
 

It’s man vs. bird in quest for power 

The sage grouse isn’t endangered right now, but the state’s plans for 
alternative energy may change that 
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While biologists and politicians debate whether the sage grouse should be labeled an endangered species, 10 
Western states allow hunters to take aim at the reclusive, ground-dwelling bird. 
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The future of Nevada is tied to the future of the sage grouse because the bird lives in a lot of the 
same areas that are expected to be used for wind, solar and geothermal energy. 

And although the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service decided not to add the bird to the endangered 
species list Friday, it acknowledges that federal protection is warranted. The agency basically 
said it was precluded from adding the bird to the list because species that are more threatened are 
being given priority. 

“We have a window of several years before we reach a point in time when a listing (for the 
greater sage grouse) would be imminent,” Tom Strickland, assistant interior secretary for fish, 
wildlife and parks, said Friday. 

The “warranted but precluded” designation for the sage grouse is, in effect, a formal warning to 
other state and federal agencies that the threat to the species is serious and other actions need to 
be taken to protect it, explained Steven Robinson, who oversaw the endangered species program 
in the Reagan administration and has served as an adviser to former Govs. Bob List and Kenny 
Guinn. 

Environmental and conservation groups had mixed reactions to Friday’s announcement. Some 
condemned it as too big a gamble for a seriously threatened species. If listing it as endangered is 
warranted, then the sage grouse should be listed as such, they said. 

The basics about these birds 
The greater sage grouse lives in 11 states in the Intermountain West, 
including Nevada. The birds were long an important food source for 
Native Americans. In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, they 
were so plentiful that flocks were known to “blacken the sky.” But the 
speckled, chicken-sized bird’s population has declined after decades 
of habitat destruction. The birds need large tracts of unbroken 
sagebrush to be able to flourish. Any construction that breaks up that 
habitat can splinter a flock or constrict the amount of habitat the bird 
uses, ultimately leading to declining population. Today the population 
is estimated to be 90 percent smaller than it once was. Wildlife 
biologists think 100,000 to 500,000 greater sage grouse are in the 
United States. The bird has been wiped out of Arizona, New Mexico, 
Nebraska, Oklahoma and British Columbia. Half the bird’s original 
habitat is gone and the rest is threatened by oil and gas development, 
renewable energy plants, power lines and wildfires fueled by invasive 
plants such as cheatgrass. Sage grouse are what’s called an umbrella 
species, one which covers a large geographic area along with other 
important and sometimes rare species. If the greater sage grouse 
populations are healthy, the other plant and animal populations tend 
to be healthy, too.  



But others think the bird is a little better off than it had been before Friday because the 
designation should force developers and state and federal agencies to be more careful when 
dealing with its habitat. 

In Nevada, 60,000 to 80,000 greater sage grouse live in the northern two-thirds of the state. The 
population here, as well as 10 other states, is robust enough to support limited hunting, officials 
maintain. 

But a genetically distinct subspecies of the greater sage grouse lives in central western Nevada 
and eastern California. Wildlife experts estimate there are fewer than 5,000 Mono Basin sage 
grouse left. The species lives in the same habitat and has similar living patterns as the greater 
sage grouse. 

In a separate decision Friday, the Wildlife Service gave the Mono Basin subspecies a higher 
priority candidate designation, which means it is more likely to be listed as endangered. 

As is true in other Western states, the sage grouse habitat in Nevada has been diminished by 
grazing, oil and gas drilling, invasive species and wildfires. But wildlife experts, birders and 
environmentalists warn the number of birds in Nevada could quickly drop as new wind farms 
and geothermal plants begin to dot the sagebrush steppe valleys and mountain meadows the birds 
call home. 

Renewable energy development in general, and wind farms in particular, are considered the 
largest new threat to the greater sage grouse. 

The White House has promoted unprecedented levels of renewable energy development as a way 
to spur job growth and combat climate change. Wind energy alone is expected to provide 20 
percent of America’s electricity by 2030, according to the Energy Department. But out West, 
where most of the available publicly owned land is situated, those plans are pitted against a 
growing desire to preserve wild spaces and the plants and animals that live in them. 

Virtually all of the greater sage grouse’s remaining habitat is within prime renewable energy 
territory. The BLM has processed at least 41 wind energy applications and 361 geothermal leases 
in Nevada. NV Energy and LS Power have rights of way to build a large cross-state transmission 
line that runs through greater sage grouse habitat. Forty-three percent of prime brood-rearing 
habitat, 36 percent of the nesting sites and 38 percent of the winter habitats in Nevada are within 
2 miles of renewable energy development areas. At least 5 percent of the nesting, breeding and 
winter habitat for Nevada’s greater sage grouse is threatened by planned renewable energy 
projects, according to Nevada Wildlife Division. 

Wildlife managers and environmentalists fear that if land management practices aren’t improved, 
the growing renewable energy industry will wipe out all but a few populations of greater sage 
grouse across the intermountain West. 

Greater sage grouse and energy installations don’t mix well. Decades of research on the effect of 
oil and gas wells on greater sage grouse have shown the wells consistently led to die-offs. 



Although the birds usually return every year to the same nesting and breeding areas, greater sage 
grouse will avoid their historical homes if an oil well, road or power line is built within a few 
miles of their preferred spots, researchers have found. 

That leaves the remaining birds competing for a smaller amount of habitat, catching diseases 
from overcrowding or making due with more dangerous areas. Within a few years of a new oil 
rig being built in greater sage grouse territory, the bird’s population typically plummets. 

Although studies haven’t yet begun, renewable energy projects are expected to cause some of the 
same problems and some new ones. 

The noise from geothermal plants and wind farms is expected to drive out sage grouse just as 
noisy oil wells have. And there’s also a theory that the “shadow flicker” effect from whirling 
wind turbine blades will make the birds think there’s a massive flock of raptors overhead, 
making them flee. 

Energy development also has an indirect effect on the sage grouse. Scraping the desert to make 
way for roads and transmission lines allows the introduction of invasive species. These can 
spread into undisturbed areas and choke out the plants the grouse need for shelter and food. 
Invasive plants such as cheatgrass lead to bigger and more frequent wildfires, which kill the birds 
and their habitats. The effect of these invasive plants is usually irreversible. 

“Warranted but precluded” means sage grouse gets none of the stringent legal protections 
available to listed species under the Endangered Species Act, but the designation is an indicator 
to states and industries that they will need to work harder to keep the bird off the list. 

State and federal wildlife biologists will be required to watch the sage grouse populations more 
closely. This doesn’t mean all renewable energy development or other potential changes will 
have to stop, but the state and BLM will need to be careful about where they allow potentially 
disruptive actions to occur. 

This multiuse approach should give them the chance to better understand how renewable energy 
projects and other activities affect the bird, land managers said Friday. This is supposed to lead 
to improved guidelines on renewable energy developments, such as large buffer zones around 
mating, nesting and brood-rearing sites. And it means some crucial habitat spots may become 
off-limits. 

“It won’t be a big game changer, but it will mean anybody in renewables or any development 
will have to take precautions,” said Robinson, former chief of the endangered species program. 
“The federal agencies are going to make them consider impacts to the greater sage grouse, but it 
won’t stop anything in its tracks.” 

Friday’s decision means that energy developers in sage grouse territory won’t be saddled with 
the expense of more intensive wildlife surveys and delays from increased bureaucratic 
requirements. 



The “warranted but precluded” designation also means the bird can still be included in state-
managed hunts, but the Wildlife Service will collect more data on the greater sage grouse and 
will re-evaluate annually whether it deserves a higher priority status. 

The Governor’s Sage Grouse Conservation Team is expected to release renewable energy siting 
and construction guidelines within a month. The group is expected to recommend a buffer zone 
of two to four miles between key sage grouse habitats and proposed energy developments as well 
as limits on disturbing the bird during certain times of year. 

But it’s unclear whether the BLM would have to listen to the state’s recommended standards on 
land under its jurisdiction, said Bret Birdsong, a Boyd Law School professor. 

The BLM’s rejection of state wildlife officials’ advice caused conflict in Nevada. The BLM and 
the Nevada Wildlife Division have been at odds over the proposed site of a controversial wind 
power plant east of Ely. 

The Spring Valley Wind Project is expected to use more than 8,500 acres and would include up 
to 75 wind turbines. The project's initial proposed site was within a quarter-mile of three sage 
grouse breeding sites. The Wildlife Division objected to the wind farm’s proximity to the sage 
grouse habitat. Division Director Kenneth Mayer said in letters to the BLM that the wind farm 
needed to be at least two miles from the sage grouse habitat. He accused the agency of ignoring 
science that backed the state’s request. 

The Spring Valley wind developer has resolved many of the concerns of state fish and wildlife 
officials by moving the planned wind farm farther away from active sage grouse breeding sites, 
but the Center for Biological Diversity and other groups are threatening to sue the BLM if it 
doesn’t make enough concessions for the sage grouse habitat and address other concerns. 

Mayer said Friday he was disappointed in the federal decision regarding the sage grouse 
designation. He said in a statement that although the state has worked hard to identify problems 
and find solutions to improve conditions for the bird, more than half the sage grouse territory is 
under federal jurisdiction. 

“We need all of the conservation partners in the state to step up to protect and restore the 
sagebrush ecosystem,” he said in a statement. “It is going to take a huge effort to improve and 
restore habitat, and protect the bird to stave off a threatened listing.” 

 


