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Big Desert Sage-grouse Local Working Group

Sage-grouse Conservation Plan

Citations from the July 2006 Idaho Sage-grouse Conservation Plan (ISAC 2006) have been
included in this plan, but not verified.

The Big Desert Sage-Grouse Planning Area (Big Desert SGPA) includes portions of Bingham,
Blaine, Bonneville, Butte, Minidoka, and Power counties as depicted in Figure 1.

INTRODUCTION

Conservation Goals and Objectives for the Big Desert SGPA

Purpose

Utilize a collaborative effort that fosters and supports management of sage-grouse and sage-
grouse habitat within the Big Desert SGPA by fostering effective coordination between
government agencies, tribes, hon-government organizations, landowners, livestock operators,
and interested individuals; and integrating national, regional, and local input and knowledge.
This plan will provide information, guidance, and conservation tools for protecting and
enhancing sage-grouse populations and their habitats in the Big Desert SGPA in a manner that
supports sage-grouse and a healthy diversity and abundance of wildlife species and human
uses. This will be a “working document” so as local and regional conditions change and new
information, technology and techniques become available, this plan may be refined to reflect
these changes and information.

Conservation Objectives

Population Objectives

- Maintain and, where feasible, increase current distributions and abundance of sage-
grouse within the Big Desert SGPA.

- Reduce, eliminate, and mitigate the adverse impacts to sage-grouse within or near
breeding, brood-rearing, and winter habitat within the Big Desert SGPA.

- Work collaboratively with government agencies, private landowners, and other entities to
better understand the cumulative effects that land management decisions might have on
sage-grouse populations.

Habitat Objectives

« Maintain, rehabilitate, and restore sage-grouse habitats and the continuity of their
habitats within the Big Desert SGPA.

- Manage the sagebrush steppe ecosystems within the Big Desert SGPA for a diverse
species composition of sagebrush, grasses, and forbs; and incorporate structural
characteristics that promote rangeland health and sage-grouse habitat requirements.

«  Work collaboratively with government agencies and other entities to better understand
the cumulative effects that land management decisions might have on sage-grouse
habitat.
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- Coordinate with land management agencies and other entities to map and monitor sage-
grouse seasonal habitat, to identify and prioritize habitat rehabilitation and restoration
projects, and document the effectiveness of projects and land management decisions.

Summary of Local Working Group Participation and Planning
Process

Idaho Department of Fish and Game (IDFG) published the Idaho Sage-grouse Conservation
Plan in July 2006. That plan directed that local working groups throughout the state develop
local conservation plans addressing local conditions, threats, and opportunities. The efforts of
the Big Desert Sage-grouse Local Working Group (Big Desert LWG) began when IDFG
announced a meeting to be held in February 2007.

Aided by the services of a neutral facilitator, the Big Desert LWG met approximately once a
month beginning in February 2007. The group’s first task was to develop a Working Charter to
guide its work and solicit participation from potentially interested individuals and organizations.
A mailing list was built and has been used ever since to share the progress of the group. A copy
of the mailing list is included as Appendix A.

The Big Desert LWG then developed a Working Charter to guide its efforts; it is included as
Appendix B. As part of the process of developing that document, the group agreed to work by
consensus, understanding that consensus building might be challenging and time-consuming.

The Big Desert LWG then began a process of learning about sage-grouse and sagebrush
ecology and considering the risk factors to the bird and its habitat in the Big Desert Sage-grouse
Planning Area. Experts were invited to provide informational presentations and members
collected and reviewed available information on sage-grouse and the various factors that affect
the bird’s populations and habitat.

In August 2007, the group ranked the various threats faced by sage-grouse and habitat in the
planning area into four categories. The threats are listed below, alphabetically, by category.a

High Risk to Sage-grouse and Habitat:
Annual grasslands
Big sagebrush recovery
Wildfire

Medium Risk:
Human disturbance
Infrastructure
Livestock impacts
Lower ecological condition
Predation
Sport hunting

@ Wildfire is generally believed to the highest risk to sage-grouse within the Big Desert SGPA. The Big
Desert LWG did not rank threats within the broad categories, however. They are listed alphabetically.
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Three-tip sagebrush invasion
West Nile Virus
Low Risk:
Climate change
Insecticides
Sagebrush control
Seeded perennial grasslands
Very Low Risk:
Agricultural Expansion
Conifer Encroachment
Falconry
Isolated populations
Mines, landfills, and gravel pits
Prescribed fire
Urban/exurban development

In September 2007, the group began reviewing the menu of conservation measures presented
in the July 2006 ISAC. Relevant and appropriate conservation measures were adopted and in
some cases adapted to the Big Desert SGPA . Irrelevant and inappropriate conservation
measures were not included. Sections titled “Threat Summary” and “Key Conservation Issues”
were drafted for each threat category.

As the Big Desert LWG moved forward with building its understanding of the threats and how
they might be addressed through conservation measures, some of the threats identified in the
August 2007 exercise were merged and/or renamed. Two issues, “lower ecological condition”
and “big sagebrush recovery,” identified by LWG members as threats within the Big Desert
SGPA were not addressed in the statewide plan. Based on discussions within the LWG, it was
agreed that the section which was labeled “sagebrush control” could address those concerns
adequately. That section was subsequently relabeled “sagebrush management.” Another
threat identified by the LWG but not addressed in the statewide plan, “three-tip sagebrush
invasion” was similarly incorporated into “wildfire” section.

As the Big Desert LWG moved forward with building its understanding of the threats and how
they might be addressed through conservation measures, some of the threats identified in the
August 2007 exercise were merged and/or renamed. In particular, threats including “lower
ecological condition,” “three-tip sagebrush invasion,” and “big sagebrush recovery” had been
identified as risks within the Big Desert SGPA that were not addressed by the ISAC. Based on
discussions within the LWG, it was agreed that the section was labeled “sagebrush
management” could address those concerns adequately.

Following completion of conservation measures to address all threat categories, the Big Desert
LWG then reviewed and approved all sections. Then the Big Desert LWG drafted the remaining
sections.

On August 12, 2009, an Agency Review Draft of the group’s draft Conservation Plan was sent
to 58 elected officials and individuals representing relevant agencies with an invitation to
comment by September 18, 2009. A total of seven comment documents were submitted.
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« Frank Fink - Natural Resources Conservation Service

« Ann Moser - Wildlife Biologist, Idaho Department of Fish and Game
- Karen Rice - BLM Idaho Falls District

- Mark Collinge - State Director, Idaho Wildlife Services

- Sandi Arena, US Fish and Wildlife Service

« Gregg Dawson - Idaho Department of Agriculture

- Jesse Rawson - Wildlife Biologist, BLM Burley Field Office

The list of individuals who were invited to submit comments, all comments received in response
to this opportunity, and the Big Desert LWG's responses to the comments that were submitted
are included as Appendix C.

On December 14, 2009, the Big Desert LWG released a Public Review Draft for a 45-day public
review and comment period. No comments were received.

Having completed the agency and public reviews of the document, the Big Desert LWG reached
consensus to finalize the Plan. The document will be formally submitted to the Idaho
Department of Fish and Game (for posting on the Internet) and distributed to all relevant parties.
The LWG will continue to meet to oversee implementation of the Plan.

STATUS OF SAGE-GROUSE HABITAT AND
POPULATION IN THE BIG DESERT SAGE-
GROUSE PLANNING AREA

Population Overview

The Big Desert has been one of the strongholds for sage-grouse in Idaho. There are many
local stories going back to the 1960’s that state “the sky was black with sage chickens”. The
sage-grouse populations in the Big Desert SGPA have been monitored since 1964, when
reliable lek data began to be collected. Since this time, sage-grouse populations within the
planning area have been on a gradual decline. This decline has been attributed to numerous
factors, most notably the loss of habitat from wildfire. The IDFG has been collecting sage-
grouse data in the form of; lek routes, wing collection from harvested birds, and harvest data.
All of this data is used in concert by wildlife managers to determine potential sage-grouse
hunting season options. In addition to these data collection efforts, sage-grouse research has
been conducted in the northern portion of the Big Desert from 1977 to 1999, and then again in
2003. This research was primarily conducted under J. W. Connelly and has resulted in
numerous scientific publications. The Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS) collared a total of 21
sage-grouse with radio frequency collars for the purposes of estimating population demographic
parameters (mortality, apparent nest success, brood rearing, etc.) and documenting habitat use
throughout the year.

The IDFG has collected lek route data since the mid 1960’s within the BDPA (Table 1). Lek
routes within the Big Desert SGPA consist of the following routes; Big Desert #1, Big Desert #3,
Big Desert #5, South Big Desert, Fingers Butte, Tractor Flat, and the RWMC/INL routes (Lek
routes are explained in detail within the annual Upland Pitman-Robinson (PR) reports issued by
IDFG). Lek routes are conducted annually by IDFG personnel and experienced volunteers.
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Since the mid 1960'’s, lek routes have shown a decreasing trend (Figure 2). The Big Desert
LWG has requested additional grant funding to conduct additional lek searches and counts in
the southern portion of the Big Desert SGPA. This portion of the planning area does not have
any established lek routes, and few leks have been identified within the area.

The IDFG also collects sage-grouse wing data from harvested birds within the Big Desert
SGPA. Currently, IDFG collects hunter harvested bird wings from four wing barrel locations
within the Big Desert SGPA. Wings are also collected through mail-in bird hunter surveys and
sage-grouse check stations. All BDPA wings are combined and analyzed annually to determine
sage-grouse production from that spring (Table 2). Sage-grouse wing collection has greatly
decreased over the past 20 years (Table 2). The decrease in wing collection may be attributed
to a decline in hunter participation (see Table 3). Sage-grouse production varies annually and,
in some cases, sample sizes are inadequate to estimate accurately. If sage-grouse wing
collection continues to decrease in the Big Desert SGPA, other alternatives for collecting sage-
grouse production may need to be considered.

Sage-grouse harvest data is collected annually by IDFG within the Big Desert SGPA (Table 3).
Harvest data is collected through hunter phone/mail surveys and check stations (Table 3).
Sage-grouse harvest has had a decreasing trend over the 2 decades (Table 3). This
decreasing trend in harvest is likely due to a decreasing trend in sage-grouse population (Table
1), and closure/more restrictive hunting seasons. Sage-grouse harvest data is currently
unavailable at the BDPA level due to how it is collected. IDFG sage-grouse zones are not
based upon sage-grouse planning areas. Therefore, harvest data from the IDFG-SE Region
was used instead.

It is critical that IDFG continue to collect biological data on sage-grouse within the planning area
to access population dynamics. This information enables managers to track population
changes in response to the various threats identified by the Big Desert LWG.
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Table 1.

Average number of males per route, Big Desert SGPA, 1996-present.

Lek Route 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

RWMC/INL 15 26 58 117 70 89 148 135 98 179 132 73 105
Big Desert #1 54 54 79 107 149 126 148 141 114 151 110 141 60
Big Desert #3 71 67 62 20 38 53 67 98 84 107 153 126 110
Big Desert #5 22 19 19 15 58 62 68 146 124 146 188 180 79
South Big Desert 54 23 32 20 53 52 30 101 79 79 81 59 55
Fingers Butte 73 59 158 193 142 229 225 193 309 296 208
Average males 4320 | 37.80| 53.83| 56.33| 87.67| 95.83| 100.50 | 141.67 | 120.67 | 142.50 | 162.17 | 145.83 | 102.83

per route
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Table 2.

Greater sage-grouse production based on wing collections, Big Desert
SGPA®, 1983-present.

Juv:100 Juv:100 Female Percent
Year b c . unsuccessful
females adults Wings 4
females
1983 74 458 289 12 50
1984 124 268 202 31 52
1985 852 344 224 171 60
1986 302 190 49
1987 200 125 41
1988 818 108 77 331
1989 230 149
1990 378 267 164 88 6
1991 91 62 78
1992 127 84 57 55 84
1993 77 162 103 19 47
1994 307 291 198 60 80
1995 240 85 56 109 60
2002 96 431 16 62
2003 141 104 64 81 40
2004 34 317 127 18 83
2005 143 372 186 72 60
2006 155 244 131 77 75
2007 57 115 68 10 50

b

C

d

Females = adults + yearlings

Adults = adults + yearlings

Big Desert harvest season closed from 1996-2001
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Table 3. Estimated greater sage-grouse harvest, Southeast Region, 1986-present ©
Check station Telephone surveyb
Daily bag®& Season . Birds per
vear Possession nggth Hunters Birds Birds per HOUTS per Hunters Birds hunter
ys hunter bird day

1986 3(2) 21 264 177 0.7 7.6 1,848 7,082 1.3
1987 3(2) 21 341 450 1.3 34 2,002 6,076 1.3
1988 3(2) 23 393 491 1.2 4.3 1,862 7,962 1.1
1989 3(2) 23 402 283 0.7 7.1 1,922 4,118 0.7
1990 3(6) 30 344 498 14 3.2 2,073 6,004 0.8
1991 3(6) 30 314 153 0.5 9.7 2,063 3,743 0.6
1992 3(6) 30 168 52 0.3 15.1 2,242 5,077 0.6
1993 3(6) 30 112 13 0.1 40.7 3,123 4,332 0.4
1994 3(6) 30 167 109 0.6 7.6 2,528 4,401 0.5
1995 3(6) 30 122 35 0.3 15.5 1,462 2,559 0.5
2000 closed 743 669 0.4
2001 closed 551 489 0.3
2002 1 7 37 11 0.3 13.1 430 422 0.4
2003 1 7 31 23 0.7 3.6
2004 1 7 35 10 0.3 7.0 342° 382 04
2005 1 7 59 42 0.7 3.3 429° 403 0.5
2006 1 7 83 61 0.7 3.9 305° 397 1.3
2007 1 7 84 13 0.2 10.6 342° 264 0.3
3-year average 75 39 0.5 6.0 359 355 0.7

harvest. The Curlew Grassland was closed to harvest in 2002.

Telephone survey data at the regional level were not collected from 1996-1999. Telephone survey data for 2003 is not available.

From 1986-1989, the bag limit for areas off the Big Desert were smaller (2) than for those on the Desert. From 1996-2001, the Big Desert was closed to

¢ Used Zone 5 harvest data only, Southeast Region also includes portions of Zone 8, which is reported in statewide section and Upper Snake

section.
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Figure 2. Average Males per lek for Big Desert SGPA, 1964-2005
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Habitat Conditions Overview

The Big Desert SPGA encompasses approximately 1,711,445 acres of land (Figure 1) on the
Snake River plain of Eastern Idaho. The potential vegetative community is dominated by a
Wyoming Big Sagebrush/bluebunch wheatgrass range site and is currently occupied range of
the greater sage-grouse. The Bureau of Land Management (BLM) administers 53 percent of the
planning area, the Department of Energy (DOE) administers 6 percent, Idaho Department of
Lands (IDL) administers 6 percent, private land is 29 percent, and 5 percent is administered by
the National Park Service. Approximately 70 percent of the Big Desert has been burned by
wildfire since 1995. The impacted area has lost its large contiguous areas of sagebrush,
leaving only patches of shrub, increasing fragmentation and cheatgrass invasion. Of the total
burned, thirty percent is currently (2009) classified by BLM as key sage-grouse habitat (areas
with intact sagebrush cover), 65 percent is dominated by perennial grassland, and
approximately 5 percent is influenced by annual grassland. Key habitat is defined as areas of
generally intact sagebrush that provide sage-grouse habitat during some portion of the year
including winter, spring/summer, late brood-rearing, fall, transition sites from winter to spring,
spring to summer, and summer/fall to winter.

The BLM has used several methods to evaluate and classify rangelands. In 1980, the Big
Desert EIS determined range condition and ecological status by measuring the departure of the
existing plant composition and production from the potential natural community (climax).
Approximately 18 percent of the Big Desert SGPA was considered in good condition, 48 percent
in fair condition, and 7 percent in poor condition. Another 27 percent had been seeded (non-
native perennial), burned (wildfire or prescribed) or otherwise disturbed during the analysis.
Since 1994, additional wildfires have impacted the Planning area increasing the areas impacted
to as much as 70 percent. Much of recent fire impacts have occurred in areas designated in
1980 as being in fair condition or disturbed. Many of these areas have had recurring wildfire
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since the mid-1990s, which threatens vegetative diversity and natural succession over much of
the area.

In the late 1990s, the BLM started to look at other measures of rangeland health including other
ecological considerations such as soil nutrient recycling, plant community structure, its
composition and productivity, wildlife habitat, etc. BLM developed standardized methods for
evaluating vegetative characteristics for sensitive species habitats. These methods follow
Connelly et al. (2000b) Guidelines to Manage Sage-grouse Populations and their Habitats.
Habitat indicators include predominate sagebrush species, average sagebrush height,
sagebrush canopy, sagebrush age, predominate grass species, average grass height, grass
canopy, forb canopy, patch size, and vegetative mosaic on the landscape. The ability of the big
sagebrush sites to produce adequate herbaceous cover, stubble heights, and forb diversity
during the May and early June nesting period are key to maintaining suitable sage-grouse
breeding habitat.

Sage-grouse habitat has been evaluated utilizing Idaho BLM’s Framework to assist in making
sensitive habitat species assessments (USDI-BLM 2001) to comply with Standard 8 of Idaho’s
Standards for Rangeland Health. Breeding habitat has been evaluated at the allotment level
using the following habitat indicators: (1) sagebrush canopy cover (15-25 %) (2) sagebrush
height (30-80 cm) (3) sagebrush growth form (4) average grass and forb height (=18 cm) (5)
average perennial grass canopy cover (210 %) (6) average forb canopy cover (25 %) and (7)
preferred forb abundance and diversity. Indicators that fall outside indicated ranges show less
than suitable habitat. Other than loss of sagebrush cover, the most common factors reducing
habitat quality for sage-grouse in the Big Desert SGPA are lower grass and forb heights, and
reduced forb abundance and diversity. Other factors that lower habitat quality within the
planning area are reduced composition of tall bunchgrasses relative to site potential. Except for
in some areas in agricultural production, most areas within the Big Desert SGPA have lower
potential as late brood-rearing habitat. Upland area forbs dry out quickly and riparian areas are
not present.

The Big Desert Sheep Allotment is the largest allotment located within the Big Desert with
223,950 total acres. A Rangeland Health Assessment was conducted in 1999. The four
standards assessed were watersheds, native plant communities, seedings, and Standard 8,
special status species. All standards were determined to be meeting standards. One factor
(diversity) was rated down in both native plant and seedings standards due to lack of forbs. For
Standard 8 (special status species) the areas where sagebrush was removed as a result of
wildfire was found to be unsuitable as sage-grouse breeding habitat. That portion of the Twin
Buttes Sheep Allotment within the Big Desert Planning area was meeting all rangeland health
standards although the forb component was rated down.

Of the fifteen cattle allotments that make up the majority of the remainder of the Big Desert
SGPA, three allotments, Smith, Cedar Butte, and Stageroad, were not meeting standards for
native habitats or standards for sensitive species, and livestock were significant factors in not
meeting. Within these allotments, grazing system changes were made on 21,000 acres to
improve rangeland health conditions. Five allotments were not meeting standards but making
significant progress toward meeting standards, and seven allotments were meeting standards.
Approximately 5-10 percent of the planning area may be classified as potential restoration areas
with respect to lack of understory (perennial grass and forb component).

Within the Burley Field Office of BLM, Rangeland Health assessments have been conducted on
six of fourteen grazing allotments. Standard 8 (sensitive species habitat) was not being met on
Minidoka, East Minidoka, and Schodde allotments due to the sagebrush limited areas from
recent wildfires. Current livestock management practices were not significant factors in the
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standard not being met. Three allotments, Walcott, Lake Channel, and Sand were found to be
meeting Rangeland Health Standards including those for sensitive species. Rangeland Health
Assessments have not been conducted on eight allotments, but wildfire impacts would likely
make the majority of this area unsuitable for sage-grouse and other sagebrush dependent
species.

THREATS TO SAGE-GROUSE AND SAGE-
GROUSE HABITAT IN THE SGPA

The threats identified in the statewide ISAC (2006) were ranked by the Big Desert LWG at its
August 2007 meeting (see page 3). All threats were organized into four qualitative categories,
high, medium, low, and very low. Threats are organized alphabetically within those four
categories. The ranking has since been reconsidered and the Big Desert LWG agrees that it
remains appropriate.

CONSERVATION MEASURES TO ADDRESS
LOCAL THREATS

The Big Desert SGPA includes areas classified as sagebrush steppe as well as adjacent
cultivated agricultural lands, which are not currently considered critical habitat areas, because
they provide food and cover for sage-grouse under certain conditions. Conservation projects in
these cultivated areas may benefit sage-grouse populations. The Big Desert LWG does not
intend that many conservation measures included in this Plan are appropriate for cultivated
land. In addition, the Big Desert LWG has no authority to mandate implementation of any
conservation measures. The Big Desert LWG understands its role in helping to educate the
public, including private land-owners, on the needs of sage-grouse and best practices that will
benefit (or minimize harm to) the species.

Annual Grasslands

Threat Summary

The proliferation of invasive annual plant species, particularly cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum), in
portions of Idaho (Wisdom et al. 2000b), poses a significant threat to sage-grouse and sage-
grouse habitat. Throughout Idaho, the spread of invasive annual grasses has been most
extensive in the Wyoming big sagebrush cover type (Crawford et al. 2004). This sagebrush
species is the historic dominant vegetative cover of the Big Desert planning area which
presently is not in agricultural production or lava flows. Large wildfires in recent years have
increased the annual grassland threat in the planning area. Also see the wildfire section of this
plan for a discussion of that continuing threat and related conservation measures.

Risk of invasion of cheatgrass increases below elevations of 5,000 ft (Crawford et al. 2004).
These lower areas are generally considered to be “warmer” soils which are found in the
southern portion of the planning area. Elevation throughout the area varies from 4400 feet to
5900 feet, not factoring in the higher elevations on the 3 largest buttes (Big Southern, Middle,
and East Buttes). However, regardless of elevation, exotic annual grasses should be monitored
closely. The competitive influence exerted by invasive annuals enables them to dominate vast
areas for many years (Monsen et al. 2004).
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Key Conservation Issues

Spatial Extent of Annual Grasslands and Degraded Habitat Quality: In general, invasive
annual grasses can proliferate and out-compete native grasses, forbs, and shrubs for nutrients
and water, resulting in less diverse plant communities in terms of species composition and
structure. This simplified plant community structure and altered species composition (e.g., fewer
shrubs or native perennial grasses and forbs, more weedy species) can degrade habitat quality
and quantity by reducing the availability of desirable plant species needed by sage-grouse for
cover or food

The restoration of these lands to a point where they are again suitable for sage-grouse requires
a long-term commitment of funding and personnel resources. Several research projects
underway in conjunction with the Great Basin Restoration Initiative will contribute to the
understanding of how to effectively restore diverse, functional rangelands. Projects include the
Great Basin Native Plant Selection and Increase Project, Coordinated Intermountain
Restoration Project, Integrating Weed Control and Restoration for Great Basin Rangelands
Project, and A Regional Experiment to Evaluate Effects of Fire and Fire Surrogate Treatments
in the Sagebrush Biome.

Altered Fuels and Fire Regimes: Cheatgrass can alter fire regimes by increasing fine-fuel
loads and greatly shortening fire-return intervals, hindering perennial grasses, sagebrush, or
other shrubs from establishing or setting seed (Laycock 1991). Dominance of sites may result in
stable, resistant vegetation states with thresholds (for recovery or restoration) that are difficult to
cross (Laycock 1991). Recovery or restoration of these areas typically requires concerted
management intervention.

Conservation Measures

Spatial Extent of Annual Grasslands and Degraded Habitat Quality: To address issues
associated with the spatial extent of annual grasslands on the landscape and degraded habitat
guality including rangeland health, the Big Desert LWG recommends implementation of the
following conservation measures throughout the sage-grouse planning area:

1. LWGs, land management agencies, IDFG and other partners should work closely together
to identify and prioritize annual grassland areas for restoration. Work cooperatively to
identify options, schedules and funding opportunities for specific projects. Information
identified through implementation of Conservation Measure #1 should be updated annually.
In general, the priority for implementation of specific sage-grouse habitat restoration projects
in annual grasslands should be given first to (1) sites adjacent to or surrounded by sage-
grouse stronghold habitats, then (2) sites outside stronghold habitats but adjacent to or
within approximately two miles of key habitat, and last (3) sites beyond two miles of key
habitat. The intent here is to focus restoration outward from existing, intact habitat.

2. As funding and logistics permit, restore annual grasslands to a species composition
characterized by perennial grasses, forbs and shrubs. Emphasize the use of native plant
species recognizing that non-native species may be necessary depending on the availability
of native seed and prevailing site conditions. Multiple treatments may be required. See
Monsen et al. (2004), Dalzell (2004), and the Seeded Perennial Grasslands section of this
Plan for helpful suggestions on restoration techniques. Lambert (2005) also provides
descriptions, recommended seeding rates, and other useful information for nearly 250
species of native and nonnative grasses, forbs and shrubs.

3. The eradication or control of invasive weeds posing a risk to sage-grouse habitats should
also be aggressively pursued using a variety of chemical, mechanical, biological (including
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grazing), or other means as appropriate. All seeding project designs should include
measures for invasive weed control and monitoring for at least 3 years following
implementation.

Seed utilized in sage-grouse habitat restoration seedings, burned area rehabilitation
projects, and hazardous fuels/wildland urban interface projects will be tested and certified as
weed-free, based on prevailing agency policy and protocol. Private landowners are
encouraged to utilize only certified seed as well.

To discourage the spread of invasive annuals and invasive weeds, require the use (for stock
animals) of certified weed-free forage by permitted users (outfitters, guides, livestock
operators) and by casual users (e.g., recreation trail riders, hunters) utilizing horses, goats,
or llamas on public or state lands.

On private lands, consider enrolling in incentive or other programs to improve or enhance
sage-grouse/sagebrush habitats. Current Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)
programs that may provide some opportunities for economic offset of certain conservation
measures include the Conservation Security Program (CSP), the Wildlife Habitat Incentive
Program (WHIP), and the Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP). Funding may
also be available for certain private lands projects through BLM’s hazardous fuels program
or through IDFG, Fish and Wildlife Service's Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program, and
OSC. Landowners are encouraged to discuss the various opportunities available with their
local NRCS, IDFG, USFWS, or BLM office. Support for Idaho projects may also be available
through the North American Grouse Partnership’s (NAGP) Grouse Habitat Restoration
Fund. Other possible funding sources include the Cooperative Sagebrush Initiative and the
Conservation Reserve Enhancement Programs as well as some that have yet to be
identified.

In designing rehabilitation and restoration projects, utilize the best available science relative
to seeding technology and plant materials. Use of NRCS’s “VegSpec” website may be
helpful. VegSpec is a web-based decision support system that assists land managers in the
planning and design of vegetation establishment practices. VegSpec utilizes soil, plant, and
climate data to select plant species that are site-specifically adapted, suitable for the
selected practice, and appropriate for the purposes and objectives for which the planting is
intended. (See http://plants.usda.gov).

Altered Fuels and Fire Regimes: To address issues associated with altered fuels and fire
regimes, the Big Desert LWG recommends implementation of the following conservation
measures throughout the sage-grouse planning area:

8.

Design vegetation treatments in areas of high fire frequency to facilitate firefighter safety;
reduce the risk of extreme fire behavior; reduce the risk and rate of fire spread to stronghold,
key, and restoration habitats; reduce fire frequencies; and shorten the fire season. Actions
may include: fire-resistant or “green-strip” seedings, mowing vegetation along roadsides,
grazing strategies, or other related measures.

Where rangelands are dominated by annuals (such as cheatgrass), or border farmlands or
railroad rights-of-way, convert cheatgrass areas to perennials, or establish buffers of
perennial species to reduce the risk of fire spread from railroad or agriculture-related
activities (e.g. sparks from trains, field burns, burn barrels), where appropriate and feasible.
However, to retain their effectiveness greenstrips must be monitored as well as maintained,
such as through grazing, so fuel loads do not build up over time (Younkin-Kury 2004).
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10. To discourage the spread of invasive annuals and invasive weed seed, require the washing
of fire vehicles (including undercarriage) prior to deployments and prior to demobilization
from wildfire incidents.

11. Ensure annual grass restoration priority areas are incorporated into Fire Management Plans,
updated annually, as priority fuels treatment and Emergency Stabilization and Rehabilitation
(ESR) project areas.

Sagebrush Management

Threat Summary

This section of the Big Desert Conservation Plan is based on Section 4.3.7 “Prescribed Fire”
(ISAC 2006). Treatment methods other than prescribed fire are discussed in that section of
ISAC (2006), and the following discussion of prescribed fire and related conservation measures
also encompasses other “sagebrush control” activities, such as mechanical and chemical
treatments. The choice was made to combine these discussions because: (1) certain issues
related to the effects of prescribed fire and other sagebrush control techniques may be similar,
such as habitat reduction and risk of invasive plant species, and (2) management objectives
may be similar. Combining the discussions; however, is not intended to imply that the risk of
mechanical sagebrush control is the same as that of prescribed fire.

Prescribed fire can be used to control annual grasses, reduce sagebrush density for a variety of
reasons (including reduction of fuel loads to prevent large wildfires), facilitate growth of grasses
and forbs, and control juniper and pinyon expansion into sagebrush habitats (Connelly et al.
2004). Thus, it can be viewed as both a threat (due to loss of sagebrush) or an effective tool in
reducing excessive sagebrush cover and/or density, and in increasing herbaceous productivity
on rangelands.

It may be an appropriate and necessary site preparation technique in the restoration of poor
quality habitat. For example, in cases where the removal of cheatgrass thatch is needed prior
to chemical treatments and seeding; or in specific circumstances where the temporary removal
of sagebrush cover (excluding winter range) is needed to facilitate drill-seeding during
restoration operations. See the Annual Grasslands section of the Big Desert Conservation Plan
for additional discussion of cheatgrass related threats and conservation measures.

Prescribed fire is a potential tool for maintaining forage reserves that provide alternative
livestock foraging areas during restoration efforts elsewhere. It may also be used in maintaining
certain grass seedings that were done previously, to help offset grazing impacts to native
rangelands or riparian areas.

However, prescribed burning of sagebrush habitats also involves risk. Prescribed fires can
escape under certain conditions, affecting areas beyond the planned treatment area. The
recovery of burns in drier sites can be very slow, and the limited viability of sagebrush seed
limits regeneration if post-burn weather conditions are unfavorable (Connelly et al. 2004).

After a nine-year study in the Big Desert, Connelly et al. (1994, 2000a) reported that prescribed
burning of Wyoming big sagebrush during a drought period resulted in a large decline of a sage-
grouse breeding population. However, the character and scale of the burn mosaic, fire severity,
spring precipitation and other factors may influence the recovery of sagebrush canopy cover to
levels suitable for nesting habitat. For additional discussion of the effects of fire on sagebrush
and/or sage-grouse, see the Wildfire threat section.
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Other techniques are also often used to manage vegetation, such as mowing, brushbeating,
chaining, harrowing, and herbicide application.

Big sagebrush recovery: Attempts to re-establish big sagebrush on the Big Desert following
recent wildfires have been slow and less successful than desired. The Big Desert area lies on
the north eastern edge of the Great Basin biome. The Great Basin biome is more susceptible to
cheatgrass invasion following wildlife and, consequently, much more difficult to recover big
sagebrush than areas with higher precipitation.

Table 4-3 of ISAC (2006) indicates that 536,531 acres (63%) of sage-grouse habitat on the Big
Desert area burned between 1990 and 2003. Additional acreage (both new acreage and re-
burned acreage) has burned since 2003. None of the big sagebrush cover on these burned
areas has recovered to levels to support successful sage-grouse nesting and wintering habitat.

Connelly et al. (2004) discuss aspects of wildfire rehabilitation and restoration in considerable
detail. Given the magnitude and frequency of wildfires and the potential for loss of sagebrush
and expansion on invasive plants in southern Idaho, restoration activities and burned area
rehabilitation will continue to play a critical role in sage-grouse conservation (Monsen et al.
2004. See http://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs/rmrs_qgtr136_3.html) provide a comprehensive and up-
to-date source of information relative to restoration of western rangelands. See also Lambert
2005 for descriptions, recommended seeding rates, and other useful information for nearly 250
species of native and non-native grasses, forbs and shrubs).

BLM Public Land Statistics indicate that between1997-2004,over $31 million was expended on
Idaho Emergency Fire Rehabilitation and Stabilization projects alone, inclusive of revegetation,
fencing, weed control, monitoring and related efforts. While burned area rehabilitation is
essentially a reactive approach, occurring after wildfires, the protection, strategic planning and
restoration of areas prior to wildfire is also critical, and of even greater priority. Several
important strategic processes have been recently initiated or completed to that end. These
include:

+ BLM'’s Great Basin Restoration Initiative (GBRI), introduced in 1999, provides a strategy for
prioritizing, protecting and restoring western landscapes. Several GBRI projects underway,
that will improve our understanding and capability for rangeland restoration include: Great
Basin Native Plant Selection and Increase Project; Coordinated Intermountain Restoration
Project; Integrating Weed Control and Restoration for Great Basin Rangeland; and A
Regional Experiment to Evaluate Effects of Fire and Fire Surrogate Treatments in the
Sagebrush Biome.

» Federal agencies (BLM, USFS) recently completed Fire Management Plan (FMP) revisions
in accordance with National Fire Plan direction. Each plan contains suppression objectives
to keep wildfires to a minimum size with consideration of sage-grouse habitat, including
restoration areas. Specific suppression objectives have been established by the Fire
Management Unit. FMPs also identify areas for fire hazard reduction, which will reduce the
duration of the fire season and enable suppression forces to more easily contain and
minimize the size of fires.

+ In 2008, Idaho BLM signed a “Fire, Fuels, and Related Vegetation Management Direction
Plan Amendment (FMDA)”. This document amended the land use plans in Shoshone,
Burley, Pocatello, and Idaho Falls, which overlap with the Big Desert planning area. These
land use plans now recognize that the sagebrush steppe ecosystem and its associated
wildlife species, including sage-grouse, are at risk from increased wildfire and other
disturbances. Emphasis will be placed on maintaining existing high quality sagebrush
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steppe habitat and increasing the quantity of resilient sagebrush steppe acreage through
post-fire rehabilitation and proactive restoration.

« A Collaborative Approach for Reducing Wildland Fire Risks to Communities and the
Environment (10-Year Comprehensive Strategy) was created under the National Fire Plan
(August 2000) as a response to severe wildland fires and their impacts. The 10-Year
Comprehensive Strategy lists four goals with goal three to Restore Fire-Adapted
Ecosystems by rehabilitation, restoration, monitoring, using best available science and
information. This includes preventing invasive species and restoring healthy, diverse and
resilient ecological systems to minimize uncharacteristic severe wildfires.

Key Conservation Issues

Sagebrush control activities can pose a risk to sage-grouse if projects are planned without the
appropriate consideration for fine-, mid-, and broad-scale habitat conditions on the landscape
and cumulative effects over time:

Reduction of already limited or fragmented habitat: While prescribed burns and other
sagebrush management treatments have potentially beneficial outcomes, there is some risk that
in certain situations, prescribed burn projects might adversely affect breeding or winter habitat.
For example, Connelly et al. (2004) suggested that the recovery of sagebrush canopy cover to
pre-burn levels may require 20-years or longer in some areas, and expressed concerns that
short-term benefits such as increased forb production may not balance the loss of sagebrush
canopy required during the nesting or winter seasons. Crawford et al. (2004) suggested that
prescribed burning of sagebrush should not be used if sagebrush cover is a limiting factor for
sage-grouse in the area. In all cases, vegetation management projects should be carefully
planned in consideration of the surrounding landscape, and with an understanding of which
seasonal sage-grouse habitats may be limited locally or in poor ecological health.

Expansion of exotic plant species: Sagebrush treatments can pose a risk to sage-grouse if
applied in areas prone to proliferation of exotic annuals (e.g. cheatgrass). In such cases,
provision must be made for the control of the invasive plant species and for the establishment of
desirable perennial herbaceous species (Connelly et al. 2000b).

Since much of the Big Desert has burned in wildfire in recent years, and since Wyoming big
sagebrush is the subspecies which is most common throughout the area, the use of prescribed
fire over the next few years will probably be limited.

Idaho BLM signed in 2008 a “Fire, Fuels, and Related Vegetation Management Direction Plan
Amendment” (FMDA), This document recognizes that recent increases (hatural occurrences
and intensities) in wildland fire and the large number of acres recently burned in sagebrush
steppe in the planning area has affected the natural environment of the public lands. This
impacts the conservation of sage-grouse and/or other wildlife species and indirectly affects
public land users. As a result, new treatment acreage specifically for sagebrush control in the
planning area is expected to be low, but there will probably be an increased emphasis on
restoration of disturbed perennial grasslands and invasive annual grasslands through the use of
all treatment methods (prescribed fire, mechanical, chemical, etc.).

Risk of escaped prescribed fire: Escaped prescribed fires pose a risk to adjoining seasonal
habitats in suitable condition (meeting seasonal habitat criteria), and therefore may compound
concerns about habitat availability.
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Conservation Measures

Reduction of Already Limited or Fragmented Habitat. Inadequate planning and
implementation of prescribed burns, or other sagebrush treatment projects, may adversely
impact sage-grouse seasonal habitats and/or sage-grouse populations. To reduce the potential
threats posed by inadequate planning and implementation of sage-brush control projects, the
following conservation measures are appropriate:

1. Sage-grouse seasonal habitats should be mapped for the Big Desert SGPA by December
2009 and updated annually. This map should depict land ownership information as well.

2. Once seasonal habitats have been mapped, ensure that proposed project areas have been
evaluated on the ground in the context of the appropriate seasonal habitat characteristics.

3. Avoid the use of prescribed fire, and other sagebrush reduction projects, in habitats that
currently meet or are trending toward meeting breeding or winter habitat characteristics or in
areas where sagebrush is limiting on the landscape.

4. If the analysis shows that a vegetation treatment may still be advisable, design habitat
manipulation projects to achieve the desired objectives, considering the following:

Where prescribed burning, or other treatments, in sage-grouse habitats may be warranted
(e.q., sagebrush cover exceeds desired breeding or winter habitat characteristics;
understory does not meet seasonal habitat characteristics and restoration is desired; there
is a need to restore ecological processes; or a proposed treatment site is in an exotic
seeding being managed for overall sage-grouse benefits on the surrounding landscape):

0 Project design should be done with interdisciplinary input, and in cooperation with
IDFG.

o Ensure that any proposed sagebrush treatment acreage is conservative in the
context of surrounding seasonal habitats and landscape.

o0 Where appropriate, ensure that treatments are configured in a manner that promotes
use by sage-grouse (see Connelly et al. 2000b) for additional discussion).

0 Leave adequate untreated sagebrush areas for loafing/hiding cover near leks for
sage-grouse.

5. Evaluate and monitor prescribed burns, and other treatments, as soon as possible after
treatment and periodically thereafter to determine whether the project was successful and is
meeting or trending toward desired objectives.

6. IDF&G should establish and maintain a database of information about sagebrush control
projects to document conditions before and after each project. Willing landowners will be
able to submit projects on private ground for inclusion in this database.

Expansion of Exotic Plant Species and Threetip Sagebrush. Inadequate planning,
implementation and follow-up of prescribed burns or other sagebrush treatments may result in
the expansion of cheatgrass or other invasive plant species. To reduce the potential threats
posed by expansion of exotic plant species, the following conservation measures are
appropriate:

7. Avoid the use of prescribed fire or other sagebrush treatments in habitats prone to the
expansion or invasion of cheatgrass or other invasives unless adequate measures are taken
to control the invasives and ensure subsequent dominance by desirable perennial species.
In many if not most cases, this will likely require chemical treatments and reseeding.
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8. Consider application of chemical control measures to keep Three-tip sagebrush from
increasing.

9. Follow chemical control with planting of sagebrush seedings as soon as possible.

Risk of Escaped Prescribed Fire. Escaped prescribed fires can threaten surrounding
habitats. To reduce the potential threat posed by escaped prescribed fire, the following
conservation measures are appropriate:

10. Prescribed fires must be planned, executed and monitored in a manner that provides for
adequate control and provision for contingency resources.

11. Ensure burn plans address the importance of preventing escaped fires when prescription
fires are planned in the vicinity of stronghold and key habitat.

Wildfire

Threat Summary

Wildfire poses a substantial threat to sage-grouse habitat. This is especially true in eastern
Idaho where summers are hot and dry — creating ideal burning conditions. Depending on
weather, fuel conditions and other factors, wildfires potentially can quickly affect hundreds of
thousands of acres of habitat in a single season. Up until 2007, the Big Desert SGPA had seen
more acres affected by wildfire over the last twelve years than any other sage-grouse planning
area in Idaho. Consequently, proactive fire management and reduction of wildfire risk must be a
priority for this plan.

Three-tipped sagebrush dominance: Of particular concern for of the Big Desert SPGA is the
dominance of three-tip sagebrush following wildfire. In many areas of the Big Desert three-tip
sagebrush is a natural component of the sagebrush steppe. However, in some of these areas
three-tip sagebrush becomes the dominant sagebrush species after wildfire, and in some
instances following prescribed fire. Threetip sagebrush re-sprouts following wildfire, and
appears to be better adapted to the shortened fire intervals associated with the invasion of
cheatgrass than the big sagebrushes. Once threetip sagebrush becomes the dominant
sagebrush species it becomes extremely difficult to manage because it frequently re-sprouts
following fire and herbicide treatments.

Lowe (2006) found sage-grouse preferred nesting under big sagebrush relative to threetip
sagebrush and sage-grouse nesting under big sagebrush had a 60-90% success rate versus a
31.3% nest success rate under three-tip sagebrush. Therefore, it is important to manage for big
sagebrush in sage-grouse nesting habitat.

Methods for the effective management of three-tip sagebrush within a big sagebrush community
following wildfire are lacking. Lowe (2006) suggested re-establishing big sagebrush as quickly
as possible following wildfire may be one way to reduce threetip sagebrush dominance;
however, he provided no data or literature citations to support this suggestion. This places an
urgent need to re-establish big sagebrush as quickly as possible after wildfire within the Big
Desert sage-grouse planning area for sage-grouse nesting habitat.

Key Conservation Issues

Altered Fuels and Fire Regimes: Historical fire-return intervals vary depending on the species
and subspecies of sagebrush and site factors such as elevation and annual precipitation. Fire
regimes (historical frequency and severity of fire) have changed across portions of the
sagebrush biome. Of particular concern for this planning area is the fact that Wyoming big
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sagebrush (Artemisia tridentata var. wyomingensis) is the historical vegetative cover, and these
ecological sites are where wildfires throughout Idaho have become much more frequent, due to
the expansion of cheatgrass, a flammable and invasive annual grass.

Reduction or Modification of Habitat: Wildfire can pose a substantial threat to sage-grouse
and sage-grouse habitat in Idaho in several ways. Frequent and/or large-scale wildfires can
remove substantial portions of remaining nesting, brood, or winter habitat in the course of hours
or days, rendering vast areas unsuitable or marginal for sage-grouse for many years. Fire can
also fragment existing habitats further by removing or reducing sagebrush cover or by impairing
the progress of expensive sagebrush-steppe restoration efforts.

Wildfires that have occurred since 1996 in the Big Desert have affected substantial acreages of
sagebrush rangelands. Some of the major fires have been: Cox’ Well (1996 — 236,000 acres),
Mule Butte and Cedar Butte (1999 — over 250,000 acres), Coffee Point and Flat Top (2000 —
130,000 acres), and the 2006 Crystal wildfire (220,000 acres) which reburned much of the
acreage which had burned since 1996. All of these fires have started from lightning.

Human-caused Ignitions: Although over half the wildfires in the Big Desert planning area
between 1994 and 2003 were lightning caused (USDI-BLM 2003), human-related activities are
still a concern in overall fire management. Trash burning, field burning, land clearing and
related practices are examples; and the use of agricultural equipment has particularly played a
role in fire starts in the Big Desert (12%). Accordingly, it may be appropriate to more
aggressively target wildfire prevention, education, and enforcement efforts.

Restoration and Burned Area Rehabilitation: Given the magnitude and frequency of wildfires
and the potential for loss of sagebrush and expansion of invasive plants in the Big Desert,
restoration activities and burned area rehabilitation will continue to play a critical role in sage-
grouse conservation. The recent three volume publication “Restoring Western Ranges and
Wildlands” provides a comprehensive and up-to-date source of information in this regard.
http://www.fs.fed.us/rm/pubs/rmrs_gtr136.html)

Federal agencies (BLM, USFS) recently completed Fire Management Plan (FMP) revisions in
accordance with National Fire Plan direction. Each plan contains suppression objectives to keep
wildfires to a minimum size with consideration of sage-grouse habitat, including restoration
areas. FMPs also identify areas for fire hazard reduction projects, which will reduce the
duration of the fire season and enable suppression forces to more easily contain and minimize
the size of fires.

In 2008, Idaho BLM signed the FMDA, which amended land use plans that cover the Big Desert
planning area. These land use plans now recognize that the sagebrush steppe ecosystem and
its associated wildlife species, including sage-grouse, are at risk from increased wildfire and
other disturbances. Emphasis will be placed on maintaining existing high quality sagebrush
steppe habitat and increasing the quantity of resilient sagebrush steppe acreage through post-
fire rehabilitation and proactive restoration.

Conservation Measures

Altered Fuels and Fire Regimes. In recognition that the Big Desert SGPA includes areas that
are dominated by cheatgrass - which have higher frequency of wildfire and minimal habitat
value - the Big Desert LWG agreed that the following conservation measures are appropriate:

1. Identify and prioritize annual grasslands most conducive for restoration to perennial species.
Coordinate closely with USGS Snake River Field Station, GBRI, Universities, local partners,
BLM emergency stabilization and rehabilitation planning processes, and IDFG, as
appropriate.

Big Desert Sage-grouse Local Working Group Sage-grouse Conservation Plan
Final, dated 2/8/2010 Page 20



2.

Since it is impossible to restore large annual grasslands all at once due to cost and logistics,
consider an incremental or “buffer” approach, (i.e., green stripping) to protect existing intact
habitat. That is, where large annual grasslands border key or other important areas such as
recent restoration projects, create “buffers” by progressively converting broad bands of the
adjacent annual grasslands to perennial species. As perennial grasses, forbs, and
sagebrush become established, expand the buffers outward. This practice, over time, can
reduce fire risk by conversion of high fire hazard annuals to lower hazard perennial fuels .
Where funding and logistical factors permit, larger-scale conversions, rather than the buffer
approach, may be more appropriate.

Reduction or Modification of Habitat. Wildfires can reduce or fragment already limited
habitat, including recent restoration project areas, and can facilitate the proliferation of invasive
plants. The Big Desert LWG agreed that the following conservation measures are appropriate:

3.

In the event that multiple ignitions occur in a local suppression unit area, suppression
priorities are to protect human life and property. In situations where human safety or
property will not be compromised or threatened, employ fire suppression tactics that protect
sagebrush ecosystems by minimizing the average size of unplanned fires, maintaining
productive sage-grouse habitat, and maintaining sagebrush cover. In the event of multiple
fire starts in sagebrush ecosystems, suppression priority will be as outlined by specific Fire
Management Unit (FMU) based on the following general guidelines:

Priority 1- Stronghold habitats (subset of key habitat on the Idaho Sage-grouse Habitat
Planning Map).

0 Wyoming big sagebrush sites (in general, lower elevations).
o0 Basin big sagebrush sites
o0 Other habitats (e.g. early sagebrush, low sagebrush sites).
Priority 2 - Key habitat.
0 Wyoming big sagebrush sites (in general, lower elevations).
0 Basin sagebrush sites
o Other habitats
Priority 3 - Restoration habitat.
0 Areas with established or recovering sagebrush.
o0 Areas with minimal or no sagebrush cover
0 Areas dominated by Three-tip sagebrush

Priority 4 - Juniper or annual grasslands where delaying initial attack does not threaten
priorities 1-3 above.

4. BLM and Idaho Department of Lands line officers will ensure that a knowledgeable field

level Resource Advisor is available for any “extended attack” fire (>300 acres in size) within
or threatening sage-grouse habitats, including stronghold, key, and potential/existing
restoration areas. Availability by phone or “on-call” is appropriate in some circum