JH News and Guide
March 21, 2008
Letter to the Editor:
The air pollution in Sublette County is in Teton County, too! Ozone, formed by a mixture of chemicals released from gas field operations and transformed by sunlight, doesn’t stay put; it travels with the wind.  Jackson, the Parks, and public health and safety are all at risk. What will the air be like this summer when the normal summer forest fires, auto emissions, and the ozone production from the Pinedale Anticline and Jonah Fields are combined? Some who are inclined to wishful thinking say the ozone alert is an anomaly, a “once in a while, perhaps never to happen again” phenomenon. That could be true if production in the gas fields stopped, but with our year round intense sun and the intense exploration and production not only continuing but expanding with industry proposals to grow the field from hundreds of wells to 5,000  with production for the next 60 years, it will get worse.
The ozone alert makes a mockery of the February 27, 2008 full page ad in the JHN&G that industry sponsored, saying how year round drilling and expansion plans are going to be a community benefit!

Stop Drilling-Save the Bridger-Teton (SDSBT) has been making the case that the spread of oil and gas exploration and development further and further north toward Jackson and the Parks is not only undesirable from a tourism and wildlife perspective but also a direct threat to public health and safety.  Now public health and safety is actually, not theoretically, at risk and if action isn’t taken, it will get worse. Industry and the State of Wyoming can do a better job. It is not as if this were not predictable! 
In another newspaper article, there was mention of the embarrassment about this ozone. If “embarrassment” were the only consequence, we could probably live with that. But air pollution exceeding health standards in the Wyoming environment is in fact dangerous to your health, not to mention your kids and grandkids. And if the plans to spread energy development are not stopped, it will worsen. 
Drilling should be confined to in-place locations, not spread further. Long overdue state monitoring programs for gas fields along with enforcement procedures for emissions violations put in place before summer begins are necessary corrective measures.
Can the tourism economy bear the weight of summer and winter ozone production, creating both visible smog and invisible public health threats? Will we tell our kids in a few years from now, “I can remember when I could see the mountains from here”? Do you remember when Jackson had to ban wood burning fireplaces because of the yellow ring of air that used to settle into Jackson Hole? Air pollution from local activities like traffic and ozone from non-local sources like Jonah and the Anticline get trapped in our valleys and make it worse.
What else should be done? There are many things, but the first and most important is to stop the spread of natural gas development into the Upper Bridger-Teton National Forest while at the same time requiring, not just encouraging, industry to control emissions where they have already built roads, increased traffic, drilled and are now producing. 
The Forest Service has the tools to reject the Application to Drill in the Hoback area just 35 miles from Grand Teton National Park. They have to be encouraged to do so!  In air pollution terms, 35 miles is nothing. The number of smog days has already been predicted for this summer in the Parks, even before this new winter ozone alert! 
But does the State have in its “tool box” the rules and regulations in place to stop the ozone? Some say the State doesn’t need any regulations like this because there are federal regulations, and a few don’t even think those are necessary because they say industry can control this voluntarily. Today the companies drilling to the south look at the national air quality standards and the existing pollution levels, and then say that now they are planning on reducing air emissions here over the next five years.  What does that mean: five years to make the air polluted; then five more to control it--and what will our situation be after a decade?  Is that what we want?
The truth is that national air quality standards are not based on high elevation emissions in areas with intense ultraviolet rays from the sun, i.e., the conditions we have here. Western Wyoming conditions are perfect for ozone production. So when the State or the companies say that Wyoming is not often yet in violation of national standards, recognize that the standards are not based on our local conditions. We all know what happens to our rubber car tires left out in the UV. We wear sun screen to protect our skin. When emissions occur at a much higher altitude than most of the rest of the US, and combine in the presence of intense UV, dangerous pollution results.  Rest assured Wyoming has a problem not only with air pollution and public health effects, but with the inadequate tools now in place to fix the problem.
For many years the Legislature and the State government have been against any kind of regulation. That is fine, as long as the public health and safety, particularly for children and seniors whose lung tissue is more vulnerable to air pollution, are not adversely affected. Some will argue that because nobody has died yet, it’s acceptable. Putting the people of Wyoming at risk like this is never acceptable. How many days a year do you want to spend indoors because the air outside is dangerous?
Did you ever think that in this beautiful place we would have to have this conversation?
Linda J Cooper, Spokesperson, SDSBT
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