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Department of the Interior
Sage Grouse Conservation
2004
Under the direction of Secretary Gale Norton, the Department of the Interior is working in cooperation with other federal and State agencies to address concerns regarding long-term declines in sage grouse populations.  These concerns have prompted western state fish and wildlife agencies and federal agencies, such as the Bureau of Land Management, the U.S. Forest Service and the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to form a cooperative partnership, through an MOU, to work on conserving and managing sage brush habitat for the benefit of sage grouse and other sage brush dependent species.
background
Sage-grouse, once seen in great numbers and popular with hunters, are icons of the western landscape. These birds once ranged across 11 western states and three Canadian provinces. However, their populations have declined by 90 percent over the past century because of the loss, degradation, and fragmentation of sagebrush habitats. In fact, over 47 percent of suitable habitat in the historical ranges of the greater sage-grouse and Gunnison sage-grouse has been lost. A broad segment of the public is concerned about the health of sagebrush lands of the west. 

the  cooperative approach
Today the BLM manages over one-half of the remaining sagebrush habitat – over 30 million acres – for these majestic birds. The BLM recognizes the critical need to reverse habitat decline and restore sage-grouse populations.

To achieve conservation and restoration, there are two interrelated sage-grouse and sage-grouse habitat conservation planning efforts are under way. The efforts complement one another but serve different purposes.

1. State wildlife agencies are leading one effort – To develop sage-grouse conservation plans that cover lands regardless of ownership (federal, state or private). The Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies is coordinating the state wildlife agency-led planning process across all affected states, and the BLM is one of many participants in this effort. The state-led efforts will result in individual state sage-grouse conservation plans that will cover all lands. At present, the state-led sage-grouse conservation plans are in various stages of completion. BLM staff members have been actively involved in the development of many of these plans. This close coordination and involvement will help ensure that the BLM state-level strategies will parallel and complement the sage-grouse conservation planning efforts led by the affected state wildlife agencies. 

2. The BLM is leading the other effort – To develop habitat conservation strategies that are specific to BLM-managed public lands. The BLM strategies will be on two levels.
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A. The BLM’s National Sage-Grouse Habitat Conservation Strategy
This will assist the state offices as they develop the BLM state-level strategies, and will provide Bureau-wide consistent guidance on sage-grouse habitat management to BLM offices in states with sage-grouse habitat and sagebrush landscapes. 

· The draft national strategy was released for public comment June 21, 2003, and the BLM received many comments from the public, industry, state agencies, and special-interest groups before the comment period closed November 1, 2003. The BLM’s Sage-Grouse Strategy Team is considering these comments as they develop the Final National Sage-Grouse Habitat Conservation Strategy. 

· The BLM Team will also review the Western Association of Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA) assessment of rangewide sage-grouse populations and habitat when it is completed in May 2004. Applicable data from this comprehensive rangewide assessment will be integrated into the BLM’s Final National Strategy.

B. the blm state-level strategies
To complement state wildlife agency sage-grouse conservation plans, and provide more detail about BLM-specific considerations:
· BLM state-level implementation strategies will guide BLM incorporation of sage-grouse habitat considerations into existing and new land use plans. 

· The BLM will review all existing plans to determine if they adequately address sage-grouse habitat considerations and will amend the plans if they do not.

· The BLM state-level strategies will help ensure that BLM-authorized or BLM-permitted activities will not cause harm to sage-grouse habitat. 

· The BLM state-level strategies will also set goals for enhancing the sagebrush habitat, thereby benefiting populations of sage-grouse and other species dependent on the sagebrush ecosystem.

· Development of BLM state-level strategies will begin in January 2004. 

· Draft strategies are scheduled to be completed in September 2004, and the final strategies should be approved by January 2005. 
Questions about the BLM’s Sage-Grouse Habitat Conservation Strategy may be mailed to: BLM Sage-Grouse Team, P.O. Box 66625, Washington, D.C. 20035-6625.
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