Comments submitted on BLM’s draft Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (DPEIS) for wind energy development on BLM lands in the western United States

December 10, 2004

To Whom It May Concern:

The North American Grouse Partnership (NAGP) welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) draft Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement (DPEIS) for wind energy development on BLM lands in the western United States.  We believe that commercial wind power development on public lands is an issue of great importance to the future of many species of raptors and grassland and shrubland-dependent wildlife, especially North American grouse.  Because public lands often provide the last vestiges of expansive, unfragmented rangeland on which prairie grouse depend for survival, the nature of content of BLM’s final PEIS is of great interest to NAGP and its growing membership.

NAGP is a non-profit organization whose mission is to promote the conservation of grouse and the habitats necessary for their survival and reproduction. Our membership spans all of North America, with Chapters engaged in conservation projects and many local working groups addressing grouse management issues. 

After reviewing BLM’s DPEIS, NAGP offers qualified support for the proposed alternative to establish an overarching programmatic document that guides wind power development on all BLM lands.  However, we provide this comment with multiple caveats, discussed later, that relate to the specific content of particular sections of the DPEIS.  

The other alternatives proposed, i.e. “no action” and “no new projects”, do not reflect the interests of NAGP and what we believe is in the best interest of grouse conservation nationwide.  Specifically, the “no action” alternative would allow wind power development projects to proceed, but all direct and indirect impacts to grouse and other wildlife species of concern would have to be repeatedly debated on a case-by-case basis.  Apart from creating a greater work load for NAGP leadership to “reinvent the wheel” to guarantee basic resource conservation on each and every project, this alternative would allow inconsistencies among projects throughout the country.  NAGP realizes, as the DPEIS indicates, that regardless of whether a programmatic BLM document exists or not, specific wind projects and the Resource Management Plan amendments required to facilitate them will allow ample opportunity for NAGP input related to site-specific and species-specific concerns.  

The “limited wind energy development” alternative would only allow currently pending or proposed wind development projects to proceed, and would prohibit any new projects on BLM lands in the future.  The NAGP wants to emphasize that we do not unilaterally oppose wind power development on public lands.  In fact, we believe that expanding and facilitating the adoption of alternative energy sources in the U.S. is important to our collective future.  We are firm in the opinion that wind power development, when properly sited, monitored and researched, is not exclusionary to wildlife conservation.  

Our specific comments related to sections of the DPEIS are as follows:

The DPEIS states (Section 1.2) that “The analysis conducted in preparation of this PEIS was based on current, available, and credible scientific data.  Programmatic policies and BMPs incorporated into the BLM’s proposed Wind Energy Development Program are based on an interpretation of these scientific data and decisions on relevant mitigation requirements.  Direct and indirect impacts of wind energy development on the environment, social systems and the economy, as discussed at the programmatic level, have been evaluated.  Cumulative impacts associated with the proposed action have also been evaluated.”  The DPEIS further states that “ . . . . this PEIS identifies the range of potential impacts and identifies relevant mitigation measures.”  

The NAGP questions the accuracy of these statements.  First, substantial scientific interest and credible input from grouse experts across the country have been generated on the subject of wind turbine placement in sensitive grouse habitats over the last 2-3 years.  In fact, the American Wind Energy Association (AWEA) now recognizes that habitat fragmentation, and not collision, is a principle concern determining wind project siting.  However, throughout the DPEIS, little if any discussion is given to potential for serious indirect impacts to prairie grouse and other grassland-dependent species.  The potential impacts due to habitat fragmentation are so severe and so well-recognized that one state (KS) went so far as to put a moratorium on any future wind developments in key grouse areas.  Yet, this DPEIS gives almost no discussion to the degree of risk to prairie grouse, especially Sage Grouse.

This DPEIS neither adequately identifies the range of potential impacts nor has the ability to identify relevant mitigation measures.  Lacking the comprehensive research to substantiate this claim, NAGP’s position is that programmatically-approved commercial wind projects should not be allowed to proceed throughout this nation’s public lands.  Ample opportunities to conduct and review the necessary research are currently available on private lands.

Concerning the cumulative effects of all future projects on BLM lands, the DPEIS indicates that the maximum possible extent of future wind energy development over the next 20 years could exceed 20 million acres, or nearly 9 percent of the total BLM land area in the west.  NAGP is concerned that these acreage estimates are based on the actual footprint of the wind facilities, and not inclusive of the immediate surrounding habitats that will likely be indirectly affected via habitat abandonment and avoidance due to structural habitat fragmentation.  Greater clarification on the potential acreage impacted is needed in the final document, and we recommend that BLM include, at a minimum, a 1-mile radius of impact surrounding each turbine.

In table 2.2.1-1, the DPEIS identifies the total amount of “potentially developable land”, and then identifies the “total economically developable land”.  The NAGP cannot provide comments on these acreage figures because the DPEIS does not identify how these areas are determined.  This needs clarification in the final PEIS.  We strongly caution, however, that the “variety of factors e.g., economic, social, and political that are beyond BLM’s control or influence . . . “could markedly change over the next 20 years.  If anything, the demand for domestic, renewable energy sources will increase, rather than decrease, BLM’s current projected acreage estimate.  This DPEIS alludes otherwise, which we believe is an inaccurate portrayal.

In section 2.2.3.2.2., the Plan of Development Preparation, the DPEIS requests that operators conduct surveys for federally and/or state-protected species of concern, including special status plant and animal species, within the project areas and design the project to minimize or mitigate the impact to these resources.  The NAGP has two specific comments regarding this section.  First, it has been our observation that few wind developers allow adequate time or resources to properly survey potential development areas pre-construction.  Often time, they will allocate a few thousand dollars over the course of two weeks to determine presence/absence.  This is woefully insufficient to determine the direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts to grouse populations.  Further, too much emphasis is given to temporally avoiding disturbance of “mating grounds”, presumably prairie grouse leks.  Even a cursory investigation into grouse ecology reveals that disturbance during the lekking period is not the primary concern – it’s habitat fragmentation throughout individual birds’ home ranges year round that is the ultimate problem.  Merely shutting down site construction for the 2-week peak of lekking activity does almost nothing to protect the species in the vicinity long term.  While leks are an easy location to determine presence or absence of grouse species, far too much emphasis is placed on temporal lek protection as a substitute for proper landscape level planning to avoid, minimize, and mitigate resulting habitat fragmentation of the wind structures.

Along those same lines, throughout the entire DEPIS document, especially in regard to wildlife and ecological concerns, BLM repeated indicates that they will minimize and mitigate resource impacts.  As stated earlier, this task cannot be carried out without the comprehensive research data that is currently lacking.  However, our issue is that, in conflict with almost all other guidance for federal activities, BLM’s DPEIS does not suggest to first “avoid” impacts.  Clearly, there will be a large number of proposed wind development sites where construction is simply not appropriate due to overwhelming ecological concerns.  We urge the authors to incorporate the words “avoid, minimize, and mitigate”, in that specific order, where direct and indirect impacts are likely.

In this same section, the DPEIS appears to have made several significant oversights relative to wildlife impacts.  First, it says nothing about the potential for removing wind turbines should post-construction impact exceed those predicted.  Given that grouse experts have voiced a near-concensus opinion that the indirect impacts to grouse could be severe, NAGP’s position is that a removal stipulation should be required for all new facilities that are constructed on BLM lands.  Especially if BLM’s primary intention for drafting this programmatic document is to hasten construction without adequately quantifying direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts, the NAGP strongly requests that stipulations be in place to reverse unforeseen and unacceptable damages to natural resources.  Likewise, until an adequate and thorough research base is established, BLM should include in this section the requirement that adequate pre and post-construction research be funded by the developers on all wind projects installed within occupied grouse habitats.

Under section 2.2.3.2.3 – Construction, the DPEIS will require that operators restore the site to “natural habitat’ post construction.  Again, the NAGP emphasizes that the greatest concern with wind power development is the structural habitat fragmentation from the tower itself, and not the soil disturbance on the construction pad.  This type of habitat degradation can neither be minimized nor restored.  This section gives no treatment to the issue of greatest potential risk to wildlife.  

