Mr Joseph Edmonds
Southeastern States District Office
U.S. Bureau of Land Management
7/21/2026

Dear Mr. Edmonds,

The Conecuh National Forest is home to the only viable population of Gopher Tortoises on
public land in Alabama and has been the subject of seminal research on rare animal and plant
communities. Research has shown that the Gopher Tortoises in Conecuh maintain important
connectivity among local populations across the entire national forest:, and are particularly
sensitive to habitat management.,s. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife service found that, although the
Gopher Tortoises in south-central Alabama are more vulnerable than the rest of the species’
range, federal protection under the Endangered Species Act was not warranted in part

because of the protected status of tortoises in Conecuh National Forest .

The BLM’s proposed five new oil and gas drilling leases would directly affect 2,263 acres
located in and between existing tortoise sites These activities would degrade habitat directly and
indirectly, interfere with prescribed fire operations essential for ecosystem health, hazard
reduction, and increase heavy-vehicle traffic and road mortality of Gopher Tortoises, already a
critical threat to this population. In doing so, the leases would undermine the very rationale

the federal government relied on in declining ESA protection for this portion of the
species’ range. We therefore urge the BLM to withdraw this proposal.
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and the first, in the Southeast for an ambitious, multi-partner effort to repatriate the
federally threatened Eastern Indigo Snake.This federally protected snake depends on

Gopher Tortoise burrows for refuge and reproduction, and collaborative work at Conecuh has
identified road mortality and habitat quality and connectivity as key drivers of its survivals . New
drilling leases in the center of these long-running conservation investments would put at risk
more than a decade of public restoration effort and undermine outcomes that federal and state
agencies have spent years pursuing. Although energy security is important, it should not come
at the expense of one of Alabama’s highest-value conservation landscapes.

Thank you for your consideration of this comment, and we respectfully urge the BLM to
abandon the proposed leases.

Respectfully submitted,
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Kevin Loope, PhD

Co-chair, on behalf of the Gopher Tortoise Council
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