would prohibit development if passed

• Located in habitats for endangered or sensitive species

• Likely to affect municipal watersheds or sensitive wetlands

• Located within citizen-proposed wilderness or areas without roads 

• Located within recreational-management areas

• Located in areas with likely resource conflicts 

If a proposed leasing or drilling project meets any of the above criteria, the agency 
should identify opportunities to avoid those conflicts. If the agency decides to 
allow leasing or drilling in a sensitive or high-conflict area, it should also docu-
ment and justify its decision to do so in a new statement of adverse environmental 
impact. This policy provides further incentives to avoid potential harm to other 
resources of the public lands by highlighting the risks and creating incentives for 
the agency to find ways to manage them.
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It is worth noting that the Department of the Interior’s solar-energy program 
already takes many of these steps by explicitly prioritizing the review and approval 
of projects that are located away from high-conflict areas. The program also 
requires additional justification for projects that are not guided to preferred, low-
conflict locations. The oil and gas industry should be held to the same standards.

Implement rules for fracking on public lands

The Obama administration has begun to draft rules to provide greater protections for 
communities and the environment from the impacts of hydraulic fracturing—better 
known as fracking—techniques that are now widely used on public lands. The admin-
istration should move ahead to finalize strong rules that provide the following: 

• Public disclosure of the chemicals used in fracking fluids 

• Clearer guidelines for assuring wellbore integrity so that fluids do not leak 
from the well

• Standards for managing wastewater discharge 

Moreover, to ensure transparency and greater public confidence, the disclosure 
of chemicals should come before drilling, not after. This disclosure should be 
through a government-run website, rather than an industry-supported website, 
and any trade-secret exemption should be very tightly drawn so it protects only 
legitimate trade secrets. Producers should additionally be required to test nearby 
water supplies both before and after drilling.
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Conclusion

Without a sustained commitment from policymakers to reform and balance 
their approach to public land management, the future for oil and gas devel-
opment on public lands will continue to be characterized by controversy, 
uncertainty, and litigation. To avoid this path, the Obama administration and 
Congress must bridge the growing divide between the current focus in federal 
policy on promoting oil and gas development and the public’s growing demand 
for greater access to recreational opportunities and protections of lands for 
future generations. With a more even-handed approach to land management, 
these priorities need not stand in conflict.

With Congress seemingly deadlocked and unable to advance public land legisla-
tion, the key to a more balanced and sustainable approach to expanding energy 
production while protecting lands and waters lies with the president and his team. 
Without question, the administration made significant progress in its first term 
toward modernizing and reforming oil and gas policies on public lands, but the 
pace of the energy boom and the extent to which land-conservation efforts have 
collapsed in Congress requires renewed leadership from the president. 

The challenges facing the Obama administration will not be easy to meet. Despite 
the economic benefits of steering the oil and gas boom onto a more sustain-
able and publicly supported path, the oil and gas industry will likely continue to 
fight every attempt to improve protections for drinking water, generate a fairer 
return for taxpayers, and set aside places that should not be drilled. The American 
Petroleum Institute alone is spending up to $200 million a year to oppose even the 
most common-sense reforms.55  

Meanwhile, the administration must overcome the imbalance between drilling 
and conservation that accrued over its first term. Whereas recent administrations, 
including those of President George H. W. Bush and President Bill Clinton, suc-
ceeded in permanently protecting as much public land as they leased for oil and 
gas development, the Obama administration faces nearly a 4 million-acre deficit 
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from its first term that they will need to overcome to restore equity and to address 
the public’s priorities for their public lands.

This blueprint outlines a path toward restoring balance. To translate the current 
drilling boom into stable, lasting growth, the nation needs the Obama adminis-
tration to accelerate its efforts to implement a comprehensive energy strategy, 
curtail dangerous carbon pollution, protect the health of communities, provide 
taxpayers with a fair return for the development of their resources, and conserve 
lands and waters for future generations. Only sound policy and strong oversight 
will give communities confidence that drilling is being done safely, responsibly, 
and in the right places.
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