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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

Sequoia Energy U.S. Inc. (Sequoia) is planning to develop a wind energy conversion facility in 

Rolette County, North Dakota.  The Border Winds Energy Project will be located in a project 

area that covers 52.5 square miles and is located in northeast Rolette County, North Dakota, east 

of the City of Saint John, north of the City of Rolla, and immediately south of the U.S.-Canadian 

border (Exhibit 1).  The project will consist of approximately 66 turbines, each with a nameplate 

capacity of 2.3 or 2.4 MW.  Additional facilities include a collection system consisting of buried 

electrical cables, access roads, an operations and maintenance (O&M) facility, and a substation 

that will connect the system to an existing Xcel Energy transmission line located two miles east 

of Rolla, North Dakota. 

 

This report provides an assessment of rare natural communities in and immediately adjacent to 

the project area in response to a request from North Dakota Public Service Commission staff.  

The project area includes a limited number of prairie remnants, woodlands, and documented 

occurrences of rare species.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) indicated that the 

Dakota skipper and the endangered whooping crane may occur in the project area.  The Dakota 

skipper is a rare butterfly and a candidate for the federal endangered species list.  The North 

Dakota Parks and Recreation Department (NDPRD) has identified historical occurrences of 

aspen woodland, tallgrass prairie, calcareous fen, Indianpipe, and few-flowered spikerush within 

one mile of proposed wind turbine locations in the northwest portion of the project area.  These 

resources were most recently recorded by the NDPRD 22 years ago, and it was not known 

whether habitat still exist for these rare natural resources.  Consequently, Westwood reviewed 

the project area to identify rare natural resources and communities that may still be present.  This 

report provides a summary of the methods and results of the rare natural community inventory. 

 

1.1 Study Area  

The project is proposed on approximately 52.5 square miles of land located in the northeast 

portion of Rolette County, North Dakota, east of the Turtle Mountains.  The predominant 

land cover in the project area is agricultural cropland consisting mostly of small grains 

(Exhibit 2).  Grasslands and pastures are present in certain areas.  Woodlands are mainly 

limited to farmsteads and shelterbelts that are scattered throughout the area.  Wetlands are 

abundant and exist primarily as seasonally flooded prairie potholes, ranging in size from 

less than an acre to 90 acres.   

 

The 52.5-square-mile study area is located near federal lands designated for avian use and 

contains some federal farm program lands that are retired from crop production (Exhibit 2).  

The lands designated for avian use include USFWS Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs).  

WPAs are public lands managed by the USFWS that preserve wetlands and grasslands 

critical to waterfowl and other wildlife.  The nearest WPAs are located about 1.5 miles 

south of the southeastern tip of the project area.  The USFWS also holds wetland protection 

easements on certain private lands within the project area.  Wetland easement lands provide 

breeding, loafing, and migratory habitat for birds by protecting wetlands through perpetual 

agreements.  The easements prevent conversion of wetlands to upland through fill or 

drainage.  The federal farm program lands are private lands enrolled in the Conservation 

Reserve Program (CRP) through the U.S. Department of Agriculture Farm Service Agency 
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(USDA FSA).  CRP lands are maintained in perennial vegetative cover for the duration of 

enrollment, which is typically 10 years unless the enrollment is renewed.   

 

The study area is also located near state-owned lands and state program lands (Exhibit 2).  

These areas consist of North Dakota State Land Department lands and a Waterfowl Rest 

Area (WRA).  North Dakota State Land Department lands include school trust lands and 

other state property.  Two parcels of such land are located approximately one mile east of 

the study area and consist of vacant properties covered primarily by grassland and 

wetlands.  One WRA is located about 1 mile south of the southeastern tip of the project 

area.  WRAs are designated by proclamation of the State of North Dakota and are closed to 

hunting during the regular waterfowl season for the purpose of attracting and holding 

waterfowl.  The WRA within the Border Winds study area, and most WRAs statewide, are 

privately owned.   

 

2.0 METHODS 
 

Westwood reviewed agency comments, background information on rare species and natural 

communities, and GIS mapping for the project area and surrounding landscape. Westwood then 

conducted surveys for rare species and significant ecological communities.   

 

Prior to conducting the field survey, Westwood staff contacted the NDPRD and USFWS 

regarding biological resources that may occur in the area.  Correspondence from the USFWS and 

the NDPRD is provided in Appendix A.  In addition, base mapping and digital land cover 

mapping of the study area were also reviewed. 

 

Westwood completed a preliminary field review of the project area during June 10-12, 2008 and 

reviewed the proposed project construction area and locations of rare communities and species 

identified by the NDPRD in the field during July 13-17, 2009.  The project construction area 

Survey Corridor included a 400-foot buffer around each proposed turbine, access road and cable 

routes.  This Survey Corridor covered 4,192 acres within the study area.  The project 

construction area was examined for the presence or absence of rare natural resources.  Plant 

species were recorded and a list of species identified during the July 2009 field survey is 

provided in Appendix B.  Representative photographs are presented in Appendix C. 

 

3.0 RESULTS 
 

3.1 USFWS Rare Species 

 

Dakota Skipper 
The Dakota skipper (Hesperia dacotae) is a rare butterfly that is a candidate for the federal 

endangered species list and is known to occur in Rolette County.  The only known 

population of Dakota skippers in Rolette County is associated with the Holywater Spring 

site, which is located approximately 13 miles southeast of the Border Winds project area.  

Because the Dakota skipper requires high quality native prairie, it is unlikely to occur in the 

study area.  The only native prairie identified in the study area is situated in the north-

central portion of the study area (Exhibit 2).  This predominantly wet prairie area will not 
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be affected by project construction except possibly for some very minor encroachment that 

may occur in association with improvement of roadways that adjoin the prairie area.  The 

predominant cover type in the project area is small grains, which mostly consist of wheat, 

canola, and barley.  There are few areas of native prairie associated with unplowed areas 

and pastures in around the project area.  Based on the multiple field reviews and the 

scarcity of native prairie, the study area is not likely to support Dakota skippers.  Because 

the project will avoid the single occurrence of native prairie within the study area, the 

project is very unlikely to affect Dakota skippers. 

 

Whooping Crane 
The whooping crane (Grus americana) is a prominent federally endangered bird species 

known to occur in Rolette County.  Whooping cranes nest and spend summers in Canada‟s 

Wood Buffalo National Park.  Their wintering range centers on the Aransas National 

Wildlife Refuge (NWR) on the Gulf Coast of Texas. 

 

Recent surveys by U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) indicate approximately 266 

cranes exist in the “Aransas-Wood Buffalo” (AWB) population.  USFWS biologists 

believe that a single catastrophic event, such as a hurricane, could decimate the entire 

population.  The population is most vulnerable during their 2,400-mile twice annual 

migration between the Aransas NWR and Wood Buffalo National Park.  Collisions with 

power lines and other structures pose the greatest mortality risk during migration.  

Whooping cranes migrate during the day and use thermals to rise to and migrate at high 

altitudes.   

 

Whooping crane migration stopover habitat represents the most critical habitat resource for 

whooping cranes in North Dakota.  The Border Winds project lies at the eastern edge of a 

200-mile-wide whooping crane migration corridor that was mapped in 2005.  When 

evaluated more precisely based on more recent data, the Border Winds project lies about 12 

miles outside the 180-mile-wide migration corridor that includes 95% of validated 

whooping crane observations, and approximately 100 miles outside the central portion of 

the migrations corridor, which includes 50% of the validated whooping crane sightings 

since 1943.   

 

No whooping cranes or other federally listed avian species were observed during the Pre-

construction Avian Survey and Risk Assessment completed for the project (Westwood 

Professional Services 2009).  Sandhill cranes, which are sometimes used as a “surrogate” 

for whooping cranes because of their similar flight patterns and habitat preferences, were 

observed during the avian survey.  Some of these observations consisted of groups of 

sandhill cranes flying well above the rotor-swept height at the typically high altitude of 

migrating cranes.  Others were observed foraging in upland agricultural areas.   

 

Given the project location and the project design that minimizes wetland impacts, adverse 

effects on whooping cranes are considered unlikely to occur.  However, considering the 

wide migration path of whooping cranes, the potential for whooping crane collisions with 

wind turbines and transmission lines at Border Winds and other wind projects in North 

Dakota cannot be ruled out. 
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3.2 Other Plant and Animal Species of Concern 

Four species of concern were identified by the NDPRD in a comment letter dated October 

7, 2008 (Appendix A).  These species have been previously recorded along the eastern side 

of the Turtle Mountains, in the northwestern portion of the Project.  However, habitats for 

these rare species have the potential to occur elsewhere in the project area.  The species of 

concern identified by the NDPRD are listed in Table 3-1 below. 

 

Table 3-1:  ND Parks and Recreation Species of Concern 

Common Name Scientific Name 
Present within  

Survey Corridor 

Few-flowered Spikerush Eleocharis pauciflora No 

Indianpipe Monotropa uniflora No 

Sheathed Pondweed Potamogeton vaginatus No 

Chestnut-sided Warbler Dendroica pensylvanica No 

 

Few-Flowered Spikerush  
Few-flowered spikerush (Eleocharis pauciflora) has a status of „S2S3‟ in North Dakota, 

indicating that it is imperiled or vulnerable in the state and there are factors, including 

rarity, restricted range, etc., that make it vulnerable to extinction.  This species is found in 

sandy, moist meadows (Barkley et al. 1986).  The NDPRD has a record of this species near 

a calcareous fen (see Section 3.3 below) approximately one mile north of St. John (Exhibit 

2).  Hydrology within this area has apparently changed since this species was most recently 

identified by the NDPRD in 1987 (see Appendix A).  This area is apparently much drier 

than 22 years ago when few-flowered spikerush was recorded.  It currently supports a 

community that is dominated by smooth brome (Bromus inermis), Kentucky bluegrass 

(Poa pratensis), timothy (Phleum pratense), and harebell (Campanula rotundifolia) with 

slow encroachment of shrubby vegetation including snowberry (Symphoricarpos 

orbiculatus).  It is presumably due to changes in hydrologic regime that few-flowered 

spikerush and its habitat was not observed at this location.  This species was also not 

observed within the Survey Corridor and it is unlikely that the project will impact this 

species.   

 

Indianpipe 
Indianpipe (Monotropa uniflora) is a species of concern in North Dakota with an „S3‟ 

status indicating that it is vulnerable to extirpation within the state.  It flowers from July 

through September and occurs in rich woods in the eastern Great Plains (Barkley et al. 

1986).  The NDPRD shows an occurrence of this species approximately 0.5 mile east of the 

City of St. John (Exhibit 2).  No occurrences of Indianpipe plants were identified during the 

field survey at this location or within the Survey Corridor.  Furthermore, appropriate 

habitat for this species was also not present within the Survey Corridor.  Therefore, no 

impacts to Indianpipe are anticipated from the project. 

 

Sheathed Pondweed  
Sheathed pondweed (Potamogeton vaginatus) occurs in deep water of cold, clear lakes and 

is recorded in Bottineau and Rolette Counties in North Dakota (Barkley et al. 1986).  
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NDPRD lists the status of this species as „S3,‟ indicating it is vulnerable to extirpation 

within North Dakota.  There is a record of this species occurring approximately 0.5 mile 

west of the project within the Turtle Mountains, south of the City of St. John (Exhibit 2).  

This species may occur within the vicinity of the Survey Corridor, but the project is not 

likely to affect this pondweed due to the design that will avoid wetlands to the extent 

practicable and implement erosion control measures to protect water quality. 

 

Chestnut-sided Warbler  
The chestnut-sided warbler (Dendroica pensylvanica) has an „S3‟ status according to 

NDPRD, indicating vulnerability to extirpation within the state.  Habitat includes early-

successional forests with deciduous tree species such as hazel, raspberry, maples, or alder 

for nest sites (NatureServe 2009).  Fall migration to Central America begins from mid-

August to late September with the birds returning to their northern breeding grounds 

beginning in mid-May.  There is some indication from the literature that this species prefers 

large tracts of undisturbed habitat (NatureServe 2009).  Indeed, NDPRD records show the 

chestnut-sided warbler within the heavily forested area of the Turtle Mountains, west of the 

project (Exhibit 2).  This habitat, however, is not present within the Survey Corridor. 

 

3.3 Significant Ecological Communities 

In addition to the species of concern listed above, the NDPRD identified three significant 

ecological communities as historically occurring within or in the vicinity of the study area.  

These are presented in Table 3-2 and have occurred near or in association with the 

permanently flooded water body that flows into Gimby Creek, north of the City of St. John. 

 

Table 3-2:  ND Parks and Recreation Significant Ecological Communities 

Community Name Dominant Species 
Present within 

Survey Corridor 

Quaking Aspen/Choke 

Cherry Woodlands 

quaking aspen, green ash, paper birch, bur 

oak, big tooth aspen choke cherry , golden 

currant, Saskatoon serviceberry, western 

snowberry, hazelnut, and rose, starry false lily 

of the valley, northern bedstraw, and wild 

sarsaparilla 

Yes 

Calcareous Fen 

few-flowered spikerush, needle beaksedge, 

Ontario lobelia, fen grass of Parnassus, algae, 

moss, prairie sedge, common threesquare, and 

water sedge  

No 

Central Mesic Tallgrass 

Prairie 

big bluestem, Kentucky bluegrass, needleleaf 

sedge, blue lettuce, sideoats grama, and little 

bluestem 

No 

 

Quaking Aspen/Choke Cherry Woodland 
Woodlands are a limited resource in North Dakota and as with any unique community, 

have the potential to contain rare and unique flora and fauna.  NDPRD has given the 

quaking aspen/choke cherry woodland community an indicator of „S3,‟indicating that it is 

vulnerable in North Dakota because of its rarity, restricted range, and other factors that 

make it vulnerable to extirpation.  As reported in Faber-Langendoen (2001), this 
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community is found in the north-central Great Plains and extends from southwestern North 

Dakota north into Manitoba and Saskatchewan.  In the eastern edge of its range, where the 

project is located, the quaking aspen/choke cherry woodland occurs on flat to rolling 

topography with dry-mesic to wet-mesic hydrology.  The dominant species in the canopy is 

quaking aspen (Populus tremuloides) with green ash (Fraxinus pensylvanica), paper birch 

(Betula papyrifera), bur oak (Quercus macrocarpa), and big tooth aspen (Populus 

grandidentata) also present.  A substantial shrub layer in this community contains choke 

cherry (Prunus virginiana), golden currant (Ribes aureum var. villosum), Saskatoon 

serviceberry (Amelanchier alnifolia), western snowberry (Symphoricarpos occidentalis), 

hazelnut (Corylus spp.), and rose (Rosa spp.).  The herbaceous layer is vegetated with 

starry false lily of the valley (Maianthemum stellatum), northern bedstraw (Galium 

boreale), and wild sarsaparilla (Aralia nudicaulis).   

 

A quaking aspen/choke cherry woodland is recorded by NDPRD approximately one mile 

north of the City of St. John (Exhibit 2).  This community is dominated by quaking aspen 

and white oak (Quercus alba) with western snowberry, Saskatoon serviceberry, hawthorn 

(Crataegus succulent), hazelnut (Corylus cornuta), and rose (Rosa acicularis and R. 

arkansana) also occurring.  Stands of woodlands dominated by aspen were found within 

the study area and occur as natural wooded areas and as shelterbelts near farmsteads.  

These are shown on Exhibit 2.  These woodlands also provide nesting habitat for raptors, 

which is discussed in more detail under a separate cover (Westwood Professional Services 

2009).   

 

Quaking aspen/choke cherry woodlands must be 40 acres in size before they are recorded 

and tracked by NDPRD (Parks 2009).  The project area does not contain quaking 

aspen/chock cherry stands that cover at least 40 contiguous acres.  All woodlands within 

the project area are smaller than 40 acres and many are associated with shelterbelts.  

Woodlands and field shelterbelts will be avoided by project facilities wherever practicable.  

Although it is anticipated that turbines will be sited to avoid woodlands, the linear 

interconnected design of access roads and electrical collection cables will necessitate 

woodland and shelterbelt disturbance in a small number of locations during project 

construction.  

 

Calcareous Fen 
According to Faber-Langendoen (2001), calcareous fens are found where mineral-rich 

groundwater flow emerges from porous, glacial till.  They can be found on slopes adjacent 

to wetlands and can be identified by shallow, interconnected pools lined with marl (a 

mixture of calcium carbonate, organic matter, and other minerals).  The flora is typically 

comprised of fine-textured, short-statured species including few-flowered spikerush (E. 

pauciflora), needle beaksedge (Rhynchospora scapillacea), Ontario lobelia (Lobelia 

kalmii), and fen grass of Parnassus (Parnassia glauca).  Algae such as Chara spp. and 

moss such as Drepanocladus spp. may be associated with open marl ponds.  Certain 

species of taller monocots are also characteristic of these fens, including prairie sedge 

(Carex prairea), common threesquare (Schoenoplectus pungens), and water sedge (Carex 

aquatilis).  This community type is found in seepage areas in the mixedgrass prairie regions 

of the northeastern and north-central Great Plains, particularly in the western Dakotas.  
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NDPRD has given calcareous fens an„S1‟ indicator, signifying that these fens are rare and 

critically imperiled.   

 

A calcareous fen is mapped approximately one mile north of the City of St. John (Exhibit 

2).  As stated previously, the hydrology within this area has undergone changes since this 

community most recently identified in 1987 (see Appendix A).  The fen is no longer 

present and this area is much drier than it apparently was in 1987.  It now supports a 

vegetation community adapted to drier conditions, as described under the few-flowered 

spikerush heading in Section 3.2 of this report.  The study area was also surveyed to 

identify locations of calcareous fens.  However, no calcareous fens were observed within 

the study area and it is unlikely that the project will impact this resource. 

 

Central Mesic Tallgrass Prairie 
As described by Faber-Langendoen (2001), the central mesic tallgrass prairie is found on 

glaciated terrain throughout the Great Plains, extending from the Dakotas into Manitoba 

and Saskatchewan.  It is found on crests and upper slopes of knolls in areas of gently 

rolling topography.  It also occurs on north-facing and south-facing slopes with inclinations 

ranging from 10 to 20 degrees.  This community is characterized by mid and tall grasses 

including big bluestem (Andropogon gerardii), Kentucky bluegrass (Poa pratensis), 

needleleaf sedge (Carex duriuscula), blue lettuce (Lactuca tatarica), sideoats grama 

(Bouteloua curtipendula), and little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium).  NDPRD has 

given this community an indicator of „S1,‟ denoting it is critically imperiled due to extreme 

rarity.   

 

NDPRD has a record of this prairie type along 45
th

 Ave NE, approximately one mile north 

of the City of St. John (Exhibit 2).  This prairie was recorded in 1987, and due to 

agriculture and other land use practices, prairie no longer exists at this location.  Instead, 

areas that are not under cultivation in the vicinity of the mapped prairie are dominated by 

smooth brome, a non-native grass.  Additionally, the Survey Corridor was examined for 

characteristic species identified with the mesic tallgrass prairie.  Except for the single 

prairie remnant discussed under the Dakota skipper heading in Section 3.1 of this report, no 

remnant species of mesic tallgrass prairies were observed within the Survey Corridor 

during the July 2009 field review.  The single prairie remnant is a wet to wet-mesic prairie 

and no impacts to central mesic tallgrass prairies are anticipated as a result of the proposed 

project. 

 

4.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 

The Dakota skipper is a rare butterfly and a candidate for the federal endangered species list that 

is known to occur approximately 13 miles southeast of the Border Winds project area in Rolette 

County.  Because the Dakota skipper requires high quality native prairie, it is unlikely to occur in 

the study area.  The only native prairie identified in the study area will not be affected by project 

construction except possibly for some very minor encroachment that may occur in association 

with improvement of roadways that adjoin the prairie.   
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The whooping crane is a federally endangered bird species known to occur in Rolette County.  

No whooping cranes or other federally listed avian species were observed during the Pre-

construction Avian Survey and Risk Assessment completed for the project.  However, sandhill 

cranes have been used as surrogates for whooping crane observations because of similar habitat 

use patterns and sandhill cranes were observed during the avian survey.  Given the project 

location at the eastern edge of the whooping crane migration corridor and the project design that 

minimizes wetland impacts, adverse effects on whooping cranes are considered unlikely to 

occur.   

 

The Border Winds project is not expected to affect four species of concern identified by the 

NDPRD.  Few-flowered spikerush, Indianpipe, sheathed pondweed, and the chestnut-sided 

warbler were not identified to occur within the study area during the July 2009 field survey.  

Habitat for the few-flowered spikerush, Indianpipe, and chestnut-sided warbler is generally 

lacking in the project Survey Corridor.  Sheathed pondweed may occur in the vicinity of the 

Survey Corridor, but the project is not likely to affect this species because the project design will 

avoid wetlands to the extent practicable and implement erosion control measures to protect water 

quality. 

 

The project is not expected to adversely affect significant ecological communities identified by 

the NDPRD.  No calcareous fens were identified within the study area.  The only prairie remnant 

identified in the project area will be avoided except for potential peripheral encroachment 

associated with possible improvement of existing roadways that adjoin the prairie.  Although 

woodlands containing quaking aspen occur in the study area, none of the woodlands cover at 

least 40 contiguous acres.  Woodlands will be avoided by project facilities to the extent 

practicable.  However, the linear interconnected design of access roads and electrical collection 

cables will necessitate woodland or shelterbelt disturbance in a small number of locations during 

project construction.  Risks to raptors will be minimized by providing an 0.25-mile buffer 

between wind turbines and identified raptor nests.  
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Appendix A 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and  
North Dakota Parks and Recreation 

Correspondence 
Border Winds Energy Project 
Rolette County, North Dakota 
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Appendix B 

Plant Species Observed in the Project Area 
during July 2009 

Border Winds Energy Project 
Rolette County, North Dakota 
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Plant Species Observed in the Project Area during July 2009 

Growth Form Common Name Scientific Name 

Grasses and other 

Monocots 

Creeping Bentgrass Agrostis stolonifera 

American Sloughgrass Beckmannia syzigachne 

Smooth Brome Bromus inermis 

Water Sedge Carex aquatilis 

Golden Sedge Carex aurea 

Rosy Sedge Carex convoluta 

Crested Sedge Carex cristatella 

Knotsheath Sedge Carex retrorsa 

Matted Spikerush Eleocharis intermedia 

Daggerleaf Spikerush Eleocharis lanceolata 

Blue Wildrye Elymus glaucus 

American Mannagrass Glyceria grandis 

Fowl Mannagrass Glyceria striata 

Foxtail Barley Hordeum jubatum 

Northern Green Rush Juncus alpinoarticulatus 

Narrow Panicled Rush Juncus brevicaudatus 

Common Rush Juncus effusus 

Reed Canary Grass Phalaris arundinaceae 

Timothy Phleum pratense 

Kentucky Bluegrass Poa pratensis 

Hardstem Bulrush Schoenoplectus acutus 

Panicled Bulrush Scirpus microcarpus 

Forbs Yarrow Achillea millefolium 

Bluebell Bellflower Campanula rotundifolia 

Northern Bedstraw Galium boreale 

Wood Lily Lilium philadelphicum 

Yellow Sweetclover Melilotus officinalis 

Canada Goldenrod Solidago canadensis 

Dandelion Taraxicum officinale 

Field Pennycress Thlaspi arvense 

Yellow Salsify Tragopogon dubius 

Cattail Typha latifolia 

American Vetch Vicia americana 

Mountain Death Camas Zigadenus elegans 

Golden Alexander Zizia aurea 

Trees and Shrubs White Sagebrush Artemisia ludoviciana 

Beaked Hazelnut Corylus cornuta 

Hawthorn Crataegus succulenta 

Quaking Aspen Populus tremuloides 

White Oak Quecus alba 

Smooth Sumac Rhus glabra 

Currant Ribes sp. 

Prickly Wild Rose Rosa acicularis 

Prairie Rose Rosa arkansana 

Bebb Willow Salix bebbiana 

Western Snowberry Symphoricarpos occidentalis 
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Appendix C 

Representative Site Photographs from 
July 2009 Field Visit 
Border Winds Energy Project 
Rolette County, North Dakota 
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View of NDPRD record of quaking aspen/choke cherry woodland looking west.   

This community is representative of other woodlands observed in and near the project area. 

 

 
View of NDPRD record of calcareous fen looking north.   

Site no longer supports fen; no other fens observed. 

 



 

 

 
View of NDPRD location of Central Mesic Tallgrass Prairie looking north. 

No species associated with this community type were observed at this location. 

 

 
View of NDPRD location of Indianpipe record looking southwest.   

This species was not observed at this location or within the study area. 




