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AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

development potential areas also include areas of federal
lands that are unavailable for leasing.

The BLM has developed a Reasonably Foreseeable Devel-
opment Scenario based on analysis of the occurrence and
development potential. The BLM estimates that six wildcat
wells could be drilled in the planning area within the next
10 to 15 years (a “wildcat well” is an exploratory well drilled
in an area with no existing production). Of these six wells,
the BLM estimates that four would be dry holes. Dry holes
would be plugged and abandoned with surface reclamation
occurring shortly afterward. For analysis purposes, oil and/
or gas production is assumed in the RFD scenario. It is be-
lieved that two of the wells could likely have gas discover-
ies (however there is also a smaller chance of oil produc-
tion). Of the two discoveries it is projected that one pro-
ducer would be developed on Federal minerals administered
either by the BLM or by the Forest Service and the other
would be on privately owned minerals. Each of those wells
would probably prompt additional step-out wells (a “step-
out well” is a well drilled adjacent to or near a proven well
to establish the limits of the oil or gas reservoir). BLM esti-
mates that a total of four step-out wells would be drilled,
two for each discovery. The general areas where explora-
tion might occur in the two counties are depicted on Map
83.

Coalbed Natural Gas
There is a very small chance of economic coalbed natural
gas resources occurring in the Dillon Field Office because
the coal is most commonly small lenticular lignite deposits
found in Tertiary lakebeds. There are no existing sources of
coalbed natural gas being produced from lignite in the United
States. In addition, areas with higher rank coal have been
metamorphosed by a relatively high local geothermal gra-
dient and faulted into steeply dipping beds that limit the
possibility of coalbed natural gas traps.

Oil Shale
At present (in late 2002) there is a very low interest nation-
ally and locally in oil shale as an energy resource.

Oil shale resources are known to exist within the bound-
aries of the Dillon Field Office. In the Dillon-Dell area the
formation of chief interest as a bearer of oil shale is the
Permian Phosphoria Formation. In the general area, the
Phosphoria crops out along the principal mountain fronts,
is generally steeply dipping, and is extensively faulted.

Between the principal mountain ranges in the Field Office
are broad valleys with rolling topography underlain by gen-
tly dipping oil shale bearing Tertiary strata. These forma-
tions are limited in occurrence. The rocks consist of sandy
shale, sandstone, impure lignitic coal, brown oil shale, and
an abundant shaly to conglomeratic volcanic material. The
basal unit of these formations is a conglomerate containing
limestone, shale, sandstone, granite, and quartz pebbles.

Oil shale from the Phosphoria averages about 10 gallons
per ton upon distillation, a maximum of 24 gallons per ton
have been produced. Tertiary sources have yielded less oil
in most cases, although a high of 36 gallons per ton has
been produced.

One serious attempt to commercialize oil shales in the Field
Office was made by the Dillon Oil Company. In early 1919
a small retort plant was installed east of Smallhorn Canyon,
12 miles south of Dillon. This plant was used for tests dur-
ing the summer of 1919 (Winchester 1923).

Phosphate
The major leasable solid mineral in the planning area is
phosphate. Phosphates occur in the Permian Phosphoria
Formation. Significant phosphate deposits exist in the Cen-
tennial Mountains on the Idaho – Montana state line. Much
of this area is now under jurisdiction of the USDAAgricul-
tural Research Service (ARS) though BLM administers the
federal mineral estate. Open cut mining has occurred on
both sides of the border, however none of the mines are
active today and they have all been reclaimed.

Significant phosphate mining has also occurred in the past
in the extreme northern part of the planning area near Maiden
Rock. Surface and underground mining and associated op-
erational facilities occurred on both sides of the Big Hole
River, extending onto lands that are now administered by
the Butte Field Office.

Phosphate deposits in this planning area are not now being
mined because surface deposits in Florida and Idaho are
much cheaper to remove. These more economic deposits
are being rapidly depleted, and some time in the next 20
years, Montana may once again become an important source
of phosphate. This mineral is an essential agricultural nutri-
ent, and as soils continue to become depleted, these phos-
phate deposits will become critically important to our food
supply.

Table 34 
Oil and Gas Development Potential Rankings Across the Planning Area 

Acres of Very Low Acres of Low Acres of Moderate Acres of High 

Total Acres 2,620,736 2,594,140 633,706 0 

Acres Covered by RMP Decisions 512,508 653,862 190,722 0 


	Table 34 - Oil and Gas Development Potential Ranking Across the Planning Area
	TR
	TD

	TR
	TD

	TR
	TD



