_ Questlons and Answers for the
Greater Sage-Grouse Status Revnew

Ql What is the U.S. Fish and. Wlld!lfe Service’s determmatlon regarding the status of the
greater sage-grouse? .

Al: After evaluating all the available smentlﬁc and commercial information regarding greater
sage-grouse, including an analysis of the threats to the species anid sagebrush habitat, the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service has determined that protection under the Endangered Species Act
(ESA) is warranted. However, llstmg the greater sage-grouse at this time is precluded by the
need to address other Ilstmgs of higher priority.

The greater sage-grouse will be added to the list of candidate species under the ESA and will be
proposed for listing when funding and workload priorities for other listing actions allow.

Q2: What information did the Service use to make this decision? .

A2: The Service based its final determination on the accumulated scientific data provided by
State and Federal agencles and Tribes, as well as data and information provided through public
comments. The review of relevant materials included 25 chapters of new information and or
analyses contained in the peer-reviewed monograph entitled: Ecology and Conservation of
Greater Sage-Grouse: A Landscape Species and Its Habitats which was edited by the U.S
Geological Survey for a forthcoming publication by the Cooper Ornithological Socxety in their
Studies in Avian Biology Series. Thirty-eight scientists from federal, state, and
nongovernmental organizations collaborated to produce the analyses, synthesis, and findings
presented in the chapters of this monograph.

The Service recognlzes and thaniks all the States within the range of the greater sage-grouse for
their contrlbutlons to our knowledge of greater sage-grouse and sagebrush habitat.

Q3: During the previous Admmlstratlon, the Service determined that the greater sage-
grouse did not warrant propesal for llstmg ‘What are the prmelpal reéasons why FWS has
now reached the opposue conclusnon" '

A3: Since our 2005 status review, a sngmf' cant amount of new s¢ience is ava11able concerning
the status of the species and the effects of different land uses on the species’ survival, iricluding
new information obtained from the Cooper Omithological Soclety Monograph chapters the
Service received in pre-pubhcatlon form in 2008 and 2009. This information contained
eéxtensive scientific analysis that mtegrated the species’ ecology with’ existing land uses and
clearly documented that certain factors occumng on the landscape result in population declines
and populatlon extinctions. : :

Q4: If protectmg the sage-grouse is warranted, why is taking action on the sage- grouse a
lower priority than for other specles" What crlterla did the Servnce use to determme this
lower priority?
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Ad: Tni order to make the most effective use of its limited resources for listing species under the
ESA, the Service has developed a prrorlty syste_m desrgned dn'ect its efforts towards the plants
and animals in greatest need of protection: Candidate'specie are a551gned a priority number

froin 1 to 12, withi 1 being the highest priority, based on multiplé criteria, The magnitude of
threat is the most important consideration, followed by the immediacy of. the threat and the.
taxonofnic distinctivéness of the’ species (the inost’ ‘distinctive is a monotyptc genu 5, the na full
species, and lastly a subspecles, arlety or vertebrate populatron) S
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prlonty when compared With most of the' spectes on the candrda list,
other specres facing more immediate and severe threat of extmctlon must take pnorrty for -7,

preparmg hstlugproposals - e e

Q5: How many speciesare currently oii the candldate fist? How iany candidate Specie
will be addressed in the commgyear" e e e s st
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tmg Program completes proposed rules"
ec.l.énlirzo.lzo;.».- ST

Q6 leen how many species wrll remain on tl the candrdate llst afte
ge-gr se wrll be proposed for pr' ectlon under the ESA"

R

A6: The Servrce hasbeen makmg steady progress in recent years repal ] ,
y- given fiscal year, multrple factors dlctate how' uch wo k_the',‘Se 1ce
can undertake to prépare proposed listing documents, ‘The resolirces availdble for listing actions -
are determined through the annual Congressronal appropnatlons process. The number of | hstmg
¢ : omplexity of t """‘f_:'hlch_"
can vary widely. Thits; it i8 dlfﬁcult t0 predict how long it might be before '
4 proposed rule for the greater sage-grouse We will, however, feview its status annually and *

work w1th States, other Federal agencles, prlvate landowners, and other partners to step up

QT Is lt‘ possrble th
mlght decrde that it

AT: Yes itis possrble that the Servrce mrght declde the greater sage-grouse no.longer warrants

listing. The Service is required to annually update a finding that a species is warranted but

precluded for llstmg Durmg that - process, we consider new information that becomes, avallable
i in udmg new mt'ormatlo,' _about ts blology, i ad, their -

o
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This formal annual process allows the Service to review the status of the greater sage-grouse
until such time as either a proposed listing rule is published or a finding is made that listing is not

warranted.
Q8: What is being done now to conserve greater sage-grouse?

A8: Concern about long-term declines in greater sage-grouse populations was raised by State
game and fish agencies more than a decade ago. In response, the Fish and Wildlife Service
Jjoined with the Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA), representing all
of the Western state wildlife agencies, in 2006 to develop the Greater Sage-Grouse
Comprehensive Conservation Stratégy. The release of this strategy marked a true turning point,
enabling a shift from conservation planning to conservation implementation incorporating
adaptive management principles to inform and guxde future management practices.

In order to begm implementing the conservation strategy — which is aimed at jointly conserving
and managing sagebrush habitat for the benefit of greater sage-grouse and other sagebrush-
dependent species — WAFWA and federal agencies including the Bureau of Land Management,
U.S. Forest Service, and U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Natural Resources Conservation
Service, U.S. Geological Survey and Farm Services Agency joined together under a
Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) in 2008.

As a result of these steps, Western states have begun to implement significant sage-grouse
conservation efforts within their own borders. For example, in Wyoming, the state has developed
the Wyoming sage grouse core area conservation strategy. This important strategy is designed to
ensure a population objective of maintaining up to 80 percent of the breeding sage-grouse in the
State. The state of Montana has developed a Management Plan and Conservation Strategies to
direct sage-grouse management in the State. Montana has also developed a State core area
strategy to focus management, and is developing an off-site mitigation and compensation system
for sage-grouse. In addition, the state is supporting research on grazing strategies in sage-grouse
habitats in coordination with University of Montana and NRCS. And in Idaho, the Fish and
Wildlife Service and the Idaho Department of Fish and Game recently finalized the first ever
CCAA (candidate conservation agreement with assurances) for the greater sage-grouse. Fish and
Wildlife Service regulations allow for these agreements to be developed for potential candidate
species. These are just a few examples of widespread actions being implemented to benefit the
greater sage-grouse

Q9: What is a candidate species?

A9: Candidate species are plants and animals for which the Service has sufficient information on
their biological status and threats to propose them for listing as endangered or threatened under
the ESA, but for which development of a proposed listing regulation is precluded by hlgher
priority listing actions to address species in greater need.

Candidate species receive no statutory protection under the ESA. The Service encourages
voluntary cooperative conservation efforts for these species because they are, by definition,
species that warrant future protection under the ESA.



Q10 What conservatron actlons are.encouraged for candrdate s ecles" R

AlO Eft‘ectlve conservatlon actlons for candldate specres requlre a means of addressmg
-immediate, long-term, and identifiable threats Dependmg on the threats in a local area, specrﬁc
on-the—ground activities could mclude mcreasmg the:size of buffer zofles, around various types
of development activities; such as oil and gas development removal of plnyon-_;umper woodland
in aréa§where it'is eneroachmg on sagebrush habltat lmportant o' greater ‘sage- grouse protectmg‘
rlparlan (stream _ e) or other morst areas from mappro' ate levels of hvestock'j grazmg or other o

reduce the potentlal for restnctlve land us bol1c1es that may be necessary in the future if hstmg
occurs Addressmg the needs of specres before the regulatory requlrements assocrated with llsted

hstmg State age _
conservatlon of cand1dat
Q11: What tools are avallable for candldate specles" e

Al1: The Sérvice-and other féderal partners Have greater abrllty o pr vrde techmcal a_nd

financial assistance for onservation of’ carididate species on priva ( The Service provrdes
finanolal and techmcal a331stance to landowners seekmg to conse" s-candidate Species on thelr 7

lmplement spec1fio acttons de51gned to femove or-reduce threats_“to the covered species. CCAs
can involve both federal and non-federal lands. In some cases, these agreements have been so
successful that hstlng the species proved to be unnecessary. For non-federal landowners seekmg
‘reguilatory assurances, CCAAs are an effective tool. A CCAA provrdes partrelpatmg property
owners wrth a permrt contammg assurances that 1f they engage in certain conservatron actlons for

lxsted in the future unless they consent to the: chan e" For addrtlonal mformatlon on these tools, _ {
see htt ‘Ilwww.fws "ovlendan 'eredllandownerlmdex htmll L -




Q12: Why did the Service conduct a range-wide status review of the greater sage-grouse?

A12: The Service was sued by Western Watersheds Project on the merits of the 2005 finding
which determined that listing the greater sage-grouse was not warranted based on the scientific
information available at that time. In a stipulated agreement with the plaintiffs, we agreed to
submit a new finding to the Federal Register by February 26, 2010; by mutual agreement and
with approval of the involved court. That date was extended by one week to March 5, 2010.

Q13: What is a status review?

Al3: A status review is an in-depth examination of all the scientific information relating to a
species and its habitat. Tt provides the basis for making a finding as to whether listing is
warranted.

The Service sought out all available scientific and commercial information on greater sage-
grouse population trends, as well as information on the loss and modification of sagebrush
habitat. The purpose of the status review was to determine whether the greater sage-grouse
warranted listing as endangered or threatened under the ESA.

Q14: What is a greater sage-grouse and where do they live?

Al4:; Greater sage-grouse are large, rounded-winged, ground-dwelling birds, up to 30 inches
long and two feet tall, weighing from two to seven pounds. They have a long pointed tail with
legs feathered to the base of the toes. Females are a mottled brown, black, and white color. -
Males are larger and have a large white ruff around their neck and bright yellow air sacks on
their breasts, which they inflate during their mating displays. They are found in 11 States:
Washington, Oregon, California, Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, North Dakota, South
Dakota, and Wyoming. Small populations are also found in the Canadian provinces of Alberta
and Saskatchewan. - '

Q15: How did the Service determine the extinction risk for greater sage-grouse?

AlS5: A large volume of new information has been obtained, analyzed and published in peer
reviewed scientific documents since the 2005 finding. As a result, the causes of population
declines, and the loss of greater sage-grouse populations, are now befter understood. This new
scientific information, combined with updated information on the current status and the known
and projected uses of sagebrush habitat, was evaluated by the Service in making the finding.

Q16: What are the primary threats to greater sage-grouse?
Al6: Fragmentation of sagebrush habitats has been cited as the primary cause of the decline of
greater sage-grouse populations. Greater sage-grouse are a landscape scale species, requiring

large expanses of sagebrush to meet all seasonal habitat requirements.

The Service analyzed potential factors that may affect the habitat or range of the greater sage-
grouse and determined that habitat loss and fragmentation resulting from wildfire, invasive



plants, energy development urbanlzatlon, agrlcultural conversion, and infrastructure
developmient are the | primary thredts to thé'species. The negative effects of fragmentation on
greater sage-grouse are diverse and include reduced lek (courtship site) persistence, lek
ttendance wmter habltat use, recruxtment yearlmg annual surv1val and female nest 31te chorce '

Fire: F ire is'a pnmary cause of recent large-scale losses of hab1tat Fire frequenmes have
increased as a fesilt of the mcurs1on of mvaswe plant spec1es As a result thxs stressor 1s
anttcxpated to mcrease L : ‘

Invasives: e
Once established, invasive plants reduce and climinate vegetation essential for greater sage-
grouse to usé a$ food and cover, and facrhtate a shorter fire cycle Techmques to control invasive
plants on a Iandscape scale necéssary to supportthe greater sage-grouse are hmlted -and have
generally been ineffective to date. B

EnergyDevel ‘ S B R !
Greater sage grouse populattons are negatrvely aﬁ‘ected by energy development actmtles
(primarily oil, gas, and ¢odl:bed methane), especlally those that degrade 1mportant sagebrush
habitat, even when mltlgatwe measurés are implemented, Tiipacts can tesult frémdirect habitat
loss, fragmentation of impoitant habitats by roads, pipelines and powerlmes, and direct human
disturbance. The negative effects 6f eniergy developmient often add to the impacts from other” -
human development resultmg in declmes in greater sage-grouse populatlons

Popuilation declmes assoclated w1th energy development results ﬁ'om abandonment of leks
decreased attendance at the leks that' persist, lower nest initiation,’ poor nest success and chick -
survival, deereased yearlmg survwal and avoidance of ¢ eftergy lnﬁ'astructure in 1mportant -
wrntermg habltat Energy exploratlon and development is prOJected to lncrease over the next 20
years . : A

An estlmated 30 percent of habitat i in greater sage-grouse range has hlgh potentlal for wmd
power.. The effects of renewable energy development are likely to be 51m11ar to those of :
nonrenewable eneigy assimilar types of ilifrastrirctire are. requlred ; : ¥

Urbanization; - SR R : :
Since 1950; the'western: Unlted States.has exceeded the’ natronal average in’ the populat10n

growth rate, with rural Aréas growing’ “faster than' urban aréas i 60 percent of the countresr inthe -
Rocky Mountaln States, This growthhas led to increases'in’ urban siburban and raral®

' development ‘In addition; thé preserice of domestic pets arid predators associated with-humans - -
(e.g. foxes, skunks, ravens) also negatively affect the greater sage-grouse. Given the current
demographlc and economic trends inthe RockyMountainWest; we beliéve urbanization will '
contmue to mcrease, resultlng in ﬁu‘ther habltat fragmentatlon and degradatlon

Agrlcultural convéision:- Greater sage-grouse become locally extmct when’the amount’ of tilled -
agriculture within an area eXcegds 25 percent of the surrounding land covet.: Agrlculture also -~
results in indirect effects to both the sage-grouse and sagebrush habitats due to the supportmg
1nfrastructure and the presence of human-assocrated predators S ﬂ



Grazing: Grazing is the most extensive land use across the range of the greater sage-grouse.
Grazing can be managed appropriately to be compatible with conservation of the sage-grouse.
We caution that the removal! of sagebrush to promote forage production is not compatible with
greater sage-grouse conservation and should be avoided.

Infrastructure:

Infrastructure includes a broad array of structures necessary to support most kinds of energy and
human developments (e.g., powerlines, plpelmes fences and roads). As an example, powerlines
can directly affect greater sage-grouse by posing a collision and electrocution hazard and can
have indirect effects by increasing predation by providing hunting perches for many species of
raptors. Impacts from roads may include direct habitat loss, direct mortality, barriers to migration
corridors, facilitation of predators and spread of invasive vegetative species and other indirect
impacts such as noise.

Climate Change:

Projected climate change and its associated consequences have the potentlal to affect the greater
sage-grouse and increase its risk of extinction as the impacts of climate change compound the
effects of other stressors already impacting the species.

The long-term impact of climate change to greater sage-grouse is yet to be determined.
However, changes in temperature and prempltatlon regimes associate with climate change are
likely to facilitate the incursion of invasive plants and the associated changes in fire regime
which currently pose significant threats to greater sage-grouse and the sagebrush ecosystem.

As there is some degree of uncertainty regarding the potential effects of climate change on
greater sage-grouse, climate change in and of itself was not considered a 51gn1ﬁcant factor in our
determination whether greater sage-grouse is warranted for listing.

Regulatory Mechanisms:

Federal agencies manage the majority of greater sage-grouse habitat in the United States. Their
participation in controlling greater sage-grouse habitat fragmentation is essential to long-term
persxstence Overall, the ability of these agencies to adequately address the issues of wildfire and
invasive plants across the landscape is limited. However, the Service belleves a strategic
conservation approach can be adopted to target the protection of greater sage-grouse habitats
from fire and other forms of habitat loss and fragmentation. Energy development and its
associated infrastructure are expected to continue. Protective measures and strategic siting of
energy developments away from core sage grouse habitats are needed to reduce this threat into
the future. Such efforts should be undertaken in collaboration with State Wildlife agencies who
will continue to manage greater sage-grouse; and should be consistent with the Western
Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies 2006 Greater sage-grouse Rangewide Conservation
Strategy developed jointly by WAFWA, the Service, Bureau of Land Management and U.S.
Forest Service.



Q17: Is there an estimate of how many sage-grouse current exist?

AlT: Populatlon nunibers are difficult to éstimate due'to the Iarge range ‘of the specles and .
inconsistent samplmg protocols for ek § surveys. The annizal’ countlng ‘'of males on leks remains
the prithary approach to monitoring long-térm’ trends of populat1ons and standardlzed techmques
are begmnmg to be implemented throughout the species” range. :

Populatlon pro_]ectlons suggest the populatlon will decline across the species’ range in coming
years, and extirpation is anticipated in some arcas affected by energy development and 1ncreased
wildfire frequency within the next 30'to 100 years The resultlng landscape w1ll consist of '
scattered sage-grouse populatmns across the’ specres range with minimal, if any, connectmty,
placing the species at’ mcreasmg rlsk of at mcreasmg rlsk of substantlal declme or’ extlrpatlon in
addltlonal areas.

Q18: How much sagebrush habrtat is there?

A18: Current sagebrush habitat is estxmated at approx1mately 160 m1111on acres = about half of
the estunated hlStOI'lc aereage ‘

Q19: Is the greater sage grouse the only wildlife dependent upon sagebrush habltats"

A19: No. In fact, the followmg wildlifé speciés are either partially or ent1re1y dependent upon
sagebrush habitat: Prorlghorn Antelope (also benefits from grassland habltats) the Sage =
Thrashet, thé Gunnisor: Sage-Grouse (different species found in Utah and ‘western Colorado) the
Pygmy Rabbit, the’ Sage Sparrow, the Brewer's: Sparrow Ferhiginous hawks, the Loggerhead
Shrike, and the Whrte~Taaled Prame Dog :

Q20: How w1ll today’s action affect oil and gas development within the range of the sage
grouse? What about wind power development and livestock grazmg? ) B

A20: As a candidate species, the greater sage-grouse does not have any regulatory protectlon o
We recommend thiat pro_]ect ‘proponents wantmg to conduct activitiés in occup1ed sage-g'rouse
habitat coordmate with the Service and the Statesto develop pro_]ects that are compahble w1th
greater; sage—grouse conservatlon Oil and gas developrnent and wind power development is not '
compatlble ‘with the species tnless done ina strategic ‘way. where key hab1tats are: conserved
Livestock gfazing can be mafiaged in a'manner compatlble with : sage—grouse conservatlon ;
Service biologists are available to assist pro_|ect proponents in developmg prOJects that are ‘
compatlble w1th greater sage-grouse conservatlon )



