
Executive Summary
A new analysis by the Center for Biological Diversity reveals that Interior Secretary Ryan Zinke will offer up 
more than 1.2 million acres of pronghorn and mule deer winter habitat and migration corridors in Wyoming to 
oil and gas development by the end of 2018.

Zinke’s leases are going forward despite his February 2018 secretarial order specifically intended to “improve 
habitat quality and western big game winter range and migration corridors  for antelope, elk, and mule deer.” 
The net result of the Interior Department’s 2018 leases will be an increase in the amount of fracking, drilling, 
fragmentation and industrialization of this important wildlife habitat.

In a letter to Zinke, the Center for Biological Diversity is calling  on the interior secretary to halt all oil and 
gas leasing in critical habitats of mule deer and pronghorn, including winter habitat and migratory corridors 
in Wyoming. Such protections are needed to preserve some of the largest herds in the West and the last great 
wildlife migrations in Wyoming. 

Analysis Results 
For this analysis the Center examined available state and federal records of mule deer and pronghorn habitat, 
along with areas planned for federal quarterly oil and gas lease sales in Wyoming in 2018.

Our key findings:
 

•	 More than 1.2 million acres of winter range for pronghorn (Map A) and mule deer (Map B), and 
portions of the Hoback to Red Desert mule deer migration corridor, were leased for oil and gas 
development in the first half of 2018 or are scheduled to be auctioned in the second half of 2018.

•	 Of those, more than 300,000 acres of pronghorn and 100,000 of mule deer winter habitat (some acres 
overlap) have already been leased for drilling and fracking this year.

•	 More than 22,000 acres of the Sublette mule deer migration corridor will be 
auctioned off in September and December. 

•	 More than 500,000 acres of mule deer winter habitat will be auctioned off in 
September and December.

•	 More than 700,000 acres of pronghorn winter habitat will be auctioned off in 
September and December

Zinke Poised to Auction 1.2 Million Acres of Wyoming 
Pronghorn, Mule Deer Habitat 

Pronghorn in Wyoming by Tom Koerner/USFWS

https://www.doi.gov/pressreleases/secretary-zinke-prioritizes-conservation-big-game-migration-corridors
https://www.biologicaldiversity.org/programs/public_lands/energy/dirty_energy_development/oil_and_gas/pdfs/LetterToSecZinkeBigGameWY.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BIAyb-1uwTg


Lease Sales Acres Offered Sold Acres Pronghorn  Winter Habitat Acres
1st & 2nd Qtr Sold 364,387 345,085 300,201

3rd Qtr September 2018 356,297 N/A 218,250
4th Qtr December 2018 781,175 N/A 525,683

Total 1,501,859 345,085 1,044,135
Percent Lease Acres in Habitat   69.5%

Data Sources: Bureau of Land Management, Wyoming Game and Fish Department; Map by: K. Clauser

Photo: James C Leupold
USFWS

Pronghorn in Wyoming by Randy C. Bunney, Great Circle Photographics CC BY-SA

1st & 2nd Quarter
Sold Parcels

3rd & 4th Quarter
Offered Parcels

Acres Deferred
(348,000)

Pronghorn Winter
Habitat

pronghorn
WYOMING 2018

OIL & GAS LEASE SALES

Map A



Lease Sales Acres Offered Sold Acres Mule Deer Migration 
Corridor Acres

Mule Deer Winter 
Habitat Acres

1st & 2nd Qtr Sold 364,387 345,085 0 105,313
3rd Qtr September 2018 356,297 N/A 15,204 89,048
4th Qtr December 2018 781,175 N/A 7,482 423,598

Total 1,501,859 345,085 22,686 617,959
Percent Lease Acres in Habitat   1.5% 41.2%

Photo: Rich Keen DPRA

Mule Deer Buck in Wyoming by Tom Koerner/USFWS CC BY

Data Sources: Bureau of Land Management, Wyoming Game and Fish Department; Map by: K. Clauser 
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Note: Parcels not sold at auction are available for purchase over-the-counter at $2 per acre for up to two years.

Mule deer and pronghorn often share the same habitat in Wyoming but there is not complete overlap. Without 
double counting the lands they share, 1.2 million acres of habitat have been sold or will be offered for fracking 
and drilling in 2018. 

Available Data
We used seasonal range data from the Wyoming Game and Fish Department to identify winter ranges of mule 
deer and pronghorn. The only data publicly available for migration corridors was the Sublette Herd Unit, which 
includes the 150-mile long Hoback to Red Desert mule deer migration. Spatial data for “The Path of the Pronghorn” 
migration and other migration paths were not available. We used Bureau of Land Management lease sale spatial 
data to map leases sold in the March and June sales and mapped parcels that will be auctioned in the upcoming 
September and December sales. While the southern portion of the Path of the Pronghorn is generally known, the 
route has no formal designation or map. It is likely that many parcels offered for oil and gas development will be in 
the Path of the Pronghorn, one of the last long-distance land animal migrations in the world. 

Science Shows Oil and Gas Development Hurts Big Game
Mule deer and pronghorn are known to avoid infrastructure associated with oil and gas development. The BLM 
and fossil fuel companies have long claimed that oil and gas development only causes short-term harm to big 
game, and that the animals adapt to the area once drilling activities are complete. 

But research released in April 2017 confirms that is not the case with mule deer. Oil and gas industrialization can 
lead to long-term declines in these wildlife populations by reducing the size of winter range, which in turn limits 
the number of animals that can be supported. This 17-year study of habitat in the Pinedale Anticline gas field in 
Wyoming’s Upper Green River Basin found that deer moved farther away from the well pads even when drilling was 
winding down and remediation was in progress. The study concludes: “Despite mild winters, fewer hunting licenses 
and extensive on-site mitigation, mule deer numbers on the Pinedale Anticline declined by 36-42 percent over the 
15-year development period.” This steep decline is more than double the overall 16 percent decline in the region. 

Mule Deer and Pronghorn Habitat in Wyoming:
Acres Offered and Sold for Fracking Leases on Public Lands in 2018

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cobi.12327
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0006320712000043?via%3Dihub
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gcb.13711


Mitigation Measures Fall Short
Mitigation efforts such as directional drilling, pipelines to reduce truck traffic, drilling multiple wells on a 
single pad and off-site habitat protection may have helped minimize mule deer population declines, but did not 
eliminate them, according to the Anticline study. “The most assured mitigation strategy is to avoid drilling and 
infrastructure within mule deer crucial winter ranges,” the study says.

Similar findings hold for migrating pronghorn that also avoid dense developments of fracking fields. When 
migrating animals are forced to avoid their traditional routes or move more quickly through them, they may be 
unable to get the nutrition they need to sustain and reproduce. These and other man-made impediments result 
in lower and less fit populations, higher mortality and lower birth and survival rates.

Millions of Acres of Habitat Already Lost
Over the past 10 years, 4.4 million acres of habitat on public lands — an area twice the size of Yellowstone 
National Park — have been sold and developed for oil and gas development in Wyoming. A large portion of 
that acreage has fragmented and degraded portions of winter habitat and migration routes for pronghorn and 
mule deer. The BLM does not provide the public with easy access to the data needed to map these older leases to 
quantify the total amount of winter range and migration paths sold for oil and gas development.

Why Migrating Species Matter
Migratory herds are the lifeblood of many Western landscapes. Pronghorn, mule deer, moose and elk sustain 
apex predators like wolves, grizzly bears and mountain lions. They support diverse scavengers like eagles and 
foxes. They are beloved by wildlife watchers and hunters, who marvel at their dramatic and ancient journeys, 
crossing hundreds of miles with speed and grace. 

Conclusion
Zinke’s January order states that the “best available science” will be used to inform “planning and developing 
energy” and “other relevant projects to avoid or minimize potential negative impacts on wildlife.” 

The science is clear and the next step is obvious: Zinke should adhere to his pledge to protect big-game habitat, 
and Interior’s BLM should withdraw important mule deer and pronghorn habitats from consideration for oil and 
gas leasing and other industrial development in Wyoming. 

Mule Deer by Mark Thonhoff/BLM Wyoming CC BY

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cobi.12376
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