PRBO Conservation Science
Priority Areas for Breeding Birds within the Planning Area of the
Desert Renewable Energy Conservation Plan
PRBO Conservation Science (PRBO) completed a landscape prioritization analysis within the Desert
Renewable Energy Conservation Plan (DRECP) planning area that identifies areas of high and low
value to 66 breeding bird species and associated vegetation. Our analytical approach can be used
to include other wildlife species for a more robust landscape prioritization. Our findings include:
•

The DRECP planning area provides important habitat for birds, providing over 50% of the
breeding range within California for at least 20 bird species.

•

We identified the top 10% of the landscape in importance to the breeding bird community.
These high value areas occurred throughout the DRECP planning area with a high percentage
occurring in the Colorado Desert, Northern and South Eastern Mojave Desert, and the
Sonoran Desert regions. High priority areas should be avoided for solar siting and should be
incorporated into mitigation or land protection opportunities to benefit birds.

•

We also identified the lowest 10% of the landscape in importance to breeding birds. These
low priority areas should be considered first for siting solar and other renewable energy
installations to minimize impacts on breeding birds. Low priority areas for birds included
parts of the Mojave Desert. Among the Renewable Energy Action Team study areas, the
Barstow and West Mojave study areas would have the least conflict between birds and
renewable energy projects.

The top and bottom 10% of the landscape for breeding birds in the DRECP Planning Area and the
Renewable Energy Action Team study areas (a) without and (b) with weights for sensitive species.

•

Even low priority areas for birds supported over 30 species suggesting they are providing
worthwhile habitat for birds. In these cases, we recommend site‐specific surveys to assess
their value prior to development.

•

On average, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service lands in the DRECP planning area contain the
highest priority areas of any other landowner. Managed open space lands, such as the
majority of Bureau of Land Management Lands in the study region, had the lowest
conservation value. The relatively high conservation value of unprotected lands, e.g., local
and county jurisdictions, in the DRECP study area indicates that there are opportunities to
acquire or place conservation easements on unprotected lands as part of renewable energy
project mitigation.

•

Our landscape prioritization results varied when we gave greater weight to sensitive species
than to non‐sensitive species, indicating that limiting analyses to sensitive bird species is not
adequate to capture the breeding bird priority areas in the DRECP planning area. Further,
species richness was a poor predictor of priority, suggesting that conservation decisions
should not be based on species richness alone. We recommend priority be given to areas of
overlap between the weighted and non‐weighted Zonation results when determining which
areas would be more suitable for renewable energy development.

•

Our approach provides an important example of a rigorous priority‐setting conservation
planning exercise within the DRECP planning boundary (or in other settings) that could be
extended to incorporate additional stakeholder data or information. Our results provide a
data‐rich and scientifically defensible means to determine high and low priority areas for
breeding birds. However, we recommend that these results be used in concert with similar
analyses that include additional bird species (e.g., wintering birds) as well as non‐avian taxa,
natural communities, and ecosystem services.

Next Steps
1) We recommend a more comprehensive Zonation analysis including additional bird species
(e.g., wintering birds) as well as non‐avian taxa (such as Peninsular Bighorn Sheep and Desert
Tortoise).
2) Any further effort should also include future species distributions within the DCREP area
resulting from climate change, including species which do not currently breed in the DRECP
region but may in the future.
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