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Issue:  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS, Service, or we) recommended “... avoiding placing wind turbines 
within 5 miles [8 km] of known leks (communal pair formation grounds) in known prairie grouse habitat” (see p. 4, 
item 7, Site Development Recommendations) in our Interim Guidelines to Avoid and Minimize Wildlife Impacts 
from Wind Turbines, a notice of its availability published July 10, 2003 in the Federal Register.  Some have 
questioned the validity of this recommendation, specifically the distance metric.  While many grouse biologists 
consider 3 distinct groups of grouse in North America, including forest grouse (e.g., Ruffed, Blue, and Spruce), 
prairie grouse (e.g., Greater and Lesser Prairie-chickens and Sharp-tailed Grouse), and Sage-grouse (F. Hall 2004 
personal communication [hereafter pers. comm.]), the Service’s guidance included prairie and sage grouse within 
the same general “prairie grouse” category.  This briefing paper provides justification for the Service’s 
recommendation for a 5-mile buffer from occupied prairie grouse leks. 
 
The Service reiterates that our wind siting guidelines are voluntary; we are not restricting installation of wind 
turbines or wind facilities within a 5-mile radius of active leks.  Prior to any site selection, we recommend that the 
wind consultant/company/contractor assess the complete habitat requirements and habitat use and needs of whatever 
species of prairie and sage grouse is involved (e.g., Greater and Lesser Prairie-chickens, and Gunnison and Greater 
Sage-grouse, and Columbia Sharp-tailed Grouse) at the site.  All habitat requirements of prairie grouse should be 
considered, i.e., habitats for courting and breeding (leks), nesting, brooding, resting, feeding, migrating, and 
wintering.  Given continuing uncertainties about structural impacts on prairie grouse, especially the lack of data 
regarding impacts from wind facilities, and the clearly declining trends in prairie grouse populations (see below), we 
urge a precautionary approach by industry and recommend a 5-mile buffer where feasible.  The public comment 
period on our voluntary guidance will continue to be open through July 10, 2005.  We strongly encourage all 
interested parties to provide suggestions and recommendations on our voluntary guidance that will help improve its 
reliability and update its usability.  Comments on the distance metric, especially those derived from ongoing 
scientific studies, will be important.  
 
It also was recommended that we include a brief discussion on the declining populations of grassland and sage-
steppe obligate songbirds and the need to protect their habitats.  This briefing statement will review their habitat 
needs and will briefly discuss disturbance and habitat fragmentation. 

 
 


