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For people who care about the West

Wild Ride

As oil prices plunge, fossil-fueled communities hold on for dear life
By Jonathan Thompson | Page 12
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EDITOR'S NOTE

Please, Lord, send us
another boom

I'm always inspired by the
stories of the little old lady
or gentleman who spends
50 years in a blue-collar

job and somehow squirrels
away millions of dollars. Like
Robert Read, the Vermont
mechanic and part-time J.C.
Penney janitor, who was found, upon his death,
to possess a deposit box crammed with stock
certificates worth $8 million. The money went
to the local hospital and library, according to
news reports.

I wish | could be that frugal. (Though
Mr. Read may have taken his frugality to an
extreme; his lawyer said, "He wouldn't even
park close to my office because he didn't
want to pay for parking.") A retirement-advice
columnist said that if | had just started saving
around $5,000 a year back when | was 25
years old, | would be a millionaire by the time |
hit 65. But | didn't listen.

Of course, back then saving even $50 a
month seemed impossible. It's hard to swim
ahead confidently when you can barely keep
your head above water. | have less sympathy
for those lottery winners and professional
athletes who do earn enough to save for
a rainy day, but utterly blow their money.
Unfortunately, some of the communities that
have ridden the boom-and-bust roller coaster of
the energy industry fall into this category, too.

As senior editor Jonathan Thompson
reports in this issue, Farmington, New Mexico,
which sits atop the fossil-fuel-rich San Juan
Basin, has enjoyed almost a century's worth
of the euphoric financial highs generated by
high commodity prices, often for decades at a
time. And yet, when the price of gas guttered
out in 2008, and then oil did the same late
in 2014, the town was as ill-prepared as ever
to cope with the sudden loss of well-paying
jobs and reduced tax revenue. It had never
set up a rainy-day fund, and its leaders, while
acknowledging the need to diversify their
economy, have taken only timid steps in that
direction.

One can only hope that the current double
whammy of low oil and gas prices will spur the
West's many Farmingtons to quit talking and
start acting. It is possible; state governments
in Wyoming and even in New Mexico have set
aside billions in taxes paid by the industry, and
that money is helping to maintain schools and
keep other essential services going even as tax
revenues continue to seesaw dramatically. But
the wisdom of that approach has yet to filter
down to the local level. So far, Farmington's
basic strategy, as Thompson notes, is to simply
wait hopefully for the next boom, just around
the corner.

Or, as the bumpersticker adorning
thousands of trucks around the West's oil and
gas patches so succinctly proclaims: “Please
God, send us another boom; | promise not to
piss this one away."

—Paul Larmer, executive director/publisher
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“He wants
to capture
those horses,
move them

a couple
hundred
yards and
turn them

loose."

—Bureau of Land
Management
attorney Coby
Howell in the

U.S. District Court

of Wyoming,
responding to a
lawyer for wild horse
activists who sued
the agency last year,
alleging that it had
violated a federal
law that requires the
agency to maintain
wild horses on public
land but round them
up on private land.
Associated Press

CURRENTS

POLITICAL SCIENCE

Governor down

John Kitzhaber’s peculiar and
spectacular fall from grace

n February, on an especially strange Fri-

day the 13th, Oregon Democratic Gov.
John Kitzhaber announced his resigna-
tion. Over the past several months, Willa-
mette Week, The Oregonian and other me-
dia outlets had revealed that clean energy
consultant Cylvia Hayes — Kitzhaber’s
fiancée and energy policy advisor — may
have violated ethics and public corruption
laws by using her access to Kitzhaber’s
office for personal financial gain, possi-
bly with his knowledge and participation.
Since 2011, Hayes had reportedly landed
at least $213,000 in consulting contracts
with groups working to advance the same
causes on which she advised him.

“I have become a liability to the very
institutions and policies to which I have
dedicated my career,” Kitzhaber conced-
ed in a quavering voice. The state House
speaker and Senate president, both fellow
Democrats, had joined The Oregonian in
calling for him to step down. Kitzhaber fi-
nally did so but remained defiant, denying
wrongdoing and aiming a barb at his ac-
cusers and former allies, charging that he
had been “tried, convicted and sentenced
by the media with no due process.”

BY SARAH GILMAN

The reversal in his political fortunes
was indeed stunning. Kitzhaber was a pop-
ular and effective centrist politician who
vastly expanded health-care coverage for
vulnerable populations and championed
environmental causes. He had comfort-
ably won re-election to an unprecedented
fourth term just months earlier — after
the scandal first broke. And though fed-
eral officials were conducting a criminal
investigation, no charges had been filed.
The extent of Kitzhaber’s involvement re-
mained uncertain. So how did the gover-
nor fall so far so fast?

Public corruption appears about as
scarce in Oregon as sunshine on its
rainy coast. The state ranks eighth from
the bottom for its rate of corruption convic-
tions, according to unpublished research
by Dartmouth professor emeritus Rich-
ard Winters. “In some ways, this scandal
would be laughable in Ohio or Maryland
or New Jersey,” says Bill Lunch, Oregon
Public Broadcasting’s political analyst.

Consider, for instance, Illinois Gov. Rod
Blagojevich, who stayed in office through
multiple years of media scrutiny, federal
investigation and indictments of associates
and was only impeached after being arrest-
ed for, among other things, trying to sell a
U.S. Senate seat. Or New Jersey’s Chris
Christie, who is still in office and nursing
presidential hopes despite federal inves-
tigations into whether his administration
closed bridge lanes and caused record traf-
fic jams to retaliate against a mayor who
refused to endorse his re-election.

But the last time an Oregon governor
left office mid-term was in 1952, when
Douglas McKay stepped down to become
Eisenhower’s Interior secretary. No one
has ever resigned under a cloud. The state
may be particularly queasy about scan-
dal, Lunch explains, because of its deeply
“moralistic” political culture: Oregonians
still see government as a place for service
and an agent for the collective good.

Even Hayes’ and Kitzhaber’s alleged
transgressions fit this public-service mold,
in a twisted way: They appear to have been
motivated less by money than by progres-
sive ideals. Hayes’ unpaid work as a policy
adviser, and her paying clients’ agendas,
involved fighting climate change and pro-
moting clean energy and holistic measures
of economic success that weigh the growth
of the economy against things like environ-
mental cleanup costs and income inequal-
ity. In a speech at Portland State Univer-
sity last April, Hayes described how she
blithely dismissed Kitzhaber staffers’ early
concerns about her ambiguous role. “One of
them said, You know, when you work for
the governor. ...” And I said, ‘I don’t work
for the governor, I work for the Earth.””

As a last-term governor with a Demo-
cratic majority in the Legislature, it’s con-
ceivable that Kitzhaber could have made
good on his promise to price carbon. His
successor, Democratic Secretary of State
Kate Brown, is subject to a special election
in 2016 and seems unlikely to make such
bold moves for awhile. But some observers
doubt Kitzhaber had the political capital,

Please see Kitzhaber, page 5

Best way to burn?

A look at what’s in
Westerners’ wood stoves
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WOOD-BURNING BY STATE

or a moment there, it seemed as if winter in the West

might be over. But February's storms have left much of the
region under a layer of new snow. For more than 2.4 million
Westerners, that means it's time to trudge out to the woodpile
and crank up stoves, boilers and fireplaces. Wood heat can be
more economical and less carbon-intensive to produce than
other fuel sources, according to data from the Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change. But wood smoke can have serious
health impacts; its fine particles can exacerbate asthma and

other respiratory problems. It can also contribute to low-hanging
smog, prompting temporary local bans. In Utah, lawmakers
have proposed a more far-reaching bill that would restrict
winter wood burning in an attempt to curtail the state's “brown
cloud"— angering residents who insist on the “right to burn.”
But if you're committed to wood-burning, the Environmental
Protection Agency advocates using stoves designed to release
fewer particles and burn more efficiently. Check out your best
wood-burning options below. KATE SCHIMEL
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LETTERS

LIKE WATER FOR TRAFFIC

I found an interesting paral-
lel in the March 2, 2015,
issue of High Country News
between our use of roads
and our use of water. In “Big
dig, big disgrace,” the trials
and tribulations of Bertha’s
attempt to dig a highway
tunnel under the Seattle
waterfront point to a coun-
terintuitive reality, that more
roads might lead to more
traffic, not less. In the cover
story, “Unite and Conquer,”
the woes of Western water
supply are discussed from
the vantage point of a water
manager trying to provide
water to her area.

Reading about the lack of
available water, and know-
ing that the West’s grand
dam-building era has all but
ended, begs the question:
Does our use of water mimic our road
use? Are we likely to use more water if
it’s available and less if it is simply not?
Water-use data from the U.S. Geological
Service over the past 50 years seem to say
this is true. While we were building dams
and water projects through the 1960s and
1970s, Western water use kept growing.
But since the 1980s, it’s actually decreased
substantially. It is hard to believe, but our
water use in 2010 is actually less than it
was in 1970.

This, despite the fact that the Western
population has grown by the millions
and our economic output has grown by
the billions. If our total water use has not
increased in the past 40 years, why would
it exponentially grow over the next 40
years? My guess is that it won’t, because
there is no water to support it. Future
water projects will more than likely be
aimed at increasing the efficiency of
existing uses, typically with the goal of
preserving agricultural lands in the face
of growing municipal water demands.
These two articles provided me with a
new perspective on our demand for water,
and how flexible that demand might be.
Just as fewer roads means less driving,
maybe fewer water projects means lower
water demand.

Brett Bovee
Fort Collins, Colorado

COSMOLOGIES OF STEWARDSHIP

Scott Carrier’s article “Chainsaw Diplo-
macy” (HCN, 2/16/15) missed an excellent
opportunity to educate his readers on
important restoration efforts currently
underway in the Escalante River Basin of
Utah. Instead of focusing on what these
efforts are accomplishing in restoring

Send letters to editor@hcn.org or Editor, HCN, P.O. Box 1090, Paonia, CO 81428.
Prefer tweeting? Try #HCNletters. Letters may be edited for length or clarity.

“We don't have a water shortage. We have
an oppariunity o do morme with less.”

native habitat to a critical region, he
seemed intent on pushing an agenda —
creating a controversy between what he
calls “entirely different cosmologies,” an
issue that even the individuals highlight-
ed in the article insist does not lie at the
heart of their region’s struggles.

Carrier would have us believe that
the cosmology that attributes the Earth
to the special creation of a divine being
leads to a particularly abusive use of the
land and its resources. This approach is
particularly reductionist. There are many
believers, such as Wendell Berry, who
affirm that the special act of creation ac-
tually impels humans to be more careful
stewards of land and resources. Because
the land is not ours and never will be,
we are responsible for caring for it as
temporary inhabitants. It is just such a
“cosmology” that has informed Native
care for the land for centuries, predating
the cosmology of the “outsiders” in the
Escalante region, which Carrier insists is
based on reason and science.

As one surveys similar controversies
around the West, it is apparent that
“outsider/insider” issues surface in many
other communities not tied to the par-
ticular cultural and religious expressions
of life in the Escalante region. Writing
about the Sagebrush Rebellion of the
1950s, Bernard DeVoto attributes these
ongoing debates to a particular develop-
ment of Western thought that is steeped
in an economy based on extraction from
a debtor region. As “insiders” struggle to
make ends meet, they have been his-
torically resistant to “outsiders” with an
agenda that seems to flow from Eastern-
ers with money.

W. Vance Grace
Grand Junction, Colorado

WILDERNESS VETS

In May of 1966, I returned from

a combat tour in Southeast Asia.
It was a return full of challenges
(“Wilderness as therapist,” HCN,
2/16/15). For two years, I had been
surrounded by the noise and smell
of war and had been trying to sur-
vive day to day. How was I going
to cope? I needed to find a place
where quiet and solitude dominat-
ed. West of Fort Collins, Colorado,
a newly minted wilderness area
was legislated into existence by
the 1964 Wilderness Act — the
Rawah Wilderness, named for the
Ute word for abundant. For two
weeks that summer, I found peace
and solitude in abundance in the
Rawah. The therapeutic value of
wilderness is priceless.

Martin Sorensen
Lakewood, Colorado

OWNERSHIP?

There is so much talk about who should
own public lands and how they should
be managed (“This Land Is Their Land,”
HCN, 2/2/15). I recommend a great book,
The Big Burn, by Timothy Egan. In it,
Egan outlines how Teddy Roosevelt was
farsighted enough to see that all Ameri-
cans deserve access to certain lands. He
knew that railroad barons would end

up with most of it, if something were

not done to protect it. Nowadays, the
backpacker from New Jersey has just

as much right to public-land use as the
local cattle rancher, miner or ATV rider. If
Westerners had to have all the factories
to produce the products we use (in our
backyards), Utah would look a little bit
more like, well, New Jersey.

David Poling
Grand Junction, Colorado
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Kitzhaber continued from page 3

and sources close to him say he had no
immediate plans to try. His big climate
priority for this session had been the re-
newal and full implementation of a low-
carbon fuel program. After his departure,
it still passed the Legislature easily.

In the end, as a rapid-fire legislative
session ramped up, Democrats may have
realized they had more to lose from stand-
ing by Kitzhaber than asking him to go.
A poll last summer showed significantly
more Oregon voters wanted Kitzhaber re-
placed than re-elected, due in part to the
spectacular failure of the state’s health-
care exchange. But Republican challenger
Dennis Richardson didn’t stand a chance
in the left-leaning state. And Brown is a
more liberal Democrat, with her own long

legislative record of fighting for social and
environmental causes. “I think there was
a feeling that the governor needed to take
one for the team,” says Democratic strat-
egist Jake Weigler. “It was not a matter
of his own political fortunes anymore, but
rather about the larger progressive agen-
da for the state.”

In fact, for all the drama around
Hayes and Kitzhaber, the ripple effects
on the causes they championed have so
far been undramatic. If anything, many
of the state’s leading environmentalists
seem optimistic. Most laud Kitzhaber’s
ability to bring disparate sides to the ta-
ble to compromise — particularly during
his first terms in the ’90s, when he over-
saw the creation of a massive collabora-
tive effort to restore salmon habitat. But

many felt his timber policies favored in-
dustry at steep environmental cost. “Our
logging practices are the weakest on the
West Coast,” says Sean Stevens of Oregon
Wild. “They don’t keep water clean for
wildlife or for people.”

Brown “is going to be a strong ally,
says Oregon League of Conservation Vot-
ers Executive Director Doug Moore. “I
don’t think it will be a step back.
In some regards, it could be a
step forward.” Still, “a lot of
people in Oregon are sad to
see (Kitzhaber) go,” adds Or-
egon Environmental Council
spokeswoman Jessica Moskov-
itz. “A lot of people are still in
office in other states who
have done a lot worse.” [']

Hayes and Kitzhaber
last June in Wallowa,
Washington. FORMER
GOVERNOR'S FLICKR PAGE

”

NOISIEST (55-67 dB)

Cities like Denver, below left, are among the
West’s noisiest places — from 50 dB to more
than 80dB — while Great Sand Dunes National Park,
center, is one of the quietest for ambient sound, and
City of Rocks, right, in Idaho, is one of the quietest for
intrusive noise, both at 20 dB or less — similar to levels
in pre-Colonial times.

LARRY JOHNSON/CC VIA FLICKR

MADELEINE DEATON//CC VIA FLICKR

(<20 dB) QUIETEST

Based on median daytime summer sound levels, expressed in decibels (dB), which are on a logarithmic scale: A 10 dB increase corresponds to a tenfold increase in sound energy. Source: NPS NATURAL SOUNDS AND NIGHT SKIES DIVISION

SNAPSHOT

The quiet, noisy West

W The West's quietest places often coexist
with its noisiest. Colorado's Great Sand

Dunes National Park is nearly as quiet today as
before European colonization, and yet, partly

because of its silence, air traffic from Denver
International Airport can be audible there. The
park, with its lack of wildlife- and water-sounds,

represents one kind of silence; other wild places, such

as Idaho's City of Rocks National Reserve, mask noise
like air traffic with the sound of running water and
rustling vegetation.

The National Park Service recently conducted a study
of noise levels across the U.S. The study maps noise
levels — the bluer the quieter — based on conditions like
temperature, precipitation, and, of course, proximity to
human activity.

"Westerners are quite lucky,” says Kurt Fristrup, senior
scientist with the agency's Natural Sounds and Night Skies
Division, which conducted the study. "A lot of the deep-
blue places are here in the West. At the same time, noise is
extending into the landscape in these spider-web patterns,
along roads. Industrial development is now penetrating
places that were recently wild."

It's a new approach in the decades-old study of silence,
enjoyed by humans and essential to animals. “Being able to
hear and survey what's going on around you is a critical part
of survival," Fristrup says. “For wildlife, it's literally a matter
of life and death.” KINDRA MCQUILLAN

NATIONAL PARK SERVICE
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Ride GMC Isuzu

Number of miles
driven in a week 250

Number of flat tires
thus far 0

Favorite road snack
Mixed nuts

Favorite radio station
KHAC Navajo Christian
Radio

Darlene Arviso delivers water to homes on the Navajo Nation, where many houses have no direct access to public water systems. Her clients live
on roughly seven gallons per day, while the average American uses 80 to 100. SARAH TORY

UNCOMMON WESTERNER

Darlene Arviso: Water lady

In the parched countryside of the Navajo Nation, delivery binds community

very morning, Darlene Arviso picks up

her water truck at the St. Bonaventure
Indian Mission, a cluster of brown trail-
ers in Thoreau, New Mexico, and fills her
3,500-gallon tank from a metal water
tower before setting out across the Navajo
Nation.

Arviso, 50, has a long braid of black
hair streaked with gray, and she speaks
softly, in short sentences, her eyes fixed
on the road. “You can’t drink that water,”
she told me one clear blue morning in No-
vember, as we turned off the highway and
passed a smattering of homes around a
muddy pond. “It’s only for animals.”

Born on the reservation a few miles
from Thoreau, Arviso grew up hauling wa-
ter from the local church. For a while, she
worked as a silversmith, then as a truck
driver for construction crews in Albuquer-
que. Her days started at 3 a.m., so she
could get to the city by 5:00. The driving
didn’t bother her, but she missed seeing
her children. As she got older, she found
herself thinking about her grandfather,
who was a medicine man, and his instinct
to help people. When St. Bonaventure
needed a driver for its new water truck,
Arviso applied.

BY SARAH TORY
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That was six years ago. Her clients call
her the “water lady,” but she’s more than
a delivery woman. She’s also the tether
between the far-flung homes on a wide
stretch of this shrubby, rocky, high-desert
plateau. Arviso gives her cellphone num-
ber to all her clients, and sometimes they
call her, asking for help. Perhaps they need
food or extra blankets, or simply someone
to talk to. “Sometimes,” she told me, “T'll
just pray with them.”

rviso lives in a world that is hard for

outsiders to comprehend. Nearly 40
percent of the estimated 173,000 Navajos
living on the reservation lack access
to running water. Although some have
moved to newer, more centralized com-
munities with water and electricity, many
prefer to stay on the remote land they've
occupied for generations.

“We’re a rural people,” Edmund Yazzie,
a tribal lawmaker, says. “Some of us don’t
want to live in subdivisions. I myself
wouldn’t want to live in a subdivision.”

Over the years, the tribe’s public wa-
ter utility has drilled new wells and begun
hooking up homes to water mains, but it’s
a monumental task; connecting a single
home sometimes costs hundreds of thou-
sands of dollars. And so, many people haul

their own water, driving up to two hours
each way in search of a spigot. Others use
livestock troughs, which are more conve-
niently located, though the water often
makes people sick.

Meanwhile, the much-ballyhooed
Navajo-Gallup Water Supply Project has
been slow in coming. Despite the fan-
fare over the project, which is part of a
2010 settlement between the tribe and
the state of New Mexico over the tribe’s
900,000 acre-feet of unclaimed San Juan
River water rights, only a small percent-
age of the water will reach Navajos living
out on the reservation.

“I taught my kids to haul wood and
water,” Arviso told me as we drove. “But I
taught them it’s important to help people,
too.” Hauling water is part of everyday life
here, but as more young people leave the
reservation, getting by — especially for
the elderly — has become increasingly
hard.

Where the water mains end, Arviso
steps in, delivering water to 250 homes
in the area around Thoreau. Most days,
she can reach only 10 or 12 of them. That
means that the 400 gallons of water each
household receives — the amount an aver-
age American uses in four days — must
last a month.

Arviso’s days are still long; she leaves
the house at 6:30 for her other job as a
school bus driver. On a typical day, she’ll
deliver around 3,000 gallons of water,
driving up to 75 miles over rough roads. At
3:00, she’s back in the school bus, and by
6:30 she’s home, in time to make dinner.



Usually, it’s a sandwich: pork chop or ham
and cheese. Some days, when the roads
turn to wet concrete after heavy rains or
snow, she can’t make deliveries.

Soon, though, she may get help from a
well planned for Smith Lake. DigDeep, the
organization behind the project, generally
develops water projects in countries like
Cameroon and South Sudan, but George
McGraw, its founder, has made the Navajo
Nation a new priority. Arviso and others
may be used to limited water, but McGraw
sees it as deprivation. “In the U.S., there
are a lot of laws that have governed wa-
ter use for a long time, and those laws are
based on property,” he says. “They’re water
rights, not the right to water.”

McGraw is still negotiating the myr-
iad obstacles to drilling a well out here,
where contamination from old uranium
mines reaches deep into the groundwater.
The full cost of the project, which includes
installing indoor storage tanks and solar
heaters in individual homes, will run al-
most half a million dollars — more than
five times the price DigDeep usually pays
for a comparable project.

Two years ago, when McGraw first
met with people around Smith Lake,
many were skeptical. They’d heard prom-
ises before, but a new well never came.
“They’ve already tried,” one man said. Ar-
viso chimed in. “I told them, “You'’re sup-
posed to have faith.””

The Smith Lake well would mean that
5,000 people no longer have to drive as far
to get water. Arviso will be able to refill
her truck without going all the way back
to Thoreau, allowing her to deliver more
water to more people.

n the early afternoon, we reached

the home of siblings Vivian and Jeff
Barbone, who live in a clearing overlook-
ing a forested mesa. In their yard, a patch
of dusty earth, a few rusted cars sat under
a single gnarled juniper.

Beside the house, four large blue plas-
tic drums stood in a neat row. Arviso un-
coiled a long plastic tube from the tank on
the back of the truck and inserted it into
one of the barrels. “It’s the Yellow Buf-
falo,” Jeff said, nodding toward the truck.
Arviso turned the metal lever, her hands
protected from the cold in a pair of neon-
green gloves, releasing a stream of water.

Along with water, Arviso often deliv-
ers boxes of food or wood to the Barbones,
who also care for their mother. She lives
in a small, separate house on their prop-
erty, without electricity or running water,
and she uses an old woodstove for heat in
the winter. They have one car, which Viv-
ian takes to work. “Sometimes Jeff can’t
manage,” Arviso said. “It’'s hard to get
wood without a car.”

After the buckets were filled, Vivian dis-
appeared into her house. She returned with
a plate of freshly roasted pifion nuts. Arviso
took a handful, and the two women chewed
them carefully, cracking the shells between
their teeth to get at the morsel inside.

“T just can’t give water and leave,”
Arviso told me later. “I have to ask them
if they’re doing okay. Some people don’t
have anybody to lean on.”

When 1 asked about water, Vivian,
who’s in her late 50s and has a sprinkling
of freckles across her cheekbones, sighed
briefly. “We haven’t had running water in
over 30 years.”

Leaving the Barbones, we passed the
abandoned lot overlooking Smith Lake,
where one day soon the new well could
be dug. Right now, it’s just a few acres of
scratchy-looking grass surrounded by an
old wooden fence and a boarded-up house.
Until recently, Arviso was the only one in
her family with running water. But when
her septic tank broke a few months ago, the
tribal utility shut her tap off. She doesn’t
know when they’ll fix it. In the meantime,
she’ll keep driving the Yellow Buffalo.

“People tell me I can’t ever leave my
job,” she said as we drove away. A middle-
aged man walking along the highway
waved at the truck. Arviso waved back
and aimed the truck toward home. “They
say, ‘We're depending on you.”” [

For 20 years, the St.
Bonaventure Indian
Mission, left, has
driven a total of nearly
2 million miles to
bring water to the
isolated households

of the Eastern Navajo
Nation. Lindsey
Johnson, below, a
Smith Lake elder, grew
up hauling water from
alocal livestock pond.
Today, she lives in a
two-bedroom trailer
with eight family
members — still with
no running water.
SARAH TORY
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THE LATEST

Backstory

The Oregon chub,

a minnow endemic
to the Willamette
River drainage, was
common in sloughs,
marshes and beaver
ponds until habitat
loss and invasive
species reduced

the population to
fewer than 1,000.

In 1993, the chub
was added to the
federal endangered
species list. Though
more fish are listed
than mammals,
birds, reptiles

or amphibians,
none have been
successfully
recovered.
"Freshwater

habitats are the
most endangered
worldwide," said
native fish expert
Peter Moyle ("The little
fish that could,” HCN,

3/3/14).

Followup

In February, the chub
became the first fish
ever to be taken off
the list. (The Modoc
sucker, in Oregon and
California, has been
proposed for delisting;
a decision is due in
May.) Its recovery
involved numerous
habitat restorations
and introductions,
some on private land,
but required no major
water or land-use
changes. “In most
of the West, we deal
with the concern
that we're going to
take away water that
people need," says
Oregon Fish and
Wildlife biologist Paul
Scheerer. "That was
not the case here.”
CALLY CARSWELL

n a cool, wet July morning at the

Rocky Mountain Biological Lab in
Gothic, Colorado, thick clouds erased the
hulking mountains from view. The former
mining town is a working summer camp
for scientists. Brad Taylor, a Dartmouth
professor, met his wife here. She studies
bees, and he studies fish, the bugs they
eat and the algae that set the bug buffet.

These days, he’s especially preoccu-
pied with one kind of algae — an enigma
that haunts wild rivers worldwide. Wear-
ing a blue rain jacket and an orange
baseball cap over salt-and-pepper hair,
Taylor stood in a bubbling stream on lab
property, his eyes searching the rocks for
Didymosphenia geminata. Didymo (pro-
nounced “Did-i-mo”) is a single-celled
algae or “diatom.” Diatoms are among
Earth’s most common life forms and the
foundation of aquatic food webs. They're
only visible through microscopes, but if
you've ever slipped on a slimy river rock,
you've encountered them.

Less than a decade ago, however, Did-
ymo became much easier to spot here. The
cells began sprouting stalks about the
thickness of human hairs that coalesced
into sprawling underwater manes, which
felt like wet, dirty wool. They did the same
in Colorado, Idaho, Wyoming, Montana,
South Dakota, Connecticut, West Virgina,
Canada, Chile, New Zealand, Poland. The
algal mats smothered streambeds for
miles. They were inconvenient, threaten-
ing and gross — described, in scientific

BY CALLY CARSWELL

Epeorus deceptivus and other flat mayflies decrease in
abundance in response to Didymo blooms. BOB HENRICKS

8 High Country News March 16, 2015

FINDINGS

The case of the snotty streams

A mysterious algae is smothering wild rivers — and may hold clues to their future

journals, as “mucilaginous.” In the popu-
lar press, Didymo was dubbed “rock snot.”

The mats mucked up fishing in popu-
lar rivers, like Montana’s Kootenai. An-
glers’ casts got lodged in gobs of snot. They
seemed capable of clogging water intakes,
and, in the Rockies, were also bad for fish.
The worms that carry whirling disease,
an exotic killer of native trout, thrive in
Didymo blooms. The mats even change
the food web.

To demonstrate, Taylor grabbed a flat
rock from the stream, and scraped pimples
of Didymo into a dish. A mess of fidgeting
midges emerged, but few large mayflies.
Blooms favor small insects, Taylor ex-
plained; they can take refuge in the mats,
while the larger ones become entangled
and more vulnerable to predators. Here,
that’s stunted the growth of some trout.
Taylor next scraped a Didymo-free rock,
revealing a diverse mix of bigger bugs.
“You don’t need a Ph.D. to be able to say
something’s going on,” he said.

Something — but what? Puzzlingly,
the algae colonize rivers that are virtually
devoid of phosphorus, the nutrient from
farms and septic systems that often stim-
ulates nuisance algae. So what’s behind
Didymo’s advance? And can anything be
done to make it stop?

f you fly-fish, you might have heard
that Didymo 1is an invasive spe-
cies. That may not, in fact, be true.
Canadian freshwater researcher Max
Bothwell is one of the people most respon-
sible for popularizing this idea. Now, he

«
!

and Taylor are its most vocal critics. Both-
well, whom Taylor lauds as the “Yoda” of
rock snot, spent much of the 1990s trying
to finger its cause on Vancouver Island.
Didymo cells were native there, but the
blooms were new. Bothwell looked for evi-
dence that rivers’ phosphorus levels had
increased, but found none. Their hydrol-
ogy hadn’t shifted significantly. Experi-
ments also ruled out ultraviolet radia-
tion from the waning ozone layer as the
culprit.

In 2004, Bothwell got a new clue when
blooms were discovered in New Zealand,
where Didymo cells had never been seen,
despite thorough diatom surveys. Here,
scientist Cathy Kilroy and others argued,
Didymo was a recent immigrant, trans-
planted by humans. After a research trip
to New Zealand in 2006, Bothwell started
to wonder if Vancouver Island had suf-
fered an introduction, too — perhaps of
a new genetic strain more prone to stalk
production. Combing historic records, he
noticed that the blooms coincided with
an uptick in fishing and the popularity
of felt-soled waders, which prevent an-
glers from slipping in streams, but, if not
properly dried and cleaned, can transport
living cells. Plus, the blooms seemed to oc-
cur at popular fishing spots. The evidence
for introduction of a genetic super-stalker
was circumstantial, Bothwell wrote in his
2009 On the Boots of Fishermen paper, but
it seemed convincing.

The paper was a hit: Didymo was
declared invasive the world over. In some
places, felt-soled waders were banned.




Public agencies
and fishing groups
launched educa-
tional  campaigns,
encouraging anglers
to “check, clean and
dry” their gear be-
tween rivers and
switch to rubber-
soled boots. In the
past, says Dave
Kumlien, who works
on invasive species
for Trout Unlimited,
the stream-fishing
community resisted
the idea that they
helped spread whirl-
ing disease, which,
like a lot of aquatic
invaders, was mostly
invisible. “This is one
that people could see,
and it screwed up
your fishing,” Kum-
lien says. “Didymo
got stream anglers
thinking about what
they were doing. It
began to shift the
paradigm of behavior.”
Bothwell thought he’d solved the mys-
tery. “Finally, this monkey was off my
back,” he says. “It seemed to make sense.”
Except it didn’t — not entirely, any-
way. By then, Brad Taylor was separate-
ly studying Didymo in Colorado, where
invasion seemed an unlikely explana-
tion. The cells had long been present in
streams, but Taylor and others never
saw long, thick mats around the field lab
until 2006 and 2007. In 2008, however,
the mats didn’t appear. They smothered
streambeds again the next year, but
didn’t in 2011. And Didymo erupted only

Tufts of Didymo adhere to a rock, left. A
microscopic image shows the silica cell wall
of the Didymo diatom, above. BRAD TAYLOR;
SARAH SPAULDING,/USGS

Brad Taylor stuns fish to observe the effects of whirling disease, which increases in response
to Didymo blooms, in Copper Creek, Colorado.
COURTESY CRYSTAL EDMUNDS,/COAL CREEK WATERSHED COALITION

in certain streams, even though the cells
lived in many others. If the blooms were
caused by an invasion of a genetic mu-
tant, shouldn’t they grow every year, in
every stream?

Taylor suspected something in the
environment had shifted. The blooms fol-
lowed unusually warm springs and rapid
snowmelt. In non-bloom years, on the oth-
er hand, substantial snowpacks melted
gradually, more as they had in previous
decades, when Didymo cells remained be-
nign. Taylor measured flows in unaffected
and affected streams; the latter peaked
about two weeks earlier, because they
drained smaller watersheds, or were more
exposed to the sun.

Around the same time, Bothwell and
Kilroy — who had been running experi-
ments in New Zealand — made an unex-
pected discovery: Didymo bloomed when
levels of the nutrient phosphorus dropped.
Typically, the opposite is true. Most algal
blooms — the toxic blue-green variety in
Lake Erie, for instance — are caused by
spikes in phosphorus.

The drop Didymo responded to was
so small it wasn’t even measureable with
traditional tools. That’'s why changes in
the nutrient’s levels hadn’t registered in
other streams despite testing. The scien-
tists think cells produce stalks to allow
the cells to move up into the water col-
umn, where they have a better shot of ac-
cessing traces of phosphorus, which they
need to divide and reproduce.

Taylor and Bothwell began brain-
storming potential causes of phosphorus
declines. Last spring, they published a pa-
per detailing their leading theories — and

arguing that Didy-
mo, rather than be-
ing invasive, is prob-
ably native to most
places it’s bloomed.

If they’re right,
Didymo may ulti-
mately be a lesson in
how minor environ-
mental changes can
have outsized effects
on ecosystems. Tay-
lor now believes the
Colorado blooms are
linked to changes in
the timing of spring,
a sign of the warm-
ing climate. When
spring comes early
to the Rocky Moun-
tain Lab — as it
does with increasing
regularity — rapid
snowmelt could be
flushing  phospho-
rus from soil in one
big pulse, rather
than delivering it
gradually, depriving
streams of the nutri-
ent after the snow is gone. Or, when plants
“turn on” early, they might use more of
the available phosphorus, leaving less for
streams. Most likely, some combination of
these factors is at work. Elsewhere, phos-
phorus declines could be a symptom of ni-
trogen pollution, from the atmosphere or
fertilizer applications.

U.S. Geological Survey diatom expert
Sarah Spaulding agrees that the evidence
that phosphorus regulates blooms is com-
pelling, but thinks Taylor and Bothwell
have been too quick to dismiss the human
role. The idea that human-caused changes
in phosphorus and nitrogen are driving
the blooms “might be true,” she says, “but
it needs to be shown with data.”

Cathy Kilroy, in New Zealand, tends
to agree with Taylor and Bothwell that in
much of the world blooms are likely to be
the result of environmental changes. But
many questions remain. There is still no
historic evidence, she says, of the cells in
New Zealand streams, and it’s even pos-
sible that a boom in environmentally
triggered blooms “facilitated (the) spread
of cells, possibly to places where Didymo
wasn’t present previously.”

Taylor acknowledges that more re-
search is needed. But if Didymo was in-
troduced to some rivers, he believes, it will
continue to spread, whether on the boots
of fishermen or the hooves of livestock
and wildlife. “If environmental factors are
causing the blooms, that’s the main issue,”
he said. “We need to nail down if Didymo
is a good sentinel for impending changes”
— the canary-in-a-cage for rivers, warn-
ing of important shifts most of us can’t yet
perceive. [

THE LATEST

Backstory

Railroad cars full of
flammable crude oil
are rattling through
the West, hauling
more than six out
of every 10 barrels
produced in the
Bakken to refineries,
according to a 2014
report. Washington
state has already
seen a major uptick
in oil-train traffic
and at least one
derailment. Shell
Oil wants to build a
new facility north of
Seattle that would
take in six 100-car
locomotives per week
("Flash point," HCN,
11/24/14).

Followup

Last month, following
West Virginia's
massive oil train
derailment and
explosion and
reports of a Bakken
train leaking oil in
Washington, Skagit
County blocked
Shell's proposed
facility until the
company completes
a full environmental
review. The US.
Department of
Transportation predicts
an average of 10 oil
train derailments per
year over the next
two decades. But
the recent drop in oil
prices means fewer
trains are rolling out
of the Bakken; perhaps
— at least for now —
there's less chance of
another disaster.
JEREMY MILLER
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THE HCN COMMUNITY

RESEARCH FUND

Thank you, Research Fund
contributors, for helping
us explore the West's

most beloved places

Since 1971, reader contributions to the Re-
search Fund have made it possible for HCN
to investigate and report on important issues
that are unique to the American West. Your
tax-deductible gift directly funds thought-
provoking, independent journalism.

Thank you for supporting our hardworking
journalists.
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A pine marten peeks out from a tree hollow in Shoshone National Forest, Wyoming. THOMAS D.
MANGELSEN,/WWW.MANGELSEN.COM

YELLOWSTONE WILDLIFE: ECOLOGY AND NATURAL HISTORY OF THE GREATER
YELLOWSTONE ECOSYSTEM, Paul A. Johnsgard, photos by Thomas D. Mangelsen
256 pages, paper:

$29.95.

University Press of Colorado, 2013.

In Yellowstone Wildlife, Paul Johnsgard describes the region as shaped like the print of a
raccoon's paw. Aided by famed photographer Thomas Mangelsen, Johnsgard carefully examines
each toe of the paw, tenderly tracing the wrinkles on every digit. In the process, he and
Mangelsen explore some well-travelled ground: Yellowstone National Park is one of the country's
most visited parks, thanks largely to its photogenic wildlife. But Mangelsen's photographs catch
the park’s iconic animals in unusual and often domestic moments, from a pair of sandhill cranes
guarding their nest to a group of coyote pups roughhousing in the rocks. Meanwhile, Johnsgard
teases out Yellowstone's wide range of habitats and inhabitants, recounting the hibernation of
the tiny western jumping mouse, the early lives of beavers and the trials of the park’s elk herds.

All told, it's an affectionate portrait of a well-loved place.

Thomas Curren | Boise, ID

Kathleen M. Delzell | Bayfield, CO

Jim & Linda Detling | Fort Collins, CO

Annie Douden | Fraser, CO

Mike Duncan & Bonnie Crysdale | Moab, UT
John & Cathie Duniway | Davis, CA

Angela Dye & Bob Mather | Telluride, CO
Rod Dykehouse | Victor, ID

FRIEND

Anonymous (28)

In honor of Gordon & Ron Butz | Denver, CO
In honor of Hugh Cheney | Cornwall, CT

In honor of Jeremiah Mew | Amherst, MA

In honor of David Peters | Minneapolis, MN

In memory of Kawika Chetron |
San Francisco, CA

Bob Dolloff | Ellijay, GA

John Domingue | Englewood, CO

Gordon Douglass | Claremont, CA

Carl Douhan | Littleton, CO

Gary G. Draper | Midvale, UT

Stephen Duck | Santa Fe, NM

Maryellen & Sparky Easom | Stanley, ID
Hal H. Eby | Reno, NV

Robert Egizi | Edwards, CO

Larry L. Eickstaedt | Olympia, WA

Susy Ellison | Carbondale, CO

Flint Ellsworth | Los Angeles, CA

John & Sharon English | Lake Oswego, OR
Mike Erwin | Billings, MT

Megan Estep | Pine, CO

Gary & Paula Evershed | Salt Lake City, UT
Grayal Farr | Tallahassee, FL

Bruce Fauskee | Powell, WY

Gordon Ferguson | Sedona, AZ

David Ferri | Sisters, OR

Ted Fisher | Columbia, MO

Andy & Jennifer Fitzpatrick | Arvada, CO
Jeanne Flowers | Ketchum, ID

Frank Forsgren | Carson City, NV

Lynn Fosbender | San Francisco, CA

Paul Frank & Anne Clare Erickson | Moab, UT
David & Sandra Freeman | Fort Collins, CO
Tim Fremgen | Santa Fe, NM

Cindy & Caleb Fuhrman | McCall, ID
Joseph Gautsch | Orange, CA

Rhoda Gerrard | Emmett, ID

John Gerstle | Boulder, CO

Mark Gibson | Salt Lake City, UT
Raymond Gilkeson | Sequim, WA

John Gioia | Gunnison, CO

Warren Gold & Roberta Newman |
Mill Valley, CA

Charles L. Goldstein | Millersburg, KY
Josh Gondek | Salt Lake City, UT
Gineth Gonzales | Springer, NM
Hazel Gordon | Davis, CA

Barbara & Hal Goss | Reno, NV

Judy Gould | Boulder, CO

William & Verna Guenther | Laramie, WY
Romey Haberle | Tacoma, WA
Susanne A. Haffner | Clovis, CA
Hagans Family | Corrales, NM

James Harris | Littleton, CO

David Hartley | Millbrae, CA

Martha Hartmann | Denver, CO
Greg Heiden | Bertrand, NE

Ludwig Heier | Cameron Park, CA
Anona Heimbigner | Kirkland, WA
Eric & Susanna Henley | El Cerrito, CA
Bill Henry | Eugene, OR

Ann Hinckley | Powell, WY

William E. Hine Jr. | Catawissa, PA
Kathy Hobson | Lyons, CO

Peter J. & Marilyn Hoijer | Bishop, CA
Tim & Gwen Holmen | Reno, NV
Rebecca Holmes | Helena, MT
Deborah Horn | Seattle, WA

Dee H. Huntington | Centennial, CO
Dick & Judy Inberg | Riverton, WY
Ted Janette | San Diego, CA

Jane F. Janke | Ophir, CO

Tom Jellar | Lewisville, NC

Mary Kay Johnson | Las Vegas, NV
Blake Jones | Seattle, WA

Kristine R. Kampf | Grand Junction, CO
Brett Kelver | Portland, OR

Mina Kidd | Woodland Park, CO

Tim King | Providence, UT

Don Kirby | Santa Fe, NM

John Krebs | Potlatch, ID

M. A. Kruse | Bend, OR

Nicole Lampe | Portland, OR

Earl Laws | Elgin, TX

Cynthia Leinberger | Collbran, CO
Andee Leisy | Sacramento, CA

Jim & Sharon Lingg | Morrison, CO
Marie Liu | Davis, CA

Eric & Suellen Lodge | Solana Beach, CA
David Luck | Denver, CO

Nick Lunde | Joseph, OR

David J. MacDonald | Reno, NV
Ethel Major | Quemado, NM

Dale Martin | Salt Lake City, UT
Karen & Thomas Mast | Loveland, CO
Margaret Matter | Tucson, AZ

DEAR FRIENDS

See you in April

With our 22-issue-per-year pub-
lishing schedule, we’re skipping
the next issue. Look for High
Country News again around
April 13. In the meantime,
check hen.org for fresh articles,
and follow us on Twitter and
Facebook. And happy spring!

WELCOME, ELIZABETH SHOGREN
At a time when many news-
rooms are reducing staff, High
Country News is growing —
hiring a special Washington,
D.C., correspondent. Eliza-
beth Shogren will explore and
explain the many ways that
federal agencies, politics and
policies impact Westerners’
daily lives.

As a Moscow correspondent
for the Los Angeles Times, Eliza-
beth once found herself pressed
up against the tank that Rus-
sian President Boris Yeltsin
famously climbed on during
a 1991 coup. Later, President
Clinton told the then-White
House correspondent how it
felt to be impeached: “Not bad.”
Elizabeth began covering the
environment for the LA Times’
Washington bureau because she
was enthralled by the wild land-
scapes of Utah and Wyoming.
For the past decade, she was
NPR’s environment correspon-
dent, covering the 2010 BP oil
spill, climate change, endan-
gered species and the impacts of
air pollution on communities.

When she’s not reporting,
Elizabeth enjoys cross-country
and telemark skiing. On week-
ends, she escapes to Virginia’s
Shenandoah National Park.
“Joining High Country News
gives me a chance to report
deeply about how major Western
issues play out on the national
stage,” she says. “The U.S. drill-
ing boom and the emerging

impacts of climate change make
this a crucial time for this beat.”
Watch for her stories in the
magazine and at hen.org.

C'MON BY AND VISIT US

We're always delighted when
our readers take the time

to visit our headquarters in
tiny Paonia, Colorado. We try

to mention everyone in this
column. But if we miss writing
about you, please drop us a line,
so we can remedy the omission.
(editor@hcn.org)

Gary Hall of Denver came by
recently while looking at houses
in Paonia. Originally from Mich-
igan, the graphic artist fell in
love with mountains as a young
man. Now he’s ready to leave
the big city behind, he says, and
being a longtime HCN reader,
thinks Paonia might make a
good home. Howdy, neighbor
(we hope)!

A HAUNTING NEW BOOK
For the second time, HCN con-
tributor Hannah Nordhaus has
written a book that sprang from
a story she wrote for us. The Bee-
keeper’s Lament was based on
“The Silence of the Bees” (HCN,
3/19/07). This month, Harper-
Collins will release American
Ghost: A Family’s Haunted Past
in the Desert Southwest. “It’s
something of a history wrapped
in a ghost story, about my efforts
to find and understand my
great-great-grandmother, Julia
Staab, a mail-order German
bride whose 19th-century ghost
is said to haunt a luxury hotel a
few blocks off Santa Fe’s Plaza,”
says Hannah. She first wrote
about Julia in her essay “The
Soul in Suite 100: A ghost story”
(HCN, 10/22/12). For more, see
www.hannahnordhaus.com.
—-dJodi Peterson for the staff

Elizabeth Shogren with her son in Arches National Park. JEFFReY SNAY
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The Winter of Oil’s

et snow splatters on my windshield as I drive from
WDurango, Colorado, toward Aztec, New Mexico, on a

January morning. As the highway crosses the state line,
the cultural landscape changes. Humanity’s detritus is jumbled
together in an oddly organic, entropic way: A rusty gas well
tank nudges a rotting wood shack next to a trailer, with tires on
its roof; seven cars overgrown with weeds huddle together out
front like old friends having coffee.

Then there’s New Mexico’s penchant for signs — from
big billboards to quirky little placards — which makes for a
more interesting, if less aesthetically pleasing, drive. No fewer
than four mark the edge of town. “Welcome to Aztec, Home to
6,800 Friendly People and 6 OLD SOREHEADS.” “Winner All
America City 1963.” Then, a bit farther in, “Jesus Saves,” and
“Bubba Does Income Taxes.”

Today, however, the most important signs loom over gas
station parking lots, announcing that gasoline is selling for just
over two bucks, cheaper than it’s been for a half decade. Here,
where folks tend to drive long distances, mostly in large pickup
trucks and SUVs, the prices elicit joy: U.S. motorists will save
more than $2 billion per week thanks to low gas prices, and the
locals here are happy to get their share.

And yet, those falling numbers also make people anxious.
Aztec is the smallest of a triad of towns that include Farming-
ton, population 45,000, and Bloomfield, population 8,000, in
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the heart of the San Juan Basin, 10,000 square miles of mesas
and canyons and scrub-covered high-desert plains that sprawl
across much of northwestern New Mexico and into Colorado.
The region’s shale, sandstone and coal beds, souvenirs of an an-
cient inland sea and its swampy shoreline, store vast quantities
of coal, oil and, especially, natural gas, which is so abundant it
seeps out of the earth unbidden in places.

For nearly a century, the economic fortunes of these three
communities have hinged on fossil fuel extraction. While envi-
ronmental regulations, national policy and subsidies for energy
companies can affect the situation, nothing does so more than
the price of the commodities. When oil or natural gas prices
rise, so do the fortunes of Aztec, Farmington and Bloomfield.
When they drop, the effects ripple through the economy, from
the dozens of oil- and gas-related businesses, to local and state
governments.

Jason Sandel is the executive vice president of Aztec
Well, a conglomerate of drilling and oilfield service compa-
nies run by his family. Back in 2008, Aztec Well and the
rest of the region were battered by a crash in the price

of natural gas, the Basin’s cash crop. So Sandel and his 4
troops turned to crude, riding the record-breaking wave i

of high oil prices that ignited booms in North Dakota, d
southeastern New Mexico, Wyoming and Colorado. N
By mid-2014, Aztec Well and its subsidiaries had 825 i




Discontent oo

employees and 14 rigs drilling, some as close as the south side
of the Basin and others as far away as Utah and Pennsylvania.
But late last summer, global demand for petroleum faltered.
The U.S. was extracting more oil than it had in decades, and
the Saudis, rather than curtailing production to stabilize prices,
decided to just keep pumping away in order to retain their mar-
ket share. “We are living in the confirmed world of a price war,”
says Daniel Fine, associate director of the New Mexico Center
for Energy Policy at New Mexico Tech. And the Saudis seem
to be winning. The global oil price slumped from nearly $115
per barrel in June of last year,
to less than $50 in Janu-
ary. And even as other
-~ Westerners dusted off
their Hummers and
e SUVs and happily
hit the road, town,
county and state
governments in
el . the oil patch,
from Alaska
to Texas,
braced for
) the after-
shocks.

When I meet Sandel in his office, I'm a little surprised:

He resembles a Brooklyn hipster, albeit a burly one, with a
long, well-mannered beard, tortoiseshell Ray Ban prescription
glasses and a stylish button-up shirt. If a lumbersexual is a
fashion-conscious urbanite who looks theoretically ready to do
some clear-cutting, then Sandel could serve as the standard-
bearer for stylishly casual “roughnecksexual” oil-and-gas dudes.
I refrain from sharing this thought.

Sandel is coping with once again having to scale back his
enterprise, laying off workers and stacking rigs in the yard,
but he is happy to talk, as long as I don’t intend to “spin the
article negatively, (to push the community) away from energy
development due to its volatility.” Yet no matter how I spin the
story, there’s no hiding from the facts: To hitch one’s fate to
fossil fuels is to take a wild roller-coaster ride that can overrun
other economic sectors and fray the social fabric. And the carny
driving this ride is not the local community, but the global
marketplace.

I'm not here, however, to build an economic or even envi-
ronmental argument for eschewing oil and gas development
— we've heard all of those before. 'm here to learn how the
roller coaster works, and to glean from Sandel any lessons, or
warnings, he’s gained from experiencing two busts in less than
10 years — lessons he can share with the neo-boomtowns, now
busting, of the shale revolution.

Aztec Well rig workers brave a winter storm to set up a natural gas-
i powered drilling rig near Lybrook, New Mexico. BRIAN LEDDY

2,500
square
miles

Approximate size of
methane "hot spot” that
sits over the San Juan
Basin. It is the largest
and most concentrated
such hot spot in the
country. The methane,
which is an

extremely potent
greenhouse

gas, is

believed

to come from

leaks in oil and gas
infrastructure, from
“venting," from releases
during well completions
and from natural seeps
that occur where the
methane-bearing coal
beds breach the earth's
surface.

SOURCE: FOUR CORNERS:

THE LARGEST U.S. METHANE
ANOMALY VIEWED FROM SPACE,
AMERICAN GEOPHYSICAL
UNION.
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FROM AZTEC WELL'S HEADQUARTERS, you
can see the company’s fenced-in yards,
filled with trucks and drilling appara-
tus; the Aztec Speedway, also run by the
Sandel family, which on warm Saturday
nights becomes a chest-rattling shrine to
the internal combustion engine; and the
regional office for Oklahoma-based WPX
Energy, one of the biggest oil and gas
producers around. And just over there

is the site where, in 1921, the Aztec Oil
Syndicate drilled the first producing well
in the basin, triggering the first boom and
putting the region, and the state, on the
path to its fossil fuel destiny.

In the decades that followed, the
industry sprang forth mostly untethered,
acquiring lucrative oil leases in sketchy
deals with a newly formed Navajo gov-
ernment, “fracking” wells by exploding ni-
troglycerin in them. But in the 1930s, the
state also began to insist that industry
return a little in exchange for all it was
taking, by implementing a severance tax,
a school tax and a conservation tax, all on
hydrocarbon production.

As a result, when El Paso Natural
Gas built a pipeline in 1951 from the
San Juan Basin to California, opening
up vast new markets and sparking a
transformative boom, the state was able
to reap some of the bounty. At the time,
Farmington was a quiet ag town of a few
thousand people, surrounded by so many
orchards that the train up to Durango
was known as the Red Apple Flyer. In
just a few years, it ballooned to nearly
20,000 people.

In 1963, Sandel’s grandparents,
Wayne and Stella, started Aztec Well. The
industry was in a lull at the time, but the
roller coaster rocketed back up a decade
later, when a series of energy crises sent
oil prices into the stratosphere. In 1980, a
mind-boggling 62,000 wells were drilled
in the U.S,, about three times the number
drilled during the recent shale boom. New
Mexico officials again had fiscal foresight,
creating a permanent fund fed by sever-
ance tax revenue, something that could
provide help when the oil and gas ran out.

In an uncanny foreshadowing of the
future, however, global oil prices ebbed,
and OPEC’s market share shrank. In
response, the cartel flooded the market
with petroleum, causing the price to
crash at roughly the same time that the
feds deregulated the natural gas market,
causing that commodity to lose value,
as well. The West’s energy fields were
abruptly abandoned.

Jason Sandel was just heading into
middle school at the time. His grandfa-
ther had passed away, and his father,
Jerry, was at the company’s helm. He
kept it afloat by holding on to only “the

In 2013, Aztec Well’s Jason Sandel stands

on the platform of a rig designed to drill a
horizontal well used to extract oil from the
Mancos shale formation. Because the San
Juan Basin was late to the shale oil game,
Sandel had to send many of his rigs elsewhere.
CHRIS ROBERTS,/THE FARMINGTON DAILY TIMES

best-of-the-best employees, (making sure)
they were receiving an honest day’s wage
for an honest day’s work,” says Jason
Sandel. Their one rig was entirely staffed
by salaried toolpushers, or rig manag-
ers, and welders were constructing cattle
guards for public use. As often as not,
payroll checks came right out of the fam-
ily’s savings account.

A “ghost town” feel settled into
Farmington, broken only by an early *90s
surge, when companies, hoping to take
advantage of federal tax credits before
they expired, started drilling for coal-
bed methane. And while the situation
inspired some talk about diversifying the
economy, folks mostly felt angry at their
impotence. Jason Sandel recalls “a rise of
conservative attitudes and nationalism
as a result of feeling out of control.”

Sandel, by then a young man, wasn’t
having any of it. “All of my life, (my
father) told me to stay out of the oil and
gas industry. It’s dangerous, it’s cyclical,”
he says. So instead, he pursued politics,
his father’s “hobby” — the elder Sandel
served in the New Mexico Legislature for
30 years, finally retiring in 2001 after he
lost his bid to become lieutenant gover-
nor. Jason Sandel got a degree in politi-
cal science from the University of New
Mexico, going on to become an analyst
and then chief of staff for the New Mexico
Senate majority leader. Like his father,
he’s a Democrat, an anomaly in this very
conservative district, dominated by an
industry that tends to side with the GOP.
He worked for Bill Richardson, back
when he was in Congress, and continues
to donate to Democratic causes and politi-
cians, including New Mexico Sens. Martin
Heinrich and Tom Udall. “I love politics,”
says Sandel. “It’s something I really geek
out on.”

But after his mother died, Sandel
decided to come home to raise his own
family in Farmington and help with the
business, signing on full-time at Aztec
Well in 2001. At the time, the region
was more than a decade into the coalbed
methane push, and there was little rea-
son to think it would ever let up. Sandel
learned the business but kept his political
skills polished. He got elected to Farm-
ington’s city council in 2006 and served
for eight years, pushing for quality-of-life
improvements, such as bicycle-friendly
streets and better infrastructure to deal
with summertime flash floods. He sup-
ported economic development and tried to
steer the city, which runs its own electric
utility, away from purchasing more coal
power.

Sandel also advocated for the oil
and gas industry, pushing back against
regulations and, especially, talking up the
industry’s positive economic impact. He
endorsed a move by state legislators from
the San Juan Basin to punish communi-
ties that regulate the oil and gas industry
by withholding severance tax funds, and
he relaxed regulations on drilling within
Farmington, which already has more
than 300 wells within the city limits.



Aztec Well’s innovative Hyduke 1000 is powered entirely by natural
gas, a cleaner option than diesel. It is currently drilling for oil for WPX
Energy, and is one of only a few rigs currently operating in the San
Juan Basin. BRIAN LEDDY

12.5 percent

Royalty rate paid by
companies on dozens of
wells operating on state
land in the San Juan Basin,
despite the fact that the
going rate is 16.66 to 18.75
percent. These companies
have assumed old leases,
and their rates, thus causing
the state to lose millions of
dollars per year.

Federal royalties for the San Juan Basin

Companiet pay royalties oo odl and gan extracted from public land, and about
bl oof it goes back 1o the stabe
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298 million

Barrels of oil extracted from
the New Mexico portion of
the San Juan Basin since the
1920s.

1.1 billion

Barrels of water “produced”
from oil and gas wells on
the New Mexico side of the
San Juan Basin since drilling
began. The water, which

is usually salty, sometimes
radioactive and always unfit
for consumption, must be
disposed of by the energy
companies.

SOURCE: BUREAU OF LAND
MANAGEMENT

www.hcn.org High Country News 15


http://www.hcn.org

Gross receipt taxes paid

to the city of Farmington
by oil and gas companies
in fiscal year 2007.

S H Grossr eceipt
$2|] 11| taxes paid in

$ § 2013

SOURCE: CITY OF FARMINGTON

$10m

S
S

Total amount paid in

oil and gas royalties to
2,800 individual Navajo
mineral interest owners
during the last three
months of 2014.

SOURCE: BUREAU OF INDIAN
AFFAIRS

“"SHOULD WE SHOW HIM THE SCARE MAP?"
asks Maureen Joe, assistant field man-
ager for the Farmington Office of the Bu-
reau of Land Management. Joe, a small
woman with shiny black hair, seems to
delight in the prospect of frightening

a reporter. Dave Mankiewicz, another
assistant field manager — the curmud-
geonly TV-style cop to Joe’s cheerful one
— hands me the map, showing every well
ever drilled in the San Juan Basin, with
little red dots for gas, black ones for oil.

It is scary. The northern and central
sections of the Basin are almost solid red;
in the south and west, dense swarms of
black dots string out along the oil-bearing
formations. Dark pinpricks surround
Chaco Culture National Historical Park.
Huerfano Mountain, or Dzil Na'oodilii,
where First Woman
i and First Man and then
$ Changing Woman lived
— a sort of Garden of
Eden in Navajo cosmology — is embroi-
dered with red and black. The BLM office
we sit in, on a fine piece of real estate
in the upper-class part of town, has
three wells within a quarter mile, and a
pumpjack grinds away right next to a golf
course green down the road.

To find a stretch of land anywhere
in the core of the Basin that hasn’t been
drilled or isn’t covered by roads, tanks,
pipes or some other hydrocarbon-related
infrastructure is nearly impossible — the
infrastructure is the landscape. “We've
got so much pipeline in the ground, it’s
like rebar,” says Mankiewicz. “If you had
an earthquake, the ground wouldn’t even
shake.”

The industry is similarly entangled
with the community’s streetscapes, cul-
ture and economy. A drive around the Az-
tec-Farmington-Bloomfield triangle is a
bit like a cruise through a giant open-air
oil-and-gas mall, with roadside business-
es peddling goods and services for every
link of the hydrocarbon production chain:
Elite Swabbing Service, Compressco,
Weatherford Fishing Tools and Permian
Power Tong. It’s not entirely monolithic:
Toolpusher’s Supply, for example, is just
across from the Adult Video store, which
is watched over sternly by a billboard
showing Jesus. And Halliburton’s yard,
brimming with giant trucks and byzan-
tine equipment, is sandwiched between a
Great Harvest Bread place and a Wal-

Oil & gas production tax rates
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greens on Farmington’s main drag. Some
residents of a trailer park just behind it
got sick and were evacuated in 2006 after
an acidic fracking fluid spill.

When any of these businesses make a
sale, they pay a gross receipts tax to the
state, city and county. The businesses pay
property taxes, on their land, equipment
and oil and gas production. Producers pay
severance and emergency school taxes on
the gross value of oil or gas that they sell
to the state, in addition to royalties to the
feds, the state, tribes or private landown-
ers. And the operators of the natural
gas plant north of Bloomfield, where the
sci-fi-skyscraper-like distillation col-
umns tower directly over the shrines and
graves of a Catholic cemetery, pay state
natural gas processor’s taxes.

These funds, in turn, pay for every-
thing from firefighters’ salaries to roads
to day-to-day governmental operations.
Earnings from the state’s $14 billion
Land Grant Permanent Fund, which is
fed almost entirely by oil and gas royal-
ties on state lands, support New Mexico’s
public schools. The Severance Tax
Permanent Fund’s earnings are allocated
to capital projects across the state, for
everything from sewage systems to school
playgrounds to a jaguar exhibit at the
Albuquerque zoo. A 2014 New Mexico Tax
Research Institute analysis found that at
least one-third of the state’s general fund
comes from the mélange of taxes and
royalties paid by the industry.

Layered on top of that are philan-
thropic donations from industry, for
everything from the public library, to the
United Way, to the regional symphony
and Farmington’s museum, which will
soon feature a pretty spectacular “En-
ergy Wing.” Just down the road from the
aforementioned BLM offices, San Juan
College’s new $16 million School of En-
ergy facility is nearing completion. More
than $8 million of the cash came from BP,
Merrion Oil & Gas and other industry
donors, with $5 million coming from the
severance tax permanent fund.

This progressive effort to make
industry pay its way has effectively put
the governments of New Mexico — and
Farmington and San Juan County — into
the oil and gas business. The upside is
that those communities get to share in
the profits. The downside is that everyone,
from the toolpusher to the symphony-goer,
is dependent on an extremely volatile
global market. And while the state can
tolerate busts with help from its flush
permanent funds, local governments have
no such cushion. Any efforts to rein in or
regulate industry, or even try to whittle a
new leg or two for the one-legged economic
stool, are readily interpreted as attacks on
schools, local governments and, really, the
people who live here.

“THE DRILLING RIG IS THE CRYSTAL BALL,"
says Sandel. “As go drilling rigs, so goes
the rest of the economy. I can say, by
name, 50 people who have a job for each
drilling rig going to work.” Multiply that
by an average salary of about $75,000
and add in the gross receipt taxes on a
$1 million to $10 million drilling job, and
then multiply that by the number of drill
rigs in operation — the rig count — and
you've got a mighty big impact.

Back in the summer of 2008, 40 rigs
were running in the San Juan Basin and
2,000 nationwide, the result of a long run
of high natural gas prices. Aztec had 14
rigs operating in the region, and it and
its subsidiaries — trucking, equipment
rental, oilfield services companies —
employed more than 700 people. Gross
annual revenues were in the $100 million
range, marking 400 percent growth since
2000 and easily making the company Az-
tec’s biggest single source of gross revenue
taxes. “They were good years,” Sandel says
wistfully. “It’s what built this building.”

The BLM’s Farmington Field Office
handed out drilling permits — 3,500
over a five-year period — like a bank
hands out lollipops, and the distinction
between public employee and private
industry blurred. The district manager



at the time, Steve Henke, received a few
favors from the industry, like trips to golf
tournaments and an $8,000 donation to
Henke’s son’s baseball team. When he
retired from the BLM in 2010, he became
president of the New Mexico Oil and Gas
Association, an industry lobbying group.

Federal royalties from wells in the
San Juan Basin topped $700 million one
year, and state severance tax revenues
were close to $1 billion. Schools got a
per-pupil funding increase, allowing the
Farmington district to hire more teachers
and up their salaries. The local construc-
tion industry was going gangbusters
to accommodate new businesses and
residents.

Industry leaders cringed when, in
mid-2008, New Mexico implemented the
“pit rule,” one of the strongest regula-
tions regarding the disposal of drilling
wastewater. Yet it did nothing to slow
drilling. Meanwhile, industry cheered
as both political parties, and even the
Sierra Club, touted natural gas, which
emits about half the carbon dioxide and
far fewer other pollutants than coal when
it’s burned, as a “bridge fuel” to cleaner
renewables. It seemed as if the boom was
just beginning.

But as T. Greg Merrion, president of
Merrion Oil and Gas, a local company,
told me, there’s an old saying in the in-
dustry: “Nothing helps low prices like low
prices, and nothing hurts high prices like
high prices.” Soaring natural gas prices,
with help from government subsidies and
a fortuitous pairing of horizontal drilling
and hydraulic fracturing, had spurred
a frenzy of drilling in shale formations
nationwide, most notably the Marcellus
shale in the East. Suddenly, the market
was glutted, and prices plummeted.

Between October of 2008 and January
of 2009, Aztec Well idled 75 percent of its
equipment, and almost as many workers.
The company’s annual revenues were cut
in half. The San Juan Basin alone lost an
estimated 5,000 jobs, and the Farmington
metro area went from having one of the

lowest jobless rates in the country to hav-
ing one of its highest in just a few years.

The pain spread to the city and
county and then up to the state level.
Since almost all of the industry-related
taxes and royalties are based on the
gross value of oil and natural gas, the
price drop resulted in a proportional hit
to state coffers. That rippled down to the
schools. In Farmington, they were saved
from mass layoffs by relying on attrition,
such as teachers leaving to follow their
spouses to other oilfields.

“It was ominous,” says Farmington
City Manager Rob Mayes, who was faced
with a sudden loss of nearly 20 percent of
gross receipt tax revenues, the city’s main
source of funding. “It just fell off a cliff.”

“Every time we have a decline in
price,” says County Chief Executive Of-
ficer Kim Carpenter, “that equates to sev-
eral million in less input to the general
fund.” Carpenter’s annual county budget
introductory letters serve as a sort of
chronicle of the deepening bust, and are
filled with woe and the sound of gnashing
teeth. Between 2009 and 2012, Carpenter
could offer only one piece of good news:
Farmington got itself an Olive Garden.

Meanwhile, the local industry had to
sit and watch drilling go nuts in other
parts of the nation. Even as natural gas
prices crashed, oil prices shot upward
thanks to high global demand, sparking
shale-drilling rushes from North Dakota
to Texas. Initially, the San Juan Basin
was left out — it had been too tied up in
coalbed methane drilling to make much
effort to drill shale, particularly for oil.
But you couldn’t argue with the price
signals.

“We had to chase the oil,” says Sandel.
“We had built up so much equipment, and
there was a likelihood it would never all
work here again. So we sought out other
areas and became a national company.”
Aztec Well opened offices in southern
New Mexico’s Permian Basin, Kansas,
Utah and Pennsylvania.

Other local companies took a simi-

Greg Merrion, facing page, of Merrion Oil,
has pushed Farmington to diversify its
economy, with only limited success. At left,
San Juan County Chief Executive Officer Kim
Carpenter has watched the general fund go up
and down with oil prices. BRIAN LEDDY

$1.96 million

Contributions from the
oil and gas industry
to New Mexico state
political campaigns in
2014.

$494,000

Contributions from trade
unions to New Mexico
state political campaigns
in 2014.

$61,000

Contributions from
pro-environmental policy
interests to New Mexico
state political campaigns
in 2014.

lar tack. Pesco, which began building

gas field equipment back in the "70s,
started building oil field equipment, too.
A company that had long manufactured
compressors for local gas companies
began shipping out of state. Only the fact
that those companies kept their bases
here, rather than uprooting and following
the next boom, kept the community from
drying up altogether. Workers who had
settled into the area’s relatively afford-
able suburban homes also stayed, com-
muting to distant oilfields for two-week-
on, two-week-off cycles. It was a form of
economic diversification, albeit a limited
one — chasing after oil and gas, wherever
they might be.

Then, starting in 2012, the drill rigs
returned to the ash-colored earth of the
southern San Juan Basin, this time look-
ing for oil in an old play near Chaco Can-
yon and the mostly Navajo communities
of Lybrook and Counselor. It has hardly
been a boom — at most, a dozen rigs have
operated at one time — but the oilfield
traffic and activity has been rough on the
locals, while most of the jobs and other
economic benefits go to Farmington. The
exception is royalty payments to Navajo
allotment holders, which, when prices are
high, can provide a big bonus to impover-
ished families.

SOURCE: NATIONAL INSTITUTE
ON MONEY IN STATE POLITICS

State severance tax collections
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78 ./,.

Percentage of Alaska's
total tax revenue that
comes from oil and
gas severance taxes.

46 ./,.

Percentage of North
Dakota's total tax
revenue that comes
from oil and gas
severance taxes.

SOURCE: ROCKEFELLER
INSTITUTE OF GOVERNMENT

But late last year, oil prices started
shrinking, the victim, again, of that
“high prices hurt high prices” rule, and
of the laws of global supply and demand.
Those allotment royalty checks? They’re
about half of what they were last June.
When I visited Sandel in late January,
his company had pulled five rigs out of
operation, representing a loss of millions
of dollars of potential revenue. By the end
of February, just two rigs were running in
the Basin; nationwide, tens of thousands
of oilfield workers lost their jobs.

The full impact of the latest bust
has yet to trickle down to the rest of the
economy. The general public might be
oblivious now. But give it a few months,
says Bob Beckley, the owner of 3Rivers
Brewery and Restaurant in downtown
Farmington. “Everyone enjoys driving
around on all that cheap gas,” he says,
“but they don’t understand how impor-
tant the oil and gas industry is to us.”

Back in August, New Mexico state

economists expected $6.4 billion in
revenue for the 2016 fiscal year; in early
February, that estimate had plunged by
$200 million, thanks entirely to drop-
ping oil prices. City, county and school
officials are bracing for the blow, looking
for places to cut costs. Aztec Well has no
place left to send its rigs besides its own
yard. “It’s the uncertainty of the commod-
ity price that’s driving how fast this is
going,” says Sandel. “We don’t know what
the floor is.”

ON A WEDNESDAY MORNING in February,
a group of oil and gas managerial types,
economic development folks and a few
non-industry business owners gather for
a workshop at San Juan College called
“Thriving in the New Normal.” It’s both
a grim and an optimistic title, one that
acknowledges that it may be years before
prices go back to where they were, but
that it’s possible for local businesses to
survive and even prosper, nevertheless.

Perhaps someone here will have a big
vision for how the community can get off
this roller-coaster ride once and for all.
That’s a vision I have yet to encounter
during any of my visits to city hall, to
county offices and to Farmington’s eerily
quiet historic downtown, where each
block has at least one payday loan joint
and a couple of vacant storefronts.

Most of what I hear is a version of
what one man says at the workshop:
“Sure, diversifying the economy is fine,
but we can’t forget what we do best.” And
that, of course, is fossil fuels. One govern-
ment official tells me in all seriousness
that newly “robust” environmentalists
are a bigger threat than price volatility.
Another says that the local economy isn’t
really that dependent on oil and gas, after
all. The prevailing sentiment, even in the
workshop, is this: You just gotta hunker
down, tighten your belt, and endure. It’ll
come back. It always does.

Except when it doesn’t. Prices will go

The story Of al'l Oil We“, by the I‘Iumbers By Jonathan Thompson | Infographic by Eric Baker

Application October 2011 Drilling the well February to April 2012

Encana Oil and Gas, a Canadian

Operating the well April 2012 and beyond

company with its U.S. headquarters in
Denver and a small office in a new strip
mall on the north edge of Farmington,
applies to the New Mexico Oil
Conservation Division for a permit to
drill a 4,000-foot-deep well with a
4,000-foot horizontal lateral through
the oil-bearing rock. It's located on
state land on scrub-covered flats south
of Farmington, just a couple miles from
the Great North Road constructed by
the Chacoan culture a millennium ago.
The area’s already pockmarked by
development — there are about two
dozen well pads in a one-mile radius.
It's an old play, given new life by high
prices, horizontal drilling and
multi-stage hydraulic fracturing. This
well will become one of more than
23,000 active oil and gas wells in the
San Juan Basin.

The well is drilled and then completed, or fracked, the
most intense phase in terms of economic impact. It
puts about 50 people to work, each earning on average
$75,000 per year. This phase also costs the company
anywhere from $1 million to $10 million, which is
subject to state and local gross receipts taxes at a rate
of 5.125 percent for the state, and 1.18 percent for the
county. The state receives more than $300,000 for a
$5 million drilling and completion job, with a portion
sent back to the county.
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Total employment impact, in salaries: $312,500

Total Estimated GRT Revenues: $300,000

(Gross receipts tax to the state and county general funds)

Number of workers to operate a rig: 50 workers

e
LERRARRRRBRRBBEEINRRNRRRLS

Average oil well service worker's salary:
$50,000

Once a well is completed and
producing, it continues to require
servicing, maintenance and occasional
work-overs, which explains why the San
Juan Basin's highways and backroads
teem with big white pickup trucks and
water-tanker trucks, even when there are no rigs drilling.
Oil and gas wells produce huge quantities of water,
which must be disposed of. About a year and a half after
this well was drilled, a piece of equipment broke and
some 15 barrels, or 630 gallons, of oil were spilled onto
the ground. The company had to hire a vacuum truck to
come clean it up. These services do generate gross receipt
taxes for the community, though it's tough to quantify
how much. And industry insiders tell me that, once it's
producing, a well creates one full-time job or less.

Total employment impact over the 20-year life
of the well: $1 million

The New Mexico Oil & Gas Tax Key

Rates usually apply to value
of product minus royalties and
transportation costs
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Tax Rate
0&G School

0&G Conservation
0&G Severance

Ad Valorem Production

3.75%

3.15% on oil; 4% on natural gas
.19%; .24% when crude is > $70/bbl

Property tax of local jurisdiction

Where it goes

State General Fund

General Fund & Reclamation Fund
Severance Tax Bonding & Permanent Fund
County



up, sure, but natural gas production has
been falling in the San Juan Basin since
1999, despite an almost unprecedented

frenzy of drilling between 2003 and 2008.

What happens when the cash crop dries
up?

I find an answer in an unexpected
place: at the monolithic headquarters
of Merrion Oil & Gas, which overlooks
Farmington from the same complex that
houses city hall.

“The answer is easy,” says T. Greg
Merrion, president of the company since
1992. “You've got to diversify. But it’s
complicated. It’s like turning the Titanic.
You gotta change the way you think,
change the way you do things.”

Merrion’s father started the company
back in the 1960 and, judging from the
headquarters, it’s done all right. Paint-
ings by prominent Southwestern art-
ists adorn the lobby walls, and a huge
sculpture — sandstone and glass panels
jutting from a rust-colored steel base —

dominates the space. Merrion, dressed in
a North Face fleece, baggy jeans and run-
ning shoes, actually relishes the bust as
an opportunity to go bargain-shopping for
oil and gas properties. As a well-known
philanthropist, however, he doesn’t want
to see the community suffer.

After the 2008 bust hit, Merrion got
together with other community leaders
and hired consultants. They suggested
focusing on agriculture and tourism,
and courting light manufacturers and
health-care providers. Proposals include
everything from converting the nearby
massive coal plants to natural gas to
better promoting mountain biking and
OHYV trails and the area’s Native Ameri-
can culture. They rejiggered the local
economic development agency with this
in mind, but getting there “is a marathon,
not a sprint,” says Merrion. It takes time.
It takes money. And, of course, it takes
political will.

And that, says Sandel, another

surprising advocate of economic diversi-
fication, is what is lacking; it’s one of the
reasons he didn’t run for a third term in
city government. “We do very little as a

community to market this stuff,” he says.

“No one can carry that vision, carry that
torch to bring people together.”

THE CARWASH ON AZTEC'S EDGE is
doing a brisk business on a Friday af-
ternoon, as workers stream into town
from the gas patch and line up their
big white trucks to try to scrub off the
mud, which is still axle-deep out on the
mesas and north-facing slopes. There
is enough work merely maintaining
the existing wells and infrastructure in
the San Juan Basin to keep business
going. 'm headed the other way, back
out into the patch, along a rutted road
and past some byzantine equipment,
to the Alien Run trailhead, one of

the places Sandel would like to
promote.

106 billion
cubic feet

Amount of natural gas
that was flared, burned
off, or vented from oil
and gas wells in North
Dakota, New Mexico,
Wyoming, Colorado,
Utah and Montana
between 2006 and
2013. No royalties or
federal or state taxes
were paid on this gas,
representing a loss of
tens of millions of dollars
of potential revenue
for state and local
governments.

SOURCE: TAXPAYERS FOR
COMMON SENSE

Production June 2014 (high oil prices)

Total oil production: 941 barrels

Total oil production: 740 barrels

Production February 2015

BEENRENDREPNENRENNENENNENDNEDREDNREEDEEDES
$90 (

Approximate price paid per barrel of oil:

Gross value of oil sold: $84,520

Royalties to Land Grant Permanent Fund for
producing on state-owned land: $14,087

Total taxes paid to state and local governments: $5,961

Breakdown of taxes:

Oil and gas emergency school tax: $2,219

Oil and gas severance tax: $2,641

Oil and gas conservation tax: $169
Ad Valorem (county property) tax on production: $933

Royalty Explainer
Royalty Rate Where it goes
State Land 16.66-18.75% Land Grant Permanent Fund (investment earnings fund public schools)

Federal Land
Indian Allotment
Tribal

Private

12.5% and up
18% and up
Varies

Varies

Approximate price paid per barrel of oil:

$38 ¢

(Western Refining's average price paid for
San Juan Basin oil in February)

Gross value of oil sold: $28,120

Royalties to state land office for producing

on state-owned land: $4,684

Breakdown of taxes:

Oil and gas emergency school tax: $738

Oil and gas severance tax: $879

Oil and gas conservation tax: $45

51% to federal governmentt; 49% back to state
Individual allotment holders

Tribal government

Landowner

Ad Valorem production tax: $321

Projection based on previous months' average; oil wells typically produce less and less over time.

Total taxes paid to state and local governments: $1,993

Epilogue: After spending more than $350 million on
its San Juan Basin venture in 2014, when oil prices
were high, Encana announced in February that it
would cut back expenditures to less than $100 million
in 2015, drilling no more than five new wells.
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I lace up my shoes and hit the trail,
which winds through juniper and pifion,
occasionally crossing undulating sections
of slickrock. It’s a meditative place to run,
despite or maybe because of the inescap-
able background drone of gas wells and
compressors. Aztec locals established the
trails on BLM land several years back,
naming it for a purported 1948 UFO
crash in the area. Aztec once attempted
to market the crash as a tourist draw, a la
Roswell, even hosting its own UFO con-
ference. It didn’t take, but the trails are
popular, and the town hosts a mountain
bike race here every May.

Intrepid explorers also head out onto
the county’s gas-patch roads in search of
dozens of natural arches, remote Chacoan
pueblos and artist Georgia O’Keeffe’s
“Black Place,” which, ironically, was
“discovered” thanks to nearby oil and gas
development. The Bisti Badlands south of
Farmington draw early spring crowds, a
surprisingly high proportion of them from
Switzerland, Germany, France and other
parts of Europe. Shoppers from at least
a 100-mile radius come to Farmington’s
sprawling mall, two super Wal-Marts, a
Target, Sam’s Club, and a herd of chain
restaurants. And Farmington still lives
up to its name: The Navajo Agricultural
Products Industries farms, with the help
of copious irrigation, have transformed
a huge swath of high desert south of the
city into a Midwestern-esque plain of
potato, corn, wheat and alfalfa fields.

This is economic diversification, sure,

Jonathan Thompson,
HCN's senior editor,
writes from Durango,
Colorado.

This story was funded
by a grant from the
McCune Charitable
Foundation.

This coverage is

also supported by
contributors to the
High Country News
Enterprise Journalism
Fund.

Feb. 1, 2015

Date North Dakota's 2 percent extraction tax
incentive rate on horizontal wells became
effective, due to falling oil prices. The incentive is
designed to keep [

drillers drilling even in ® | s

a low-price environment,

but (combined with lower

prices) it results in reduced

revenues to the state. 1

but it’s happened without a plan, and no
one’s figured out how to monetize it. Dur-
ing my hour-long run, the gas wells I pass
pump hundreds of tax dollars into state,
county and school coffers; I, however, con-
tribute absolutely nothing. When I buy a
case of those orange peanut-butter-crack-
er things from Sam’s Club, I'm helping
Sam back in Arkansas, but not the city or
the state, since New Mexico exempts food
and medicine from the gross receipts tax.
If you work in Farmington’s leisure and
hospitality sector, you'll earn, on average,
$12,000 per year, compared to $90,000 for
local petroleum engineers. And since the
NAPI farms are owned by the Navajo Na-
tion, they’re mostly tax exempt. Economic
development is as much about creating
mechanisms to capture cash as it is about
simply attracting it. The state has clearly

demonstrated that with oil and gas.
With that in mind, I ask both Merrion

SOURCE: STATE OF NORTH DAKOTA

and Sandel a final question: “If you could
give the new, and future, boomtowns of
the shale revolution one piece of advice,
what would it be?”

“My advice to boomtowns is to estab-
lish a community ‘boom fund’ that would
be modeled after New Mexico’s severance
tax permanent fund — but structured
for communities as opposed to the state,”
Sandel says. “I'd then dedicate a specific
portion of the interest off this fund for
the purpose of economic development and
diversification.” It seems like an obvious
approach, and Merrion answers my ques-
tion almost identically. But Farmington’s
been busting and booming for 95 years,
and there is still no community “boom
fund,” and the city has made no serious
efforts to diversify the economy.

“What I want, 20 to 30 years from
now, is for someone to say, ‘Boy, 'm
sure glad our community decided to
diversify, ” says Merrion. “It’s never
too late to start.” Then he looks up at a
replica of a Puebloan pot sitting on the
mantle. Perhaps he’s thinking of the
Chacoan culture that, a millennium ago,
also modified the landscape in ways that
are still visible and, ultimately, went
bust. Most likely driven by drought and
overconsumption of local resources, the
people pulled up stakes and headed
east and south, to the banks of the Rio
Grande, to Zuni, to Hopi. “Well,” says
Merrion, “it could be too late. There are
communities that have lived or died by
production of natural resources.” [
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MARKETPLACE

Notice to our advertisers: You can place
classified ads with our online classified sys-
tem. Visit hcn.org/classifieds. March 30 is
the deadline to place your print ad in the
April 13 issue. Call 800-311-5852, or e-mail
advertising@hcn.org for help or infor-
mation. For more information about our
current rates and display ad options, visit
hcn.org/advertising.

BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES

Conservationist? Irrigable Land? Stel-
lar seed-saving NGO is available to serious
partner. Package must include financial

support. Details: seeds.ojaidigital.net.

CLASSES AND INSTRUCTION

Ancient Pathways offers one-to-10 day
experiential programs in bushcraft, outdoor
survival and safety, and traditional living
skills. Courses are held in northern Arizona
and combine practical skills with the fields
of anthropology and Southwest natural his-

tory. Visit apathways.com.

EMPLOYMENT

Wildfire Defense Systems Inc. —

Hiring professional wildland firefighters.
Please check our website at wildfire-defense.
com to view current job positions.

Located in Helena, Mont., Prickly Pear
Land Trust (PPLT), is seeking a mission-fo-
cused, engaging and visionary Executive
Director to build on momentum within the
organization and the greater community. For

a complete announcement and position de-
scription, please visit pricklypearlt.org.

Outdoor Program Assistant Director

St. Lawrence University seeks to fill a recur-
ring, 10-month (Aug. 1-May 31) position of
Assistant Director in the Outdoor Program.
The Outdoor Program provides quality out-
door recreational and educational program-
ming to the campus community, locally in
the Adirondack Mountains, throughout North
America, and internationally. To view the
complete position description and to apply
online, please go to our job opportunities
Web page at employment.stlawu.edu. Re-
view of applications will begin immediately
and continue until the position is filled. St.
Lawrence University is an Equal Opportunity
Employer. For additional information about
St. Lawrence, please visit www.stlawu.edu.

Thorne Nature Experience seeks a full time
Development and Marketing Director in Boul-
der, Colo. The Development and Marketing
Director works collaboratively with Thorne's
Executive Director to raise funds and promote
its programs. For more information, visit
www.thornenature.org/get-involved /employ-
ment.

Defenders of Wildlife, a national environ-
mental organization, seeks a Representative
for our Rockies and Plains Program to devel-
op, oversee and implement strategic plan ob-
jectives in the Rockies and Plains region with
a focus on riparian and stream habitat and
associated species. Experience: five-plus years

FX

of working toward wildlife, habitat or related
conservation, and demonstrated knowledge
of natural resources issues and policy. Experi-
ence in aquatic biology or aquatic conserva-
tion strongly preferred. Go to www.defenders.
org to see position description. How to apply:
Interested applicants, please reference “Rep-
resentative, Rockies and Plains Program” in
subject line and submit letter of interest, ré-
sumé and salary history to: HR@defenders.
org. Defenders of Wildlife is EOE.

Jobs In Great Places — CoolWorks.com:
Summer, seasonal, career and volunteer op-
portunities in great places. National parks,
guest ranches, camps, canoe, kayak and
whitewater outfitters, ski areas, lodges, re-
sorts and more. Most employers advertising
on CoolWorks.com offer employee housing,
meals, recreation and more, some with RV
sites. More than just a niche job board, Cool-
Works.com also offers endless inspiration,
resources and networking. Celebrating our
20th year connecting adventurous job seek-
ers with amazing opportunities.

Siskiyou Field Institute, an adult and
youth environmental educational organiza-
tion based in Selma, Oregon, seeks an Exec-
utive Director. The ideal applicant will have
strong creative and organizational skills,
excellent written and verbal communications
skills and a degree in a natural history, ed-
ucation or related field. SFI is looking for a
committed individual who enjoys the chal-
lenges of building and directing an evolving
nonprofit organization with an important

social mission. The workplace is our beau-
tiful 950-acre Deer Creek Center adjacent
to Siskiyou National Forest and the Illinois
Wild and Scenic River. Learn more about
this employment opportunity and the ap-
plication process at www.thesfi.org/Files,

SF1%20ED%20job%20posting%203-2.pdf
(or www.thesfi.org and follow links).

Conservation Voters for Idaho seeks a
dynamic, experienced leader to serve as Exec-
utive Director for it and its sister organization
CVI Education Fund. Ideal candidates will
have a proven record of strong leadership,
fundraising ability, and political experience.
Send résumé, cover letter, and three refer-
ences to EDsearch@cvidaho.org by Friday,
April 10th. Visit www.cvidaho.org for more
information.

Full-time operations manager —
Rural north-central Washington.

www.okanoganlandtrust.org.
GENERAL INTEREST

Environmentally conflicted? Embrace
your inner conservation angst.

"What Would Cliven Do?" bumperstickers.
$1 apiece with SASE. Write:

P.0. Box 9834, Boise, ID 83707.

HEALTH AND WELLNESS

Colorado Aromatics cultivated skin care
Natural botanical farm-to-skin products, lav-
ender products and gifts.
coloradoaromatics.com.

C

UtahStateUniversity.

SPRING RUNOFF
ONMFERENCE
2015

s

¥ 25

LION CANYON

FIELD IWNSTITUTE

ZION CANYON FIELD INSTITUTE sponsors
ane, lwo, or three-day classes in Zion Nalional Park with engaging
instructors and naturalist guides in a variely of lopics and subject
matter including archasclogy. art journaling, biclogy, botany,
ethnobotany, peology, and photography smang othars.

Custom Explore Zion: Your Personalized Adventure
Contact us aboul a personalized program of either hall- or full-day
duration, These oulings can cover a varty of o paca (including
desert ecosysterms, botany, biology, geclogy. and human history)
or you can sebect a single lopic or two Lo concentrate on with your
own naturalist guide,

5-772-

¥
F i

3264 or visi

ziunpark.nrg/mnts

Tuesday, March 31
Water Body Connectivity and the Clean Water Act |
Can a new Clean Water Act rule improve the physicel,
chemical and brological integnity of the Nation s walers?
LAURIE ALEXANDER (USEPA)
WALT BAKER (Litah Department of Environmental Quality) L
CHARLES HAWKINS (USU) » HANS PAERL (UNC-Chapel Hill)
ROBERT ADLER (Univ. of Litah Quinney Collage of Law)
Wednesday, April 1 f
Environmental Flows in a Time of Drought
How much water do mvers need when waler is in shorf supply?
ANMNE CASTLE (Former Assistant Secretary, US Interior Dept)
KEVIN BESTGEN (Colorado State) « DON OSTLER (UCRC)
MI:-HMIDT (USU) = CARLY JERLA (Reclamation)

E

TAYLOR HAWES (Nature Conservancy)
ote: Lynn Ingram, UC-Berkeley “The West Without Water™
Poster abstracts invited
ter.usu.edu/htm/conference
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MARKETPLACE

Are you or someone you care about addict-
ed to something? Anything?

Explore sidetripsfromcowboy.com.

Enjoy a healthier lifestyle!Experience the
LIVING ENERGY of Therapeutic Grade-A Es-
sential Oils. Unadulterated — no pesticides.
Organically grown. Proprietary distilling meth-
ods. Business opportunity.
theOQilSolution.com.

HOME AND GARDEN

Renewable Energy Products For Remote
Homes — Solar water pumping, back-up pow-
er systems. Visit our websites: oasismontana.
com, PVsolarpumps.com, LPappliances.com,
grid-tie.com or call toll-free for information:
877-627-4768.

Freedom Ranger Hatchery, Inc.
Hatching year-round. Freedom ranger chick-
ens/black broilers, bantam silkies, French
guineas, khaki campbell/white

muscovy ducks. 717-336-4878.

freedomrangerhatchery.com.

Cast-iron cookware scrubber — Makes
cast-iron cleanup quick and easy without
detergents. 18/20 stainless steel. Lifetime
guarantee. Order: cmscrubber.com,
781-598-4054.

Navajo rugs — Display your textiles! Na-
vajo rugs, quilts, and other weavings. Hand-
forged wrought iron and aspen-pole systems.
All sizes. Wall-mounted and free-standing.

TwinRavenZ.com. “Made in a good way."

Seat-weaving supplies — Chair cane, reed
splint, Shaker tape, fiber and natural rush.
Complete line of basketmaking supplies.
Waxed linen cord. Royalwood Ltd., 517-HCN
Woodville Road., Mansfield, OH 44907.
800-526-1630. RoyalwoodLtd.com.

Aggrand Natural Organic Fertilizers. Ex-
ceptional biobased/OMRI-certified liquid
concentrates for lawn, garden, orchards, for-
age, agriculture. Retail/wholesale/resale.
877-486-7645. natural-fertilizers.com.

Quarry Farm Gourds — 60-plus varieties of
hand-pollinated, untreated gourd seed.
quarryfarmgourds.com. 419-257-2597
anna@quarryfarmgourds.com.

A 15% discount! Order now —

Premium dried vegetables, fruits and beans
from award-winning company. Non-GMO.
Order at GoHHF.com. Call 1-800-696-1395.
Use coupon: HCN.

PERSONALS

Green Singles dating site — Meet sin-
gles who value green-living, holistic health,
sustainability, alternative energy, spiritual
growth. GreenSingles.com.

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

Wildland Fire Services — Planning, reviews,
litigation, blackbull-wildfire.com.

Strategic storytelling for nonprofits and
progressive organizations. Stories are tools.

We're tool builders — in video, print and mul-
timedia. narrativelab.com. 503-891-0641.
info@narrativelab.com.

Expert land steward — Available now for
site conservator, property manager. View ré-

sumé at: skills.ojaidigital.net.

PUBLICATIONS AND BOOKS

Lyric River, literary fiction by Mac Griffith.
All words locally grown; many are sustainable;
and exactly six words, gently nurtured in
free range manure, are certified organic.
Rush madly to buy in bookstores or online
(amzn.to/TEDbtiNs).

Back of Beyond Books is buying collec-
tions/libraries of used Western Americana,
Native Americana, Southwest literature and
river guides. Call Andy Nettell at Back of Be-
yond Books 800-700-2859.

REAL ESTATE FOR SALE

Solar and irrigated organic oasis in town.
Three-bedroom, three-bath, with detached of-
fice/studio and garage. Solar radiant heated
floors and 6 kilowatt solar electric, toxic-free
finishes, 701 Chipeta Dr., Ridgway, CO,
81432, Dana @ 208-721-7003, solarhome-
ridgway.wix.com/701 chipeta.

200 acres with water and utilities,
Orangeburg, S.C. Artesian wells, springs;
running streams; 10-acre pond; natural eco-
system. Protected from major storms year-
round. Unlimited possibilities: equestrian

sports; specialty farming; bed and breakfast;
retreat; winery; water sports recreation;
fishing and hunting. Commuting distance
to Charleston, Aiken, Columbia, horse and
golf events; seven miles to nearest airport.
Janet Loder, 425-922-5959.

janetloder@cablespeed.com.

Moab, Utah. Ready for a lifestyle change?
Own this thriving attraction! The world-
famous “Hole N The Rock.” MLS #11426.
$2,190,000. Valerie Brown Century 21.

Red Rock 435-260-2808. bit.ly/17BreVA

Delightful custom log cabin with histor-
ic barn structure well placed in the beau-
tiful Upper Green River Valley. Nine-plus
horse-friendly acres. No CCRs and open
space. Superb Wind River Mountain views.
Borders public land. Fish the headwaters of
the Green River and recreate to your heart's
content in the vast Bridger-Teton NF. Come
live off-the-grid: Solar-powered, generator,
and propane heaters, Internet for all your
needs. Great water well and over-built septic
system. About 30 miles from Pinedale with
easy access to paved state-maintained High-
way 352. Directly across from the Moose/
Gypsum Creek Forest access road. This is truly
a special place! $310,000. Contact Summer:
307-231-660, summer@wyoming.com

Near Taos, N.M. — 20 acres in a high-desert
sustainable community. Perfect site to build
your off-grid home. Borders BLM land, spec-
tacular mountain views, sunrises, sunsets and

THE ORME SCHOOL

Excellence. Tradition. Character

“A unique college preparatory boarding school and summer institute where the West comes alive.”

A community supportive of high level academics in a challenging environment. Our students explore new boundaries
and set higher standards that push the limit in all aspects of their education. We invite you to be a part of what we do
Learn more, contact us today
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night skies. Property on a private well-main-
tained road. Reasonable covenants,
Internet and cell services available. Price in-
cludes share in community well. $35,000.
Contact Addie at 573-355-4751 or

merklera@mindspring.com.

Bluff, Utah — Three bedrooms, two baths.
REDUCED $235,000. Spacious 2,615 square
feet. Must see! Call agent Valerie Brown, Cen-
tury 21 Red Rock MLS #12046.
bit.ly/Twsfoh2.

Bluff, Utah — Four bedrooms, three and one-
half baths. You know you love Bluff! Spectac-
ular custom home perched upon 2.42 scenic
acres. Upscale, artisan features in every room.
2,927 square feet. Offered at $499,000. Cen-
tury 21 Red Rock MLS #12082. Agent, Valerie
Brown 435-260-2808. bit.ly/1C0afth.

TOURS AND TRAVEL

Coming To Tucson? Popular vacation
house, everything furnished. Rent by day,
week, month. Two-bedroom, one bath. Large
enclosed yards. Dog-friendly. Contact Lee at
cloler@cox.net or 520-791-9246.

Five-day Colorado River trips and more.
2015 schedule now available. Adventure-

BoundUSA.com or 800-423-4668.

Sleep in a straw-bale home — A little
handcrafted desert treasure. Arizona High-
ways' "Best Eco-friendly Accommodation”
2009. Paca de Paja B&B, Tucson.

pacadepaja.com.

Caribbean vacation rental — Xcalak,
Q.Roo, Mexico. Two-bedroom, two-bath house
on beach, "off the grid." Enjoy snorkeling,
kayaking, Mayan ruins, great bonefishing. For
additional information and photos, contact
Ann: 303-449-6306, alangschu@aol.com.

Please join Glen Canyon Institute and
Holiday River Expeditions June 11-15 for a
very special trip down the San Juan River
with former Congressman George Miller,
former Commissioner of the Bureau of Rec-
lamation Dan Beard, and GCI trustee Dave
Wegner. This once-in-a-lifetime trip will be a
rare opportunity to learn about the politi-
cal framework of the Colorado River from
some of the influential people who shaped
it. For more info and purchasing, please visit

www.glencanyon.org.

Get to know where we love to go on the
Colorado Plateau. Learning adventures for
you, your family, tour group, board or school
group. Canyonlands Field Institute, Moab,
Utah. www.cfimoab.org, 1-800-860-5262 for
scheduled and private custom trip planning.

Aloha beach house — A true "hidden” trea-
sure in Captain Cook - Milolii, Hawaii. Three
bed/bath, large deck, panoramic ocean view.
One hour to Volcano National Park. Enjoy hik-
ing, whale watching, snorkeling, swimming,
kayaking, scuba-diving, fishing.
airbnb.com/rooms/1095174.
760-703-2089.
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Ute Mountain Mesa Verde Birding
Festival, Cortez, Colo. May 6-10, 2015.
Tours, lectures, banquet, silent auction, art
show. We specialize in leading small, person-
alized tours with van transportation provided.
Keynote speaker is Nathan Pieplow, Birding

by Ear. www.utemountainmesaverdebirding-
festival.com.

Explore America's ancient past —
Travel with Crow Canyon Archaeological Cen-
ter, Cortez, Colo. Small-group tours in Mesa
Verde Country and beyond, led by archaeol-
ogists and American Indian scholars. Cam-
pus-based archaeology programs for adults,
teens, and school groups. 800-422-8975,
crowcanyon.org.

Guided backpacking in the Escalante Can-
yons. All gear/food can be provided. Join
Escape Goats for a true adventure!

escalantecanyonguides.com.
UNIVERSITIES AND SCHOOLS

Immerse yourself in the study of wildland
conservation in the heart of the Rockies.

University of Montana's Wilderness and Civ-
ilization Program offers an undergrad minor
in Wilderness Studies in just over a semester.

cfc.umt.edu/wc. Applications due April 1.
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WRITERS ON THE RANGE

OPINION BY
GINA KNUDSON

WEB EXTRA

To see all the current
Writers on the Range
columns, and archives,
visit HCN's Web site,
www.hcn.org

A crew hired to
remove conifers
from aspen stands
was part of a project
paid for through
Secure Rural
Schools funds on
the Salmon-Challis
National Forest.
COURTESY SALMON VALLEY
STEWARDSHIP

Rural communities in the West
need a fair shake

The failure to include the Secure
Rural Schools program in this year’s
federal budget puts a spotlight on a
public-lands identity crisis that has been
simmering, and sometimes boiling over,
for decades.

President Theodore Roosevelt got
it right in 1908. Roosevelt understood
that his big vision of creating a national
forest system would have enormous
financial implications for the communi-
ties that border these forests.

But now, both the original intent of
the national forest system and the pact
made with local communities seem like
relics of the past. Recent federal budget
decisions and discussions make it clear:
We in America have become confused
about what our national forests mean
to us, and we simply don’t give a damn
about the neighboring communities.

The national forest system was
created to protect and improve forests,
secure water flows, and produce a con-
tinuous supply of timber. In fairness to
the counties that contained these desig-
nated federal lands, Congress promised
to share with them 25 percent of the
receipts derived from the sale or use of
commodities from each national forest.
Mostly generated from timber sales, the
money that went to the counties helped
pay for critical services, such as public
schools and roads.

When environmentalists success-
fully challenged the Forest Service’s
timber mission though the 1980s and
’90s, Oregon Democratic Sen. Ron
Wyden was among those who worked
to broker a new deal with communities.
His Secure Rural Schools and Commu-
nity Self-Determination Act, enacted in
2000, was an attempt to honor the U.S.
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government’s commitments to the West’s
rural communities.

The act not only offered counties
money for schools and roads; it also ear-
marked funding for the restoration of for-
ests and watersheds. The idea was to give
out-of-work loggers and other members of
the local workforce a chance to earn a liv-
ing by taking care of the public forests. In
communities like Salmon, Idaho, where
I live, we used that money to improve
aspen stands, keep noxious weeds from
choking out native plants, and improve
the trails that allow the American public
access to some of the special lands they
rightfully own. We kept families in town,
thanks to this work.

For some members of Congress, such
as Republican Doc Hastings of Washing-
ton, the former chairman of the House
Natural Resource Committee, that wasn’t
enough. So the Secure Rural Schools
law was eliminated by Congress, largely
on the theory that eliminating funding
would spur more timber harvests.

For most of us living in the rural
West, this was a strange rationale: Try-
ing to force the Forest Service to harvest
more timber seemed at best grandstand-
ing, at worst insulting. Legislative
wand-waving is not going to bring back
my town’s sawmill or its workforce, and
it will not cure the forests of insect and
disease or magically alter public values
that have shifted from extraction to res-
toration. That train has left the station.

In 1908, President Roosevelt and
Congress insisted that sharing timber
revenues with impacted counties was
the right and politically wise thing to
do. Until we return to that approach, we
will continue to see states challenging
federal land ownership and management

in a vain attempt to fill the vacuum.

We'll also be turning our backs on
what looked like hope for rural commu-
nities and the land, a chance to recognize
and invest in the bond that local people
have with their places.

Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack
said in January of this year that For-
est Service lands “contribute more than
$13 billion to the economy each year
through visitor spending alone.” The
department also says that Forest Service
lands provide 20 percent of the nation’s
clean water, at a value estimated at $7.2
billion annually.

Theodore Roosevelt recognized that
a fair share of the national forests’ most
important commodities of the time
belonged to the counties that housed
national forest lands. If we’ve now decid-
ed that the commodities we most value
on these forests are recreation and clean
water, let’s re-balance the books with
that in mind. Those of us in rural places
may have endured steeply declining edu-
cation budgets over the past few years,
but even we can cipher that 25 percent of
$13 billion is a whole lot more than the
$50 million counties will share this year.
Our national forests are worth more than
the timber we harvest, and forest com-
munities deserve an honest share. []

Gina Knudson is the director of Salmon
Valley Stewardship in Lemhi County,
Idaho. The loss of Secure Rural Schools
means a reduction of more than $2 mil-
lion to Lemhi County’s budget.

Writers on the Range is a syndicated service of
High Country News, providing three opinion
columns each week to more than 70 newspapers
around the West. For more information, contact
Betsy Marston, betsym@hcn.org, 970-527-4898.
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No empathy for traumatized men

The Brightwood Stillness, Mark
Pomeroy’s debut novel, begins with a
“Special Report” from the Portland,
Oregon, police department: A high school
science teacher, Hieu Nguyen, has been
accused of sexual misconduct by a female
student. During this crisis, Hieu could
use the support of his friend and fellow
teacher, Nate Davis. But Nate is dealing
with his own troubles after being stabbed
by a student in the school’s parking lot.
The two men react to trauma in
opposite ways. Hieu hides in his house,
pummeling his family with anger. Nate
pushes his girlfriend, Hieu’s sister, away
and flies across the Pacific Ocean to
search for his Uncle Sammy, his sur-
rogate father, who deserted the family
nearly 30 years ago — 10 years after

Nate’s own father vanished.

The novel is set in the mid-1990s,
when cellphones and the Internet are
still uncommon. Events move forward at
the pace set by phone booths and letters
— arhythm that allows Hieu and Nate
time to navigate the emotional minefields
of their complicated pasts.

The Davis family cabin, which sits in
a patch of western Oregon forest called
Brightwood, plays a strong supporting
role in the story. Far away in Jakarta,
Nate thinks of it, longs to “head down to
the confluence of Boulder Creek and the
Salmon River, smell the water and last
year’s leaves along the shore ... to hike
up Wildcat Mountain, take in the clear-
cut, climb onto one of the big stumps
and check out the view.” The place is also

the setting for a life-changing moment
for Hieu and yields some clues about
Sammy’s conflicted mind and current
whereabouts.

“How glorious it is sometimes,” Pome-
roy writes, for a man “to be angry and
alone.” The Brightwood Stillness shows
the challenges faced by teachers in our
me-first, litigious society, especially when
racism becomes a factor. It tries to unravel
the complicated tangle of commitment
and trust integral to human relationships,
as well as the consequences of emotional
isolation. But despite all the drama in The
Brightwood Stillness, its characters aren’t
much changed, and the story ultimately
glides to a predictable end.

BY CHERIE NEWMAN

BOOKS

The Brightwood
Stillness

Mark Pomeroy

279 pages, softcover:
$18.95.

Oregon State
University Press, 2014.

Hollywood horse havoc

Modern movie directors are expected to
go to extremes to earn the disclaimer that
“No animals were harmed” in the making
of their films. It’s easy to chuckle at the
thought of studios hiring, say, cockroach
wranglers. But the latest novel by Oregon
writer Molly Gloss might make readers
appreciate the need to enforce standards
for humane treatment, not just for ani-
mals but for human beings as well.
Falling From Horses is set largely in
Hollywood in the late 1930s, when the

movie industry cared little for the welfare
of animals or even human stuntmen.
In a folksy, easy cadence, narrator Bud
Frazer looks back on his life, recalling
the months he spent trying to succeed as
a movie cowboy when he was 19 years
old. “Well, I was foolheaded in those
days, looking for ways to get myself into
trouble — carrying too much sail, as we
used to say,” Bud reports.

Bud grew up in Echol Creek, Oregon,
on a ranch that his parents later lost. His

little sister died for reasons that become
clear as Bud’s story unfolds, in chapters
that alternate between his life in Oregon
and in Hollywood.

On the bus to Hollywood, Bud meets
Lily Shaw of Seattle, who is determined
to become a great screenwriter, an
aim she only achieves after many hard
knocks. As Bud and Lily scramble to gain
a toehold in the movie industry, they
maintain their platonic friendship, which
is based mostly on seeing movies together
and discussing them.

Bud learns that the cowboy film
heroes he grew up admiring aren’t what
they appear to be — many of them are
“fakes who couldn’t ride worth apple-
sauce.” He also discovers how danger-
ous filming horse scenes is, especially
on shots of battlefields rigged with trip
wires and cliff-jumping scenes. Dozens
of horses are killed in the business, and
several riders are severely injured.

Gloss’ detailed picture of Hollywood’s
Golden Age is rich and enlightening,
capturing the struggles of low-level movie
cowboys as well as those of ambitious
women like Lily. Bud’s family’s ranch life
and hardships serve as a stark counter-
point to the glossy Western myth that
filmmakers created. It’s as though Gloss
has flipped over the burnished surface of
classic Hollywood Westerns to show the
messy stitching underneath.

BY JENNY SHANK

Roy Rogers and his palomino, Trigger.
Trigger was one of the most famous horses
in Western films, starting with his debut in
Under the Western Stars in 1938. CLASSIC MEDIA

Falling From Horses
Molly Gloss

330 pages, hardcover:
$25.

Houghton Mifflin
Harcourt, 2014.
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ESSAY | BY MAUREEN NEAL

It's hard
for me to
reconcile

these two
very different
Gateways
and think

of them as
one, because
they're not.

Passing through Gateways

through Gateway, Colorado, if you’re driving the posted speed

limit (40 miles an hour) on Colorado Highway 141. Gateway
is a spectacularly beautiful place about 55 miles south and west of
Grand Junction on the Unaweep-Tabeguache Scenic and Historic
Byway. Like a lot of little places all over the West, this backwater
spot has no city limits, no ordinary beginning or ending; it is the
tiniest of black dots on the map of western Colorado. If you drive
through Gateway, you probably won’t see any of the 80 people
who live in “town,” although if school’s in session, you might
notice a few school vans and pickup trucks in the gravel lot of the
tiny K-12 public school, which has about 30 students and four
full-time teachers. If you’re there at recess, you might see some of
the 20 elementary kids outside playing soccer, using four plastic
chairs, borrowed from the principal’s office, for goals.

In 1985-'86, I was one of those four teachers. Gateway was
then at the tail end of a classic boom-and-bust extraction econ-
omy. The boom times first hit in the 1880s, when copper mining
was big, followed over the next 100 years by successive waves
of pitchblende, carnotite, vanadium and uranium. In the 1980s,
mining and milling were on the way out, though logging and
ranching still seemed downright stable as occupations go. When
I taught there, most of my students lived on historic homesteads
in and around Gateway and the Unaweep Canyon. I can still
hear their jokes and talk in my head, still remember the shape
of their handwriting on the page, still see their plaid flannel
shirts and sunburned faces and, once in a while, their furtive
snuff-filled lower lips at the all-school morning meetings. I had
little sense of the power and the presence of community when I
first arrived in Gateway, no lofty motives for moving there, and
only a dim awareness of the kind of toughness and endurance it
took to live in a place like that.

I had come from Pagosa Springs, another relatively small
town in southwestern Colorado, where I taught high school Eng-
lish and coached skiing for 10 years before becoming restless. I
thought at the time that moving from one small town to another,

I t takes about three natural breaths, in and out, to drive
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even smaller town was somehow romantic, an anachronistic
adventure, insofar as no one I knew of had taught multiple-year
students in a one-room schoolhouse for at least — oh, 100 years or
s0. To be honest, I also figured that if I didn’t like it, I could trans-
fer to a larger school in Grand Junction after a year. I thought of
Gateway as a retro stop on the Pony Express, a frontier outpost, a
red-rock desert version of exile in the Aleutian Islands.

My students turned out to be as tough and scrabbly as the
ground itself, and although I only had 14 students in grades
seven through 12, I learned very quickly how difficult — no, how
impossible! — it was to teach eight kids in one room instead of
150 students divided up into tidy sections by grade level. As a
teacher, I felt like both an insider and an outsider in the com-
munity. I was invited to dinner at almost every student’s home
at least once, and I got to know parents and siblings and even
dogs and cats on a first-name basis. On the other hand, I was
an outsider to the closely interlocked family histories in the
community, and I attended the Christmas program, community-
wide dinners and dances, and Bible studies as a welcomed but
largely detached guest, not truly a part of the tight, fierce web
that held the community together.

I'm pretty sure my letters to friends and family at that time
were full of pride (at having chosen such an unusual, isolated
place to live) and bravado, and more than a little amazement
that such a place could still exist in the year 1985. At a bacca-
laureate service in the tiny church that year, the pastor told the
two high school graduates: Don’t count yourselves out because
Gateway is small and this school is small. Small things in na-
ture can have great impact, meaning, and strength — like fleas,
he said. And flies, and commas.

I agree about the commas.

But living 60 miles from anywhere was not easy, and I ended
up taking another teaching job in Grand Junction after the year
was over. I thought at the time that Gateway would always be
there for me to visit, to come back to. But the Gateway I knew
began to change in about 1995, when John Hendricks, of Discov-
ery Communications fame, bought a ranch
outside of town and then gradually began
to purchase other ranch properties up and
down the Unaweep Canyon and adjacent
to the Dolores River. Longtime Gateway
residents looked at these acquisitions
with little suspicion, at first; this seemed
to them a bit of a lark, much more puz-
zling than threatening: Why would a guy
like that want to live here when he could
live anywhere? In addition to the whiff of
celebrity, Hendricks brought some much-
needed improvements to the community
in the form of a wastewater treatment
plant and grass for what had been a school
playground composed of dust and tumble-
weeds. He also worked with The Nature
Conservancy and the Mesa County Land
Trust to set aside some of his acreage for
conservation and historic easements.

By 2005, however, John Hendricks’
influence on the Gateway community took
the shape of an incredibly luxurious, up-
scale eco-tourist resort complex called The
Gateway Canyons Resort and Spa, which
currently features three restaurants, two
high-end hotels, swimming pools, and

Red sandstone buttresses overlook Gateway
Canyons Resort. BROOKE WARREN



a host of eclectic activities, including a monster truck-driving
track, a skeet and trap-shooting range, an auto museum, and a
vacation package called a Curiosity Retreat, which provides not
only world-class amenities, but also lectures and forums on a
host of intellectual topics.

The Resort, together with all of its associated facilities and
programs, exists in stark contrast to the town of Gateway, which
is located about half a mile north of the development. On a visit
during the last week of August — a warm Saturday afternoon
in what should have been peak season — the Resort itself was
eerily empty; although there is exquisitely planned space for at
least 500 vehicles, there were no cars in the hotel and restau-
rant parking lots, and no people other than ourselves wandering
about. There were just 14 cars and motorcycles in front of the
Auto Museum and a few more outside the Adventure Center; no
one was checking in at the desk, although the clerk told me that
the Resort was often full to capacity. But by and large, on that
afternoon, the entire complex seemed to be weirdly quiet.

The Resort has just completed a large-scale renovation
project in which its hotel offerings have been updated (hence the
going rate of $599/night, which is at the low end of the pricing
structure) and its restaurants expanded (the Paradox Grille of-
fers less-expensive fare, while the Entrada is strictly high-end).
In addition, the Resort moved one of its commercial ventures, a
gas station and convenience store called the Outpost, from Re-
sort property into the actual town of Gateway. A woman I talked
with in the Outpost explained that the store really “needed” to
be separated from the Resort, so that the Resort did not have to
deal with highway traffic — Harleys, Subarus, stray bicyclists
— and could concentrate instead on Resort customers, who have
less prosaic needs than gasoline and hot dogs.

When I compare Gateway Canyons Resort and Spa to the
community I knew, it’s hard to escape a sense of loss, of discon-
nection, of head-scratching disbelief at the material phenom-
enon that is the Resort. In a paradoxical way, the Gateway of
pre-Resort days was also a puzzle, a place out of time, because
it was so isolated, so unbelievably small. It’s hard for me to rec-
oncile these two very different places and think of them as one,
because they're not.

When the Resort was in its planning stages, John Hen-
dricks told the Mesa County Commissioners that he wanted
to “revitalize” the town of Gateway and help it get back on its
feet. Ironically, however, what I see when I go back to Gateway
now — to volunteer at the school or visit with friends — is not
a town that is being revitalized, but a community that is slowly
being erased. The Gateway cemetery, for example, which has
existed for almost 100 years, is now located on Resort property,
and those who live in Gateway must ask for permission to visit
it. And plans have been approved for a new “luxury” residential
subdivision, which falls within the Resort’s intended sphere of
commercial influence but which violates the spirit of John Hen-
dricks’ promise that “this corner of Colorado would be preserved
as nature had created it” even as the Resort grows and changes.

Here’s the thing that saddens me: As of February 2015, the
school teeters on the brink of closure; there are four fewer stu-
dents in 2015 than there were in 2014. Meanwhile, because it’s
good for business, Resort facilities and attractions are packaged
and marketed without ever mentioning the town of Gateway at
all. In newspaper articles, and particularly in photographs of
the area, the community of Gateway — both the one I knew and
the one that is there now — is simply no longer visible. But even
if visitors to the Resort can’t see it, my Gateway is still there,
tucked like a strand of windblown hair behind the curve of the
river and the bend in the highway. [']

Aggie Wareham, 83, and the author remember their time in Gateway, top. Wareham has lived
) . there her entire life and was the sole graduate at the school in 1948. Sun shines through trees
Maureen Neal teaches in the English department at Colorado on land outside of Gateway that has been bought by the resort, center. A dirt road extends past
Mesa University. discarded household items in the town of Gateway, bottom. BROOKE WARREN
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HEARD AROUND THE WEST | BY BETSY MARSTON

THE WEST

Massive solar plants are springing up like dande-
lions in California, Nevada and Arizona. “Rapid
growth” doesn’t do it justice: According to the
Center for Land Use Interpretation, based in
Culver City, California, more than a dozen huge
installations, ranging up to 500 megawatts
each, are under construction, each one ranking
among the world’s largest. With the help of a
drone, the center’s winter publication, The Lay
of the Land, provided breathtaking photos of
some of the area’s existing photovoltaic power
plants. Their scale is startling, as ranks of solar
panels stretch endlessly across flat valley land.
Seen from high up, some look remarkably like
the Nazca lines, Peru’s ancient desert geoglyphs.
Two neighboring plants in the remote Carrizo
Plain of California — the Topaz Solar Plant

and California Solar Ranch — cover close to 10
square miles and together can produce a total of
750 megawatts. Driving this regional solar boom
is California, whose Legislature has mandated a
cutback on fossil fuel dependence.

WYOMING

It didn't start out as a fight between equals, re-
ports the Jackson Hole News&Guide, though it
became a fight to the death. The aggressor was
a lion, true, but a small, 40-pound feline that
had already survived frostbitten ears as well as
a vicious attack by an eagle, while its intended
prey was a waddling porcupine more interested
in chewing bark and digging for fungi and bulbs.
Mark Elbroch, Teton Cougar Project leader, said
that though porcupines sometimes survive lion
attacks, the big cats usually win. One young
lioness he studied killed 24 porcupines in less
than three months: “One of her techniques

was to climb trees and throw porcupines to the
ground, injuring or stunning them enough for
her to attack their vulnerable bellies.” This par-
ticular encounter, however, ended like the fifth
act of a Shakespearean tragedy: Both animals
died, the lion eventually succumbing to quills
that worked their way into one lung. As the
Bard might say, “The rest is silence.”

OREGON Ready for roadside chow. EMILY JANE DAVIS

UTAH

Bicyclists celebrated last September when the
Salt Lake City Council passed an ordinance
requiring businesses with drive-thrus to serve
two-wheelers along with four-wheeled vehicles.
That seemed like a reasonable idea to many, but
take-out parity ended abruptly when the Utah
Legislature recently voted 20-6 to override the
city’s ordinance. Why did hungry bikers get the
shaft? According to the Salt Lake Tribune, one
business owner cited employee safety: “Work-
ers at the order window may become targets

of harassment from customers on bikes who
have neither sedan door nor seatbelt to restrain
them.” Derek Smith of Presidio Insurance had
another rationale, if you can call it that: “When
people are doing illegal drugs and they get the
munchies, they approach the drive-thru.”

THE NATION

When New York Times columnist Timothy Egan
gets on a roll, Katy bar the door. His target re-
cently was Utah, which “is to the dietary supple-
ment business what Northern California is to
marijuana” — a $13 billion business based on
charlatanism and well-connected lobbying. Egan
specifically scolded Republican Utah Sen. Orrin
Hatch, because Hatch, back in 1994, “midwifed

through Congress a new industry protected from
all but minimal regulation.” By law, supple-
ments can’t claim to cure disease, but they can
claim to make you healthier in some sort of “nat-
ural” way. Recent studies in this country and
Canada, however, revealed that the ingredients
of many expensive supplements were nothing
more than grass clippings or other fillers you
could more accurately label “junk in a pill.” If
you still trust supplements, Egan concludes, “go
buy some possible Ginkgo biloba-free Ginkgo bi-
loba, and thank Orrin Hatch for the unfettered
right to be a sucker.”

COLORADO

Pink flamingos, religiously themed grottos and
chubby, bearded gnomes are certainly matters

of individual taste (or lack thereof), but few of

us feel the urge to “liberate” them from other
people’s yards. Yet someone in Boulder, Colorado
— with tongue firmly in cheek — has formed a
Gnome Liberation Front to free these particular
statuettes from lawn service. The revolution
began when a gnome abandoned longtime resi-
dent David Smith, who seemed puzzled, noting
that his missing statue was merely “your typical
tacky-looking kind of gnome.” The gnome-napper,
as the Boulder Daily Camera dubbed him,
explained in a poem left behind that Smith had
failed to appreciate the gnome’s long service, so
now, its days of “guarding your yard like a Roman
slave” were done. “In one sense, it’s kind of amus-
ing, but in another sense, it’s a little bit unnerv-
ing,” Smith said. The “violation of property” was
bad enough, he said — “and then the taunting.”

MONTANA

Would you like to live in a well-designed can? A
Missoula company called Montainer buys metal
shipping containers for $3,000-$5,000 and turns
them into complete 192-square-foot homes, each
with bathroom, kitchen and washer-dryer. The
$65,000 “housette” is called the Nomad 192, and
its shell, says CEO Patrick Collins, is “corten
steel” and will never rust.

WEB EXTRA For more from Heard around the West, see
www.hcn.org.

For people who care about the West.

High Country News covers the important issues and
stories that are unique to the American West with a
magazine, a weekly column service, books and a Web
site. For editorial comments or questions, write High
Country News, P.O. Box 1090, Paonia, CO 81428, e-mail
editor@hcn.org or call 970-527-4898. www.hcn.org.
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Everywhere I live in the West, I am regularly reminded
that I am not ‘from here, and as a result, my
opinions always carry with them
a kind of asterisk.

> »

Michael Dax, in his essay, “Don’t label me an ‘outsider;
from Writers on the Range, www.hcn.org/wotr
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