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Wildlife preservationists at odds with 
Minnkota over transmission line route 
Wildlife preservationists say a high-voltage transmission line proposed by Minnkota 
Power Cooperative could see an uprooting of several grassland species, including the 
western meadowlark says. A Minnkota official says the cooperative chose the line only 
after working with fish and wildlife departments to try to avoid disturbing any species.  

By: Erik Burgess, Grand Forks Herald  

 
Western meadowlark  

 

Native to the region, the Western Meadowlark has called North Dakota’s grasslands 
home for centuries, and the state has returned the favor by honoring it with the title of 
state bird. 

But local wildlife preservationists worry a high-voltage transmission line proposed by 
Minnkota Power Cooperative could see an uprooting of the state’s bird, along with 
several other grassland species. 

“It’s pretty much gone from the Red River Valley because it doesn’t like cropland. It 
doesn’t have to have prairie, but it does have to have grassland,” said retired UND 
professor and avid birdwatcher David Lambeth. “When (the grassland) is gone, the 
meadowlarks are gone.” 

When Minnkota presented details on the line to the North Dakota Public Service 
Commission in Northwood and Carrington, N.D., last week, they said they have worked 
with fish and wildlife officials to try to avoid disturbing animal species once they begin 
building the transmission line — a 250-mile project from Center, N.D., to Grand Forks.  

But Minnkota’s proposed corridor runs along the eastern border of Oakville Township, 
through an area known to many as the Alkali Flats. The 5,000-acre prairie is considered a 



remnant of the once prosperous tall grass prairies in the state, rare areas that have since 
been largely replaced by cropland, Lambeth said.  

“I think it’s a matter of what Minnkota valued,” he said. “Basically, I think they didn’t 
place enough priority on the value of prairie land and grassland to cause them to avoid 
it.” 

According to Minnkota’s Communication Supervisor Kevin Fee, the energy co-op still 
believes their preferred corridor for the transmission line is the best one, and they are 
working to gather more data to present to the commission at their final meeting Friday in 
Washburn, N.D.  

“We believe that the record already establishes that the corridor we chose is the right one, 
but we will be supplementing the record to further verify this for the PSC ,” Fee said. 

‘A lot of disturbance’ 

Lambeth said power line installation can cause a multitude of problems for wildlife. 
Truck traffic in and out of the wet region could greatly disturb regional birds, such as the 
meadowlark, which nest on the ground in the tall grass.  

Looming power lines resemble trees, which Lambeth said provide a place for predatory 
birds to roost, giving them an unfair advantage over grassland birds already on the 
decline. 

“The prairie will still be there if they put in a power line,” he said. “It’s just that there will 
be a lot of disturbance of that land that will cause a severe degradation of what’s there.” 

Genevieve Thompson, executive director of the Audubon Society North Dakota chapter, 
said the wildlife preservation society is working to have the flats area named an 
“important bird area,” a status the society considers an important first step in bird 
conservation initiatives. Thompson said the area is in the preliminary assessment phase.  

The three original proposed routes, which are called corridors in the state permitting 
process, clearly avoid the Kellys Slough National Wildlife Refuge, a designated reserve 
just west of the Grand Forks International Airport.  

One reason the alkali flats might have been overlooked, Thompson said, is because the 
area isn’t a specifically designated zone. 

Fee stressed Minnkota believes they have chosen the proper corridor, saying they wanted 
to minimize impacts to farmland and homes when selecting it. Thompson said even 
shifting the final few miles to go around the flats is a possibility.  

“I think the good thing is there are alternatives that would work great,” Thompson said. 
“It’s not like we need to stop this. There’s an alternative where everybody could benefit.” 



After Friday’ meeting, the commission will hold a series of private work sessions, where 
it will make a ruling on the compatibility of the corridor. Minnkota also has to go through 
state route permit hearings later this year. 

Reach Burgess at (701) 780-1269 or send e-mail to eburgess@gfherald.com.  

 


