Sage-Grouse: Big Conservation Challenge, Not Much Time

Audubon leads Conservation Groups in Letter to Salazar

Short Blurb:
The BLM; the largest land manager of sage-grouse habitat, finally recognizes that they are what stands between the iconic bird being listed as a threatened or endangered species.  After pressure from states, they’ve announced an ambitious 11 state sage-grouse planning effort.  Audubon is very involved – organizing the conservation community across the region and sending a strong letter to the Department of Interior Secretary Salazar.  Read more.
By focusing conservation efforts on the Greater Sage-grouse as a keystone species and indicator of sagebrush ecosystem health, Audubon can make meaningful conservation contributions as the West continues to feed the country’s growing energy demands. Science, education, and policy are all being used to positively influence our changing western vistas.  
BLM Steps Up Regionally
Despite innovative actions taken in Wyoming with the Core Area Strategy, efforts range-wide have failed to sufficiently conserve Greater Sage-grouse and their habitat, resulting in the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service’s (Service) March 2010 listing of “warranted but precluded.”  The “warranted” finding spurred stakeholders into action for fear that a future review could result in a listing decision, severely harming state economies.   There is now a regionally recognized urgent need to develop and implement substantive conservation measures between now and 2015, when the Service will reconsider the status of the bird.  Though sage-grouse are distributed across a large area, the BLM manages just over half of the remaining sage-grouse habitat.  This provides a viable opportunity for a federal agency to make meaningful conservation actions, alongside those currently being pursued by the various states.

Proactive efforts begun in the state of Wyoming (praised by the Service) are now being expanded across all 11 states through priority actions taken by the BLM. Pressured by stakeholders, the BLM recently announced a regional sage-grouse planning initiative.  The result of this critical move will be management consistency across the region, indicating a commitment by BLM for a cooperative approach and the inclusion of sound science in management decisions across the sage-grouse’s range.  Read more from the BLM’s Press Release (hyperlink to http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/info/newsroom/2011/july/NR_07_21_2011.html). 
Conservation Community Becomes Coordinated
Ultimately, the BLM must create a regulatory mechanism sufficient to protect sage-grouse habitat and preclude the need to federally list the bird. To do this, the BLM will have to address major threats to sage-grouse – energy development, fire, invasive species, and grazing.  Audubon Wyoming has taken the lead in organizing the conservation community across the region, first with a face-to-face meeting in Denver (hyperlink) and now a group letter to Department of Interior Secretary Salazar (hyperlink).  State, regional and national conservation organizations contributed to and ultimately endorsed this letter, which also was sent to leadership within the various federal agencies and all BLM state directors. Coordination continues amongst conservation groups, with the recognition for the need to be proactive instead of reactive. Audubon will continue to be engaged in the regional process, working towards the establishment of effective management actions, long-term habitat protections and funding mechanisms that will bolster sage-grouse populations and eliminate the need to federally list this iconic species.  

About Sagebrush Sea & Sage-Grouse

Once covering vast stretches of western North America, the iconic sagebrush landscape is now less than half its former size. Populations of Greater Sage-grouse have declined 45-99% across their range, most recently due to habitat loss from unprecedented energy extraction demands (from historical fossil fuel industry to the new renewable energy players) and new land-use pressures (see map).  While Wyoming remains a unique stronghold for sage-grouse, this state has also experienced steep declines – estimates ranging to as much as a 92% drop from historical counts. The sagebrush habitat also supports a wide range of other species, including approximately 191 bird species, 87 species of mammals and 63 fish species – among these are world-class populations of mule deer, elk and pronghorn antelope. As pressures on the landscape increase, quality sagebrush habitat becomes even more vital to a large array of wildlife.
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