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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The proposed Desert Claim Wind Project (Project) is located in Kittitas County, Washington, 
approximately 8 - 10 miles (mi) north-northwest of the town of Ellensburg. In 2010, Desert Claim 
Wind Power LLC (Desert Claim) received a Site Certification Agreement (SCA) following the 
recommendation of the Washington’s Energy Facility Site Evaluation Council based on the 
Project layout and configuration anticipated at that time. The 2010 SCA permit approved 
construction and operation of up to 95, 2-megawatt (MW) wind turbines for a maximum capacity 
of 190 MW.  
 
Desert Claim has since scaled back the Project to a maximum of 31 turbines located within a 
smaller Project footprint with a project capacity of 80-100 MW. The developed portion of the 
Project area has also been reduced by approximately 30% from that described in the 2010 
SCA. Although the current configuration includes a small area in the west that was not a part of 
the permitted Project area, a substantial portion of the permitted Project area to the east of 
Reecer Creek is no longer being utilized. Desert Claim is currently in the process of applying for 
an amendment to the SCA to accommodate proposed changes to the Project layout and 
configuration.  
 
The biological resources in the Project area have been studied extensively. Baseline biological 
surveys have been conducted by Western EcoSystems Technology (WEST) intermittently since 
2002, including surveys for birds, bats, nesting raptors, sensitive plants and habitat. To support 
the SCA amendment application, WEST has compiled this report to summarize the various 
studies conducted from March 2002 to August 2017, and to assess the likely impacts of the 
revised Project relative to those anticipated with the original permitting project configuration. 
 
While surveys have been conducted over a period of more than 10 years, the results of these 
surveys have been similar. Given the considerable reduction in Project footprint now proposed, 
impacts to local habitats and wildlife are expected to be reduced compared to the potential 
impacts anticipated at the time EFSEC recommended the SCA. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The proposed Desert Claim Wind Project (Project) is located in Kittitas County, Washington, 
approximately 8-10 mi north-northwest of the town of Ellensburg. In 2010, Desert Claim Wind 
Project LLC (Desert Claim) received a Site Certification Agreement (SCA) following the 
recommendation of the Washington’s Energy Facility Site Evaluation Council (EFSEC) based 

on the Project layout and configuration anticipated at that time.  
 
Baseline biological surveys supporting the SCA were conducted by Western EcoSystems 
Technology (WEST) intermittently since 2002, including surveys for birds, bats, nesting raptors, 
sensitive plants, and their habitats. The 2010 SCA permit approved construction and operation 
of up to 95 2-megawatt (MW) wind turbines for a total capacity of 190 MW. Desert Claim has 
since scaled back the Project to a maximum of 31 turbines and a total capacity of 80-100 MW 
located within a smaller Project footprint. Desert Claim is applying for an amendment to the SCA 
to accommodate proposed changes to the Project layout and configuration. To support Desert 
Claim’s SCA amendment, WEST compiled this report to summarize the various studies 
conducted at Desert Claim to date, and to assess the likely impacts of the revised project 
relative to those anticipated with the original permitted configuration. 
 
While the biological surveys conducted at the Project between 2002 and 2009 predated current 
state (WDFW 2009) and federal (USFWS 2012; 2013) guidance documents relative to wind 
energy development, studies conducted since 2015 are consistent with current recommended 
survey guidelines. Studies conducted prior to the development of state and federal guidelines 
were undertaken with consideration given to agency input and guidance at the time. Several of 
the studies reported herein were conducted after the 2010 SCA was issued in order to satisfy 
several of the SCA’s requirements. 

Comparison of Current Project Configuration to 2010 Authorized Configuration 

The original 2010 SCA for Desert Claim approved construction and operation of up to 95 2-MW 
wind turbines with hub heights of 78.5 meters (m) and diameters of 92.5 m, on a Project area of 
approximately 5,200 acres (ac). Given this configuration, the maximum rotor swept area for 
Desert Claim was 604,530 square meters (m2). WEST has performed a suite of biological 
studies beginning in 2002 with the objective of satisfying the requirements for the 2010 SCA. 
However, the Project has since been scaled back to a maximum of 31 turbines on a Project 
area that been reduced by approximately 30% compared to that originally proposed (Figure 1). 
Although the Project area now includes approximately 320 acres in the northwest that were not 
included in the original Project, it no longer has turbines or other project facilities located on 
approximately 1,470 acres east of Reecer Creek that were previously included in the Project 
area (Figure 1).  
 
The two turbine models now under consideration for the Project are larger than those permitted 
in 2010. The current turbine models being considered have hub heights of 80-85 m and rotor 
diameters of 108-136 m. Although the turbines now being considered have a larger rotor swept 
area than the previously permitted turbines, there will be less than one-third as many turbines 
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as originally permitted for the Project. Given the current configurations under consideration, the 
total rotor swept area for the revised Project is expected to be 35 to 45% less than the total rotor 
swept area of the configuration permitted by the 2010 SCA. 

BIOLOGICAL STUDIES 

Avian Use Surveys 

Fixed-point Bird Surveys and Bald Eagle Surveys (2002-2003) 

Avian use surveys were conducted from March 2002 – April 2003 (Young et al. 2003) and used 
to support the original land use application to Kittitas County. Surveys included fixed-point 
surveys and roadside bald eagle surveys and covered a study area (Figure 2) that extended 
well beyond the current Project boundary.  
 
Fixed-point surveys resulted in a suite of avian observations generally consistent with that 
expected for the area. Nine diurnal raptor species and one owl species were identified, with red-
tailed hawk (Buteo jamaicensis), rough-legged hawk (B. lagopus), American kestrel (Falco 

sparverius) and northern harrier (Circus cyaneus) being the four most commonly observed 
species. Thirteen bald eagles (Haliaeetus leucocephalus) were observed during fixed-point 
surveys in 2002-2003; however the majority of bald eagle observations were located to the east 
and southeast of the study area, with none located within the area currently proposed for 
development. While all of the bald eagle observations were recorded outside of the current 
Project boundary, only Station A (Figure 2) was located within the current Project boundary. 
One golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) was observed from Station C (Figure 2), approximately 
2.5 mi southeast of the most current Project boundary. Bald eagle was the only federally listed 
species observed during the 2002-2003 surveys, but it has since been delisted by the US Fish 
and Wildlife Service (USFWS). 
 
Roadside bald eagle surveys resulted in 39 bald eagle observations, all of which were south 
and east of the current Project area (Figure 2). Peak use by bald eagles was in the February - 
March timeframe, when bald eagles were often found associated with late winter/early spring 
calving operations along the Yakima River Valley. No golden eagles were observed during the 
bald eagle roadside surveys. 
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Figure 1. Comparison of the 2010 (old) and 2017 (new) project boundaries and potential turbine 

layouts illustrating reduction in project size. 
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Figure 2. Original Project boundary, baseline fixed-point avian survey points, and bald eagle survey routes. Eagle 

observation data are from surveys conducted between March 2002 and April 2003.  
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Fixed-point Large Bird/Eagle Surveys (2015-2016) 

In December 2015, Desert Claim and WEST initiated additional fixed-point surveys to further 
document use of the current project area by large birds, with a focus on eagles. Surveys were 
conducted from six survey points that provided coverage of a majority of the 40 proposed (as of 
May 2016) turbine locations (Figure 3). 
 
Fixed-point large bird surveys were conducted on a weekly basis with each survey consisting of 
a 1-hour long observation period, resulting in a minimum of four hours per survey plot per 
month, which exceeds Eagle Conservation Plan (ECP) Guidance recommendations (a minimum 
one hour of observation time per plot per month; USFWS 2013). Although surveys were 
designed to estimate use by all large bird types within the project area, there was additional 
emphasis on raptors, particularly eagles. 
 
Data recorded for each large bird survey were consistent with data recorded during the 2002-
2003 surveys, and included the date, start, and end time of observation period, plot number, 
species or best possible identification, number of individuals, sex and age class, the estimated 
distance to each bird when first observed as well as the closest distance, estimated height 
above ground, activity, and habitat. Distances were estimated with the assistance of a 
topographic map and/or aerial image of the survey plot and/or digital rangefinders. The initial 
flight behavior and habitat type (at first observation) were uniquely identified on the data sheet, 
with subsequent behaviors and habitats also recorded.  
 
Perch locations and flight paths of all large birds and other species of interest were mapped on 
US Geological Survey (USGS) 1:24,000-scale topographic maps to aid in recording locations of 
observations as accurately as possible. To support modeling of potential take of eagles using 
the USFWS Bayesian approach (USFWS 2013), flight height and behavior data were recorded 
at 1-min intervals for all eagles observed. 
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Figure 3. Fixed-point avian survey locations and proposed 80-MW turbine layout (as of May 2016) at the Desert Claim 

Wind Project. 
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Fixed-point large bird surveys were conducted from December 7, 2015 – December 1, 2016, 
resulting in 52 rounds of surveys totaling 311 hours of survey effort. Twenty-two species of large 
birds were observed, including 10 different species of diurnal raptors and one owl species 
(Table 1). Among the raptor species observed, red-tailed hawk, rough-legged hawk, and bald 
eagle were the most common, which was generally consistent with the 2002-2003 survey effort 
(Young et al. 2003).  
 
Forty-eight bald eagles and two golden eagles were observed during the 2015-2016 surveys 
(Table 1). All bald eagle observations occurred in winter and spring, with 25 of the 48 (52%) 
occurring in January (Figure 4), while one golden eagle each was observed in fall and winter 
(Table 1). Estimates of mean bald eagle use ranged from 0.26 bald eagles/800-m plot/hour 
during winter, to 0.02 bald eagles/800-m plot/hour during spring (Table 2). While winter bald 
eagle use was similar to data collected in 2002-2003 (0.23 bald eagles/800-m plot/hour, when 
adjusted to equivalent survey duration; Young et al. 2003), spring bald eagle use was 
considerably less than that recorded in 2003 (0.11 bald eagles/800-m plot/hour; Young et al. 
2003). Golden eagles were infrequently observed both in 2002-2003 (Young et al. 2003) and 
2015-2016 (Table 1, Figure 4). Of the two observations in 2015-2016, only one was located 
inside the Project area (Figure 5), while the other was observed well outside the current Project 
area (about 2 mi from survey point DC2). While reported estimates of eagle use during 2015-
2016 were similar to use estimates in 2002-2003, use of the Project area by other diurnal 
raptors (Buteos, Accipiters, falcons, etc.) during the 2015-2016 study was considerably lower 
than that recorded in 2002-2003 (Young et al. 2003). 
 
While recent (2015-2016) diurnal raptor use has been distributed relatively evenly throughout 
the Project area (Figure 6), eagle use has not. Point DC6, which is located closest to the 
irrigated pasture and hayfields associated with cattle operations along the Yakima River Valley, 
has had relatively higher use by bald eagles (Figures 5 and 7). This is consistent with survey 
data from 2002-2003 that also found higher use by bald eagles in the agricultural landscape of 
the valley bottom. Because only one golden eagle was recorded within an 800-m survey plot 
during 2015-2016 surveys, it is impossible to discern any trends in spatial use of the Project 
area by golden eagles. Additionally, the considerably lower use estimates for non-eagle raptors 
may be explained by the change in Project area and associated survey stations between 2002-
2003 and 2015-2016. The majority of non-eagle raptor observations in 2002-2003 were made 
from stations B, D and E; all of which are east of Reecer Creek and well outside of the current 
Project area (Figures 2 and 3; Young et al. 2003). 
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Table 1. Summary of individuals and group observations by bird type and species for fixed-point surveys conducted at the Desert 
Claim Wind Project

a
 from December 7, 2015 – December 1, 2016. 

 Type/Species  Scientific Name 
Fall Spring Summer Winter Total 

# grps # obs # grps # obs # grps # obs # grps # obs # grps # obs 

Waterbirds   0 0 2 2 3 3 0 0 5 5 
great blue heron Ardea herodias 0 0 2 2 3 3 0 0 5 5 
Waterfowl   7 196 20 173 0 0 15 69 42 438 
American wigeon Anas americana 1 50 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 50 
Canada goose Branta canadensis 5 144 11 129 0 0 12 58 28 331 
greater scaup Aythya marila 0 0 2 9 0 0 0 0 2 9 
green-winged teal Anas crecca 0 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 1 2 
mallard Anas platyrhynchos 1 2 6 33 0 0 2 5 9 40 
unidentified duck 

 
0 0 0 0 0 0 1 6 1 6 

Diurnal Raptors   82 84 75 79 29 31 167 169 353 363 
Accipiters   1 1 1 1 0 0 1 1 3 3 
Cooper's hawk Accipiter cooperii 0 0 1 1 0 0 1 1 2 2 
sharp-shinned hawk Accipiter striatus 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
Buteos   54 55 52 56 23 24 110 111 239 246 
red-tailed hawk Buteo jamaicensis 44 44 41 45 23 24 40 41 148 154 
rough-legged hawk Buteo lagopus 7 8 11 11 0 0 70 70 88 89 
Swainson's hawk Buteo swainsoni 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 
unidentified buteo Buteo spp 2 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 
Northern Harrier   6 6 7 7 1 1 8 8 22 22 
northern harrier Circus cyaneus 6 6 7 7 1 1 8 8 22 22 
Eagles   1 1 8 8 0 0 40 41 49 50 
bald eagle Haliaeetus leucocephalus 0 0 8 8 0 0 39 40 47 48 
golden eagle Aquila chrysaetos 1 1 0 0 0 0 1 1 2 2 
Falcons   20 21 2 2 5 6 8 8 35 37 
American kestrel Falco sparverius 19 20 2 2 5 6 5 5 31 33 
prairie falcon Falco mexicanus 1 1 0 0 0 0 3 3 4 4 
Other Raptors   0 0 5 5 0 0 0 0 5 5 
unidentified raptor 

 
0 0 5 5 0 0 0 0 5 5 

Owls   0 0 2 2 0 0 1 1 3 3 
great horned owl Bubo virginianus 0 0 2 2 0 0 1 1 3 3 
Vultures   18 22 6 7 12 12 0 0 36 41 
turkey vulture Cathartes aura 18 22 6 7 12 12 0 0 36 41 
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Table 1. Summary of individuals and group observations by bird type and species for fixed-point surveys conducted at the Desert 
Claim Wind Project

a
 from December 7, 2015 – December 1, 2016. 

 Type/Species  Scientific Name 
Fall Spring Summer Winter Total 

# grps # obs # grps # obs # grps # obs # grps # obs # grps # obs 

Upland Game Birds   0 0 0 0 0 0 3 27 3 27 
chukar Alectoris chukar 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 19 2 19 
gray partridge Perdix perdix 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 8 1 8 
Large Corvids   67 108 66 107 20 38 134 253 287 506 
American crow Corvus brachyrhynchos 19 36 24 39 3 10 100 214 146 299 
common raven Corvus corax 48 72 42 68 17 28 34 39 141 207 
Overall   174 410 171 370 64 84 321 520 730 1,384 
a Regardless of distance from observer. 
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Figure 4. Number of bald eagle (BAEA) and golden eagle (GOEA) observations recorded by month 

during fixed-point surveys conducted at the Desert Claim Wind Project from December 7, 
2015 – December 1, 2016. 
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Table 2. Mean large bird use (number of large birds/800-meter plot/1-hour survey), percent of total use (%), and frequency of 
occurrence (%) for each large bird type and species by season during fixed-point surveys at the Desert Claim Wind Project 
from December 7, 2015 – December 1, 2016. 

 Type/Species 
Mean Use % of Use % Frequency 

Fall Spring Summer Winter Fall Spring Summer Winter Fall Spring Summer Winter 

Waterbirds 0 0.01 0.05 0 0 0.3 4.2 0 0 1.2 5.0 0 
great blue heron 0 0.01 0.05 0 0 0.3 4.2 0 0 1.2 5.0 0 
Waterfowl 1.18 1.55 0 0.82 38.5 44.5 0 14.7 3.3 11.9 0 13.1 
American wigeon 0.56 0 0 0 18.2 0 0 0 1.1 0 0 0 
Canada goose 0.62 1.02 0 0.68 20.4 29.5 0 12.2 2.2 8.3 0 10.5 
greater scaup 0 0.11 0 0 0 3.1 0 0 0 1.2 0 0 
green-winged teal 0 0.02 0 0 0 0.7 0 0 0 1.2 0 0 
mallard 0 0.39 0 0.06 0 11.3 0 1.1 0 6.0 0 2.6 
unidentified duck 0 0 0 0.08 0 0 0 1.4 0 0 0 1.3 
Diurnal Raptors 0.70 0.69 0.38 1.57 22.9 19.9 31.9 28.1 53.3 50.0 33.3 72.1 
Accipiters 0.01 0.01 0 0.02 0.4 0.3 0 0.3 1.1 1.2 0 1.5 
Cooper's hawk 0 0.01 0 0.02 0 0.3 0 0.3 0 1.2 0 1.5 
sharp-shinned hawk 0.01 0 0 0 0.4 0 0 0 1.1 0 0 0 
Buteos 0.42 0.56 0.28 1.10 13.8 16.1 23.6 19.8 37.8 41.7 25.0 61.5 
red-tailed hawk 0.39 0.43 0.28 0.38 12.7 12.3 23.6 6.9 35.6 34.5 25.0 28.2 
rough-legged hawk 0.02 0.13 0 0.72 0.7 3.8 0 12.9 2.2 11.9 0 52.6 
unidentified buteo 0.01 0 0 0 0.4 0 0 0 1.1 0 0 0 
Northern Harrier 0.07 0.07 0 0.09 2.2 2.1 0 1.6 6.7 7.1 0 6.4 
northern harrier 0.07 0.07 0 0.09 2.2 2.1 0 1.6 6.7 7.1 0 6.4 
Eagles 0 0.02 0 0.27 0 0.7 0 4.8 0 1.2 0 12.8 
bald eagle 0 0.02 0 0.26 0 0.7 0 4.6 0 1.2 0 12.8 
golden eagle 0 0 0 0.01 0 0 0 0.2 0 0 0 1.3 
Falcons 0.20 0.02 0.10 0.09 6.5 0.7 8.3 1.6 20.0 2.4 8.3 9.0 
American kestrel 0.19 0.02 0.10 0.06 6.2 0.7 8.3 1.1 18.9 2.4 8.3 6.4 
prairie falcon 0.01 0 0 0.03 0.4 0 0 0.5 1.1 0 0 2.6 
Owls 0 0.01 0 0.01 0 0.3 0 0.2 0 1.2 0 1.3 
great horned owl 0 0.01 0 0.01 0 0.3 0 0.2 0 1.2 0 1.3 
Vultures 0.07 0.07 0.13 0 2.2 2.1 11.1 0 5.6 6.0 11.7 0 
turkey vulture 0.07 0.07 0.13 0 2.2 2.1 11.1 0 5.6 6.0 11.7 0 
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Table 2. Mean large bird use (number of large birds/800-meter plot/1-hour survey), percent of total use (%), and frequency of 
occurrence (%) for each large bird type and species by season during fixed-point surveys at the Desert Claim Wind Project 
from December 7, 2015 – December 1, 2016. 

 Type/Species 
Mean Use % of Use % Frequency 

Fall Spring Summer Winter Fall Spring Summer Winter Fall Spring Summer Winter 

Upland Game Birds 0 0 0 0.38 0 0 0 6.8 0 0 0 4.1 
chukar 0 0 0 0.27 0 0 0 4.9 0 0 0 2.8 
gray partridge 0 0 0 0.10 0 0 0 1.8 0 0 0 1.3 
Large Corvids 1.11 1.14 0.63 2.80 36.4 32.9 52.8 50.2 57.8 57.1 33.3 87.9 
American crow 0.40 0.46 0.17 2.39 13.1 13.4 13.9 42.8 21.1 27.4 5.0 80.3 
common raven 0.71 0.68 0.47 0.42 23.3 19.5 38.9 7.4 43.3 40.5 28.3 30.0 
Overall 3.06 3.48 1.20 5.58 100 100 100 100 
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Figure 5. Flight paths and perch locations of eagles observed during fixed-point surveys conducted at the Desert Claim Wind 

Project, Kittitas County, Washington, from December 7, 2015 – December 1, 2016. 
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Figure 6. Diurnal raptor use (# observations/800-m plot/hour) by point for fixed-point surveys 

conducted from December 7, 2015 through December 1, 2016 at the Desert Claim Wind 
Project. 

 
 

 
Figure 7. Eagle use (# observations/800-m plot/hour) by point for fixed-point surveys conducted 

from December 7, 2015 through December 1, 2016 at the Desert Claim Wind Project. 
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Fixed-point Large Bird Surveys (2017-2018)  

An additional year of fixed-point surveys was initiated in May 2017, with the intent of satisfying 
the data collection recommendations of the USFWS’ ECP Guidance and new federal Eagle 
Rule which require two years of pre-construction data if a project proponent desires to pursue 
an eagle take permit (USFWS 2013; 2016). These surveys will continue through spring of 2018 
and utilize methodologies that are consistent with those of the 2015-2016 surveys, with the 
exception that survey points were repositioned and five points (instead of six; Figure 8) are 
being surveyed. Despite this slight shift in survey stations, the 2017-2018 survey area provides 
coverage of a majority of all proposed turbine locations (Figure 8).  
 
From May 27 – August 30, 2017, 106 1-hour fixed-point bird use surveys were conducted and 
no bald or golden eagles have been observed, which is consistent with seasonal use patterns 
observed in previous years. Patterns of use by non-eagle raptors also appear to be consistent 
with those of previous years, with the notable exception of northern harrier, observations of 
which have increased relative to similar time periods in prior years. 

Avian Fatality Comparison to other Operational Projects 

While pre-construction bird use data is often useful for predicting impacts at proposed wind 
energy facilities, comparisons to nearby operational facilities are also useful. The proposed 
Desert Claim project is located approximately 2-3 mi east of the Kittitas Valley Wind Project, 
which reported overall bird fatality rates of 1.06 and 1.54 birds/MW/year for post-construction 
fatality monitoring surveys conducted from 2011 – 2012 and 2012 – 2013, respectively (Stantec 
2012, 2013). The estimated fatality rate for raptors was reported as 0.09 and 0.03 
raptors/MW/year for each year of surveys, respectively (Stantec 2012, 2013). Overall bird and 
raptor fatality rates estimated at the Kittitas Valley project were reported as being below the 
mean when compared to other wind projects in the Columbia Plateau Ecoregion. Given Desert 
Claim’s proximity to the Kittitas Valley Wind project, it might be expected that similar (below 
average) fatality rates would be observed at Desert Claim. 
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Figure 8. Location of 2017/2018 large bird survey points and associated 800-m survey plots 

relative to proposed turbine locations being considered at the Desert Claim Wind Project 
as of May 2017. 
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Raptor Nest Surveys (2002-2011) 

Helicopter-based nest surveys were conducted in 2002, 2009, 2010, and 2011 based on the 
project layout at the time of surveys. Additionally, ground-based raptor nest surveys were 
conducted in conjunction with threatened, endangered, and sensitive species (TESS) surveys in 
2009 and 2011. Only two raptor species were confirmed nesting within 2.0 mi of the Project 
boundary; red-tailed hawk and great horned owl (Bubo virginianus; Figure 9). Multiple inactive 
nests have also been documented; however, only one of these was identified as a potential 
golden eagle nest and was located approximately 2-3 mi northeast of the current Project area 
(Figure 9). This nest was inactive at the time of the 2011 survey and therefore cannot be 
confirmed as that of a golden eagle nest, however based on size and location it is assumed to 
be the same historical nest site identified during a query of the Washington Priority Habitat and 
Species (PHS) database. 
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Figure 9. Location of raptor nests identified during raptor nests surveys conducted in 2002 – 2011 for the Desert Claim Wind 

Project.  
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Raptor and/ Eagle Nest Surveys (2016) 

Helicopter-based raptor nest surveys were conducted in late winter and spring of 2016 with the 
intent of documenting: 1) all raptor nests within the Project area and a surrounding 2-mi buffer, 
and 2) all potential eagle nests (i.e., of suitable size for supporting eagles) located within 10 mi 
of the current Project boundary. While raptors are known to utilize nests of all types, aerial 
surveys focused on species that build or use large stick nests (e.g., red-tailed hawk, ferruginous 
hawk [B. regalis], great horned owl) which are visible from the air. The initial eagle nest survey 
focused on identification of possible eagle nests and was conducted on March 2, 2016, during 
the courtship/early nesting period. The follow-up survey was conducted on May 24, 2016, when 
most nesting raptors would be incubating or brooding young, and focused on confirming the 
status of all possible eagle nests documented during the initial survey, while also thoroughly 
searching the Project area and surrounding 2-mi buffer for nests of other raptor species. 
 
Five nests were identified as likely golden eagle nests, two of which were classified as occupied 
during the initial survey based on the presence of fresh nesting materials (Figure 10). Adult 
golden eagles were also observed at each of the two occupied nests, located approximately 8-9 
9 mi southwest of the Project, however, no adults or eggs were observed on or in the nests 
during the follow up survey in May. The other three nests identified, located between 3 and 7 mi 
from the Project, showed no evidence of use during the 2016 nesting season. Given the low 
number of occupied golden eagle nests within the 10-mi buffer and low use of the Project area 
by golden eagles, data collected to date suggests that Desert Claim should have minimal 
impacts on locally breeding golden eagles. One active bald eagle nest was located 
approximately 6.9 mi west of the Project (Figure 10) and contained two nestlings during the 
follow-up survey in May. Given the distance of the nest from Desert Claim, project development 
and operation should not cause any disturbance to this nest.  
 
Nesting substrates suitable for supporting large raptor nests were limited within the Project and 
immediately surrounding area. There were 15 nests mapped within the 2-mi buffer that were 
consistent with nests of hawks or owls, including six active red-tailed hawk nests, two active 
great horned owl nests, and four unoccupied raptor/owl nests (Figure 10). Only one nest, 
occupied by a pair of red-tailed hawks, was located within Project area (see Figure 10). This 
nest was approximately 280 m from the nearest proposed turbine location in the northwestern 
corner of the Project area. The next closest nest was another red-tailed hawk nest, which was 
located just outside the northwestern boundary of the Project area (see Figure 10), and was 
approximately 715 m from the nearest proposed turbine location.  
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Figure 10. Location of raptor nests identified during 2016 raptor nest surveys for the Desert Claim Wind Project. 
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Acoustic Bat Surveys (2009) 

Acoustic bat surveys were conducted from August through October 2009. Three Anabat 
acoustic detectors were used at areas representative of potential turbine locations. Nightly bat 
activity was relatively low, averaging 2.75 bat passes per detector night across the three 
locations. Bat activity indices indicated that the peak bat activity period occurred from mid-
August through mid-September (Figure 11). This temporal pattern of bat activity is consistent 
with that observed at most wind energy projects across the US where acoustic surveys have 
been conducted, and is consistent with the migratory timing of hoary bats (Lasiurus cinereus) 
and silver-haired bats (Lasionycteris noctivagans), two of the most commonly documented bat 
fatalities at wind energy projects.  
 
Although bat use is often used to predict bat fatality rates, the correlation is not well defined. For 
Desert Claim, a better indicator of potential impacts of the Project to bats is likely a comparison 
with the nearby Kittitas Valley Wind Project, which is located approximately 2-3 mi west of 
Desert Claim in similar habitats. Bat fatality rates at the Kittitas Valley Wind Project were 
estimated to be 0.12 and 0.31 bat fatalities/MW/year for the first and second years of 
standardized fatality monitoring, respectively (Stantec 2013). These estimates were well below 
the average of 1.14 bat fatalities/MW/year reported within the Columbia Plateau (Johnson and 
Erickson 2011). Thus, based on results of the acoustic bat surveys in 2009 and results from 
fatality monitoring at the nearby Kittitas Valley Wind Farm, it seems reasonable to expect that 
Desert Claim will have similarly low impacts on bats. 
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Figure 11. Timing of bat activity at the Desert Claim Wind Project based on surveys 

conducted from August – October 2009. 

 

Threatened, Endangered, and Sensitive Species (TESS) Surveys (2010-2011) 

TESS surveys were conducted in buildable areas within the Project boundary in 2010 and 2011 
(Enz and Bay 2010, 2011), which is largely consistent with the current Project area. Surveys 
were conducted on foot by walking meandering transects spaced approximately 50 m apart 
though all buildable lands within the project area (as defined at the time of survey; see buildable 
lands in Figure 9). TESS surveys conducted in 2010 resulted in the detection of three sensitive 
species: one sagebrush sparrow (Artemisiospiza nevadensis), 14 sage thrashers (Oreoscoptes 

montanus), and two golden eagles, all of which are state candidates for listing as well as federal 
birds of conservation concern (WDFW 2017; USFWS 2008). Additional TESS surveys 
conducted in 2011 in sections 13 and 24 (see Figure 9) resulted in two additional sensitive 
species observations; one peregrine falcon (Falco peregrinus) and one long-billed curlew 
(Numenius americanus), both of which are federal species of concern (USFWS 2008). No state 
or federally threatened or endangered species were observed during TESS surveys, nor were 
any rare plants. 
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Based on the results of past (2010 and 2011) TESS surveys and the large reduction in Project 
footprint being proposed under the SCA Amendment, the potential for impacts to TESS is 
expected to be similar to or less than that documented previously. However, due to the time that 
has elapsed since the last TESS surveys (approximately seven years); an updated TESS 
survey is planned prior to project construction in all areas of potential disturbance. Final survey 
areas will be based on the final Project layout, with survey timing dependent on the Project’s 

construction timeline, but ideally conducted during the breeding/flowering season immediately 
prior to construction. These planned surveys are consistent with recommendations in the 2010 
SCA. 

Habitat Mapping and Potential Impacts to Habitats 

Habitat types were mapped within the original project area boundary in 2002, updated prior to 
the 2009 SCA application (Figure 12) and revised again in 2017 as a result of the updated 
Project layout (Figure 13). This mapping effort was utilized to determine the amount and type of 
habitats that may be either temporarily or permanently disturbed, and will be used as the basis 
for calculating mitigation requirements under the SCA. The current habitat map will also be used 
to inform the final TESS survey, as many sensitive species may be restricted to certain habitats. 
 
Grassland habitat covered more than half (57%) of the original Project area, with shrub/steppe 
(33%), agriculture (4.7%), riparian shrub (2%) and wet meadow (1.7%) accounting for most of 
the remaining habitat types (Figure 12). The current Project area has been reduced in size (from 
approximately 5,200 to approximately 3,700 ac, but the relative proportion of habitat types has 
not significantly changed; grassland still accounts for the majority of all habitat in the Project 
area (69%), followed by shrub/steppe (23%), agriculture (3.5%), riparian shrub (1.8%) and wet 
meadow (1.7%). Each of the remaining habitat types account for < 1% of the Project area 
(Figure 13).  
 
As a consequence of the reduction in Project area, number of turbines, and associated roads 
and collection lines, impacts to local habitats from the construction and operation of Desert 
Claim are also expected to be reduced. The total area impacted from turbine pad construction is 
expected to decrease by approximately 60% to 75% depending on the final turbine 
configuration. Road building activities are also expected to be substantially reduced under the 
current Project layouts. Under the turbine layout proposed in the 2010 SCA, approximately 27 
mi of roads were to be constructed, while current turbine layouts are expected to utilize 
approximately 20 mi of roads, a reduction of approximately 25%. 
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Figure 12. Habitat mapping and proposed turbine layout as provided in the 2009 Site Certification 
Agreement Application. 
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Figure 13. Habitat mapping based on 2017 proposed Project boundary, showing one of the four 
potential turbine layouts for illustation of potential habitat impacts. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

Baseline biological surveys at Desert Claim have been conducted since 2002, including surveys 
in support of Desert Claim’s 2010 SCA. Since then, Project boundaries and turbine layouts have 
substantially changed resulting in considerable changes in the potential impacts to local fauna 
and habitats. As a result, this report has been compiled to summarize the results of surveys 
conducted to date to support Desert Claim’s application to amend the 2010 SCA.  
 
Given the general consistency of survey results from data collected before and after the 2010 
SCA, and the substantial reduction in the number of proposed turbines and Project footprint, it is 
expected that potential direct and indirect impacts of development and operation of Desert 
Claim will be considerably less under the currently proposed Project layout than impacts 
predicted under the Project footprint and turbine layout proposed in the original 2010 SCA.  
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