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    “Our mission is to promote the conservation of grouse and the habitats necessary for their survival and reproduction.”
James A. Mosher, Ph.D.
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To:	Pat Deibert�U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service�4000 Airport Parkway�Cheyenne, WY 82001





From:	Dr. James A. Mosher


North American Grouse Partnership


	P.O. Box 408


	Williamsport, MD 21795





Re:	Petition to List Sage Grouse


	


I am providing these comments on behalf of the North American Grouse Partnership [Grouse Partnership] concerning the proposed listing of the Sage Grouse under the Endangered Species Act [ESA]. The Grouse Partnership is a non-profit conservation organization whose mission is to rebuild and nurture populations of North American grouse through conservation and restoration of the landscapes and habitats necessary for their continued existence. We believe that the petition to list the sage grouse should be found to be not warranted at this time for several reasons.


 


We have made an important first step on the road to sage grouse recovery. It is clear from the “Conservation Assessment of Sage Grouse and Sagebrush Habitat”  [Assessment] recently released by the Western Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies that sage grouse have declined markedly from historic population levels. Essential habitat has diminished in extent and quality, and many land use activities have potential to negatively impact the viability of sage grouse populations. The Assessment provides both a warning of imminent and growing challenges for sage grouse as well as a basis for implementing positive conservation actions to reverse the historic trend. It identifies where important information is lacking and thus serves as a guide to directing future research and conservation funding.  





The multitude of planning and conservation measures being undertaken across the species range offer the greatest opportunity to stem declines and increase sage grouse populations and to reconnect fragmented habitats and populations. These measures include state fish and wildlife agencies’ conservation planning efforts, state and federal supported local working groups, federal agencies’ strategic planning efforts and conservation initiatives by private organizations and individuals.


�Effective planning efforts are underway with short timelines for completion. Examples of these efforts include sage-grouse conservation plans already completed or nearing completion by several western states including Colorado, Idaho, Montana, North and South Dakota, Nevada [with California], Oregon and Wyoming.  Further, range-wide conservation planning is well underway. 





Federal land managers are consulting with state Fish and Wildlife agencies to develop a variety of provisions that will minimize land use impacts on sage grouse populations and habitat. The Western Governors’ Association has highlighted a number of examples of ongoing conservation efforts, and other similar projects are underway including a joint project of the Grouse Partnership and The Nature Conservancy on the Crooked Creek Ranch in Idaho. Leaders among the oil and gas industry are implementing Best Management Practices and, in many cases, going beyond standard BMPs to test innovative ways to minimize impacts of their operations on grouse and other natural resources. Most, if not all of these efforts depend for their continuation and success on close cooperation and coordination among federal and state agencies, local governments, conservation organizations, industry and private land owners. We believe that listing the sage grouse under the ESA would be counterproductive to these efforts, and could assure failure of some.





Federal efforts are directed at both public and private lands. The BLM draft National Sage Grouse Habitat Conservation Strategy will provide a plan to address conservation on BLM-managed lands – approximately half of the sage grouse range. The Natural Resource Conservation Service has prepared a strategy for focusing private-lands conservation programs that use incentives to private landowners to conserve or enhance Sage-grouse habitat. 





Federal action, while not the only answer, is critical to successful conservation of sage grouse.  Over 70% of remaining sage grouse habitat is federally owned or manage, and 50% of that is BLM land. BLM will thus play a pivotal role in the success or failure of sage grouse conservation. It is also important to note that, however positive all the strategic planning is, little will be accomplished without implementation of those plans. Absent effective federal conservation measures, the question of an ESA listing will likely need to be revisited.





In summary; we have a thorough assessment of current status and challenges, planning for sage grouse conservation is well underway at all levels from federal management agencies to private interests, cooperative and collaborative activities are well established, and strategies are being implemented by a variety of interests to conserve and enhance sage grouse populations and habitat.








�Effective planning efforts are underway with short timelines for completion. Examples of these efforts include sage-grouse conservation plans already completed or nearing completion by several western states including Colorado, Idaho, Montana, North and South Dakota, Nevada [with California], Oregon and Wyoming.  Further, range-wide conservation planning is well underway. 





Federal land managers are consulting with state Fish and Wildlife agencies to develop a variety of provisions that will minimize land use impacts on sage grouse populations and habitat. The Western Governors’ Association has highlighted a number of examples of ongoing conservation efforts, and other similar projects are underway including a joint project of the Grouse Partnership and The Nature Conservancy on the Crooked Creek Ranch in Idaho. Leaders among the oil and gas industry are implementing Best Management Practices and, in many cases, going beyond standard BMPs to test innovative ways to minimize impacts of their operations on grouse and other natural resources. Most, if not all of these efforts depend for their continuation and success on close cooperation and coordination among federal and state agencies, local governments, conservation organizations, industry and private land owners. Cooperation among groups with often divergent and/or conflicting objectives is a challenge at best, and we believe that listing the sage grouse could be counterproductive to these efforts, and may assure failure of some.





Federal efforts are directed at both public and private lands. The BLM draft National Sage Grouse Habitat Conservation Strategy will provide a plan to address conservation on BLM-managed lands. Over 70% of remaining sage grouse habitat is federally owned or manage, and 50% of that is BLM land. The Natural Resource Conservation Service has prepared a strategy for focusing conservation programs that use incentives for private landowners to conserve or enhance Sage-grouse habitat. 





Federal action, while not the only answer, is critical to successful conservation of sage grouse.  Given the large percentage of sage grouse range they manage, BLM will play a pivotal role in the success or failure of sage grouse conservation. It is especially important to note that, however positive all the strategic planning is, little of value will be accomplished for sage grouse without implementation of those plans. Further, it is critical that the FWS consider all existing and projected land uses within sage grouse range as a whole. These impacts on grouse populations are cumulative and may well be greater than the sum of the individual effects. Absent effective federal conservation efforts and adequate funding for sage grouse recovery, including a comprehensive monitoring program, the question of an ESA listing will likely need to be revisited.





In summary; we have a thorough assessment of current status and challenges, planning for sage grouse conservation is well underway at all levels from federal management agencies to private interests, cooperative and collaborative activities are in place or being developed, and strategies are being implemented by a variety of interests to conserve and enhance sage grouse populations and habitat. Oversight of public land planning and implementation efforts will be essential to monitor progress.




















