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REPORT IN RESPONSE TO SECRETARIAL ORDER 3353 

August 4, 2017 

 
I. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report responds to Secretarial Order 3353, “Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation and 

Cooperation with Western States” (June 7, 2017) (the Order). In response to the Order, the 

Department of the Interior (DOI) appointed a DOI Sage-Grouse Review Team (DOI Team)1 to 

address the elements of the order and produce a report. In developing the report and 

recommendations, the DOI Team sought input from the Eleven Western States2 identified in the 

Order and coordinated with the U.S. Department of Agriculture Forest Service (USFS). The DOI 

Team respectfully requests the Secretary to direct the appropriate DOI bureaus to implement the 

recommendations and periodically report outcomes to the Deputy Secretary. 

 

Together, the DOI Team, and managers and staff from the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), 

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), and U.S. Geological Survey (USGS), and the Sage-

Grouse Task Force (SGTF)—made up of representatives of the Governors of each of the Eleven 

States—identified issues, options to address those issues, and next steps to implement the Order. 

The DOI Team and the SGTF are committed to a balanced approach that provides both 

responsible economic development and long term conservation of the Greater Sage-Grouse 

(GRSG)3. This commitment includes an interest by most States in retaining the 2015 GRSG 

Plans—using policy and clarifications initially to better align them with State plans and 

programs and to meet the purposes of the Order, while continuing joint engagement to further 

define consideration of potential targeted plan amendments. The Federal agencies and States are 

also committed to continue to work with partners to prioritize staff and funding to implement on-

the-ground actions to conserve and restore GRSG habitat. 

 

The DOI Team and the SGTF affirm that the issues and options identified in this report do not 

apply to each State, are not consensus opinions from all States, and are not “one size fits all.” 

Pertinent issues and associated solutions should be tailored to each State’s needs while ensuring 

conservation of the species. Whenever possible, the options identified by the DOI Team provide 

near-term opportunities to resolve concerns and issues and achieve the purpose of the Order, 

including development of policies, clarification, memoranda of understanding (MOUs), and 

training, many of which can be completed within 6 months (see Section IV and Appendix A). 

The DOI Team also identified longer term options, including potential plan amendments, which 

would be completed in accordance with applicable laws and policies (see Section IV and 

Appendix A).  

                                                           
1 The DOI Team consists of co-leads Kathleen Benedetto, Special Assistant to the Secretary - BLM; John Ruhs, 

BLM Deputy Director of Operations; Casey Hammond, Special Assistant to the Secretary - Fish, Wildlife, and 

Parks; Gregory Sheehan, FWS Deputy Director; Anne Kinsinger, USGS Associate Director for Ecosystems; Cynthia 

Moses-Nedd, DOI Liaison to State and Local Government; Timothy Williams, DOI Deputy Director of External 

Affairs; Amanda Kaster, Advisor to the Secretary; and Vincent DeVito, Energy Counselor to the Secretary. 
2 The Eleven States are California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, North Dakota, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, 

Washington, and Wyoming. 
3 It should be noted that the States of Idaho and Utah have pending challenges to the 2015 Sage-Grouse Plans. While 

these States participated in identifying issues related to the Federal plans, these States do not waive or concede any 

of their legal arguments. The Nevada Attorney General also filed suit and does not waive or concede Nevada's legal 

arguments. Similarly, the federal agencies do not waive or concede any of their legal arguments. 
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This report recommends continued collaboration with the States, including both through the 

SGTF and between each Governor’s office and the respective Bureau of Land Management 

(BLM) State Director and USFS Regional Forester, as well as key BLM and USFS national-level 

Directors. This report also recommends engagement on the issues and options identified in this 

report with Congressional delegations, counties, local governments, and tribes, as well as with 

ranchers, industry, conservation groups, and other stakeholders. This additional engagement 

would be used to refine the options and develop a plan for prioritized implementation of the 

options in this report.  

 

The review conducted in response to the Order identified many opportunities, summarized in this 

report, to clarify the BLM’s management under the 2015 GRSG Plans. Clarifications, policies, 

agreements, or training could: (1) address issues related to habitat assessment and monitoring, 

including the Habitat Assessment Framework, and grazing management; (2) take advantage of 

flexibility in the 2015 GRSG Plans to support energy, mineral, and other development; (3) 

increase consistency between the BLM and States on density and disturbance caps and 

mitigation; and (4) in some cases, allow adjustments to habitat boundaries and address issues 

with adaptive management.  

 

The review also identified longer term options to consider some issues through a potential plan 

amendment process. This report recommends further investigation of potential plan amendments, 

including considering what combination of potential plan amendments would best balance 

continuing to conserve the GRSG and its habitat and supporting economic development, and 

whether to consider State-by-State or range-wide amendments. Potential plan amendments could 

be considered in some States to remove or modify sagebrush focal area (SFA) designations; 

address adjustments to habitat management boundaries; adjust responses to reaching adaptive 

management triggers; evaluate the compensatory mitigation standard; and provide additional 

flexibility in resource development.  

 

The report identifies opportunities to improve coordination on fire, fuels, and invasive species 

management develop MOUs, increase data sharing, initiate new research, and incorporate new 

information into plan implementation. The report also includes recommendations on captive 

breeding, translocations, predator control, and setting population targets. 

 

II. BACKGROUND 

The GRSG is a State-managed species throughout its range with approximately half of its habitat 

managed by the BLM and USFS. State-led efforts to conserve the species and its habitat date 

back to the 1950s. For the past two decades, State wildlife agencies, Federal agencies, and many 

others in the range of the species have been coordinating efforts to conserve GRSG and its 

habitat.  

 

In 2010, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) found that the GRSG was warranted for 

listing under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) but precluded from listing due to other species 

with higher listing priority. In the 2010 finding, the FWS identified habitat loss and 

fragmentation and lack of regulatory mechanisms as the primary threats. In 2012, the FWS, in 

collaboration with the States, led an effort to identify conservation objectives for GRSG and its 
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habitat. The Conservation Objectives Team report, released in 2013, identified objectives for 14 

potential threats to the GRSG including: fire, nonnative invasive plants, energy development, 

sagebrush removal, improper grazing, range management structures, wild horses and burros, 

pinyon-juniper expansion, agricultural conversion, mining, recreation, urbanization, 

infrastructure, and fences.  

 

The BLM and USFS initiated land use planning processes to provide regulatory certainty in 

addressing the threats of habitat loss and fragmentation on Federal lands to conserve the GRSG 

and its habitat, avoid further population declines, and avoid the need to list under the ESA. Early 

in the process, the BLM and USFS collaborated with the States to pursue State-by-State land use 

planning. These State-by-State approaches were supplemented with range-wide decisions to 

increase consistency between the 2015 GRSG Plans and to respond to the issues addressed in the 

FWS’s 2010 listing determination. Several States identified instances in which they did not 

believe the final approved BLM 2015 GRSG Plan was consistent with the applicable State plan, 

particularly with regard to range-wide decisions. There were also concerns that the records of 

decision and final approved 2015 GRSG Plans included decisions from alternatives other than 

proposed alternative (as described in the proposed plans and final environmental impact 

statements) and therefore differed from the State’s expectations based on the collaborative 

planning efforts. 

 

In September 2015, the BLM and the USFS adopted amendments and revisions to 98 land use 

plans (2015 GRSG Plans) across the ten4 Western States addressing, in part, GRSG and its 

habitat. In September 2016, the BLM issued seven instruction memoranda (IMs; IMs 2016-139 

through 2016-145) to provide guidance on certain elements of the 2015 GRSG Plans.  

 

In October 2015, relying upon the conservation commitments and progress reflected in the 2015 

GRSG Plans and other private, State, and Federal conservation efforts, the FWS published its 

determination that the GRSG did not warrant listing under the ESA. In making that finding, the 

FWS determined the 2015 GRSG Plans provided certain and effective measures for conservation 

of the species. The FWS also committed to work with State and Federal partners to conduct a 

GRSG status review in 5 years to determine if plan implementation was indeed conserving the 

GRSG and its habitat. 

 

The BLM, USFS, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), FWS, State agencies, and 

other partners have been working collaboratively, to the extent practicable, to implement the 

Federal and State plans to conserve GRSG and its habitat. A particular focus has been placed on 

an all-lands approach, encompassing Federal, State, and private lands, to achieve habitat 

restoration, fire control, and fuels management. Through these efforts, hundreds of thousands of 

acres of sagebrush rangelands have been restored or are on their way to being restored. 

 

III. PROCESS UTILIZED FOR REVIEW 

In June 2017, the Acting BLM Director, the DOI Team, and DOI staff met with the SGTF to 

discuss the Order and establish a process for State input on the items identified in the Order. The 

                                                           
4 While Washington is included in the review for the Order, the majority of the State was not part of the 2015 GRSG 

Plans. A BLM land use plan that will include GRSG conservation for the Spokane District in Washington is 

currently under development. 
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BLM, FWS, and USGS managers and staff also began working with each State to gather 

information related to the Order, including State-specific issues and potential options for actions 

with respect to the 2015 GRSG Plans and IMs to identify opportunities to promote consistency 

with State plans. The SGTF developed an initial list of issues and refined those issues and 

options on a State-by-State basis while working with the respective BLM State Directors. In July 

2017, the Federal agencies and the SGTF met twice to further refine and validate the issues and 

options presented in this report.  

 

The following actions were also completed to address specific sections of the Order:  

 Section 4b(i), (iii), and (iv) of the Order: Each BLM State Director worked with their 

Governor’s office(s) to review State plans and programs and the 2015 GRSG Plans. 

 Section 4b(ii): DOI staff worked with the SGTF and individual Governor’s offices to 

further examine invasive species and wildland fire issues.  

 Section 4b(v): The Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA) 

developed and submitted to the SGTF white papers on each of the topics described in this 

provision of the Order.  

 DOI staff also worked with the SGTF and the individual Governor’s offices to gather 

further information on data and science.  

 

In these reviews, the need for MOUs and other agreements and training, as called for in Section 

4a of the Order, and cooperative management and collaborative partnerships, as called for in 

Section 5c of the Order were also considered. These individual reviews were then rolled-up for 

further discussion with the SGTF and the DOI Team and staff. Based on these reviews, the 

SGTF and DOI Team identified issues, potential options, and next steps to include in this report 

in response to Section 5d of the Order.  

 

IV. RECOMMENDATIONS 

This section provides an overview of the issues identified and potential options to address those 

issues (see Appendix A), as well as recommendations on the topics of wildland fire and invasive 

species, wildlife management, and data and science (see Appendices B through D). Appendix E 

contains other issues identified that are not directly related to the 2015 GRSG Plans and that are 

not addressed in this report but may warrant further coordination between the BLM and the 

States. Appendix F contains white papers developed by WAFWA related to wildlife topics.  

  

In regard to Washington, a new BLM land use plan for the Spokane District has not yet been 

issued. Based on the Order and the recommendations included in this report for the 2015 GRSG 

Plans, Washington and the BLM will review the BLM’s preliminary draft plan to identify any 

further opportunities to increase compatibility with the State plan, address the elements of the 

Order, and consider issues and options included in this report. The BLM will work to issue the 

Spokane District draft plan for public comment as soon as practicable after this review is 

complete. 

 

In discussions with the SGTF, there is general consensus that all partners are committed to 

effective and durable measures to provide for the conservation of GRSG to ensure there is no 

need to list GRSG under the ESA in the future. There is agreement that monitoring and reporting 

on conservation actions, habitat condition and trends, and economic development are essential. 
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Such monitoring is key to demonstrate the effectiveness of State and Federal GRSG Plans in 

addressing the threats, including habitat fragmentation, invasive species, and fire, as well as 

support for local economic opportunities and development.  

 

This report includes short and long term approaches to address issues of concern through policy, 

clarification, and training (short term), as well as investigating potential targeted plan 

amendments (long term). Certain options are prioritized for further work to begin immediately, 

including: identifying options to incorporate updated habitat boundaries into habitat management 

areas; clarifying mechanisms to modify waivers, exceptions, and modifications in priority habitat 

management areas (PHMAs); modifying the fluid mineral lease prioritization policy; issuing or 

modifying policy and providing training on use of the habitat objectives tables from the 2015 

GRSG Plans; identifying options for addressing hard trigger responses when applying adaptive 

management decisions; and researching the ability to streamline authorizations for activities with 

little or no impact on GRSG. 

 

a. 2015 GRSG Plans and Policies (Addressing Sections 4b(i), (iii), and (iv) and 4a of the 

Order) 

i. Fluid Minerals (Stipulations, Waivers, Exceptions, Modifications, Leasing 

Prioritization) and Density and Disturbance 

There are multiple opportunities to be responsive to the Executive Order on “Promoting 

Energy Independence and Economic Growth” and the Secretarial Order on “American 

Energy Independence,” while continuing a robust commitment to the conservation of 

GRSG. A cooperative DOI and State effort can provide the flexibility for responsible 

economic growth and at the same time ensure conservation of GRSG habitat. 

 

The areas of leasing prioritization and the PHMA stipulation’s waiver, exception, and 

modification language are suggested issues of focus for the BLM subsequent to the 

submittal of this report. Leasing prioritization options include policy clarification while 

developing the approach to revise IMs for leasing prioritization either nationally or State-

by-State. For waiver, exception, and modification language for PHMA stipulations, 

options include investigating opportunities to provide additional waivers, modifications, 

and exceptions through policy or potential plan amendments, while adequately 

addressing the threats in the area, avoiding habitat loss or fragmentation, and ensuring 

effective and durable conservation, while providing for economic development.  

 

For general habitat management areas (GHMAs), stipulations identified vary on a State-

by-State basis. Options include developing State-specific policy or training to explain 

how to use existing flexibility or considering alternative stipulations.  

 

For SFAs, longer term options include considering potential plan amendment(s) to 

modify or remove SFA fluid minerals stipulations.  

 

The 2015 GRSG Plans define processes for calculating the amount of surface disturbance 

and the density of energy and mining facilities. The 2015 GRSG Plans recognized State 

processes, if they were in place prior to the plans being approved and if the data could be 

accessed to meet reporting requirements for density of development and acres disturbed 
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and reclaimed. Some States have developed or are in the process of developing new tools 

for density and disturbance calculations. For some States, there may be differences 

between the State plans and the 2015 GRSG Plans in the list of disturbances to count and 

the appropriate scale (project and biologically significant unit) where the disturbance and 

density caps should apply. Options include the BLM and the States identifying State-

specific inconsistencies and evaluating the various processes and tools for (1) consistency 

between Federal and State approaches for calculating the amount of surface disturbance 

and the density of energy and mining facilities, (2) adequacy to conserve GRSG, and (3) 

the ability to report on disturbance associated with uses, as well as restoration actions that 

result in achieving conservation of the habitat.  

 

ii. Mitigation and Net Conservation Gain 

There are concerns that the mitigation requirements in the 2015 GRSG Plans (including 

the net conservation gain standard and the need for a clear definition of that standard) 

may differ from requirements in some of the State plans. The States prefer consistency 

between State mitigation standards and the BLM mitigation standard and a definition that 

encompasses the various standards the States have adopted. The DOI is currently 

reviewing its mitigation policies and may issue revised policy, including consideration of 

various mitigation standards, such as one-to-one ratio, equivalent value, no net loss, or 

other standards. It was recognized during the review that if the States have permitting 

authority that includes compensatory mitigation requirements, applicants for uses on 

public lands may need to meet both State and Federal compensatory mitigation 

requirements. The DOI Team and the SGTF agree that consistent application of the 

mitigation hierarchy (avoid, minimize, and compensate), including compensatory 

mitigation standards and other requirements between State and Federal plans, policies, 

and procedures, is desirable. Additional coordination on the approach to mitigation and 

standards is a priority. 

 

In 2015, the SGTF formed the Sage-Grouse Mitigation Workgroup to develop a report to 

provide for greater certainty of implementing mitigation across the range. The report, 

“Greater Sage-Grouse Compensatory Mitigation,” was delivered to the SGTF in 

December 2016. The report identifies the key principles for successful compensatory 

mitigation efforts. This report may be helpful to further coordinate on mitigation. States 

have demonstrated, or are confident that as their mechanism(s) become available, that 

their mitigation approaches are or will be adequate to meet the principles in this 

mitigation framework while supporting economic development. States have indicated that 

compensatory mitigation to offset unavoidable impacts is an important tool, in addition to 

restrictions associated with avoid and minimize, to provide increased flexibility and 

options to authorize development and provide adequate conservation of the habitat.  

 

In the short term, options identified to address concerns related to mitigation include 

defining “net conservation gain” and developing policy and MOUs with the States to 

ensure compensatory mitigation is commensurate with the project-specific residual 

impacts and coordinate and clarify options for use of each State’s approach when 

applying mitigation, including meeting the net conservation gain standard. Longer term 

options could include a potential plan amendment to consider changes to the Federal 
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compensatory mitigation standard. Options to consider could include investigating using 

the State standards; setting a Federal standard as a minimum and using the State 

standards if they are equal or higher than the Federal standard; or using the Federal 

standard on public land and the State standard on private or State lands. 

 

iii. Habitat Assessment, Habitat Objectives Tables, and Effectiveness Monitoring 

The SGTF and DOI Team discussed issues relating to confusion on the use and 

inconsistent application of the Habitat Assessment Framework (HAF); Assessment, 

Inventory, and Monitoring (AIM) data; other data; and the habitat objectives table that is 

included in each of the 2015 GRSG Plans. Clarifications on how information is collected 

and used will improve the way the BLM evaluates GRSG habitat and applies the data and 

habitat objectives tables to management decisions on public lands.  

 

In the short term, options include providing additional training to field staff and partners 

on the use of HAF, AIM, other monitoring data, habitat objectives, and other tools and 

methods; revising the policies on habitat assessment and effectiveness monitoring as 

needed to clarify their use; and issuing new policy explaining how to use habitat 

objectives. Other short term options include investigating tools and methods to streamline 

gathering and reporting on habitats in good condition and focusing increased attention 

and time on degraded habitats or habitats at risk. In the longer term, new science and 

information may result in considering a potential plan amendment to revise the habitat 

objectives tables in the 2015 GRSG Plans to reflect best available science.  

 

iv. Adaptive Management 

The SGTF and DOI Team identified two main issues: (1) responses instituted to respond 

to tripping a hard trigger prior to causal factor analysis may not address the threat 

identified in the analysis; and (2) the inability to revert to previous management when 

conditions improve after tripping and responding to a trigger. 

 

In the short term, an option is to develop policy to clarify the implementation of the 

adaptive management process, including conducting causal analysis when either a soft or 

hard trigger is reached. However, most concerns with adaptive management can likely 

not be addressed through policy. Long term options include potential plan amendments to 

consider (1) removing automatic hard trigger management responses when population or 

habitat recovers above the original condition (the condition prior to a trigger being 

reached), and more restrictive hard trigger management responses are no longer required 

to conserve the GRSG or its habitat; and (2) providing flexibility to identify appropriate 

management responses based on a causal analysis when a hard trigger is reached, while 

still ensuring a rapid response to catastrophic population or habitat losses. 

 

v. Livestock Grazing 

The SGTF and the DOI Team recognize that improper grazing is a threat to the 

conservation of GRSG, while proper grazing management is compatible with conserving 

GRSG habitat and, in some situations, may support or benefit habitat management. There 

is a perception of undue emphasis on livestock grazing in general, instead of a focus on 
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improper grazing. Issues include how to prioritize and process grazing permits and 

monitoring actions and provide additional flexibility in applying management appropriate 

to on-the-ground conditions at the BLM field office level.  

 

In the short term, options include revising policy to: incorporate guidance on how to 

prioritize and complete grazing permit renewal and to emphasize where there are known 

impacts to GRSG habitat; clarify that habitat objectives are not used directly in permit 

renewal but instead are used to help inform land health (see Section IV(a)(iii) of this 

report); and clarify that thresholds and responses can vary in different habitat types. 

Additional short term options include developing a more collaborative approach with 

grazing permittees and other stakeholders and providing training to field staff and 

partners to ensure policy and existing procedures are correctly applied. Policies and 

training should clarify that proper livestock grazing is compatible with GRSG habitat 

and, in some cases, may be used to address threats to GRSG (e.g., controlling invasive 

exotic annual grass species). In addition, the BLM will continue to pursue (1) targeted 

grazing pilot projects to investigate the use of grazing to address excessive fuels and 

create strategic fuels breaks and (2) outcome-based grazing demonstration projects to 

investigate the use of flexible grazing permits to respond effectively to changing 

conditions while helping to improve habitat.  

 

vi. Other Minerals, Energy, and Lands (e.g., rights-of-way) 

These discussions centered on four distinct topics: (1) concerns that broad exclusions and 

closure areas may not address the uses and associated threats to GRSG in a PHMA; (2) a 

need to clarify how to evaluate proposed actions in an avoidance area; (3) available 

flexibility on application of required design features (RDFs); and (4) lack of clarity on the 

application and size of lek buffers. The discussions varied according to the needs of each 

State, as there are complexities created by the various land ownership patterns (e.g., 

consolidated Federal ownership vs. scattered Federal ownership). 

 

Options include evaluating each State’s approach to identify how it differs from each 

2015 GRSG Plan and to consider whether the State’s mechanism, including 

compensatory mitigation, could adequately address the threats in the area, avoid habitat 

loss or fragmentation, and ensure effective and durable conservation, while providing for 

economic development. For example, if gravel pits are in an area closed to that use, and 

the State’s mechanisms for managing gravel pits, including compensatory mitigation, 

may provide equivalent assurance for conservation of the species and its habitat, then this 

topic should be further investigated. 

 

The topics of how to implement land use authorizations in avoidance areas, the 

application of RDFs, and the use of lek buffers all share the need for additional clarity or 

training, including sharing lessons learned across jurisdictional boundaries. In the short 

term, options include providing clarifications and policy on how to evaluate proposed 

uses in avoidance areas and how to use existing flexibility in applying RDFs and buffers. 

This includes the consideration of State-proposed RDFs or buffers, as well as local 

conditions and other factors. The DOI Team also recommends additional research to (1) 
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evaluate appropriate buffers for different uses and the effectiveness of various RDFs and 

(2) incorporation of new science into plan implementation as it becomes available.  

 

vii. Habitat Boundaries - Sagebrush Focal Areas and Habitat Management Areas 

Concerns were identified with: (1) whether SFA designations and their associated 

decisions are necessary in some States or if underlying allocations (PHMAs, Important 

Habitat Management Areas, GHMAs, or others) and associated decisions are adequate to 

meet GRSG conservation, including effectiveness and durability; and (2) the BLM’s 

ability to adjust habitat management area boundaries and associated decisions to 

incorporate revised habitat mapping by States. States regularly refine habitat maps 

delineating GHMAs and PHMAs through on-the-ground verification and incorporation of 

new information, and the concern was expressed that the 2015 GRSG Plans may not 

provide the flexibility to incorporate these updates. 

 

In the short term, options include investigating each 2015 GRSG Plan to determine if 

there is flexibility to adopt revised habitat maps from the States to adjust habitat 

management area boundaries and develop a process and criteria for evaluating and 

adopting future habitat mapping corrections, which may include considering potential 

plan amendments in some States. In the long term, options include potential plan 

amendments to evaluate the need to remove or modify SFAs allocations in some States, 

including whether to retain, modify, or remove associated SFA management actions to 

achieve effective and durable GRSG conservation. 

 

b. Wildland Fire and Invasive Species (Addressing Sections 4b(ii) and 4a of the Order) 

Pursuant to the Order, the DOI Team examined the “Integrated Rangeland Fire Management 

Strategy” (IRFMS) to identify issues associated with preventing and controlling the 

proliferation of invasive grasses and wildland fire, including seeking feedback from States. 

Recommended additional steps are outlined in Appendix B. 

 

The IRFMS provides a comprehensive approach to reduce the size, severity, and cost of 

rangeland fires, address the spread of cheatgrass and other invasive species that exacerbate 

the threat of fire, position fire management resources for more effective rangeland fire 

response, and restore burned rangelands to healthy landscapes. Feedback from the States and 

WAFWA demonstrated a strong history of Federal and State collaboration surrounding the 

goals and actions in the IRFMS. 

  

The following recommendations will further enhance the implementation of the IRFMS:  

 Continue to complete action items from the IRFMS; support ongoing State-led 

efforts, including the WAFWA “Sagebrush Conservation Strategy” and the Western 

Association of State Departments of Agriculture (WASDA) “Western Invasive Weed 

Action Plan”; implement the “National Seed Strategy for Rehabilitation and 

Restoration”; and implement action items from the Western Governors Association 

National Forest and Rangeland Management Initiative. 

 Increase collaboration and outreach, including support for the SageWest 

communications initiative, joint prioritization and funding of projects, support for 

rangeland fire protection associations (RFPAs) and rural fire departments (RFDs), 
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establishment of wildfire protection agreements, and support for the “National 

Cohesive Wildland Fire Management Strategy.”  

 Conduct research and field trials to further streamline and increase success in 

restoration and fuels management activities, including pursuing new biocides and 

herbicides, accelerating Environmental Protection Agency registration and land 

management agency use of new tools, and investigation and use of targeted grazing. 

 Work with the DOI and Congress to reinstate authorities to provide equipment to 

State and local cooperators for firefighting.  

 Enhance multijurisdictional funding of projects on public and private lands and 

commit to multiyear funding of projects to increase likelihood of success. 

 Complete risk-based budget allocation adjustments in the DOI to ensure fire and fuels 

funding is allocated to high-risk/high-value areas, including increasing the BLM’s 

fire and fuels budget to be in line with identified fire risk to public lands. 

 

c. Wildlife Management (Addressing Sections 4b(v) and 4a of the Order and Other 

Requests by the DOI Team) 

As a State trust species, individual States exercise their authority to manage and conserve 

GRSG according to their own laws and policies. In response to the Order, the WAFWA 

developed four technical white papers (Appendix F) to summarize the current scientific 

literature and management experience on the issues of: (1) captive breeding, (2) population 

objectives, (3) predator control, and (4) hunting. As recognized by the Order, it is the 

prerogative of each individual State to conserve and manage State trust species and, thus, to 

determine whether a Statewide population target is appropriate and whether any of these 

management tools should be implemented within the respective States. In support of setting 

population targets, the DOI Team recommends support for developing tools and techniques 

to estimate and set population objectives, including (1) a State/Federal/academic partnership 

that is working to develop and refine techniques to better estimate range-wide populations 

over the next two years; and (2) USGS-supported research to improve the ability to find new 

leks, understand the percent of leks not counted because they are unknown, and increasing 

the accuracy of counts once leks are detected.  

 

i. Captive breeding, as a wildlife management tool, is best suited to augmenting small, at-

risk populations for short periods of time, while factors contributing to population 

declines are simultaneously addressed. Because captive breeding of GRSG has not yet 

proven effective, requires expenditures that would limit funding availability for other 

priority efforts and may require the removal of potentially viable eggs from the wild, 

further work is needed to fairly evaluate captive breeding. The DOI Team recommends 

that new captive breeding efforts continue to be investigated to improve effectiveness. 

 

ii. While State wildlife agencies set population objectives routinely for big game and/or 

large carnivores based on species biology, landowner tolerance, public safety, habitat 

availability, and social factors, most States do not routinely establish Statewide 

population targets for avian species like GRSG. GRSG populations respond to climate, 

weather, and habitat conditions at different and, often, very fine scales. Thus, GRSG 

numbers vary widely in a relatively short period of time, within individual States and 
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across the range. States manage GRSG, in part, based on male lek counts as an indicator 

of habitat availability, condition, and other factors. While States support efforts to 

estimate and explain populations, fluctuations, and trends, any such effort must recognize 

and account for the relationship between the species and its habitat. Further, any 

population metric would have to reflect the natural range of variability, include 

confidence intervals, and be tied to habitat availability. Ultimately, the best method for 

determining GRSG viability will be to assess a combination of habitat availability and 

populations, which are inseparable. The DOI Team recommends that establishing a 

Statewide or range-wide GRSG population objective or target should be pursued. 

 

iii. The primary issue relative to predation is the recent emergence of predation by species 

with which GRSG either did not evolve or did not confront in current numbers. Among 

these are corvid species, such as ravens. Excessive predation by avian and/or mammalian 

predators may be occurring in localized settings but is not a uniform pressure across the 

landscape or range-wide. Localized predation can be a significant threat for small, 

isolated, or reintroduced populations. Even in those circumstances, however, predator 

control should be simultaneous with efforts to address the underlying reasons for predator 

population growth or concentration in localized areas of concern for GRSG. Control of 

multiple factors that provide predator subsidies, such as open landfills or unneeded 

infrastructure that provides nesting or perching sites, is a low-cost, sustainable strategy. 
The SGTF requests the DOI work with the States to investigate options for corvid 

control, including streamlining approval and reporting requirements in compliance with 

current law and international treaties. It is important that predator control efforts be 

evaluated for effectiveness to inform future decisions about how to prioritize available 

funding.  

 

iv. Hunting is an adequately regulated activity managed by States to avoid additive mortality 

(above and beyond natural annual mortality) so that it does not contribute to population 

declines. Common techniques implemented by States include short seasons, low limits of 

take, and permit-only hunt systems. Harvest strategies in many States can be considered 

more conservative than guidelines suggest. In addition to these conservative strategies, 

providing hunting opportunities, when appropriate and sustainable, provides an avenue to 

better help support the use of Pittman-Robertson wildlife restoration grant funding. In 

turn, this supports a multitude of conservation efforts related to GRSG, including 

inventory and monitoring, local conservation planning and project implementation, and 

research, among other endeavors, that provides States with much needed information on 

the status of the species. 

 

Appendix C provides a summary of potential next steps for wildlife management. 

 

d. Data Management and the Use of Science (Addressing Section 4a of the Order and 

Other Requests by the DOI Team 

Addressing priority science needs of managers and sharing high-quality science and 

information, including locally collected monitoring and assessment data, among all entities 

can further the application of a data-driven approach to the conservation and management of 
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GRSG and the sagebrush ecosystem. Continued development and integration of local data 

and information, peer-reviewed science, and other high-quality information forms the 

foundation for management decisions and identifies the need for new science and 

information. Attributes to assess the quality and reliability of new science, data, and 

information include peer review, repeatability of methods and analyses, quality assurance, 

strength of evidence, and relevance to local conditions.  

Increasing opportunities and reducing barriers for sharing science, information, and data can 

help facilitate ongoing GRSG and sagebrush management efforts. Data sharing currently is 

conducted through multiple mechanisms including one-on-one communication, agency-to-

agency agreements, and online data catalogs (both public and private). Updating information 

sharing processes and procedures across organizations can improve the use of new 

information, increase the use of shared information during decision-making processes, reduce 

the potential for conflicting decisions for similar issues, and provide opportunities for 

inclusion of local and traditional ecological knowledge. 

Following a review of submitted input and ongoing conversations with States, the DOI Team 

makes the following recommendations to increase the use of science and reduce barriers to 

data sharing (see also Appendix D): 

 Implement the “IRFMS Actionable Science Plan.”  

 Coordinate research efforts among agencies and organizations, including science 

needs related to human dimensions and economics. 

 Develop processes to use data from a variety of sources including peer-reviewed 

journals, agency data, and locally collected partner information. 

 Work to provide policymakers and managers with science and data in a form most 

useful to decision-making. 

 Continue to emphasize the need for locally relevant science and data to inform 

implementation of management actions. 

 Establish data standards and data sharing agreements, resolve barriers to data sharing, 

and improve procedures for maintaining and updating data. 

 Develop methods to gather and use local and traditional ecological knowledge. 

 

V. NEXT STEPS 

In addition to recommendations on specific actions, the DOI Team recommends the following 

next steps: 

 Reaffirm DOI and State commitments to the SGTF to assist in coordination of State and 

Federal sagebrush conservation activities. Review and update the SGTF’s charter as 

needed. Coordinate with individual States to determine the need for and, as appropriate, 

develop MOUs for plan implementation and mitigation. 
 Work with the USFS to fully engage and evaluate the proposed recommendations in this 

report, considering the USFS’s unique plans and associated decisions and laws and 

regulations. Work to align recommendations and future actions to the maximum extent 

possible. 
 Continue to work with the States to further refine the options in this report and identify 

multistate or State-specific solutions as needed. 
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 In coordination with the SGTF, initiate additional discussions with Congressional 

delegations, counties, local governments, and tribes, as well as ranchers, landowners, 

industries, conservation organizations, and other interested parties, to review the issues 

and recommendations included in this report, and identify any additional issues or 

recommendations for consideration. The DOI Team recommends that this outreach begin 

as soon as practicable after the report is submitted, continuing for approximately 2 

months.  
 Develop the evaluations, policies, and clarifications identified as short term options in 

this report to address improvements that can be quickly implemented. Continue to work 

with the States and other partners to identify other clarifications or policy approaches that 

could address and resolve issues. This work is recommended to follow the public 

outreach phase. 
 Further evaluate whether clarification and policy actions sufficiently address the issues 

identified by the States and other partners or if additional actions should be considered. 

For longer term options that include potential plan amendments, further refine the issues 

and potential solutions, including evaluating State-specific solutions and assessing 

potential additive effects of the proposed changes and the continued ability to achieve 

conservation of GRSG. This work is recommended to follow the public outreach phase. 
 Review input from other partners, and make any further adjustments to recommendations 

at the SGTF meeting scheduled after the public outreach phase (estimated October or 

November 2017). 
 Review short term actions and evaluate the need for additional short or long term actions, 

including potential plan amendments as appropriate, in collaboration with the SGTF 

(estimated in January 2018). 
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APPENDIX F: TECHNICAL WHITE PAPERS FROM THE WESTERN ASSOCIATION 

OF FISH AND WILDLIFE AGENCIES 

 

White Paper Titles 

 

1. Augmenting Sage-Grouse Populations through Captive Breeding and Other Means (3 pages) 

 

2. Population and Habitat-Based Approaches to Management of Sage-Grouse (2 pages) 

 

3. Predator Control as a Conservation Measure for Sage-Grouse (2 pages) 

 

4. Hunting Sage-Grouse, Impacts and Management (2 pages) 

 

5. Literature Cited in WAFWA Tech. Committee White Papers on Predator Control, Captive 

Breeding and Population and Habitat Management 
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