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Questions about the proposed action
and EIS should be directed to Lesley W.
Thompson, District Ranger, McKenzie
Ranger District. Phone (701) 842–2393.
SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION: Until
recently, there has been only one
productive oil well in the Bennett-
Cottonwood area. The lease for this well
was issued in 1970 and has been held
in production since 1980 by Apache
Corporation. It’s establishment and
maintenance has had little impact on
the area.

The high potential for oil and the
development of leased mineral rights, as
well as, private mineral rights, has
resulted in the establishment of eight
new oil wells within the area since 1991
(four Federal minerals and four private
minerals). Successful oil production
from these well has resulted in
additional applications to drill on
existing leases within the area.

Since 1970, the year of the oldest
lease in the area, several resource
management plans were prepared that
inventoried and analyzed the area. They
are: the Badlands Unit Plan (1974/75);
Roadless Area Resource Inventory
(RARE II, 1979); the Custer National
Forest Land and Resource Management
Plan, EIS, and Record of Decision (June
10, 1987); and the Oil and Gas Leasing
EIS and ROD for the Northern Little
Missouri National Grasslands (1991).

In addition to the noted plans, the
North Dakota Game and Fish, re-
introduced bighorn sheep (California
subspecies) into the Sheep Creek area in
1987. Bighorn sheep are a sensitive
species in the Northern Region (R–1) of
the Forest Service.

The McKenzie Ranger District intends
on preparing an EIS because further
development in this area may
significantly affect bighorn sheep and/or
the Bennett-Cottonwood inventoried
roadless area (L1DAY).

There are a total of thirteen (13) new
oil wells proposed to be developed
within the Bennett-Cottonwood area. Of
the thirteen proposed wells, five (5) will
sit on Federal surface accessing Federal
minerals, two (2) will sit on Federal
surface accessing private minerals, two
(2) will sit on private surface accessing
Federal minerals, one (1) will sit on
private surface accessing private
minerals, two (2) will sit on North
Dakota state surface accessing Federal
minerals, and one (1) will sit on North
Dakota state surface accessing state
leased minerals. Of the wells noted
above, three that will sit on the same
parcel of private property will require
new road construction, across the
Federal surface, for access. This will
require approval of a special use permit
by the Forest Service.

Forest Service decision authority is
limited to the lands the Forest Service
administers. Thus, in this instance, the
Forest Service proposes to approve the
surface use and operations plans for the
construction of five (5) new oil wells,
associated roads, and production
facilities in the Bennett-Cottonwood
area. As well as, consider approving a
special use permit for a road to access
private property surrounded by Federal
lands within the same area. Production
facilities includes the connection of
proposed wells to an oil and gas
pipeline system. The Forest Service will
not make any decision(s) regarding the
use of private or state lands, but must,
pursuant to the National Environmental
Policy Act, consider the cumulative
effects of actions ‘‘regardless of what
agency (Federal or non-Federal) or
person undertakes such other actions’’
(40 CFR 1508.7).

This is a project level decision. The
project area is located in the following
Townships, Ranges, and Sections:
T146N, R100W, S(s) 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, and 10;
and T147N R100W, S(s) 22, 26, 27, 28,
32, 33, and 34. This is approximately
7,360 acres. The analysis area will be
larger and will include the Bennett-
Cottonwood Inventoried Roadless area
and suitable bighorn sheep habitat for
the Sheep Creek herd.

The decision(s) to be made are to
approve or deny for implementation, in
part or whole, as submitted or modified,
individual development actions.

Additional Resource Information
Lands within the analysis area

include portions of the following
Townships and Ranges: T147N, R100
and 101W; T146N, R99, 100, and 101W,
5th PM. There are approximately 28,500
acres of land within the analysis area
boundary, including 5,440 acres of
privately owned lands, and 1,280 acres
of North Dakota state lands. There are
approximately thirty-one (31) leases
within the analysis area. The scope and
area of the decision will include
National Forest System lands or those
administered by the U.S. Forest Service
only.

Roadless Resource
Part of the project area falls within the

Bennett-Cottonwood inventoried
roadless area. There are 13,760 acres of
National Forest System lands within
this roadless area. Its potential for
wilderness recommendation was
considered in the Forest Planning effort.
In the Forest Plan Record of Decision,
none of this area was recommended for
wilderness consideration. Rather,
approximately 4,600 acres was allocated
to Management Area B (intensive range

management), 2,900 acres to
Management Area C (key wildlife
habitat area, in this case, bighorn
sheep), and the rest to Management
Area J (low development area).

In the Forest Plan Record of Decision,
it was recognized that because of
existing commitments (private mineral
rights and existing leases), it would be
difficult to manage this area in an
undeveloped state. However, the
designation of Management Area C and
J was considered the best attempt of
managing for these values while still
recognizing existing rights (CNF ROD
page 20).

The issue of oil and gas development
on the roadless character of the area
surfaced again during the Oil and Gas
Leasing FEIS for the Northern Little
Missouri National Grasslands. While the
decision was to lease the land within
the Bennett-Cottonwood Management
Area C with an NSO stipulation, close
to 60 percent of the management area
was already leased and held by
production (NLM FEIS page 3–35).
Some additional development was
envisioned in this area as a result of
these existing leases, as shown in the
Reasonably Foreseeable Development
Scenario (RFD) that was a part of this
leasing analysis (NLM FEIS page 4–6).
Managing these lands for low
development has been compromised by
the need for access and development of
existing leases and due to limited
control of privately owned minerals
under Federal Surface ownership (NLM
ROD page 19).

Wildlife, Bighorn Sheep
Bighorn sheep (believed to be the

Audubon subspecies), once a native of
the North Dakota badlands, disappeared
from the state when the last reported
ram was killed in 1905. The North
Dakota Game and Fish Department
began re-introducing California bighorn
sheep into the badlands of North Dakota
in 1955. Since that time nearly 260
sheep populate, through breeding and
release, private, state, and Federal lands
throughout western North Dakota. The
Sheep Creek herd was re-introduced
near the Sheep Creek/Bennett-
Cottonwood area in 1987. The Sheep
Creek herd is comprised of
approximately of 30–35 sheep and is a
component of the Sheep Creek-Magpie
metapopulation which numbers
approximately 50 to 60 sheep.

The Forest Service in conjunction
with the North Dakota Game and Fish
Department and some oil companies are
engaged in a research study of bighorn
sheep on the National Grasslands. One
of the anticipated outcomes is to shed
light on the effects of oil and gas


