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T he greater sage-grouse (Centrocer-

cus urophasianus urophasianus) is 

listed as “endangered” under the 

federal Species at Risk Act.  Since 1988, more 

than 90 percent of these iconic birds have 

disappeared from Canada’s prairies. They 

are highly sensitive to disturbance. Industri-

al activity, particularly oil and gas develop-

ment, threatens their survival and recovery. 

Research shows that when confronted with 

oil and gas development sage-grouse chicks 

fail to survive and adults abandon their leks 

(central courting and breeding grounds) and 

other habitats crucial to their survival.

The provincial governments in Alberta and 

Saskatchewan have claimed to take primary 

responsibility for protecting the sage-grouse 

and its habitat, but for decades they did little 

more than watch while the species declined 

sharply towards extinction in Canada. Only 

17 males were counted at leks in Saskatch-

ewan in 2012. In the spring of 2013, only 

14 males remained in Alberta. Then, in De-

cember of 2013, something remarkable hap-

pened: for the first time in Canadian history, 

the federal government stepped in to provide 

emergency protection for a “provincial” spe-

cies. The emergency order first came into 

effect in the spring of 2014. While the sage-

grouse still faces a long road to recovery, the 

early results of the federal emergency protec-

tion order are encouraging indeed.

Historic population declines 
and recent signs of recovery
The sage-grouse is the largest of all North 

American grouse and is best known for the 

males’ strange and wonderful courtship 

dances at prairie leks in the spring. This an-

nual ritual gives biologists an opportunity to 

count the number of males as an index of 

the species’ local abundance. The total pop-

ulation is at least twice the number of males, 

and some studies have found nearly twice as 

many females as males.

Sage-grouse once numbered in the thou-

sands and could be found throughout British 

Columbia, Alberta, and Saskatchewan’s sage-

brush grasslands. Sage-grouse need large 

blocks of unfragmented sagebrush grassland 

habitat to thrive.  Their range has been re-

duced to only six percent of its historic ex-

tent because of habitat loss and degradation. 

They are now found only in small pockets of 

southeastern Alberta and southwestern Sas-

katchewan.

The counts in the spring of 2014 were the 

worst ever. Only six males were counted in 

Saskatchewan; only 14 males were counted 

in Alberta.

Roughly a year after the federal emergency 

protection order came into effect, the counts 

in the spring of 2015 tell a completely differ-

ent story.  This year, 20 males were count-

ed in Saskatchewan, a 233 percent increase 

over 2014.  Thirty-five males were counted 

at four leks in Alberta, up 150 percent from 

2014. This is the biggest population increase 

since 1995.

This is finally starting to sound like a good-

news story and hopefully one that will end 

with the full recovery of the sage-grouse in 

its native sage-brush habitat in Canada. That 

would be good news for other species as 

well: the sage-grouse shares its habitat with 

many other sensitive prairie species, includ-

ing the burrowing owl, swift fox and Great 

Plains toad.

The convoluted path to 
federal protection of the 
sage-grouse and its habitat
Canada’s federal Species at Risk Act (or 

“SARA”) came into force in 2004. The sage-

grouse was included on the initial “legal” list 

of species at risk, meaning that the federal en-

vironment minister had a duty under SARA 

to prepare a recovery strategy for the species 

by June 2007.  

A recovery strategy is meant to be an ob-

jective scientific prescription about what a 

species needs if it is to recover in Canada. 

Perhaps the most important element of a 

recovery strategy is a careful mapping of the 

species’ “critical habitat” – namely, the habitat 

it needs to survive and recover – based on the 

best available scientific information. Habitat 

loss has been the primary cause of decline for 

most of Canada’s species at risk. 

In 2008, several months after the man-

datory SARA deadline, the Environment 

minister released a sage-grouse recovery 

strategy that didn’t identify any critical hab-

itat at all. This was based on the minister’s 

somewhat remarkable claim that “knowl-

edge gaps” prevented the mapping of any 

such habitat. That led to the first court case 

related to the species.  
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In 2009, lawyers from Ecojustice repre-

sented a coalition of environmental groups 

in the Federal Court of Canada and suc-

cessfully challenged the minister’s failure to 

identify sage-grouse critical habitat. The co-

alition (consisting of AWA, the Federation of 

Alberta Naturalists, Grasslands Naturalists, 

Nature Saskatchewan, and the Wilderness 

Committee) successfully argued that parts 

of sage-grouse critical habitat, including the 

leks, were well known and had already been 

clearly identified in published, peer-reviewed 

literature. The Federal Court issued an order 

requiring the minister to amend the 2008 re-

covery strategy to include some critical habi-

tat in Alberta and Saskatchewan.

The amended recovery strategy released 

in early 2009 acknowledged that additional 

critical habitat was necessary to ensure the 

survival of the species in Canada. It promised 

that the minister would add this additional 

critical habitat by 2011.

When the minister failed to keep this prom-

ise, and prompted by an alarmingly sharp 

recent decline in the remaining population 

of sage-grouse, Ecojustice lawyers brought a 

second court case in 2012 on behalf of an-

other coalition of environmental groups. This 

second coalition (consisting of the AWA, Wil-

derness Committee, Nature Saskatchewan, 

and Grasslands Naturalists) sought to force 

the Environment minister to do two things: 

first, identify the promised additional criti-

cal habitat for the sage-grouse; and second, 

recommend a federal emergency order under 

SARA to protect the species and its habitat.

The second court case never needed to go 

to a full hearing on its merits.  Before the 

Court heard the case, the federal government 

issued an emergency order to protect the 

sage-grouse.  They also released an amended 

recovery strategy late in 2014 that identified 

a significantly larger area of critical habitat 

for the species. In our view, sage-grouse will 

need even more critical habitat identified and 

protected if they are to recover in Alberta and 

Saskatchewan; but the 2014 recovery strategy 

is a promising step in the right direction.

The future: tragedy or 
happy ending?
While it is impossible to predict what will 

happen to Canada’s sage-grouse, we feel 

confident that things are looking up. The 

federal emergency protection order seems to 

be doing what it should. The recent increas-

es in lek counts are likely related to the new 

protections offered by the emergency order 

and to good nesting conditions in the spring 

of 2014.

In the long term, the survival and recovery 

of the sage-grouse will require a concerted 

joint effort from the provinces, the federal 

government, industry, environmental groups, 

and private citizens.  

We think it will be worth it. A prairie sage-

brush landscape without these fascinating 

birds would be a diminished place. Canadi-

ans deserve more, as do the sage-grouse and 

the rich prairie ecosystems they inhabit.

* Sean Nixon’s views as expressed in 

this article are his own, and are not 

made on behalfof any clients he has 

represented or currently represents.
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