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Morgan-SuMMit group tourS CritiCal Sage-grouSe areaS

By Lorien Belton, Utah State University

On July 6th, members of  the Morgan-Summit Adaptive Resource Group toured sev-
eral important sage-grouse areas and discussed strategies for addressing threats to the 
birds.  One important lek, the Henefer Divide lek, is bisected by State Highway 65, and 
is a popular birding destination in the spring.  However, not all visitors are respectful 
of  the birds, resulting in frequent disturbances.  Some birds also strut in the road and 
are hit by cars speeding through the area.  In response to this disturbance, the birds 
face another threat: it appears that some birds may be moving to a nearby lek that 
is more secluded, which may be a temporary reprieve, but the nearby lek (called the 
Pioneer lek) is on land currently slated for development.  MSARM members discussed 
ways to improve the Henefer Divide lek for the birds, including fence deflectors that 
the Audubon Society can install near the lek to decrease the likelihood of  sage-grouse 
fence collisions.  Other options for improving the safety of  the lek were discussed 
as well, such as highway signs, lek vegetation clearing, and an information kiosk that 
could help improve visitors’ behavior at the lek by informing them of  the need to stay 

David Dahlgren has accepted a position in Kansas and will be leaving 
mid-August.  We wish him the best in his future career.

Three of  our student researchers have graduated from Utah State Uni-
versity this Spring. Their thesis or dissertation will soon be available on 
our website, www.utahcbcp.org.

Chris Perkins, “Greater Sage-grouse Populations Inhabiting the Wild-
cat Knolls and Horn Mountain, South Central Utah.”

Phoebe Prather, “Factors Affecting Gunnison Sage-grouse (Centrocercus 
minimus) Conservation in San Juan County, Utah.”

Eric Thacker, “Greater Sage-grouse Seasonal Ecology and Responses 
to Habitat Manipulations in Northern Utah.”
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DWR Biologists Jason Robinson and Scott 
McFarlane stand in front of  the Henefer Divide 
lek during the July 6 field tour.  The lek area is 
immediately behind the fence, just feet from the 
highway. Photo courtesey of  Lorien Belton.

in their vehicles and not disturb the birds.  The group also drove to 
an overview area to observe and discuss the future of  the Pioneer lek.  
It is threatened by potential development and possibly by the pro-
posed Kern River pipeline, which is slated to be routed within several 
hundred yards of  the lek.  Because the local population appears to 
be non-migratory, this small area, just a few miles wide, is likely to 
be very crucial to the long-term survival of  the local population of  
about 500 birds.  Radio-collaring projects to better understand the 
birds’ movements in the area are desperately needed and the group 
discussed possibilities for funding research.  

new sage-grouse Biologists translocate



By Terry Messmer, Utah State University

The Energy Policy Act of  2005 requires all state and federal agencies to grant utilities access permits to 
promote reliable, renewable energy production and transmission.  Contemporary transmission of  energy 
relies largely on above ground electric-utility structures and transmission lines.  Contemporary thought 
suggests that the placement of  tall structures (e.g., power lines, communication towers, wind turbines, and 
other installations) and associated activities in sage-grouse habitat may impact the species. The U.S. Fish 
and Wildlife Service reported that because renewable energy resources require many of  the same features 
for construction and operation as do non-renewable energy projects, wind power facilities may also impact 
sage-grouse. To mitigate potential impacts of  tall structures on sage-grouse and other sagebrush obligate 
species, federal and state agencies have suggested implementing various buffer distances when placing 
tall structures. However, line siting requirements within sage-grouse range continue to vary by state and 
agency. 

The Utah Wildlife in Need Foundation (UWIN) in cooperation with Rocky Mountain Power, the Utah 
Division of  Wildlife Resources and the Utah Community-Based Conservation Program is facilitating a 
process to synthesize stakeholder knowledge regarding the effects of  tall structures on sage-grouse.   

This project will assess the adequacy of  existing information to predict and mitigate the potential im-
pacts of  tall structures on sage-grouse by identifying information needs, and prioritization of  the research 
needed to provide new knowledge for policy development.  The project combines a public input process 
(stakeholder workshops in Wyoming and Utah) with a synthesis of  published and unpublished informa-
tion.  This project will result in the publication of  a comprehensive document that summarizes contem-
porary knowledge and policy regarding the effects of  tall structures on sage-grouse. This document will 
also identity and prioritize research needed to fill information gaps and mitigate existing inconsistencies in 
terms of  contemporary policies governing tall structure siting requirements.   A technical report contain-
ing the results of  this process will be released later this summer.  This report will be available online at 
www.utahcbcp.org.

What iS a tall StruCture to Sage-grouSe and do they avoid theM? 
inquiring MindS Want to KnoW!!

“To a sage-
grouse, a 
fenceline may 
constitute a tall 
structure.”

FenCe MarKing reduCeS greater Sage-grouSe 
ColliSionS and Mortality

By Tom Christiansen, Sage-Grouse Program Coordinator, Wyoming Game & Fish Dept., and 
Todd Black, Utah State University Community-Based Conservation Program 

Fence collisions have been reported to cause sage-grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus) injury and mortality, 
but few efforts have been made to quantify this concern and publish results.  In this article we report the 
preliminary results of  two studies to evaluate the effectiveness of  several techniques to reduce sage-grouse 
collisions.

Wyoming Study 

This study area is located approximately 12 miles northeast of  Farson, WY, adjacent to Little Sandy Creek 
on the Sweetwater-Sublette county line. Greater sage-grouse use the area in large numbers year-round. Two 
large leks (100+ males) are located within 2 miles of  the fence. The fence is a 3-wire BLM range fence ap-
proximately 4.7 miles long. The fence generally runs from southwest to northeast, but does so in a zigzag 
manner. The creek and associated riparian area serve as late brood-rearing habitat and the fence bisects 
winter habitat for, at least, several hundred grouse. The study is on-going. 

Pretreatment data were collected during nine surveys where observers documented evidence of  wildlife 
fence strikes and mortality while driving 2-3 mph immediately adjacent to the fence. These surveys resulted 
in evidence of  170 bird strikes/mortalities. Confirmed greater sage-grouse accounted for 146 (86%) of  the 
170 strikes/mortalities documented. The other 22 observations were of  waterfowl (4), raptors (5), passer-
ines (2), shorebirds (1), and unknown birds (12). 

After collecting preliminary data, 1.6 miles of  the fence was marked in approximately quarter mile sections 
with either FireFly™ bird diverters (donated by FireFly Diverters LLC for this study) or homemade mark-
ers patterned after those developed and used by the University of  Oklahoma’s Sutton Avian Research Cen-
ter to reduce lesser prairie-chicken fence mortality. The later were modified with reflective tape to increase 

Photos courtesy of  Michael Hart, 
Todd Black, Michael Guttery, and 
Dwayne Elmore.
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visibility in snow cover conditions. The fence was unmarked (control) for 3.2 miles. Marked 
sections were bounded on either side by unmarked sections. Only the top wire was marked since 
very few collisions were documented on the lower two wires during pretreatment monitoring. 

Six post-treatment surveys were conducted in the same manner as those in the pretreatment 
phase of  the study. Results suggest markers (all types combined) reduced bird fence collisions 
by 70% over unmarked sections. Seven bird strikes, all sage-grouse, were documented in marked 
sections (4.55 strikes/mile) while 47 bird strikes (15.31 strikes/mile) were recorded in the 
unmarked sections. Thirty-six of  these were confirmed sage-grouse (11.7 strikes/mile). If  only 
confirmed sage-grouse data are compared, the markers appear to have reduced grouse mortality 
by 61%. 

In 2009 the treatment sections were changed to control sections, the types of  markers were 
changed, and more treatment sections were added. Half  of  the fence is now marked, alternat-
ing between sections of  treatment and control. All of  the markers are now based on the Sutton 
design. The FireFly I design has been eliminated from the study. Although it was highly effective 
(0 strikes), the price, maintenance and visibility of  the device was not appropriate for wide scale 
use. With this information, the company, FireFly Diverters LLC, has applied their unique system 
of  reflective/glow-in-the-dark tape to the Sutton model and now markets a new diverter which 
is currently being tested. Other versions of  the Sutton device to which different reflective tapes 
have been applied will also be tested. Early indications suggest all of  these markers will succeed 
and further decrease avian fence collisions beyond the 70% level suggested by our initial study 
reported above. 

A Similar Utah Experience

In 2003, while conducting a grazing experiment on Parker Mountain for the Utah prairie dog, 
USU researchers built several experimental pastures encompassing 40 acres with over a mile of  
new fence.  In the spring of  2004 during the sage-grouse mating season, USU researches found 
several dead male sage-grouse along one span of  the fence.   Although this finding actually lead 
to the discovery of  a new lek, this is not a technique we can recommend to locate new leks. 
Researchers quickly implemented mitigation efforts to mark the fence using vinyl siding cut into 
small pieces to place on the barb wire to make the fence more visible.

In 2006, USU researchers designed a study to test the effectiveness of  these markers in conjunc-
tion with a new drift fence placed in key sage-grouse habitat in West Box Elder County Utah.   
The fence went across a major ridge and during year one researchers recorded 10 different bird 
strikes throughout the year with the majority occurring during the spring.  During the late sum-
mer and fall of  2006, researchers placed fence line markers along areas where strikes had oc-
curred and in other key areas.  Results were monitored and in 2007, no strikes were recorded.

Recommendations

Not every fence is a problem; those that tend to cause problems typically include one or more of  
the following characteristics: 1) constructed with steel t-posts, 2) are constructed near leks, 3) bi-
sect winter concentration areas, and/or 4) border riparian areas. Areas of  greater topographic re-
lief  (roughness) appear to have lower incidence of  collisions apparently because the birds have to 
fly higher to avoid the ground. Avoid building fences within at least ¼ mile (preferably 0.6 mile) 
of  leks. New and existing fences in these areas should be surveyed for evidence of  grouse fence 
strikes before installing permanent fence markers. Surveys can be conducted by walking, driving 
or riding slowly (2-3 mph) along the fence looking for carcasses or concentrations of  feathers 
on the ground and individual feathers caught on top wire barbs. Evidence of  fence strikes does 
not last long due to weather and scavengers. The discovery of  fence strikes is therefore cause for 
mitigation. Where the decision has been made to mark a fence we currently recommend the top 
wire be marked with at least two markers of  the Sutton design modified with high quality reflec-
tive tape. While we have yet to substantiate the need for reflective tape, untaped markers become 
essentially invisible with snow cover. 

FenCe MarKing reduCeS greater Sage-grouSe ColliSionS and Mortality (Cont.)
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Photos courtesy of  Todd Black and 
David Dahlgren.



By Lorien Belton, Utah State University

The Strawberry Valley Adaptive Resource Management group (SVARM) has installed a new in-
formation kiosk near Strawberry Reservoir.  The sign discusses sage-grouse, recreation impacts, 
and habitat treatment efforts.  SVARM members worked together to design, fund, and install the 
project.  The kiosk is located at Trout Creek, in a popular ATV recreationist parking area across 
Highway 40 from the reservoir.   

The sign helps achieve several of  SVARM’s goals.  First, the kiosk provides basic information about 
sage-grouse in the area: population declines and recent increases, and shows pictures of  sage-
grouse.  Second, several sections of  the sign, visible from 
a vehicle driving by, emphasize the importance of  being 
careful when recreating in sage-grouse habitat.  The title 
of  the sign is “Take Care, We Have Sage-grouse Here!”   
Lastly, for visitors to the area who chose to examine the 
sign in more detail, they will learn that there are habitat 
treatments visible from the parking lot.  The text explains 
why and how the treatments were done and how they help 
sage-grouse.  

Another similar sign will soon be installed at another park-
ing lot closer to the reservoir where snowmobile recre-
ationists often park.  The Division of  Wildlife Resources 
provided funding and labor to print and install the informa-
tion plate, which was attached to an existing Forest Service 
information kiosk backboard and roof.  Many members of  
the SVARM group provided input on content and design, 
making the project a true team effort!

neW inForMation KioSK near StraWberry reServoir
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Utah’s Community-Based Conservation Program
4900 Old Main Hill
Utah State University
Logan, Utah 84322-4900

Utah’s Community-Based Con-
servation Program Mission
Utah’s Community-Based Conserva-
tion Program is dedicated to promot-
ing natural resource management 
education and facilitating cooperation 
between local communities and natural 
resource management organizations 
and agencies.
   

Utah State University is committed to providing an environ-
ment free from harassment and other forms of illegal discrimi-
nation based on race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age 
(40 and older), disability, and veteran’s status. USU’s policy 
also prohibits discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation 
in employment and academic related practices and decisions.

Utah State University employees and students cannot, 
because of race, color, religion, sex, national origin, age, 
disability, or veteran’s status, refuse to hire; discharge; 
promote; demote; terminate; discriminate in compensation; 
or discriminate regarding terms, privileges, or conditions of 
employment, against any person otherwise qualified. Employ-
ees and students also cannot discriminate in the classroom, 
residence halls, or in on/off campus, USU-sponsored events 
and activities.

This publication is issued in furtherance of Cooperative 
Extension work, acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in 
cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Noelle 
E. Cockett, Vice President for Extension and Agriculture, Utah 
State University.

If it’s not good for communities, it’s not good for wildlife.

www.utahcbcp.org New kiosk design at Trout Creek. Image 
courtesy of  Steve Grey.


