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June 16, 2010

President Obama

The White House
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue NW
Washington, DC 20500

Elizabeth Orlando 

Keystone XL Project Manager 

U.S. Department of State 

OES/ENV Room 2657

Washington, DC 20520

RE:  Presidential Permit for:  
TransCanada Keystone Pipeline Project 
Doc. No. 10623-0006

Dear President Obama & Ms. Orlando 
Thank you for the opportunity to review the EIS for the Keystone Piping Project.  Please accept these comments on behalf of Western Watersheds Project (WWP).  This is an issue of great concern to WWP and its members.  In fact, it is an urgent matter of national security that demands your immediate attention.  
WWP is a regional, membership-driven, not-for-profit conservation organization, dedicated to protecting and conserving the public lands and natural resources of watersheds in the American West.  WWP has its headquarters at the Greenfire Preserve in Custer County, Idaho, and is supported by more than 1,400 members located throughout the United States, including in Montana.  Given the destructive path that our political leaders and their corporate enablers have been on for some time now, a path that is already wreaking havoc on a global scale and threatening to eviscerate life as we have come to know it, all of our work to protect and recover public lands in the West is at greater risk than ever before.   

As a preliminary matter, it is our sincere hope that in the wake of the BP Oil Disaster in the Gulf of Mexico, you are at least (at last?) beginning to appreciate the enormity and gravity of the peril we Americans are facing due to our continued addiction to petroleum to support our disproportionate consumption of the world’s resources.  As clearly pointed out in the upcoming investigative piece by journalist Tim Dickinson
, as well as by Jeff Ruch, executive director of Public Employees for Environmental Responsibility, nothing has changed under President Obama as far as our country being held hostage by the corporate terrorists at BP, Shell Oil, ExxonMobil, and Conoco-Phillips.  After being shocked out of his state of political denial, President Obama has now publicly acknowledged his naiveté in relation to the oil barons, and replaced his “drill baby drill” plans with a promise to accelerate America’s 12-step program for withdrawing from its addiction to oil.  If this is more than just empty political rhetoric, and if the Obama administration is really not just the front-man for the world’s largest corporations and financiers he has appeared to be since taking office, then the first significant step toward demonstrating this good faith and new resolve would be to deny the Presidential permit for the Keystone Pipeline Project, and to bring pressure to bear on Canada’s plans to massively expand the Alberta tar sands destruction, preferably through the United Nations.  This threat to our survival is every bit as real as the threats we currently are facing from Iran and North Korea.  
At the very least, a supplemental EIS needs to be prepared that considers an alternative that would freeze American’s petroleum consumption at present levels, and thus make this pipeline unnecessary, and consider the potential impacts on climate change and the biosphere from the intentional ecological catastrophe being planned by the aforementioned oil barons and financiers.  Anything less than this would expose President Obama’s rhetoric in the wake of the BP disaster as politically expedient spin control, and demonstrate conclusively that his heart has really not changed in the wake of this unparalleled ecological disaster.  
The Presidential permit is to be issued only if it “serve[s] the national interest.”  This project is not only opposed to our national interest, it threatens our national and global security at perhaps the most critical time in the history of our collective endeavor.  The only interests it serves are those of the world’s largest, most destructive corporations.  As a student of history, President Obama, you know very well that when the corporate interests become synonymous with (and controlling of) national interest, that is the definition of a fascist state.  
Mr. President, whose interests are you looking out for?
According to a financial risk management group RiskMetrics’ recent report, the planned tar sands expansion is nothing less than a land-based, slow-motion version of the Gulf disaster, and will cause permanent devastation to a fragile ecosystem.  Already, as migratory birds and other wildlife (including Moose) make the mistake of landing on or stepping into any of the eighty square miles of toxic tailings ponds, they sink into the muck and suffocate.  The assumption of the Keystone EIS seems to be that we do not have to consider the devastating environmental impacts of tar sands extractions, since those are north of the border and we are simply accommodating the product.  However, that is the definition of “indirect” impacts under NEPA, and the impacts of global climate change are hardly limited to Alberta.  Indeed are already being deeply felt here in Montana, the “last best place”, in the form of melting glaciers in “Glacier” National Park, the perpetual drought and widespread insect infestation of our forests, and increasingly severe fire seasons attributed to earlier spring thaws.  In addition to these localized impacts south of the border, according to the RiskMetrics report the long-term impacts on the people and environment of Alberta are “arguably greater” than those posed by the Gulf blowout to the people and environment around the Gulf.  
The difference between these two disasters, of course, is that one of them is still preventable.  Without presidential leadership, however, these same corporations will push us right over the brink of global catastrophe, beginning with the world’s most destructive petroleum project by far – the Canadian tar sands expansion project.
According to no less an authority than James Hansen
, the tar sands project will prove to be “disastrous” for life on earth:
The tar sands of Canada constitute one of our planet's greatest threats. They are a double-barrelled threat. First, producing oil from tar sands emits two-to-three times the global warming pollution of conventional oil. But the process also diminishes one of the best carbon-reduction tools on the planet: Canada's Boreal Forest.

This forest plays a key role in the global carbon equation by serving as a major storehouse for terrestrial carbon – indeed, it is believed to store more carbon per hectare than any other ecosystem on Earth.
 When this pristine forest is strip mined for tar sands development, much of its stored carbon is lost. Canada's Boreal Forest is also the reservoir for a large fraction of North America's clean, fresh water, home to some five billion migratory birds, and some of largest remaining populations of caribou, moose, bear and wolves on the planet.

Apart from the moral implications of issuing a Presidential pardon, I mean permit, for the purpose of accommodating the contaminated fruit of this poisonous tree, there is the legal obscenity of excluding potential impacts to the global climate and on the terrestrial environment (those are migratory birds dying up there, many of the same species that are already being impacted by the Gulf Oil Disaster) from your purported environmental “analysis” for this project.  NEPA requires full disclosure of all potential direct, indirect and cumulative impacts to the human environment associated with any major federal action, in order to foster informed decision-making and public participation.  And yet the EIS you have prepared clearly ignores the most significant, potentially fatal and far-reaching environmental impact of all from this proposed decision.  As the EIS itself makes clear, the purpose and need for this proposed pipeline is “dictated” by the assumption that we must accommodate a projected increase in American consumption of crack petroleum of one million barrels per day over the next decade.  
This assumption that our addiction will continue to grow and be nurtured by our elected leaders and their corporate sponsors is itself unacceptable and morally repugnant.  The risk associated with developing these newer sources of oil, including deep sea drilling and tar sands strip-mining, is far too great to justify passive acceptance of growing our addiction to petroleum products.  If President Obama really means to accelerate our conversion to alternative energy sources in the wake of the Gulf Oil Disaster, and to wean us off of our addiction to oil, then this is the place to start.  
NEPA also requires consideration and analysis of all reasonable alternatives to the proposed project.  Surely, it is reasonable to consider a strategy for freezing our nation’s oil crude consumption at present levels, while developing a plan to accelerate conversion to safe, clean alternative energy sources.  In fact, we as a nation should devote the same level of effort to such a strategy as we did when President Kennedy announced that we would land a man on the moon within a decade.  Unlike that national effort, our present circumstance “dictates” that if we do not make such a commitment to breaking our addiction, and especially if we turn to these dirty drug dealers to fuel our growing addiction, then in the eyes of our children and their children, indeed of all future generations, we will be remembered as the greatest mass killers the world has ever seen.  
If you think that is hyperbole, then you have not been paying attention.  

Already, we are in the midst of a great extinction of life forms on this planet, owing to our insatiable appetite for natural resources.  The difference now, however, is that the actions we take today will undoubtedly result in widespread destruction of human life along with the non-human inhabitants of our oceans and wildlands.  Even as I write these comments, hundreds of people are dying in Asia due to record temperatures, whole island populations are being displaced, and increasingly frequent, severe weather events continue apace.
Admittedly, the most severe consequences certain to flow from over-heating our planet will take place largely outside of the four-year election cycle that seems to govern all political decision-making in this country, which is what seems to be leading us inexorably down this road to perdition.  But this was exactly why the American people elected Barack Obama, to change this destructive cycle of short-sighted politics beholden to corporate special interests.  For many of us that have been fighting social injustice and corporate lawlessness since the Reagan era, you were our last hope, President Obama.  Unfortunately, to date you have proven to be no different in substance than the gang of cold-hearted oil barons that preceded you in the White House.  As was the 9/11 terrorist attack for your predecessor, this Gulf Oil Disaster is your moment of truth.  
Will you have the vision and fortitude to lead us out of the grave peril we face?  As Mr. Hansen put it before the Gulf Oil Disaster:
The carbon emissions from tar shale and tar sands would initiate a continual unfolding of climate disasters over the course of this century. We would be miserable stewards of creation. We would rob our own children and grandchildren.

Now is a critical moment in the history of our planet. The US and Canadian governments must agree that the unconventional fossil fuels, tar sands and tar shale, will not be developed. They will thus send a message that their statements recognizing "a planet in peril" are not empty rhetoric. They will provide hope to young people and nature. We can preserve our heritage with its remarkable diversity of life.
You ignored him then, Mr. President, just as you ignored us when we warned you about Ken Salazar and his ties to the extraction industry.
Perhaps it is time our political leaders actually started listening to concerned, altruistic scientists like Mr. Hansen, and good-hearted journalists like Bill McKibben, rather than the venal CEO’s that donate so much hush money to political campaigns to grease the skids for their continuing pursuit of obscene profits gained from dismantling the food chain and the building blocks of life that evolved over millions of years on Planet Earth.  In spite of the Supreme Court’s view that God granted corporations the same inalienable rights as we humans, which itself may prove to be the death knell for our once-great society, the fact of the matter is that corporations exist solely to maximize monetary profits, and it is up to the same humans that charter these corporations to limit the harmful consequences of their institutionalized greed.  Our failure to do so is exactly what creates the kind of devastation that we see spreading like blood in the water on the Gulf of Mexico, like nuclear fallout across the mountain-tops and into the streams of the Appalachia, and like a black plague overtaking the boreal forests of Alberta, killing everything in its wake.  Corporations do not have to breathe the air we breathe, they do not drink the water we drink, and they do not succumb to the cancers that kill us or to the assault on our auto-immune systems.  In their profit-and-loss statements, these are mere externalities, the collateral damage of their war on our life-support system.  Contrary to the nihilistic beliefs of corrupted courts and eschatological ideologues, corporations do not have the God-given right to pursue their monetary happiness in a manner that is snuffing out the rich abundance of life we were once an integral part of.  Their short-term profits have become our long-term losses.  This is madness.  
If we are to have any hope
 for bequeathing a prosperous future to our children’s children, if we are ever to live down the smallpox-contaminated blankets we gifted the first peoples of this turtle island, then we must draw the line in the oily tar sand at our border with Canada and pull ourselves collectively back from the brink of Environmental Armageddon.  President Obama, as a fellow BFC (boy from Chicago), I am challenging your humanity: the time has come for you to walk your tough-guy talk.  You may talk the talk, but as we all know your Interior Secretary is all hat and no cattle, just as many out here in the West perceived you to be during your campaign.  Even that rich girl from Park Ridge said you were just a smooth talker.  
Mr. President, I am going to speak to you in Chicago blunt talk now.  If you are looking for the real ass that needs to be kicked in order to effectively kick our petro-crack addiction, look no further than our neighbors to the north.  Do not permit this eco-genocide to proceed any further.  Give us some reason to believe in you again, the way many of us believed in you while you were gobbling up our campaign contributions.  Because to be frank, nobody out here apart from our coal-eyed, industrial strength governor and his ilk has any faith at all in your ability to lead us at this, the most critical time in human history.  We have seen nothing in your actions as President that would lead us to believe you are any different than your predecessor, or for that matter than any other Chicago politician (including Blago!).  In fact, based on the bipolarity of candidate Obama and President Obama, most of us are beginning to wonder if you might not be the real-life version of the Manchurian candidate!  We are hoping against hope that you can still change.  That’s how desperate we’ve become.
Mr. Obama, this is your time.  You hold the future of the human race, the future of Sasha and Malia, in your oil-stained hands.  

What will you do?
Sincerely,

/s/
Tom Woodbury
Montana Director
Western Watersheds Project
P.O Box 7681
Missoula  MT  59807
(406) 830-3099      tom@westernwatersheds.org 
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Working to protect and restore Western Watersheds and Wildlife











� Available on-line at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/17390/111965?RS_show_page=0" �http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/17390/111965?RS_show_page=0� 


� James Hansen is director of � HYPERLINK "http://www.giss.nasa.gov/" �Nasa's Goddard Institute for Space Studies� and adjunct professor in the department of earth and environmental sciences at Columbia University. He was the first scientist to warn the US Congress of the dangers of climate change and writes here as a private citizen.


� It has been estimated that Canada’s Boreal Forest stores 11% of the world’s carbon.


� My once proudly displayed bumper sticker “Got Hope?” has now become sadly ironic, prompting taunts from Sara Palin that would perhaps be a more direct message for a bumper sticker today: “How’s that hopey, changey think working out for ya?”  Thanks a lot, Mr. President.  
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