
A brief overview of the impacts we face as outlined in the BLM oil shale plan 
 

Oil Shale: The straw that breaks the camel’s back 

 
Colorado’s West Slope is already experiencing a boom of natural gas, uranium, and coal mining. A massive new oil 
shale industry would impose crushing new burdens on our water, our air, our communities and our way of life. Thirty 
years ago, the collapse of a speculative oil shale scheme devastated this region’s economy.  The government’s own 
assessment of oil shale development shows it expects oil shale to disrupt and displace all other uses on our public lands 
including agriculture, grazing, natural gas development, recreation, hunting and fishing.   
 

“Water is likely to be transferred from traditional agricultural uses to industrial uses. This will result in the loss of 

traditional irrigated agriculture. It may result in an increase in dryland agriculture, but—depending on scale—it may 

also result in a transition from traditional agriculture based community to a more urbanized lifestyle”.  DPEIS 4-

144/5 

 

• Shale development would likely preclude other mineral development activities on leased lands. DPEIS 4-17 

• Temporary or long-term reductions in authorized grazing use may be necessary because of loss of a portion of 
the forage base. DPEIS 4-18 

• Commercial activities are largely incompatible with recreational land use…. Including hiking, biking, fishing, 
bird watching, OHV use, and camping. DPEIS 4-19 

• Direct & Indirect impacts would include: Industrialization of the landscape;  declines in the value of private 
ranches/residences adjacent to oil shale developments or rights of way because of perceived noise, human 
health, and aesthetic concerns;  noise and visual impacts; increased traffic; increased access to previously 
remote zones; conversion of land in and around local communities from existing agricultural, open space, or 
other uses to provide services and housing for employees and families that move to the region in support of 
shale development; loss of available lands to new industrial structures. DPEIS 4- 16/17 

 

Oil Shale Would Consume and Pollute Huge Amounts of  Water 

 

Commercial oil shale development would require unprecedented amounts of water, usurping some current users and 
choking off economic growth. The in-situ oil shale conversion process favored by companies hoping to do business in 
Colorado will consume up to four barrels (220 gallons) of water for each barrel of oil produced.  BLM estimates that 
oil shale development may result in an 8.2 percent reduction in the annual flow of the White River. Groundwater 
leaching through shale deposits cooked and drained by in-situ development would flush toxic byproducts like arsenic 
and selenium, along with high levels of salt, into the surrounding groundwater if not contained, something industry has 
not yet proven that it can do. Excessive salinity is already a major problem in the Colorado River Basin, causing an 
estimated $500 to $750 million in damages each year in the U.S. alone. Any increase may have significant impacts on 
the seven Southwestern states (CA, NV, AZ, UT, WY, NM, and CO) that depend on that river. The PEIS appears to 
significantly over-estimate water availability in the affected states in light of the most recent water availability 
estimates and delivery obligations under the Colorado River Compact 

 

• BLM anticipates that underground mining will require: 2.6 – 4 bbl (barrel) (143-220 gallons) of water for the 
production of 1 bbl (barrel) of shale oil. DPEIS 4-9   

• In-Situ developments will require 1-3 bbl (55-165 gallons) of water for the production of 1 bbl of shale oil. 
DPEIS 4-10 

• The PEIS estimates that individual oil shale developments will require between 2-15% of available Colorado 
River water by 2030. DPEIS 4-4 

• The need for long term water supplies to support shale development will lead to conversion of existing water 
rights from current agricultural uses to oil shale development in the future and will likely result in a noticeable 
reduction in local agriculture production and land use. DPEIS 4-18 

• Oil shale development would/could result in the degradation of surface water quality caused by increased 
sediment load or contaminated runoff from projects. DPEIS 4-29 

• Oil shale operations will likely increase soil erosion and possibly increase turbidity of surface water. DPEIS 4-

23 
 



 

 

Oil Shale Development would Irrevocably Alter Land Use in the Region 

 
Mining and retorting oil shale produces a huge amount of spent rock: a 100,000-barrel-per-day industry will 
require disposal of up to 150,000 tons of waste rock each day, or 55 million tons annually.  Additionally, crushing 
and retorting oil shale increases the volume of the spent shale by up to 30 percent, creating shale piles that may cover 

1,500 acres in each lease area to a depth of 250 ft. On the other hand, while new in-situ methods appear to avoid 
surface-disposal problems, they result in nearly 100% long-term occupation of the land.  Regardless of the method 
of development, oil shale would require significant new industrial infrastructure.   

 

• In Colorado, 10,789.7 acres of Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC’s) are included in areas 
designated for commercial oil shale leasing. DPEIS 2-8.    

• Direct and indirect impacts of commercial oil shale development will include: wildlife displacement and 
mortality (including threatened and endangered species), industrial noise across the landscape, visual 
transformation of the landscape, increased traffic, new roads, increased access to currently remote areas, 
industrialization of agricultural and undeveloped landscapes, sprawl, as agricultural and open lands near 
existing communities are converted to new housing and new development necessary to support increasing 
populations, loss of available land for other new (clean?) industries, loss of threatened/endangered plant 
species, new rights of way stripped of and maintained w/out major vegetation, decreased property values for 
adjacent landowners due to noise human health, and aesthetic concerns, degradation or loss of cultural sites. 
DPEIS 4-16/17 

 

Oil Shale Development  Would Create Huge New Sources of Air Pollution 

 

All the areas primed for oil shale development currently enjoy high-quality air. However, the mining and processing of 

shale produces numerous toxic pollutants, such as sulfur dioxide, carbon monoxide, ozone, and particulates, and the 

coal-fired power plants required for in-situ development alone would release ten million tons of greenhouse gases.  

According to the Denver Post, the combination of oil shale production and the necessary coal-fired power plants would 

create four times the amount of greenhouses gases as from the production of conventional crude oil. A 1,000,000 

barrel-per-day oil shale industry powered by coal-fired power plants could release up to 105,000,000 tons of carbon 

dioxide, or a roughly 80 percent increase in the amount of CO2 emitted by all existing electric utility generating units 

in 2005 in Colorado, Wyoming and Utah combined. Under that scenario, sulfur dioxide and nitrogen dioxide emissions 

could increase by over 35,000 tons per year each. To put this in perspective, that’s 20 percent more sulfur dioxide and 

16 percent more nitrogen dioxide than was emitted by all of the electrical generating units in Colorado, Utah and 

Wyoming in 2002.  Such emissions, if concentrated in the Piceance Basin, could have a significant impact on visibility 

and nitrogen deposition at nearby pristine and protected areas such as the Flat Tops and Mt. Zirkel Wilderness Areas.    
 

• Air Quality PSD Class I areas w/in 50 miles of oil shale resource areas in Colo.: DPEIS 3-106 
Flat Tops Wilderness Area and Maroon Bells-Snowmass Wilderness Area  

• Colorado Category I Areas w/in 50 miles of oil shale resource areas:  DPEIS 3-106 
Colorado National Monument and Dinosaur National Monument 

 
Oil Shale Development Would Require Huge Amounts of Energy and Water to Generate that Energy 

 

A 100,000 barrel-per-day oil shale operation using Shell’s in-situ conversion technology would require 1,200 
megawatts (MW) of electricity -- which would require a new power plant as large as any currently operating in 
Colorado, enough to serve a city of 500,000.  This power plant, costing about $3 billion, would consume five million 
tons of coal and approximately 5 billion gallons (15,000 acre-feet) of water each year.  To produce one million barrels 
of shale oil a day (as has been proposed) would require ten new power plants, five new coal mines to serve them, and 
consume 50 billion gallons (150,000 acre-feet) of water each year. The BLM DPEIS assumes a 1 million barrel per 
day industry, yet the agency does not yet know where the needed new electrical generating capacity will come from.  
 



• It is assumed that future in situ projects would require 2,400 MW of additional electricity generation capacity 
when commercial production levels are reached…. BLM anticipates that this capacity will come from new 
coal fired power plants. PDEIS 4-14 

 

Oil Shale Development Would Degrade and Destroy Valuable Fish & Wildlife Habitat 

 
Elk, deer, and aquatic species including native fish could be seriously impacted by a full-scale oil-shale industry.  
BLM has estimated that large-scale oil shale development would result in the permanent loss of nearly 50 percent of 
BLM stream fisheries.  BLM also found that water disruptions would result in the loss of 35% of Colorado River 
cutthroat trout fisheries.  Oil shale would doom up to 11% of available nest and brood range for blue and sage grouse 
to long-term loss.  
 

“There is a potential for commercial oil shale development projects to adversely affect most of the threatened, 

endangered, and sensitive species that occur in the counties where development could occur. 4-85 

 

• Likely impacts: DPEIS 4-66 
1. Habitat loss, alteration, fragmentation, and resulting changes in habitat use 
2. Disbursement and displacement – habitat modification, noise (4-75), fire (4-81), lights, etc. 
3. Mortality – collisions with structures and vehicles, changes in predator populations, and chronic or 

acute 
4. Toxicity from herbicides, hydrocarbons, or other contaminants 
5. Increased accessibility – humans infiltration of previously remote habitat 

 

Oil Shale Development Would Dramatically Affect Population Growth in Western Colorado  

 
The potential community impacts from a new oil shale industry are staggering.  With new a industry would come 
significant numbers of people and increased demands on our government services like education, health care and 
criminal justice systems, along with added wear and tear on infrastructure.  Oil shale development would amplify the 
strain caused by the recent boom of oil and gas development in northwestern Colorado  
 
“The number of new residents lured by commercial development of oil shale will substantially change demographics 

and social fabric of rural communities. Quality of life will be changed. Transition will occur away from traditional 

agricultural way of life. Small isolated, close-knit, homogeneous communities with a strong orientation toward 

personal and family relationships will become more urban, with increasing cultural and ethnic diversity and 

increasing dependence on formal social relationships within the community”.  DPEIS 4-144 

 

• Because of the relative economic importance of oil shale developments in small rural economies and the lack 
of available local labor and economic infrastructure, large-scale oil shale developments are likely to cause a 
large influx of temporary population. DPEIS 4-134 

• Oil Shale development will likely steal jobs from the service industry.  DPEIS 3-217 

• Local communities may be unable to absorb new residents. DPEIS 4-134 

• Colorado impacts will include the loss of recreation, hunting, fishing and tourism income- for example: 10% 
reduction in recreation employment there would be a loss of 1,415 jobs and $18.3 million lost in income, w/ 
20% reduction 2,830 jobs would be lost and $36.5 million lost in income.  DPEIS 4-145  

• Property value impacts could be substantial as a result of deterioration in aesthetic quality, increases in noise, 
real or perceived health effects, congestion, or social disruption. DPEIS 4-146 

 
For more information got to oilshalefacts.com or contact: 

 
Joe Neuhof, Colorado Environmental Coalition, 970.243.0002 or joe@cecenviro.org 

 
Frank Smith, Western Colorado Congress, 970.256.7650 or frank@wccongress.org 

 
Peter Hart, Wilderness Workshop, 970.963.3977 or peter@wildernessworkshop.org  


