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Petroleum S i Lands
Reserve plan
under review

In late January, BLM released its
preferred alternative for amending its
1998 plan for the Northeast National
Petroleum Reserve-Alaska. The agen-
cy’s new proposal opened 629,000 acres
to regulated winter exploration, but
also contained a number of provisions
aimed at protecting areas with sensitive
biological values including:

Bering Glacier

» deferring leasing on 211,000 acres includ-
ing Teshekpuk Lake; 3 ’ . ’ . : b
* applying no surface occupancy restrictions Sclentlsts used thls modmed Landsat 7 satellite image of the Bering

on 217,000 acres north of Teshekpuk Lake, Glacier to map glacial surges and retreats.
on 16,000 acres east of the lake and 141,000

acres south and southeast of the lake for a
total of 374,000 acres;

+ expanding subsistence consultation re-
quirements to the entire planning area;

+ adding setback restrictions along the
Ublutuok (Tingmiaksiqvik) River.

BLM received a number of sig-
nificant comments following the plan’s
release. “We are carefully reviewing
our proposal in view of the information
we received in the past 30 days and we
hope to announce a decision in the near
future,” said BLM State Director Henri
Bisson. A Record of Decision must
be signed in the Interior Department
before any changes take effect. Secre-
tary of the Interior Gale Norton visited
the petroleum reserve in early March
to review winter drilling operations and
also met with local government officials

Danielle Savarese / NMFS permit 1003-1665-01

Why are researchers interested in a previously-unknown population of
harbor seals at BLM’s Bering Glacier? Find out more about this unusual
and residents in Barrow (photo on page research camp... At the Tip of the Icebergs... on page 3.

12). Check www.ak.blm for late-break- k_

ing developments.


















BLM scientists take close look at access to petroleum reserve

The mere mention of
“icy road conditions”
or “black ice” quickly
conjures up images

of cars upside down
in a ditch and people
seriously hurt. But in the National
Petroleum Reserve-Alaska, ice roads
are a necessity, allowing industry to
reach remote areas to explore for oil
without building permanent gravel
roads. March and April are key
months as workers scramble to com-
plete projects before the arctic spring
shuts the exploration season down
for the remainder of the year.

Fifty years ago, people moved
heavy equipment around the arctic
by just blading off the tundra and
driving through the ditch. That led
to huge problems with melting per-
mafrost and erosion and the practice
was discontinued by 1969. Subse-
quent attempts at building an access
route more compatible with the soils
involved flooding low areas with wa-
ter and scraping and packing snow.

Today, substantial engineer-
ing has developed a more reliable
technique. Construction crews use
special low-tire-pressure vehicles
known as Rolligons to pack down
snow. Tire air pressure is controlled
by the operator inside the cab and
ranges from 2 to 25 psi depending
on conditions and load. Then they
chip ice off nearby lakes to fill in low
areas and cover exposed slopes. Ice
bridges allow stream crossings. Once
a sufficient base has been prepared,
crews pump water from local lakes

to finish building and then maintain
the ice road and ice pad. The Rol-
ligons then travel adjacent to the ice
road and spray water on its surface
to fill cracks and increase the ice
thickness. At temperatures below
zero degrees Fahrenheit, the water
on the ice road freezes solid in about
15 minutes.

In each case, the ice road leads
to a temporary ice pad. The typical
ice pad site is approximately 500 x
500 feet and serves as the base for
drilling operations. Ice pads house
personnel in modular buildings that
include offices, kitchen and bunk
rooms. Vehicles, exploratory equip-
ment and high powered generators
are also stored on the ice pad. In the
spring when the ice pad is still in
place and after the equipment has
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been removed, the top four inches of
the pad are shaved off and filtered to
ensure that no oil or debris were left
to melt into the tundra.

This is the sixth winter since the
BLM began its most recent round of
leasing in 1999. To date, industry
has drilled 18 exploratory wells from
17 ice pads in the petroleum reserve.
Wells on the 18th and 19th ice pads
will be completed at the Kokota
prospect by this April. All this explo-
ration is taking place west of the Ku-
paruk field where gravel roads end.
The-ephemeral ice roads make it all
possible. If no oil is found, there will
be little or no sign anyone was there.

—continued on page 8

Photos by
Scott Guyer

Upland tussock
cottongrass. BLM
research indicates
that ice roads will
retard flowering in
the summer, but
such vegetation
will fully recover
in time. More
surprisingly, the
temporary roads
do not appear to
have any effect
on vegetation in
wetlands.
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lcy Roads Ahead

—continued from page 7

Are ice roads the “magic bul-
let” that solves a problem, or, are
there hidden, adverse impacts to
the seemingly too-good-to-be-true
method billed as the way industry
can coexist with the arctic environ-
ment?

BLM wants to know for a
variety of reasons. “As of spring
2004, more than 195 miles of ice
roads have been constructed in
the reserve. This winter, industry
projects building another 70 miles
of ice roads and about 17 acres of ice
pads,” says natural resource special-
ist Don Meares of BLM’s Northern
Field Office.

“Cumulative impacts are always
an issue when it comes to environ-
mental assessments and environ-
mental impact statements. We've
got to watch things closely so we can
accurately predict impacts when we
analyze proposals for future explora-
tion,” says biologist Dave Yokel, also
in the Northern Field Office.

Yokel has been leading two
studies to get some scientific data to
accurately predict impacts and re-
covery times. One pilot study under
way for three years is looking at the
total vegetative cover on a location
used for an ice road in 2001, another
used in 2002, and at a place where
the two roads overlapped.

The study is also measuring
the thaw depth of the soil and the
impact on tussocks. “We want to see
if there is a difference between areas
that are used once versus areas with
multiple seasons of ice roads on the
same spot,” says Yokel. If there
are differences, “it will help BLM
determine whether to keep adding
impacts to one area or spread small
impacts over a larger area,” he said.

Yokel is also trying to document
the long-term effects of seismic
trails. Seisimic trails are not con-
structed like ice roads, but rather
are paths that heavy equipment fol-
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low in the winter to map geology by
sending shock waves into the earth.
Yokel and others return to selected
locations every third summer to
evaluate vegetation and document
findings. He will visit specific sites
for the third time this coming sum-
mer in a study that began in 1999.

Ice road research is not re-
stricted to BLM. Other studies are
under way sponsored by industry,
University of Alaska-Fairbanks, and
several other state and federal agen-
cies. In 2003, BLM and the Alaska
Department of Fish and Game coop-
erated in a study to determine the
effects of seismic exploration on fish
overwintering in lakes. Apparently
seismic exploration using vibroseis
equipment over lake ice has no
adverse impact on the fish, nor does
it cause displacement from preferred
areas on more than a temporary
basis.

Although BLM hydrologist Rich-
ard Kemnitz isn’t doing any specific
research, he keeps tabs other’s stud-
ies as part of his surface protection
responsibilities. Also, he is particu-
larly interested in any side effects
caused by the ice dams that are
created where the roads cross major
streams and rivers. The dams are
intentionally breached at breakup to
allow water to properly drain. “T try
to spot problems developing before
they become real problems,” says
Kemnitz.

According to Northern Field Of-
fice Manager Bob Schneider, “While
March and April bring the most
visible aspects of oil and gas explo-
ration, approving wintertime activi-
ties is really a year-round proposi-
tion. We do our major research in
the summer. Industry selects their
final travel routes and BLM issues
permits in the fall. Beginning in
November, we’ll start monitoring
tundra conditions. Once the tundra
is opened to vehicle travel, staff
will monitor ice road construction
and use throughout the winter and
spring. In the summer, we complete

Dave Yokel

Research has helped develop several techniques to properly breach an ice road in
the spring to minimize stream scouring from high water flows at peak runoff.
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our final inspections and evaluations
and the process begins again.”

Plants grow slowly in the chal-
lenging arctic environment. There-
fore, it may take many years for any
side effects of transporting heavy
loads on ice roads to become known.
BLM natural resource specialist
Scott Guyer figured out a way to “go
back in time” to get enough data to
draw some conclusions now instead
of later.

Guyer helped design a study
that found a well-documented ice
road built in 1978, the Kik-Inigok
ice road. This 38-mile-long ice road
was designed and built to allow the
construction of a gravel airstrip for
a well pad. The ice road was used
heavily compared to the current
traffic on contemporary roads in the
petroleum reserve. You could hardly
find a road with more impressive
construction details. More than
88,000 yards of gravel were hauled
during a madcap 38-day construc-
tion window. The estimated maxi-
mum daily load of gravel exceeded
140 round trips, with each dump
truck and trailer load exceeding 65
metric tons. Replenishment and
maintenance of the ice also required
the daily transport about 1,800 met-
ric tons of water along the ice road.

Guyer compared high altitude
photos of the road taken in 1979 to

some taken in 2002. He also estab-
lished some vegetative transects at
selected points on the old road and
then compared the data to another
nearby ice road built and used one
year earlier. From this, he was

able to analyze impacts in a 24-year
timeframe.

Analysis of the one-year-old ice
road showed that there was short-
term tundra damage to upland
grasses, forbes and shrubs as evi-
denced by a reduction in plant size
and in some cases a high percentage
of die-back from freezing. However,
there was a surprise. “At the same
time, vegetation in wetland sites
showed no impact from the accumu-
lation of ice from road construction,”
says Guyer. He concludes that since
wetland vegetation naturally freezes
under ice during winter, the “extra
ice” added during road construction
does not seem to affect the plants.
He also found that the length of
time the ice road is in place or the
amount of weight hauled on the road
had no additional impact to soils or
vegetation.

Despite the adverse short-term
impacts to upland vegetation, “We
found that the Kik-Inigok ice road
easily seen on the 1979 photo was
imperceptible by 2002. We also
checked on the ground and found no
tundra damage where the ice road
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(upper left) High altitude photo of Kik-
Inigok road in 1979, one year after use.

(upper right) Same area photographed
in 2002.

(center) Detailed photographs and mea-
surements were taken on the ground
along the former ice road.

was used. Tussocks had recovered
and were all healthy, intact and
displayed normal spacing and struc-
ture. Shrubs were vigorous and also
recovered to normal levels,” says
Guyer.

“The standard in the world is
to build a gravel road in this type
of environment. Ice is an alterna-
tive. It’s a wonderfully creative
and natural medium to build things
with. But like all things, it has its
limitations,” says Meares.

More research needs to be done,
but, so far, today’s ice roads seem to
be the best hope to minimize the im-
pacts of exploring at the outer edges
of the North American frontier.
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Upcoming Events

Look for BLM's booths at the upcoming
Great Alaska Sportsman Show in An-
chorage April 7-10 and the Fairbanks
Outdoor Show April 22-24. It's a great
way to obtain maps and brochures as
well as meet BLMers who can help you
plan your summer vacation.

BLM-Alaska’s Resource Advisory
Council’'s next meeting is April 7 in
Glennallen. The council will visit the
Arctic Man winter sports rendezvous the
following day.

Secretary of the Interior Gale Norton (second left) visited the National Petrol

BLM will conduct a public scoping meet-  Reserve-Alaska in early March and met with Alaskans in Barrow to discuss

ing in Fairbanks for a plan to amend recommendations for future leasing in the reserve. She also visited winter ddﬂiﬁy
the current Resource Management operations and the Alpine production facility. Also pictured, (left to right) Special

Plan for the White Mountains National  Assistant Cam Toohey, Sen. Lisa Murkowski and BLM State Director Henri Bkwﬁ; |

Recreation Area. The existing RMP
was completed in 1986 and needs to
address changes in off-highway vehicle
use. Contact BLM public affairs special-
ist Doug Stockdale at (907) 474-2264
for specific date, time and location.
Details may also appear on the BLM
Northern Field Office’s website aurora.

ak.blm.gov.
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BLM-Alaska released the third and final =l
commemorative poster celebrating the 25th |
anniversary of the Iditarod National Historic Trail.

The Jeff Schultz photo features musher DeeDee
Jonrowe in Rainy Pass. Copies were distributed dur-
ing the ceremonial race start in Anchorage. :

J
Additional copies are available while supplies last at
BLM offices in Anchorage, Fairbanks and Glennallem.
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