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Across the American West, iconic open country and vast expanses of sagebrush are filling up with condensate tanks, compressor stations, roads, and pipelines, and wildlife have declined as a result. A sagebrush sea formerly vast and remote has been carved up by bulldozers, and its inhabitants, from the tiny pygmy rabbit and burrowing owl to the ferruginous hawk, mule deer, and indeed Wyoming’s people are suffering from the shock of the sudden destruction of millions of acres of pristine lands.
Enter the sage grouse. With its showy plumage and its sensitivity to industrial activity, this bird finds itself at the center of the public policy storm brewing in the wake of a decade when drilling went into overdrive without sufficient oversight. And listing the grouse could provide the solution.

That the sage grouse has come to represent the degradation of an entire landscape is no mystery. It is easy to count the showy males at their traditional breeding sites. Sage grouse are popular, both for hunters and wildlife watchers. No sage grouse ever competed with a cow for a blade of grass, attacked newborn livestock, or dug a burrow into which a horse has stumbled. Sage grouse never hurt anyone. Because they decline rapidly in the face of habitat loss or human disturbance, they are an excellent barometer for the health of the land. And protecting sage grouse protects dozens of other sagebrush creatures.
The sage grouse listing debate has long been clouded by hype and hysteria over economic impacts. Some go so far to claim an Endangered Species listing would result in economic collapse. But not one Endangered or Threatened Species currently protected across the Intermountain West have ever caused an economic meltdown. Sage grouse listing would not end drilling, agriculture, or any other economic pursuit.
On the other hand, the meltdown is already upon us, and it has nothing to do with grouse. Natural gas prices have collapsed. Drilling rigs are idled in the Powder River Basin CBM fields while drilling permits expire by the score and millions of acres of leases go unexplored. Actively producing gas wells in southwestern Wyoming are being “shut in” as producers hold out for higher prices. State officials are projecting deep budget cuts in anticipation of plummeting royalties. 

This bust is the result of industry gluttony, not wildlife conservation. When gas supplies get scarce, prices spike, and every wildcatter with a drilling rig heads West to get rich quick. During the latest boom, almost 200,000 gas wells were drilled in the U.S., choking the market with more gas than the nation could burn. Gas storage filled up, and with no place to put the excess, commodity prices nose-dived. Western communities and local economies became collateral damage in the process.
For all the bluster over listed species like the Preble’s meadow jumping mouse, mountain plover, and timber wolf, there is no evidence that companies went out of business or wage-earners lost their jobs. Despite hundreds of listing decisions, measurable economic consequences have been rare.
Endangered Species listings trigger common-sense conservation planning that should have been happening in the first place. We could finally achieve growth on our terms, instead of today’s gas-field sprawl, loss of open spaces, declining wildlife populations, lost hunting opportunities, and polluted air and water. Listing the sage grouse could be just the recipe for finally managing drilling to be compatible with Wyoming values and preventing these unnecessary losses.
Conservationists have long asserted that drilling and sage grouse could coexist if only federal agencies required oil and gas development to be done right. Instead of letting the companies dictate development patterns, why not custom-design it for the needs of wildlife and the public? The new Interior policy could be the first step down this road.
Specifically, phased development is a solution touted not only for wildlife benefits but also for economic sustainability. Under this model, managers open a given percentage of public land to oil and gas leasing and drilling at any one time. As old fields are reclaimed, new areas open up. In contrast to today’s drilling free-for-all, phased development assures that as some lands become industrial, there will always be undeveloped lands to provide wildlife habitat and public recreation, and steady production could replace the cycle of booms and bust.

Another solution is radically shrinking the drilling footprint while producing the same gas. With today’s advances in directional drilling, more than 50 individual gas wells are being drilled from a single pad. Yet the BLM continues to allow companies to build fields with four, eight, sixteen, even 128 wells per square mile, bulldozing a pad for each well. The resulting spiderweb of roads, pads, and pipelines fragments habitat and ensures that no piece of ground is far from the roads, dust, and oilfield traffic that drive away wildlife. Why waste our public lands on gas-field sprawl, when directional drilling can allow sufficient habitat between the roads for wildlife to survive?

These common-sense approaches have strong public support, but BLM has been too timid to require them. So far.
Endangered Species listing changes the game: Wildlife protection would attain equal status with industrial development on public lands. And instead of wasting effort fighting against regulations, state agencies and industries switch to providing solutions for dwindling wildlife. Recovering the sage grouse would become a top priority, alongside drilling. The result is a move toward the multiple use and multiple benefits that is often promised but seldom produced.
The Governor’s Core Area plan was a positive step for sage grouse, but is filled with loopholes. BLM’s new policy adds more loopholes, further weakening the state’s initial plan. As a result, it is questionable whether Core Areas will get any protection at all, and outside Core Areas the grouse could get thrown under the bus in the name of promoting development. Endangered Species listing fixes the Core Area concept’s lack of accountability. The loopholes would be closed, and grouse would get real protection. Indeed, the Core area plan needs listing to succeed.
We are an ambulance culture here in the United States; we don’t tend to pay attention until problems reach the crisis stage. But that doesn’t mean that the solution must be drastic. By solving the problem of disappearing sage grouse, we can solve the problems of dwindling big game herds, vanishing recreation lands, and busted local economies. With a sage grouse listing, Wyoming can finally have economically sustainable gas development, and our lands and wildlife, too.
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