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OREGON

New Oregon mining boom could be a bust for sage grouse

BY BRADLEY W. PARKS
Oregon Public Broadcasting

McDERMITT, Ore. — Ka-
tie Fite crouched behind some
waist-high sagebrush, and her
dog Bell nestled in the plant’s
cozy cavity to shield from
howling winds.

It was the first Saturday in
April, peak mating season for
sage grouse on a remote stretch
of the Oregon-Nevada border.
From where Fite and her dog
sat, they could see more than a
dozen male grouse displaying
their tail feathers and issuing
their signature zip-popping call
to bring all the girls to the yard.

All around the lek — the
flat, open areas where sage
grouse congregate during mat-
ing season — were wooden
stakes marking where mining
companies may one day scrape
away this crucial habitat to get
at the minerals contained in
the cake-soft earth of the Mc-
Dermitt Caldera.

The old supervolcano strad-
dling the state line is laced with
some of the highest concentra-
tions of lithium in the United
States, making it a prime tar-
get for miners and prospectors
looking to feed a growing hun-
ger for batteries to store renew-
able energy and power electric
vehicles.

It’s also some of the coun-
try’s best remaining sage
grouse habitat, which has de-
clined precipitously in the
past century.

“There’s still hope for sage
grouse here, unlike many
other areas,” said Fite, who's
monitored sage grouse for
decades and now serves as
public lands director for the
conservation group Wildlands
Defense. “But it'll be a death
knell for sage grouse out here
if industrial mega-mining for
lithium takes place”

Just a few years ago, the Mc-
Dermitt Caldera was off-lim-
its to new mining claims to
protect sage grouse. But rule
changes under the Trump ad-
ministration opened the door
to extractive industry, and in-
dustry walked in.

Multiple companies have
staked mining claims in south-
east Oregon and are issuing

bold statements about the re-
gions lithium prospects to

lure investors. Meanwhile, the
Biden administration is mak-
ing a big push to build a stand-
alone battery supply chain in
the U.S,, further filling the min-
ing industry’s sails.

The U.S. is heavily reliant
on foreign imports of raw ma-
terials used in batteries, in-
cluding lithium. That leaves
the supply chain, and thus the
country’s transition off fossil
fuels, vulnerable to geopoliti-
cal conflicts like the U.S. trade
war with China and Russia’s
war on Ukraine.

“Clearly, the U.S. needs
guaranteed domestic supply;’
said Lindsay Dudfield, ex-
ecutive director of Jindalee
Resources Limited, an Aus-
tralian company exploring a
large lithium deposit in Ore-
gon's Malheur County. “And
so you've seen bipartisan sup-
port for the development of
critical minerals projects in
the United States growing.

Companies touting south-
east Oregon’s mineral poten-
tial, including Jindalee, are
several years away at the ear-
liest from developing mines
if they get to that point at
all. Any mine would require
state and federal approval that
could face legal challenges.

But conservationists like
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Sage grouse males inflate their air sacs during the spring mating ritual.

Fite say the damage to sage
grouse habitat has already
started with exploratory
drilling tearing up patches of
sagebrush, and that any new
mining would be devastating.
“This would represent a to-
tal, tragic loss,” Fite said. “And I
believe it has to be stopped”

Open for business

Sage grouse need sagebrush
to survive. They use the plant
for food, brooding and shelter.
The birds do best in areas with
continuous, abundant sage-
brush and minimal to no hu-
man disturbance.

Excessive livestock grazing,
oil and gas production, resi-
dential development, wildfire
and mining have chewed away
about half of the sage grouse
habitat the American West his-
torically supported.

Population declines sent the
birds hurtling toward the fed-
eral endangered species list
before 2015 when U.S. govern-
ment agencies adopted alterna-
tive plans to try to save them.

Among other protections,
the sage grouse plans rec-
ommended a “mineral with-
drawal” to block new mining
claims on 10 million acres of
the best remaining habitat in
the country — including the
McDermitt Caldera.

Sarah Stellberg, a staff at-

torney for the environmen-
tal law firm Advocates for

the West, said the decision

to keep sage grouse off the
endangered species list was
predicated on preventing new
mines on those acres, called
sagebrush focal areas.

“The concern is that if you
allow development to go for-
ward that there aren’t actually
enough concrete mitigation ac-
tions to protect the bird in ar-
eas that are being mined,” Stell-
berg said.

Interior Secretary Sally Jew-
ell, under President Barack
Obama, proposed the mineral
withdrawal. That triggered a
two-year period during which
sagebrush focal areas were
off-limits to new mining claims
while the full proposal under-
went environmental review.

But President Donald
Trump’s first Interior secretary,
Ryan Zinke, made quick work
of unraveling the sage grouse
plans when he took office.

Under Zinke, the Bureau of
Land Management allowed the
temporary mineral withdrawal
to expire and abandoned the
environmental review of a per-
manent mineral withdrawal in
2017, saying “future mining is
not a significant threat to sage
grouse habitat”

That decision opened the
McDermitt Caldera for busi-

ness. The industry has re-
sponded.

A wooden stake marks the
Jindalee Resources mining
claim amid a sea of sagebrush
in the McDermitt Caldera on
the Oregon-Nevada border Fri-
day, April 1,2022. The caldera
is labeled by the federal govern-
ment as the best of the best re-
maining sage grouse habitat.

Jindalee currently holds the
only permit to explore for lith-
ium in Oregon, but at least two
other companies — Aurora En-
ergy Metals and ACME Lith-
ium — have nearby claims they
say could hold promising lith-
ium deposits.

Advocates for the West chal-
lenged the Trump administra-
tion's decision to abandon the
mineral withdrawal in court
and won. As a result, the BLM
is again considering a proposal
to block new mining claims in
prime sage grouse habitat, but
it’s unclear how doing so now
would affect existing claims in
southeast Oregon.

Stellberg said every bit of
habitat disrupted by mining
or exploration, especially in
well-preserved areas like the
McDermitt Caldera, sends sage
grouse closer to Endangered
Species Act protection.

“If this is where were going
to be allowing mines to go for-
ward, then we're left with low-
er-quality habitat that just can’t
sustain the number of birds
that we need to allow the spe-
cies to persist,” Stellberg said.

Drilling’s early toll

Fite slung a camera over
her shoulder and set out on
ranch roads to get an up-
close look at the Jindalee
mining claim, which covers
thousands of acres on the Or-
egon side of the caldera north
of McDermitt Creek.

The company drilled 11
holes in December to try to
increase its confidence in the
amount of lithium contained in
its claim. So far, Jindalee esti-
mates it has the second-largest
known lithium deposit in the
United States.

Despite extensive mapping
and monitoring by state and
federal agencies marking the

area as key habitat for sage
grouse, Lindsay Dudfield says
Jindalee is not aware of birds
lekking on its claim.

“We understand that there
are no sage grouse leks on
our claims,” Dudfield said
in an email, adding that the
company still does not drill
in winter or spring to mini-
mize impact on breeding.

Signs of sage grouse are ev-
erywhere in the claim area,
from stray feathers poking
out of the dirt to piles of the
birds’ Cheeto-like scat. Not to
mention the nearby leks. Fite
says neither Jindalee nor the
government agencies regulat-
ing its activity have taken the
time to look for sage grouse
on the claim.

Over the course of multi-
ple visits, Fite has documented
new roadlets created by heavy
machinery, piles of dead sage-
brush and trash. She called the
damage from exploratory drill-
ing “classic habitat fragmenta-
tion” that, even if legal and per-
mitted, is terrible for the sage
grouse. Breaks in the continu-
ous carpet of sagebrush can, for
instance, invite fire-prone inva-
sive plants like cheatgrass.

“They’re gonna destroy the
habitat in the exploration alone
before they even get to the
mining” Fite said.

Fite faults the BLM for al-
lowing mineral exploration
to go forward in such sensi-
tive habitat when the agency’s
charge under the 2015 federal
sage grouse plans is to protect
the birds. BLM spokesperson
Brian Hires confirmed in an
email that Jindale€’s claims are
within a sagebrush focal area,
the agency’s label for the best of
the best sage grouse habitat.

However, because the Trump
administration scrapped the
proposed mineral withdrawal
in 2017, “these lands have been
open” to new mining claims,
Hires said.

BLM regulations say any
company exploring for min-
erals just needs to notify the
agency of planned drilling ac-
tivity at least 15 days before
work begins.
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Elkhorn Baptist

@ Church &

Sunday School 10 am
Morning Worship 11 am
Evening Worship 6 pm
Discovery Kids Worship
6:30 PM
3520 Birch St, Baker City
541-523-4332

Baker & Haines
United
Methodist
Churches

Baker UMC, 1919 2nd St, at 11am
Haines UMC, 814 Robert St, at 9am
To join us on Zoom email
bakerumc@thegeo.net
and the link will be emailed to you
or follow us on Facebook

Pastor Michele Holloway

BAKER CITY

CHRISTIAN CHURCH
Sunday Worship
First Service 8:30 AM

2nd Service & Sunday School
10:00 AM

Jr. High & High School Youth
Tues 6:30 pMm
Youth Pastor Silas Moe
675 Hwy 7, Baker City « 541-523-5425

-

Whelan Electric, Inc.
523-5756 « CCB 103032

Baker County

CHURCH
DIRECTORY

541-523-4233

Hawr

9:00 AM - 9:50 AM
3720 Birch St, Baker City

www.BakerCityHarvest.org

| ADVENTIST
CHURCH
WORSHIP GATHERING
10:00 AM Saturday Worship
Harvest Cafe Open 11:00 AMm

SEVENTH-DAY

www.bakercitysda.com
17th & Pocahontas, Baker City
541-523-4913
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10:00 AM

CHRISTIAN A
SCIENCE CHURCH

Sunday Service

www. ChristianScience.com

3rd & Washington, Baker City
541-523-5911

ALPHONSUS
HOSPITAL CHAPEL

Open to all patients,
family and friends for
reflection and prayer.

St. Alphonsus Hospital in

SAINT

I

‘ 10:00 AM & 6:30 PM

Baker City

etk

Established
1904

. St. Francis De
%i1Sales Cathedral
| ﬂj&f‘m 2

Daily Masses:

M, T, Th, F9 am
Day Chapel in Cathedral
Wed Daily Mass 9 aM
at St. Alphonsus Chapel
Sat 8 am at Day Chapel
Baker City Saturday Mass 6 pm
Baker City Sunday Mass 9:30 am
St. Therese in Halfway 2 pm Sat

ST. BRIGID’S IN THE
PINES COMMUNITY

11:30 a.m. Services
Ist & 3rd Sunday
Holy Eucharist

East Auburn Street, Sumpter

CHURCH

AGAPE
CHRISTIAN
CENTER

Sunday Services

South Highway 7,
Baker City
541-523-6586

FIRST
LUTHERAN
CHURCH

Service at 11 am
Live Streaming on
Facebook

1734 Third Street, Baker City
541-523-3922
firstlutheranbakercity@gmail.com

St. Anthony's in North Powder
11:30 Sun
541-523-4521
Corner of First & Church, Baker City

541-523-4812
A Mission of St. Stephen’s Episcopal
Church in Baker City

FIRST

10:30 aMm

PRESBYTERIAN
CHURCH

Sunday Worship Service

1995 4th Street, Baker City
541-523-5201
firstpresbaker.blogspot.com

Baker City

Church of the Nazarene

Sunday Worship
9:45am

Sundag School
8:30am

Coffee is 9:15 AM - 9:45 AN

Pastor Troy Teeter
1250 Hughes Lane, Baker City
(Corner of Cedar & Hughes)
541-523-3533
www.bakernaz.com

Thank you to the participating churches and these sponsors:

Cliff’s Saws & Cycles
2619 Tenth « 523-2412

Coles Tribute Center
1950 Place « 523-4300

THE CHURCH OF
JESUS CHRIST OF
LATTER-DAY SAINTS
9 - 11 am - Baker City st Ward
10:30 am - Noon - Baker City 2nd Ward
Noon - 2 o - Baker Valley Ward
EVERYONE WELCOME

Family History Center
Everything Free
Tues & Fri 1-4 pm
Wed & Thurs 10am - Tem
Wed Evenings 5-8 pm
2625 Hughes Lane, Baker City
541-523-2397

The church directory is published once monthly. Information for this directory is provided by participating churches, please call 541-523-3673 for more information.

St. Stephen’s

Episcop'lr

Ist & 3rd Sundays, Holy Eucharist
2nd & 4th Sundays, Morning Prayer
5th Sunday, Morning Prayer

2177 First Street » Baker City
Entrance on 1st Street
Corner Church & First Streets
541-523-4812

GRAY'S WEST & C0.

Third & Broadway
Bapaet hien 541-523-3891

Sundays
9 AM Sunday School
10 AM Worship Service
Mondays
6:30 - 8 PM
Baker Teens Underground
Wednesdays
5:30-6:30 PM Dinner & Prayer Time
Thursdays
5 - 6 PM Free Community Dinner
6 - 7 PM Celebrate Recovery

bakercalvarybaptist.com

1500 Dewey » 523-3677

o




