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Sagebrush Ecosystem Initiative 
Overview
The unbroken sagebrush where the sage-grouse makes its home is one of the most iconic landscapes of Wyoming and the other Rocky Mountain states.  Its sweeping vistas and wide-open spaces evoke the optimistic, far-reaching perspective many of us associate with the western United States. It is also a region of significant ecological importance, providing habitat for hundreds of species of wildlife. 
Sadly, much of this unique ecosystem has already been fragmented, degraded or lost to human influences. Now, energy extraction on our federal lands poses an even greater, unprecedented threat. It poses a threat not only to the sagebrush-dependent wildlife, but also to the human residents of this area. Pinedale, Wyoming, once home to some of the most pristine air in the United States, now has numerous days of ozone alerts due to increasing gas field development.

Fortunately, there is still time to preserve this critical habitat – without ignoring our energy needs.  But doing so clearly requires the consensus and collaboration of stakeholders who have not traditionally worked together.  These stakeholders include: federal and state government agencies, conservationists, ranchers, and energy companies.

Over 70% of this Wyoming habitat is public land; therefore, some of our most successful conservation strategies like mitigation measures and conservation easements alone will not solve the problem. Preserving this ecosystem clearly requires a holistic approach that ensures solid science-based conservation planning, changes in federal lands policy, and a communications strategy that articulates the ecological importance of sagebrush habitat.  

Audubon is committed to conserving and preserving this sagebrush ecosystem that is so critical to the wildlife and people of the West.  The Audubon Wyoming program is a recognized leader in the field of sagebrush ecology and is a primary resource for the agencies responsible for the management of sagebrush and its wildlife.

In three short years, Audubon has accomplished the following:
· Mapping greater sage-grouse breeding populations for Colorado, Montana, Utah, South and North Dakota, Eastern Idaho, and Wyoming. This has resulted in new modes of planning for this species in all of these states.
· Acting as the lead organization in negotiations with the Governor’s Office, resulting in a Gubernatorial Executive Order. This order established recommended protections for enough “core” habitat to assure a future for 75% of Wyoming’s breeding population.

· Launching key partnerships with governmental agencies. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has used our breeding population study to advance the cause of sage-grouse protection with the Secretary of the Interior and in its considerations of an Endangered Species Act listing of this important species. 
· Engaging in new levels of dialogue with game and fish oversight agencies of the sagebrush states.  This will continue to move them toward Federal Policy Protections for the remaining stands of sagebrush. This effort has been enhanced by Audubon Wyoming’s direct involvement with the Western Governor’s Association.

Although Audubon accomplishments are significant there is still much to do to protect this iconic habitat, but time is of the essence. 

Opportunity: Sagebrush Ecosystem Initiative
Audubon has implemented a collaborative planning process to establish the Sagebrush Ecosystem Initiative (SEI) in order to help conserve the sagebrush ecosystem.  The overall goal of the Sagebrush Ecosystem Initiative is to maintain and enhance populations and distribution of sage-grouse by protecting and improving sagebrush habitats and ecosystems that sustain these populations.  The overarching framework of the plan is science-based conservation planning, identification and mitigation of threats to the sagebrush ecosystem and sage-grouse populations, coupled with outreach and education.  SEI is a long-term, ecosystem-wide endeavor that will ensure collaborative conservation efforts are implemented.  
Audubon Wyoming objectives for the Sagebrush Ecosystem Initiative: 

1.   Ensure that energy development practices in existing sagebrush habitat minimize negative impacts to sage-grouse and sagebrush habitat.  

2.   Ensure that other land-use activities in existing sagebrush habitat follow management practices that enhance sage-grouse populations and sagebrush habitat. 

3.   Creation of new scientific information that will help bridge the gap between scientific knowledge, land-management practices, and natural resource policy to ensure informed conservation decisions  

4.
The establishment of a Federal and State government, science-based regulatory framework that will assure the long-term protection of the sagebrush ecosystem. 

5   Increase public understanding and support of, and engagement in, sage-grouse and sagebrush ecosystem conservation. 

Audubon Wyoming broad-based strategies for the Sagebrush Ecosystem Initiative: 

Sagebrush habitat and species maps/modeling. Mapping and modeling the sagebrush ecosystem is critical for the success of this initiative. Audubon will expand its current mapping to coordinate with United States Geological Survey and Wyoming Game and Fish Department. These maps will include habitat layers that can be used for large-scale habitat modeling. Our goal is to secure acceptance from The Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA), which will further promote and solidify the policy change needed for conservation and protection of critical sagebrush and therefore sage-grouse habitats. We will add data on other bird species, as well as other animals via partnerships with other organizations, such as hunting groups and the Wyoming Game and Fish Department. 
Develop regional conservation plans.  We will develop conservation plans to minimize threats within priority habitats first, and then beyond when feasible. We will do this by synthesizing our knowledge into a clear template on how to use science to mitigate current and potential challenges and threats. 

Important Bird Areas for conservation. Several sagebrush bird species are globally or continentally threatened. Identifying and protecting sites critical to these species at Important Bird Areas (IBAs) is an essential conservation strategy. We will create a table of priority bird species in Wyoming, correlate this list with the state’s IBA sites, and ensure all species are covered.  We will work with citizen scientists and state agencies to establish a scientifically valid monitoring program to evaluate the effectiveness of conservation actions.  We will use the monitoring data from regional monitoring efforts (e.g., Christmas Bird Count and Breeding Bird Survey) to develop bio-indicators of population change for key sagebrush bird species.  These bio-indicators will provide a regional measure of the sustainability of the management of sagebrush ecosystems.   Using monitoring data, Audubon will build a model/GIS data layer to use in concert with sage grouse core area maps to bring a biodiversity perspective to the sagebrush land use management plans. 
Develop a transition strategy for the next administration. During the last administration, the extraction of oil and gas from public lands had become the Bureau of Land Management's (BLM) overarching objective. With the change in administration we will have an opportunity to establish a new direction for the agency, with a renewed focus on conservation and a commitment to the use of sound science in agency decision-making.  Audubon’s goal will be to restore the balance between the BLM’s oil and gas program and its wildlife conservation goals, and to ensure the BLM fulfills its legal obligations under federal laws such as the Federal Land Policy and Management Act to protect a host of environmental, ecological, fish and wildlife, cultural, and wild land values and resources. 
Energy development review. We will review and comment on government and industry energy development planning documents and develop successful protocols for seeking administrative and regulatory protection from energy development for core areas. Staff will brief elected officials of location and significance of core areas. Whenever possible, we will seek voluntary but binding agreements with energy industry officials, that any developments in core areas be proven to not negatively affect sage-grouse.

Outreach and messaging to core constituencies and stakeholders.  We will start with our current message and the themes that support and enhance it: “Working together, we can forge a balanced approach to energy development that can meet the nation’s energy needs and preserve our western wildlife and heritage at the same time—with a one sided approach, everyone loses.”
1. One-sided policies have left the sagebrush ecosystem at the brink of a disaster that will affect both wildlife and people.

2. Ignoring conservation needs is a mistake for everyone, including the energy industry.

3. Collaboration and consensus are the answer, but only if all stakeholders take part.

4. Nothing short of our western heritage is at stake.

These messages will be tailored to resonate with legislators, ranchers, educators, academics, chapters, industry, service groups, businesses, and Audubon members.

Audubon as a Resource. Audubon’s expertise will assure our role as a resource for relevant State and Federal land and wildlife management agencies, including WAFWA’s sage-grouse technical committee. This participation will ensure that the needs of the region are properly represented at appropriate decision-making venues.
Conclusion

Audubon is committed to investing staff time and resources into this critical initiative. Our efforts will be focused on developing sound science-based conservation strategies, building partnerships, public policy work, and engaging new constituency groups to ensure long-term success and recognition as a vitally important conservation initiative.    
Audubon Contacts for the Sagebrush Initiative
Dr. Kevin Doherty, Senior Ecologist, (307) 745-4848, kdoherty@audubon.org

Alison Holloran, Deputy Director, (307) 745-4848, aholloran@audubon.org
Brian Rutledge, Executive Director, (307) 745-4848, brutledge@audubon.org 
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