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Sage Grouse 

In September 2011, representing both Nature Alberta (NA) and Grasslands Naturalists (GN), I attended 
the Emergency Sage Grouse Summit organized by the Alberta Wilderness Association (AWA) in Calgary 
Alberta.  The summit was held, in part, to review the current status of sage grouse in Canada and make 
recommendations to the federal and provincial governments regarding their protection.  Concern was 
great because only 13 males were counted during spring 2011 lek surveys in Alberta.  At the summit 
were representatives from different NGO’s, sage grouse researchers, and one government agency (Parks 
Canada).  The highlight was a presentation by Cam Aldridge, who studied sage grouse in the 
Manyberries area, which clearly implicated oil and gas development (wells, roads, pipelines) as a main 
cause for sage grouse declines since the late 1980’s.  Primary recommendations that resulted were:  

 Designate additional critical habitat as identified based on proposed critical habitat maps 
produced in 2010. 

 No new developments in critical sage-grouse habitat. Major concerns are about prolonging or 
expanding industrial development and associated activities in and around critical habitat.  

 Restore existing critical habitat, including removal of industrial infrastructure. 

 To allow for future recovery, previously occupied range outside current critical habitat must be 
restored to functionality for sage-grouse.  

 Any new development outside of critical habitat but within the identified zone of influence (15 
kilometres) must not contribute to the disturbance of the species or destruction of critical habitat. 

A communiqué with the full suite of recommendations was sent to Prime Minister Harper and Alberta 
Premier Stelmach (see http://albertawilderness.ca/issues/wildlife /sage-grouse/archive/2011-09-08-
emergency-sage-grouse-summit-final-communique). 

To hasten the federal government into action, Ecojustice submitted a request for an emergency protection 
order under SARA to the Minister of the Environment on behalf of several NGO’s involved with sage 
grouse including NA, GN, and AWA in late 2011.  A deadline of mid-January 2012 (longer than legally 
required) was given for a response.  Because no response was received by the deadline, a lawsuit was 
brought forward by Ecojustice in February 2012.  NA decided not to participate in the lawsuit because of 
its financial situation; GN was indemnified by the other groups involved and opted to sign on.  I recently 
submitted an affidavit on behalf of GN affirming our credibility as a litigant.  Likely, the case will be heard 
in federal court in mid-2012.  GN members will be apprised of the results as they become available. 
 
Attempted Sale of Bow Island Provincial Grazing Reserve  
 
The proposed sale of this large area of native prairie near Bow Island was pulled by the provincial 
government in late 2010 because of wide spread public outcry.  Another attempt to sell the land through 
what the government stated was a more open and fair process took place in fall 2011.  Once again, 
despite the procedural changes, the public remained united against the sale.  Concurrently, the PC 
leadership race for the new premier to replace Stelmach was taking place at this time.  Most of the 
candidates indicated they opposed the sale believing the process flawed and unfair.  The eventual 
winner, Alison Redford, almost immediately after becoming the new premier, halted the sale process.  
Both NA and GN will continue to monitor the situation in case the sale is reinstated. 
 
Suffield National Wildlife Area 
 
In late January 2009, the Joint Review Panel (JRP) ruled on EnCana’s application for additional drilling in 
the National Wildlife Area (NWA).  The JRP denied EnCana’s application for three new wells in the NWA 
and determined that EnCana’s larger project proposal to expand gas development inside the federally 
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protected area for an additional 1,275 wells could not be approved at that time without compromising 
wildlife conservation.  They made a number of recommendations concerning the NWA and the proposed 
project. 
 
Since that time, a consortium of environmental groups (including NA and GN) called the Suffield Coalition 
has monitored the progress of how the JRP’s recommendations are being implemented.  The Coalition’s 
primary goals are to make certain all parties carry out those recommendations in a responsible manner 
and that the public input process is maintained.  To date, the Coalition continues to meet regularly by 
conference call to discuss relevant concerns.  GN members will be apprised of important developments 
as issues arise. 
 
Industrial Wind Facilities and Electrical Transmission Lines 
 
In May 2011, the Alberta Utilities Commission (AUC) held a multi-day public hearing regarding 
NaturEner’s application for the Wild Rose 2 Wind Farm (Eagle Butte Road Area).  Per a request by Henry 
Binder, I presented a public statement for GN in opposition to this project because of impacts to native 
prairie.  Unfortunately, the application was approved by the AUC in August.   

NA and GN appealed the AUC's decision, presenting evidence concerning serious irregularities in the 
process and solidly outlining "a number of the Commission’s key conclusions and findings in support of its 
approval which, we submit, are not supported by the evidence" (NA/GN application for review, Sept 2, 
2011).  AUC denied our appeal, not on the evidence we presented, but solely because AUC determined 
that we did not have standing and therefore that we "are not a party to the resulting decision entitled to 
request its review . . ." (AUC Decision, Nov 24, 2011) and thus had no right to request a review.  NA and 
GN also requested that AUC review its decision on its own motion; i.e.: "to ensure that the decision is fair, 
objective and properly takes in full account the public interest, AUC itself would see fit to review this 
decision on its own motion."  In its Nov 24th Decision, AUC stated: "The Commission has not chosen to 
move to review that decision on its own motion."    

The full documents related to this issue are available on request. Henry Binder, Dawn Dickinson, Paul 
Huene, and Dennis Baresco continue to monitor wind farm and power line project applications in our area 
for NA and GN. 

Status of Nature Alberta 
 
Although stable, NA continues to wade through some of the financial issues that came to light in late 
2009.  The new Executive Director Petra Rowell, who replaced Phillip Penner in late 2011 as he left for a 
position in BC, has made final resolution of any remaining financial problems her top priority.  One way 
NA hopes to reassert its prominence is by offering individual memberships to the general public.  Those 
interested can visit the NA website for complete information on categories and prices (see web address 
below). 
  
Final Comments 
 
NA continues to engage and support GN on a variety of issues that are relevant locally and also have 
provincial implications.  NA’s support has allowed GN to have significant say and involvement in 
responding to these issues.  GN will continue to work closely with NA and other environmental groups to 
support causes that fit with GN’s mandate (e.g. protection of native prairie).  For those interested, you can 
learn more on NA’s web site - http://naturealberta.ca/. 
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