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Dear Ms. Ross:

The North Dakota Game and Fish Departmenthas been in discussion with proponents of the
Ruso WindProject since2017. We haveprovided comments on this project on several
occasions, the most recent being a letter dated September 5, 2018. In this letter, the Department
expressed its concerns about the impacts, bothdirect and indirect, windenergy development can
have on native habitats and the wildlife they host. In this letter it was also emphasized that
carefiil placement of turbines, roads, andother associated infrastructure is critical for reducing
impacts to the states unique, rare, and declining species. Our concerns have notchanged, though
the project boundary has. Below are comments from our September letter that should be
considered for the revised project layout.

"Native prairie is the most threatened ecosystem inNorth Dakotaand, as we are a grassland
state, the majority ofour native species are closely connected to the resources our prairie systems
provide. Disturbance, fragmentation, andloss ofnative prairie have already adversely impacted a
wide variety ofspecies and these negative impacts will only continue to accrete as more
development takes place on the landscape. The remaining tractsofunbroken prairie are becoming
increasingly moreimportant to many declining species, including birds andpollinators.Aportion
of thewind resource area is composed ofnative, unbroken prairie which may support30or more
of the 115Species ofConservation Priority identified in theNorth Dakota State Wildlife Action
Plan (Dyke et. al 2015). For species ofconservation priority, such as the Chestnut-collared
Longspur which hasdeclined 86% or the LoggerheadShrike which hasdeclined 74% since 1974
(Rosenberg et. al 2016) theloss andfragmentation ofnative prairie in thearea might mean
trendingcloser to an EndangeredSpecies Act listing.

The proposedproject area is located within the Missouri Coteau, a landscape that not only has a
considerable amount ofnative prairie, but an extremely high concentration ofwetlands, roughly
800,000 basinacres. Prairie Pothole wetlands are themostproductive wildlife habitat in North
Dakota, supporting 54Species ofConservation Priority, as well as a considerable number of
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waterfowl, shorebirds and cranes throughout theyear. The project area includes a large number
ofwetlands, and the resources theyprovide are ofgreat value to manyofour native species.

Though theDepartment believes the bestwaytoprotect our species ofconservation priority is by
takinga habitat-focused approach, we would also like to reiterate thefollowing species-specific
concerns.

• Nearly31%of the continental Sharp-tailedGrousepopulationfalls within NorthDakota
and declines to the state's population will likelylead to range-widepopulation declines.
Sharp-tailedGrouseare a high-valued uplandgame bird, and because research indicates
thatprairie grouse may beadversely affected byenergy development, carefulconsideration
ofturbine placement around active leks is imperative.

• Batsare long-lived, reproduce slowly, and migrate longdistances, making them particularly
susceptible to wind development. Acoustic surveysshould begin one to twoyears pre-
construction to assess the risk theprojectposes to local bat populations.

• The Whooping Crane's migration corridorentersNorth Dakotain thenorthwest cornerof
thestate, anglingthrough Burke County and directly through theproposedproject area. The
migration corridor thenproceeds south tojust north ofthe Van HookArm on Lake
Sakakawea andfollowsjust east of the Missouri Riverand its reservoirs until it exits the
southern portion ofthestate. Thisfederallylistedendangeredspecies uses a wide variety of
shallow wetlandsfor roosting andforaging. Theprojectfalls within the 75%core migration
corridor and the risk ofWhooping Cranes striking a turbine or a transmission line will be
elevated in this area. While nofatalities have been documentedof Whooping Cranesfrom
collision with wind turbines in the United States, collisions with transmission lines are the
leadingknown cause ofdeath in thewildfor whooping cranes. Contactthe US Fishand
Wildlife Habitat and Population Evaluation Team (HAPET) in Bismarck to requestthe
Whooping Crane model ofpredicted use oflandscapes.

• The project area is highly important to waterfowlproduction. HAPET has developed a
LocalSitingDecision SupportTool (DST) to estimate the numberofduckpairs that are
displacedbased on research conducted in the Dakotas (Loesch et al. 2013, Loesch 2016).
Theresearch documented20% avoidance ofwetlands byfive species ofducks. Breeding
ducksare territorial; as such, theywon't reliablyfind a breeding territory that is as suitable
as thatfound in theproposedproject area, and other surrounding areas will likely not be
able to support additionalbreedingpairs. Contact the HAPEToffice to request theDSTto
better analyze the risk and impacts oftheproject to waterfowl.

• Thenumber ofBald Eagle nest sites is increasing substantially in North Dakota. The
number ofnest sites has increasedfrom 10 known sites in theyear 2000to morethan 300 in
theyear 2017. Due to the continual increase and selection ofnon-traditionalnest sites, it is
possible thatBaldEagle nests may befoundanywhere across thestatewhere largetrees are
present. Therefore, it isnecessary to conduct searchesfor raptor nests during thebreeding
season to understand the risk associated with development.

As we continue to address the challenges ofstemming the decline ofour state's most sensitive
species, we have become increasingly more concerned about the disturbance, fragmentation, and
loss ofthe remaininghigh value habitats essentialto our Species of Conservation Priority.
Ensuringthese habitatsremain on the landscape is the only wayto stemthedecline of these



species andpreventlistings through theEndangered Species Act, which couldimpact both the
state and its citizens by restrictingfurther construction ofinfrastructure, energy development,
recreational activities, grazing, vegetation control, and land-use changes or conversion on both
public andprivate land. To address any losses to native habitats that maybe associatedwith the
project, we recommend that a voluntary offsetpackagebedevelopedfor thepermanent directand
indirect impactsofroads, turbinepads, and associated infrastructure. The Department is
committedto workingwithprojectproponents to assist in measuring impactsand creating an
offsetpackage, ifit is determined one would be appropriate. "

To further assist Ruso Wind Partners in this effort, we recommend quantifying the direct impacts
due to turbine pads, roads, and associated infrastructureand the indirect impacts due to
displacement and avoidance. Directimpacts can be easily quantified once the locations of all
roads and structures are finalized. Any amount of native habitat that is disturbed, whether it be
temporary or permanent, is a direct impact and should be quantified as such. To assess indirect
impacts, the best available science conducted in NorthDakota on avoidance anddisplacement due
to winddevelopment, Loesch et al. 2013 and Shaffer andBuhl 2016, should be used. Loesch et al.
2013 assessed the displacement of breedingwaterfowl pairs on wetlands associated with wind
farms in the Prairie Pothole Region. This study found an average rate of 20% displacement by
five waterfowl specieswithina half mile of turbines. Shafferand Buhl 2016, used a Before-Afler-
Control-Impact (BACI) methodto evaluate grassland bird displacement associated with turbines.
They found avoidance from turbines by sevengrassland bird species and a 53%displacement rate
by the 5^ year post-construction. Byusing theparameters within these studies, Ruso Wind
Partners will be able estimate impacts for both grassland birds and breeding ducks, indicator
speciesthat reflect the use of habitats for a varietyof other species.

If you shouldhave any questions on the matter,pleasedo not hesitate to reach out.

Sincerely,

Gre^ink
Chief, Conservation and Communications Division

Cc: Scott Larson, US Fish and Wildlife Service
ND Public Service Commission


