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Prior to 1850 birds that were presumably sage grouse were seen but not 
abundant.  The pre-1850 exploration parties could not find enough game, 
including birds, for camp sustenance and they had to eat their horses in order to 
survive the trip across what is now Nevada. 
 
Later, Ridgeway reported seeing them but they were few and far between. 
 
Ranches raising sheep and cattle were established before Ridgeway traveled 
through our area.  Early livestock grazing begin with sheep and cattle driven 
across Nevada on their way to feed the Forty-niners, and then sheep and cattle 
coming back into Nevada with the Comstock and other discoveries. 
 
Ranches were established based on the Spanish/Mexican concept that the 
control of water gave control of feed and control of water came on the basis of 
prior appropriation and beneficial use.  Ranches were being set up in the 1850s 
and through out the late 1800s. Changes to vegetation, development of irrigated 
meadows as hay fields, and predator control were all byproducts of ranching.  
Ranching greatly benefitted wildlife of all kinds including sage hens, mule deer, 
and a bunch of song bird species. 
 
All those benefits of ranching were provided to society at no charge because the 
costs of the benefits were paid by private enterprise with private capital.  
Following ranch establishment, society was blessed with an abundance of 
wildlife, access to remote areas following roads built by ranchers, even the towns 
were a result of ranch establishment and in turn were a source of shelter, food, 
and medical or emergency help for everyone. 
  
The birds increased to the historic peak populations in about 1950-1970.  That’s 
when sage hen flocks were reported to darken the sky when they flew off of 
meadows.  Those meadows were the product of irrigation by livestock producers. 
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See attached Exhibit #1 page 8 – Historical Sage Hen Numbers.  This was true 
for the whole state of Nevada. 
 
Predator control was in private hands until the end of the Depression when 
Wildlife Services included predator control goals.  I don’t remember the exact 
sequence of events and names but it should be easy to find on the USDA web 
site.  Early predator control efforts were targeting predators of domestic sheep, 
and that is still the case with sheepmen paying a head tax to support the federal 
predator control programs. 
 
Prior to 1080 they had strychnine and other toxicants available as well as 
trapping.  Many people argue that the effectiveness of 1080 is the direct cause of 
the sage grouse and mule deer peak in the mid-1900s.  I would argue effective 
predator control was important but only a part of the cause and effect of predator 
declines and game bird increases.  Changes to habitat had occurred as a direct 
result of grazing that also benefitted species such as sage hen and mule deer.  
Prior to about 1980 there was moderate to severe levels of grazing throughout 
the sage grouse areas and the birds thrived in the presence of fairly intense 
grazing pressure on the vegetation as well as the effective predator control in the 
same areas.  Agency biologists of course claim that sage hens and other species 
are creatures of some natural or primeval world and any disturbance by any 
person who is not a biologist destroys the balance of nature and the birds will all 
die.  See attached article on predators and ranching Exhibits #2, #3, and #4. 
 
My conclusion is that the sage hens increased as a result of heavy grazing of 
uplands and of wet meadows (most of the meadow acreage was created by 
irrigation) with lots of livestock and people within the sage hen habitats.  They 
were able to take advantage of the beneficial disturbance of habitat because 
predator control for the protection of sheep was intense within the sage grouse 
habitat.  That predator control became much more effective with the arrival of 
1080 in (I think) the mid-1940s.   
 
Just like the dramatic increase in sage hen numbers that followed the 
establishment of livestock ranches there are several things that coincide with the 
apparent catastrophic decline of sage grouse in the time between 1970 and 
2000. 
 
First in my mind is the regulatory attack on ranching that forced many ranches 
out of business.  Forest Service and BLM both started to systematically (and 
here I add ruthlessly) deny authorization for grazing for some percentage of each 
ranch grazing permit.  They didn’t often cancel a permit outright; rather the 
agency officials cut some part of the numbers of animals and watched with 
amusement as the rancher tried to stay in business when he didn’t have enough 
livestock to fully pay the costs of operation. 
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In the 1970s a number of the environmental laws came into existence and in 
response to these new laws the agencies dramatically increased the number of 
agency employees justified on the basis of enforcing the new regulations that the 
agencies wrote when the new laws told them to write more regulations.  
Bureaucrats are always self justifying and the period of time from about 1975 to 
present has got to be the golden age of government employment (known as the 
government spending bubble). 
 
The result of bureaucrats justifying their jobs in the next budget has had 
predictable results of regulatory abuse of the public in order tom give the 
appearance of each government job being indispensible.   Our communities lost 
the ranchers who were the direct cause of increased natural resource health to 
begin with, including increased numbers of sage hens.  And we lost effective 
predator control techniques including 1080 as a toxicant. 
 
So, beginning in the mid-1970s the numbers of government officials and the 
regulations that feed them began to rise exponentially, the numbers of livestock 
and livestock owners (ranchers) begin a dramatic decline, the numbers of many 
wildlife species including sage hens begin a dramatic decline, with the loss of 
ranchers came the simultaneous loss of predator control in general and 1080 in 
particular, and with the reduced effectiveness of predator control the predator 
population have increased a lot (not as much as the increase in bureaucrats 
though.) 
 
How can we tell if the loss of sage grouse since the peak population of about 
1960 is caused by the lapse in predator control or by the mushroomed population 
of federal and state biologists?  
 
What we do know is from the historic record that when we had more ranchers 
and especially more sheep and almost no state or federal biologists we had 
historically high numbers of sage grouse.  Most sane people would suggest that 
if we want to have the sage grouse numbers that we had 60 years ago then the 
obvious solution is to return to the range livestock production that we had 60 
years ago and let private enterprise once again bring benefits to our 
communities. 
 
 
 
 
 
      
Fred Fulstone 
Smith Nevada 
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