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recommendations as part of their state Sage-
grouse conservation plans. Utah was no

exception.

Priority Areas for Conservation and SGMAs
One of the important acknowledgements of the
COT Report is that current Sage-grouse numbers
and distribution are sufficient to ensure robust
Sage-grouse populations. The COT Report’s focus
on Priority Areas of Conservation (PACs) as areas
where short-term and long-term efforts should be
focused to ensure the conservation of Sage-
grouse. PACs use the same core area philosophy
that underlies Utah’s SGMAs.

The core areas philosophy does not preclude all
development, but rather seeks to achieve balance
between development and conservation:
“Landscape planning to balance wildlife

Figure 2: Approximately 98% of the acreage within
Utah’s SGMAs does not correspond with oil and gas
fields/units. Very little development occurs on the 7.29
million acres outside of oil and gas fields/units within
SGMaAs.

conservation with resource development...must
embrace the social and political realities of the
region...Core regions represent a proactive
attempt to identify a set of conservation targets to
maintain a viable and connected set of
populations.” (Knick and Connelly, Studies in Avian
Biology, No. 38, page 513, 515) Utah’s SGMA’s
were adopted within the COT Report as the PACs
in the state of Utah.

Valid Pre-existing Rights

An important acknowledgement in the COT
Report is the constitutionally mandated protection
for “Valid Pre-existing Rights.” Utah’s SGMAs
include several oil and gas fields and
approximately 2.5 million acres of private property.
These fields include not only oil and gas wells, but
also active leases for additional future
development. It is also important to note that
private property can be leased for future mineral
development. These are valid existing rights.

Existing oil and gas fields within Utah’s SGMAs
cover 146,364 acres, or 2% of the 7.4 million
acres within Utah’s SGMAs. A more in-depth
analysis of several oil and gas fields is included on
pages 8, 9 and 10 of this document. Several oil
and gas fields (and oil and gas units) were
included in Utah’s SGMAs primarily because the
areas can again serve as unencumbered habitat
once wells are no longer in use. Additionally,
these areas can be useful for connectivity between
SGMAs.

There are just 97 known oil wells and 92 known
gas wells within the 7.29 million acres outside of
established fields/units within Utah’s SGMAs.
However, areas of higher well density among
these outliers tend to be localized, and largely
correlate with existing fields and units. This limited
and localized nature of high well density is not
surprising when one understands the nature of the
oil and gas reservoirs within Utah’s SGMAs.
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Figure 3: Just 3.7% of Utah’s oil and gas fields and units lie within Utah’s SGMAs. Ninety-eight percent
of the acreage within Utah’s SGMAs does not coincide with oil and gas fields.

Of the lands within SGMAs that are also within
established fields/units, just 43,713 acres
coincides with nesting/brood rearing habitats.
This amounts to only 1.5% of nesting/brood
rearing habitat statewide. More importantly,
2,802,034 acres of nesting/brood-rearing habitat
does not coincide with oil and gas fields/units.

Leks and Nesting/Brood-Rearing Habitat

The COT Report discusses proposed general
regulatory structures for oil and gas development
in core areas with respect to leks, nesting and
brood rearing habitat. Leks are areas where

Sage-grouse congregate in early spring for mating
rituals. Research has demonstrated that 90% of
nesting occurs within three miles of active leks.
What this means is that during the important
spring mating and nesting/brood-rearing season,
oil and gas activity in areas adjacent to leks could
potentially have an impact of some level upon the
birds’ ability to successfully hatch and raise a
brood of chicks.

For this reason, the Conservation Plan calls for no
development within one mile of active leks, in
order to support the spring mating season.
Additionally, to avoid conflicts in nesting/brood-
rearing areas, a three pronged approach of “Avoid,
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Minimize and Mitigate” is prescribed in areas that
lie between one and three miles from leks'. In
addition, the Conservation Plan provides similar
protections for vital winter habitat.

Regulatory Structure for Areas Outside of
Nesting and Brood Rearing Habitat
Generalized federal recommendations suggest
that oil and gas development be limited to no
more than one disturbance per section for areas
that are outside of nesting/brood rearing habitat.
Under these recommendations, each well pad (a
disturbance) can be up to 32 acres in size and can
include multiple wells. Advances in directional
drilling technology allow multiple well-bores to be
drilled in all directions from one surface location in
order to access the entire fluid reservoir within the
640-acre limitation.

However, while directional-drilling advancements
are encouraging, there are some limitations that
must be considered. For example, the surface
topography of the land may dictate particular

Some of these
locations may not allow directional drilling to

locations for surface facilities.

access all subsurface mineral resources. If this
occurs in an area of valid, existing rights, the
Conservation Plan allows multiple pads to avoid
waste of oil and gas resources, subject to strict
mitigation requirements. In these cases, siting of
well pads is conducted pursuant to the Governor’s
Executive Order, in consultation with the Utah
Division of Wildlife Resources to satisfy the
requirements of the Conservation Plan. In this
manner, energy development can proceed with
maximum consideration given to long-term Sage-
grouse conservation.

The Foreseeable Future of Oil and Gas
Development in SGMAs

Oil and gas activity is not a major threat to Sage-
grouse in Utah, primarily because 98% of the
acreage within Utah’s SGMAs, or 7,292,967 acres
does not coincide with oil and gas fields or with oil
and gas units.

1 The Conservation Plan defines “Avoidance” as overt action that eliminates disturbance to Greater Sage-grouse and its
habitat. Examples include (a) purposefully siting activities in non-habitat or opportunity areas rather than habitat areas, or
siting a project outside the SGMA. “Minimization” means actions that reduce the amount, duration, or impact of disturbance
within habitat. Examples include (a) using a smaller development footprint; (b) the reduction of noise levels below identified
thresholds, or (c) the reduction of traffic volume on a road. Minimization does not preclude the need to mitigate (compensate)
for the disturbance which occurs within habitat. “Mitigation” means actions that are designed to create new habitat or to
reduce disturbances by the creation of or protection of other habitat for birds. For more information see page 20 at http://

e_plan.pdf. Required mitigation can be between 1:1 and

as much as 4 1 compensatlon dependlng upon dlsturbance and habitat type.
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Some oil and gas wells can be found in areas
designated as nesting/brood-rearing habitat but
outside of existing fields/units. However, the total
number of wells in these areas is extremely low
and will have little or no impact on long-term
conservation of Greater Sage-grouse. There are
2,802,034 acres of nesting/brood-rearing habitat
in Utah’s SGMAs which are outside of oil and gas
fields/units. There are currently 26 oil wells and 29
gas wells on these 2,802,034 acres. Outside of
one area in the Rich/Morgan/Summit SGMA, very
little development potential coincides with nesting
brood rearing areas in Utah’s SGMAs.

The historic low level of development within
SGMAs specifically within nesting/brood-rearing
habitats and other important areas, and the recent
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Figure 4: With just one oil well and three gas wells on
19,512 acres, there is very little development in the oil and
gas field/unit located on the northern end of the Parker
Mountain SGMA.

studies of geological potential suggest that oil and
gas development is not a major threat to the
species in Utah.

The Conservation Plan is designed to ensure that
any future development in nesting/brood-rearing
habitat is conducted in ways that avoid and
minimize impacts on Greater Sage-grouse. This is
consistent with the recommendations of the COT
report, “If development must occur in Sage-
grouse habitats due to existing rights and lack of
reasonable alternative avoidance measures, the
development should occur in the least suitable
habitat for Sage-grouse and be designed to
ensure at a minimum that there are no detectable
declines in Sage-grouse population trends...”

Utah’'s conservation strategies for responsible
energy development in SGMAs incorporate: (1) a
fine-scale knowledge of Sage-grouse needs and
habitats, (2) analysis of historical development
patterns, and (3) an understanding of the
likelihood of future development. Considering the
low number of existing oil and gas wells in Utah’s
SGMAs and the fact that few areas have high-
density development potential, Utah’s balanced
approach is more than adequate to protect
Greater Sage-grouse nesting/brood-rearing
habitats within SGMAs. Utah’s balanced approach
is also sufficient to protect private property rights
and minimize unnecessary impacts on responsible
energy development for many of the same
reasons.

Oil/Gas Fields in SGMAs Outside of Nesting/
Brood Rearing Habitat

There are three oil and gas fields/units within
Utah’s SGMAs where valid existing rights coincide
with nesting/brood-rearing habitat. The first area
is in the southeastern corner of the Rich-Morgan-
Summit SGMA. The second area is in the
southeastern corner of the Carbon SGMA. These
fields/units cover 15,706 acres in the Rich-
Morgan-Summit SGMA, 9,981 acres in the
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Carbon SGMA and 18,026 acres in the Uintah
SGMA. It is notable that just one oil well and five
gas wells are currently found in this particular field/
unit in the Rich-Morgan-Summit SGMA (see
Figure 4).

Because these fields contain valid existing rights,
and have the potential for future development,
these areas are treated by the state as long-term
opportunity areas. They were included within the
SGMAs in order to anticipate future growth needs
for the individual populations. What this means is
that when the oil and gas wells reach the end of
their productivity, these areas will be reclaimed for
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Figure 4: Not all oil and gas fields/units in Utah’s SGMAs have

use by Sage-grouse. Some of these areas are still
utilized by birds despite development.

Given the level of existing development, these
areas do not currently meet the criteria for priority
habitat, but, in time, can contribute to long-term
conservation of Sage-grouse in Utah.

Areas in SGMAs outside of Nesting/Brood
Rearing Habitat and Outside of Fields/Units

There are 4,490,933 acres within SGMAs outside
of nesting/brood-rearing habitats that do not
contain oil and gas fields/units.  These areas
currently have a combined total of just 63 known
gas wells and 71 known oil wells. Given the low
level of historic development, combined with an
understanding of the geology in these areas, very
little new oil and gas development is expected in
the foreseeable future.

Maintaining well densities below one pad per
section should not be a problem in these areas.
Wells that do occur will continue to be sited using
the “avoid, minimize and mitigate” three-pronged
approach to ensure minimal impact to the Sage-
grouse populations that use these areas.

Given the high level of natural fragmentation, the
presence of conifer stands and the topography in
these areas, efforts to site future oil and gas
development in cooperation with the Sage-grouse
experts from the Utah Division of Wildlife
Resources will be an effective mechanism to
protect Greater Sage-grouse and their habitats. In
other words, important provisions the
Conservation Plan related to oil and gas
development are amply designed to ensure
protections for Greater Sage-grouse now and in
the future by ensuring responsible energy
development in Utah’s SGMAs.

high level of development. One field of 15,706 acres in the Rich-

Morgan-Summit SGMA includes just 1 oil well and 5 gas wells.
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Detailed Assessment: Oil and gas development is not a threat in the Uintah SGMA. Valid pre-existing
rights within the Clay Basin underground storage facility in the northern portion of the Uintah SGMA
encompasses one active lek. This field includes approximately 24 active gas wells in addition to 40
underground storage wells. The COT Report suggests that all valid existing development rights, such
those in the Clay Basin field, should be protected.

In the far southwestern portion of the Uintah SGMA, there are 14 oil wells adjacent to one lek. This is an
area where additional development could be expected in the future. Pursuant to the Conservation Plan,
no development will be permitted within one mile of a lek in the future. The plan also calls for avoiding,
minimizing and mitigating any disturbance within three miles of a lek to help reduce any conflicts with
Sage-grouse in these nesting/brood rearing areas. Implementation of the Conservation Plan is sufficient
to protect these priority habitats within the Uintah SGMA.
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Detailed Assessment: There is relatively little oil and gas development in nesting/brood rearing habitats
within the Rich-Morgan-Summit SGMA. There are two localized areas where most of the development
occurs. In the northern portion of the Rich-Morgan-Summit SGMA there is one oil/gas field that includes
two leks. With just six total wells in these fields, well density is far below thresholds that could impact
Sage-grouse in the area. This is not an area where exploration and development is expected in the
foreseeable future. (Figure 1)

A second localized area occurs in south/central portion of the Rich-Morgan SGMA on the border of
Wyoming. This area currently has 14 oil wells and 6 gas wells and it is a place where additional
development could be expected in the future. Pursuant to the Conservation Plan for Greater Sage-
grouse in Utah, no development will be permitted within one mile of a lek in the future. The plan also
calls for avoiding, minimizing and mitigating any disturbance between one and three miles of a lek to help
reduce any conflicts with Sage-grouse in these nesting/brood-rearing areas. Implementation of the

Conservation plan is sufficient to protect these priority habitats within the Rich-Morgan-Summit SGMA.
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Detailed Assessment: Detailed Assessment: Field #1 has just five pads on 2,000 acres. Field #2
has valid existing rights and approximately 100 wells, which is considerably above the established
threshold for priority habitat. Field #2 corresponds with one lek and the buffer of another lek. Field #2 is
designated as a long-term opportunity area that will eventually be reclaimed for Sage-grouse habitat.

Conclusion While future development is foreseeable on only a

small amount of acreage within the SGMAs,
Very little oil and gas development coincides with implementation of the Conservation Plan and the
Utah’s SGMAs. Ninety-eight percent of the Governor’s Executive Order will balance existing
acreage within Utah’s SGMAs, or 7.29 million and possible future development (including valid
acres, does not correspond with oil and gas fields/ pre-existing rights) with robust long-term
units. Utah’s plan utilizes the “avoid, minimize and conservation of Greater Sage-grouse.  The
mitigate” approach, which accounts for valid Conservation Plan establishes provisions that
existing rights. This is consistent with the aggressively meet the fundamental goal of
Conservation Objectives Team Final Report: protecting usable space for and ensuring long-

term conservation of Greater Sage-grouse in the
“If development must occur in Sage-grouse state of Utah.

habitats due to existing rights and lack of
reasonable alternative avoidance measures, the
development should occur in the least suitable
habitat for Sage-grouse and be designed to
ensure at a minimum that there are no detectable
declines in Sage-grouse population trends...”
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