
 
 

Invasion of rats 

Residents battle problem that reproduces itself 
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Joyce Manley's life is 

literally a rat race.  

The 69-year-old retired 

teacher said she has caught at 

least 40 rodents in her Painted 

Hills home this year. She says 

it's the worst infestation she's 

ever had.  

Manley and some of her 

rat-plagued neighbors believe 

the nearby wind farms in the 

San Gorgonio Pass are killing 

the raptors that would 

normally eat the critters, 

allowing them to multiply 

freely. The residents say birds 

of prey have become a rare 

sight in their hamlet northwest 

of Palm Springs.  

But the wind-energy 

industry denies there is a link, 

noting that wind farms have 

been operating in the Pass for 

more than two decades 

without apparent problems.  

Nancy and Peter Wright 

remember seeing golden 

eagles, red-tailed hawks and 

barn owls at their remote 

home, where they've lived 

since 1973.  

But about a decade ago, 

they said, the number of birds 

gradually thinned and rats 

began roaming their grounds. 

They also saw fewer 

rattlesnakes, which eat 

rodents.  

Some residents believe 

vibrations from the windmills 

scare away the snakes, while 

the birds get caught in the 

blades.  

"The only thing that's 

changed out here is the 

presence of the windmills," 

Nancy Wright, 55, said, gazing 

at the wind turbines about a 

half-mile up the hill.  

The rats nested in their 

bushy palm trees and ate their 

citrus fruit, she said. Her 

husband, Peter, 55, says he's 

been fighting the "rat wars" 

ever since, setting up traps in 

trees and trimming back palm 

fronds.  

"It's a regular job, rat 

catcher," he said, looking at 

the bare palm trunk in his 

front yard.  

Xandi Shaw, 49, got 

three kittens in addition to the 

half-dozen dogs and cats she 

already had to combat her rat 

infestation. She also hired an 

exterminator to spray her 

property regularly.  

"Other than coyotes, 

there's nothing out there that 

rats are scared of," Shaw said. 

"I've never seen it as bad as 

now."  

Debating Role of Wind 

Farms  

But the American Wind 

Energy Association, a national 

trade group, said in a 

statement that it doesn't see 

"how this claim can be 

supported" given that wind 

farms have been in the Pass 

since the 1980s.  

Nancy Rader, executive 

director of the California Wind 

Energy Association, said the 



wind-energy industry knows 

that turbines kill birds, but the 

Pass doesn't have as many 

birds as other areas, such as 

the wind farms in the 

Altamont Pass near San 

Francisco.  

She doesn't believe the 

rat infestation can be linked to 

the wind farms.  

"What is their evidence?" 

Rader said. "If it were true 

that the rats were multiplying, 

that would attract a lot more 

birds."  

According to a late-1990s 

study done by the U.S. 

Department of Energy's 

National Renewable Energy 

Laboratory, turbines in the 

Pass kill about 18 raptors a 

year, Rader said. Since the 

study was done, the number 

of turbines has dropped from 

3,000 to about 2,700, she 

added.  

In the Altamont Pass, up 

to 1,300 raptors are killed 

annually, according to a 2004 

California Energy Commission 

study. The turbines are now 

shut down for at least two 

months during the winter to 

minimize the number of 

deaths.  

Tim O'Leary, a 

spokesman for Three Wind 

Holdings, a joint venture 

between Shell WindEnergy 

Inc. and Goldman Sachs Wind 

Power II LLC, which operates 

wind farms in Whitewater and 

Cabazon, said construction 

and brush fires could be 

displacing rats. The company 

is not aware of any problems 

with snakes or bird deaths, he 

said.  

Risk of Disease  

Environmental groups 

said they are aware of the 

Painted Hills residents' plight.  

"I have every reason to 

believe that the people in the 

area are probably correct," 

said Jeff Morgan, vice chair of 

the local Sierra Club. "If you 

get too many rodents, you 

might even get disease 

breaking out."  

Kelly Fuller, a 

spokeswoman on renewable 

energy for the Sierra Club's 

California/Nevada Desert 

Committee, said independent 

studies are needed to better 

understand the problem.  

"It's possible there is a 

connection; it needs to be 

investigated," Fuller said. "All 

of nature is connected: You 

pull on one place, it moves in 

another."  

Daniel R. Patterson, a 

desert ecologist with the 

Center for Biological Diversity 

in Joshua Tree, said it's a 

"common belief" that bird 

deaths caused by turbines 

could lead to rat infestations. 

But he said he hasn't studied 

the issue.  

In Manley's house, the 

rodents have nested in her 

kitchen cabinets, snacked on 

food in the pantry and left 

droppings in her laundry 

room.  

"They multiply about as 

fast as rabbits do," Manley 

said. "If the hawks were here, 

they'd be fat and happy."  
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