From: Santavy, Paul

To: Jeff Berglund

Cc: Jodi Bush

Subject: GRSG - NWRS review

Date: Friday, April 10, 2015 8:47:57 AM

Attachments: GRSG - R6 NWRS review summary.docx
R1 Sage-Grouse response to COT.docx

Hi Jeff -

As mentioned in the voice mail | just left you, refuge's did a management practices /
threats review to analyze if any of our actions on refuges were contrary to COT
report guidelines. We did one for R6 and R1, and was trying to do one for R8 (they
only have 1 refuge with GRSG) but never got that one done. Our conclusion was
that our (refuge's in R6 and R1) management actions support COT guidelines.

Attached are the R6 and R1 reports, hope they are helpful. The R6 report was
provided to Noreen and Mike T last year.

I'm happy to help anyway | can to identify GRSG actions / measures in our CCP, but
don't know that all you need is explicitly in there.

Have a great weekend.

PAUL SANTAVY, CFP, AWB

Project Leader / Wildlife Refuge Manager

Charles M. Russell National Wildlife Refuge Complex
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service

Phone: 406-538-8706 x12

Cell: 303-515-0809



mailto:paul_santavy@fws.gov
mailto:jeff_berglund@fws.gov
mailto:jodi_bush@fws.gov

[bookmark: _GoBack]GREATER SAGE-GROUSE MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES ON R6 NWRS LANDS



DATE:  	July 31, 2014

FROM:	 Steve Kettler / Paul Santavy

SUBJECT:	Review of R6 NWRS management actions relative to greater sage-grouse 



Statement of purpose.  To inform the greater sage-grouse conservation community of 1) the evaluation of NWRS management activities in relation to the threat reduction objectives (pages 38-52) in the 2013 Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation Objectives: Final Report (COT) to identify any real or potentially perceived conflicts; and 2) significant needs or opportunities to further contribute to sage-grouse conservation.  



BACKGROUND

Management of Region 6 National Wildlife Refuges was evaluated in the context of the threats and recommended conservation objectives identified in the 2013 COT report.  Ten National Wildlife Refuges in Region 6 currently have or had sage-grouse on refuge lands, or fall within or near Priority Areas for Conservation (PAC) identified in the COT.  The information presented below was collected gathered from a 2011 effort to assess NWRS sage-grouse management, a review of Comprehensive Conservation Plans, and discussions with biologists, managers, or project leaders from refuges from the 10 refuges.



DISCUSSION

· Ten refuges are in the current sage-grouse range and/or in or within 10 miles of a PAC.  Of these, only Charles M. Russell/UL Bend, Seedskadee, and Cokeville Meadows support more than 200 birds.

· There were no obvious real conflicts between COT recommendations for sage-grouse and current refuge management.  In a number of cases there could be perceived conflicts (see more specific information below). 

· Detailed sage-grouse management objectives are not identified for some refuges.  Where identified, the objectives are usually habitat related, not tied to population objectives.  Most management was not rigorously monitored. 

· Several refuges with low sage-grouse numbers or minimal habitat have not conducted surveys to document sage-grouse numbers. 

· We have little site specific information on population trends on and around refuges.

· Sage-grouse hunting still occurs on a number of refuges.  Harvest is estimated to be very low on those refuges.

· Several refuges have supported or conducted sage-grouse research projects, and there are a small number of on-going studies.  Charles M. Russell NWR has a 20-year dataset from sage-grouse monitoring.

· Prescribed grazing (to improve habitat conditions) was the most common management practice used on the refuges that affects sage brush habitat or sage-grouse.  Grazing is excluded on some refuges.  Prescribed fire is utilized or planned on a number of refuges, but it is not often used.  All refuges avoid prescribed fire in fire intolerant sagebrush habitat.  

· Nearly all refuges are either directly involved, or in communication with local or state level sage-grouse working groups and aware of related efforts and actions in the surrounding landscape.  

ATTACHMENTS: Table–Threats to Populations…and more specific information related to the recommendations for threat reduction in the COT report. 



		 

		Threats to Populations identified in COT Report.  Threats are characterized as: Y = threat is present and widespread, L = threat present but localized, N = threat is not known to be present.  (Taken from USFWS 2013 Greater Sage-grouse Conservation Objectives: Final Report - February 2013)



		PACs (and refuges within or near & in currently occupied range)

		Isolated/ Small Size

		Sagebrush Elimination

		Agriculture Conversion

		Fire

		Conifers

		Weeds/ Annual Grasses

		Energy

		Mining

		Infrastructure

		Grazing

		Free-Roaming Equids

		Recreation

		Urbanization



		Northern Montana (Bowdoin NWR/WMD -Creedman Coulee, Hewitt Lake, Lake Thibadeau)

		N

		L

		L

		L

		N

		L

		Y

		N

		Y

		Y

		N

		L

		N



		Yellowstone Watershed & Northern MT (CMR NWR/WMD - UL Bend, Hailstone, Halfbreed Lake, Lake Mason, War Horse)

		N

		L

		Y

		L

		L

		Y

		Y

		N

		Y

		Y

		N

		L

		N



		Jackson Hole (National Elk Refuge)

		Y

		L

		N

		L

		L

		Y

		N

		N

		N

		N

		N

		Y

		L



		Wyoming Basin (WY portion) (Cokeville Meadows NWR, Pathfinder NWR, Seedskadee NWR)

		N

		L

		N

		L

		L

		L

		Y

		L

		Y

		Y

		L

		Y

		L



		Uintah (WY Basin in UT) (Ouray NWR)

		N

		N

		N

		Y

		Y

		Y

		L

		Y

		Y

		N

		N

		Y

		Y



		North Park (WY Basin in CO) (Arapaho NWR)

		N

		Y

		Y

		Y

		N

		Y

		Y

		Y

		Y

		Y

		N

		Y

		Y



		NWCO (WY Basin in CO) (Browns Park NWR)

		N

		L

		Y

		Y

		L

		Y

		Y

		Y

		Y

		Y

		L

		Y

		L



		Southwest Montana (Red Rock Lakes NWR)

		N

		L

		N

		L

		L

		Y

		L

		L

		L

		Y

		N

		L

		L








Short Summary of COT – Threat Reduction Objectives and Measures (pages 38-52) and more specific information.



Fire – restrict or contain, eliminate intentional fires in breeding and wintering habitats, restore and monitor.



A number of refuges use, or plan to use prescribed fire.   All avoid prescribe fire in non-fire adapted sagebrush habitats.  Bowdoin NWR burns in silver sage habitat, but that species is fire adapted (strong sprouting response after top-kill by fire).   Several refuges use fire in herbaceous riparian or wet meadow habitats in an attempt to improve brood rearing for sage-grouse and other wildlife.  



Non-native Invasive Plant Species – retain large intact patches, reduce or eliminate disturbance  that could promote spread, monitor and control invasives post wildfire, require BMPs in construction areas, restore altered ecosystems to levels below risk for long-term alteration.



Nearly all of the refuges control invasive species, but none had significant invasive species issues in sagebrush habitat.  In most cases, the invasives were in wet meadow or riparian habitats.  Cheatgrass is not a problem currently in sage-grouse habitats in Region 6.  When disturbance is planned best management practices to minimize potential for invasion are required.  



Energy development – avoid in PACs as possible, if not possible, avoid in habitat areas or place in least suitable habitat, and provide buffers.



Some refuges control mineral rights, others do not.  For those that do not, all attempt to negotiate with the developers to minimize impacts and use BMPs for operation and restoration.  A varied response to those negotiations was noted, some were very successful in getting recommendations addressed, and others were not. 



Sagebrush removal – avoid in breeding or wintering habitats

No refuges reported doing sagebrush removal.  The National Elk Refuge noted that historic elk and bison grazing probably reduced sagebrush habitat on the refuge.  



Grazing – based on local ecological conditions to manage all ungulate grazing to maintain or restore healthy sagebrush and native perennial grass and forb communities conserving essential components for sage-grouse (e.g. shrub cover, nesting cover).



All refuges that allowed grazing utilized prescriptive or managed grazing with specific habitat condition objectives.   Some refuges have altered management of grazing or eliminated grazing completely to improve habitat structure for sage-grouse and other grassland and sagebrush wildlife species.  



Range management structures – avoid or reduce the impact of structures (water developments and mineral licks (concentrating ungulates in winter habitat), roads.

This type of infrastructure exists on some refuges, especially from historic uses.  No refuges were approving new special use permits that could negatively impact sage-grouse. 



Free-roaming equids – protect from negative influences of grazing



NA



Conifer expansion – remove conifers from sagebrush, based on local sage-grouse habitat limiting factors, avoid using prescribed fire in low elevation, xeric sagebrush communities. 



NA



Agricultural Conversion – avoid, restore converted area if it can address limiting factors



NA



Mining – avoid, no net loss of habitat in area affected by mining



No significant impacts were noted on refuges, but it was identified as a problem on lands in close proximity to refuges.



Recreation – maintain healthy native sagebrush communities, manage direct and indirect disturbance (including noise), and avoid ORV and development of recreational facilities



Hunting is allowed following state regulations at the following refuges; Arapaho NWR, Bowdoin NWR/WMD/4 satellite refuges, CMR NWR/WMD/UL Bend NWR, Pathfinder NWR, and Seedskadee NWR.  Harvests are estimated to be low (no more than 20-30 birds reported at any one refuge), but rigorous methods have not been used to quantify harvest, and would likely be very resource intensive.  



Refuges typically limited access to existing trails and roads and minimized recreational use in sensitive habitat or at critical times of the year and did not approve special use permits if there were going to be impacts to sage-grouse. 



Ex-Urban Development – limit in sage-grouse habitat, maintain intact sagebrush communities.



NA, though Cokeville Meadows NWR mentioned that this was occurring in the nearby area.



Infrastructure – avoid in PACs



Several refuges mentioned getting right of way and other infrastructure requests that could impact sage-grouse habitat or seasonal movement.  Generally special use permits were not approved if there were going to be impacts to sage-grouse. There were cases where a lack of baseline sage-grouse information made it difficult to respond to and negotiate with project proponents.  



Fences – minimize the impacts of fences on sage-grouse populations considering local ecological conditions and the balance of positive (improved ecological conditions) and negative impacts



Most refuges were attempting to reduce the amount of fencing they had.  Several refuges had removed fences and several were doing fence marking near grouse concentration areas.  One refuge removed interior fencing and required livestock operators to use temporary electric fence for herd management. 



Other information:

 

Pathfinder Reservoir NWR historically has been unstaffed, but a term position was recently hired to staff the refuge.  We know little about habitat quality or sage-grouse use of the there.  Much of the refuge is not fenced and it occurs adjacent to BLM land.  BLM controls the grazing on the refuge (through a MOA).  



Some refuges, where sage-grouse habitat was a small part of the refuge (e.g. river refuges), did not conduct specific upland management or monitor sage-grouse on the refuge.   



Several refuges are actively involved with research and/or lek monitoring.



The National Elk Refuge manages habitat and sage-grouse as part of the Jackson Hole population.  This population is considered at risk for extinction because of its small size.  



Several refuges commented that FWS needed to gain a better understanding of refuge use in relation to local limiting factors.  Some refuges do not support nesting.  Several support only brood-rearing or winter habitat.  Rigorous monitoring for these stages has generally not been attempted.  It’s unclear if gaining that information could/would help direct our management at activities that would significantly improve sage-grouse status at the local level. 



Most refuges have habitat objectives related to sagebrush or brood-rearing habitat (wet meadows riparian edges), but none have population objectives.  Other than lek sites, very little monitoring is done for sage-grouse or the effects of habitat manipulations on sage-grouse use.  In most case we don’t know much about population trends on or around refuges.



Where we don’t own mineral rights there has been varied success influencing location of infrastructure.  



Where we don’t have good sage-grouse information it can be difficult to proactively respond to energy developers or other project proponents.



The Garton et. al., (2011) quasi extinction risk analysis could provide a way to prioritize scrutiny of management actions in the future.  


GREATER SAGE-GROUSE MANAGEMENT ACTIVITIES ON REGION 1 NWRS LANDS

DATE:		January 22, 2015

FROM:	Joe Engler

SUBJECT:	Review of R1 NWRS management actions relative to greater sage-grouse

Purpose: To evaluate R1 Refuge management activities in the context of their effect on greater sage-grouse populations and to ensure consistency regarding the identification, analysis and remediation of threats in concurrence with the Greater Sage‐Grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus) Conservation Objectives Final Report (COT Report).

Background:

Ten Region 1 National Wildlife Refuges (NWRs) were evaluated in the context of the threats and recommended conservation objectives identified in the 2013 COT report.  These refuges have historic and/or current documented occurrences of sage-grouse. The information presented is based on correspondence with refuge staff in 2014, review of Comprehensive Conservation Plans, the COT report, and other refuge-based reports.

One refuge (Bear Lake) occurs within the Wyoming Basin (Management Zone II). Three refuges occur within the Snake River Plain (Management Zone IV) including: Gray’s Lake NWR, Camas NWR, and Minidoka NWR. Three refuges occur within the Northern Great Basin (Management Zone V) including: Hart Mountain National Antelope Refuge, Sheldon NWR, and Malheur NWR.  The former two refuges support the best habitat and most robust populations of sage-grouse within the region.  Three refuges occur within the Columbia Basin (Management Zone VI) including: Hanford National Monument, Saddle Mountain NWR, and Columbia NWR. 

Discussion:

· Nine refuges occur in the current recognized sage-grouse range and/or in or within 10 miles of a PAC. Of these, only Hart Mountain NAR and Sheldon provide high quality year-round habitat and support more than 2000 birds each.

· There were no obvious real conflicts between COT recommendations for sage-grouse and current refuge management.  

· Detailed sage-grouse management objectives have been identified for two refuges.  These objectives are habitat related, and not tied to population objectives.  These refuges are comprised of some of the best sage-grouse habitat and most robust grouse populations remaining within their PAC.  Lek index surveys are conducted annually.

· The remaining 8 refuges provide seasonal habitats and incur only transient grouse use at best. These refuges do not have established monitoring programs and all current records are through incidental observations. 

· Long-term population (lek) trends (> 20 years) are available for only two refuges. Trend data on or around other refuges is lacking.

· Sage-grouse hunting occurs on two refuges.  Harvest is estimated to be very low to non-existent at one refuge due to the lack of resident grouse populations. The other refuge allows permit hunting only and offers 75 permits per year.

· Three refuges have supported or conducted sage-grouse research projects and/or sage-grouse specific habitat projects.

· Prescribed grazing is excluded on all refuges with sage-grouse.  Prescribed fire is utilized or planned on a number of refuges, to improve understory communities, re-invigorate wet meadows, and to reduce conifer and invasive species encroachment. All refuges avoid prescribed fire in fire intolerant sagebrush habitat.  

· Most refuges are either directly involved, or in communication with local or state level sage-grouse working groups and aware of related efforts and actions in the surrounding landscape.

Additional Information:

Sage-grouse occur on relatively few Refuges within the Region.  Significant populations occur only on the Sheldon-Hart NWRC, while other Refuges support only transient individuals or offer limited habitat which may be used seasonally.  As follows is a Refuge summary of sage-grouse status and activities: 

Sheldon-Hart Mountain National Wildlife Refuge Complex (includes Sheldon NWR and Hart Mountain NAR)

Sheldon NWR and Hart Mountain NAR support the largest refuge populations of sage-grouse in Region 1. The NWRC has the land base and habitat diversity to support a large resident population of sage-grouse, although data indicates that some grouse are migrating off-refuge during winter months.  The NWRC actively manages grouse habitats through prescribed burning (i.e. wet meadows), wild fire protection and suppression, and removal of invasive junipers and other non-native plants.   

Threats: Invasive cheatgrass, though present, is not as problematic on the NWRC as in other areas of the Great Basin and Columbia Basin. Feral horses have been effectively removed from Sheldon NWR in 2014; no feral horses persist on Hart Mountain NAR. Wildfire is likely the primary threat to these refuge’s shrub-steppe habitats, specifically if sagebrush is lost and/or cheatgrass becomes more widely established. Continued encroachment by invasive juniper is an ongoing issue and removal is a management priority.

Projects currently in progress or recently conducted in support of sage-grouse include:

1) A sage-grouse telemetry study conducted by the University of Nevada-Reno, 2013-2017.

2) A 2013 sage-grouse genetics project conducted in cooperation with Oregon and Nevada

3) A comprehensive lek census and inventory at Hart Mountain in 2013 and Sheldon in 2014.

4) A continuation of long-term lek trend monitoring

5) On-going  restoration projects on juniper removal within sage-brush habitat

6) Removal of feral horses from Sheldon NWR to improve sage-brush and wet meadow habitat was completed in 2014.

Malheur NWR

Malheur NWR does not support any populations of sage-grouse, although an active lek occurs within approximately 5 miles distance  on surrounding lands.  The Refuge has little quality shrub-steppe habitat though its wet meadows are used periodically, probably annually, by sage-grouse during the drier portions of the season.  There are no current efforts aimed at specifically improving sage-grouse habitat though wet meadow management is a priority within the Comprehensive Conservation Plan.  Surveys are not specifically conducted for sage-grouse.

Threats: Given current habitat limitations, wildfire is a primary threat with respect to fragmentation and loss of existing shrub corridors to refuge wet meadows. Wet meadow degradation by invasive plants is a continual habitat problem, and refuge personnel actively manage against incursions and reduce existing invasive plant populations. Wet meadows are managed with prescribed grazing and prescribed fire.

Grays Lake NWR

Grays Lake NWR provides seasonal habitat for sage-grouse, as sagebrush comprises <7% of the Refuge’s habitats.  Sage-grouse may use the Refuge meadows for brood- rearing though current data is limited; wet meadows are vital to brood rearing and this aspect will likely comprise the Refuge’s greatest value to surrounding populations. There are no known leks on the refuge, however, there are 4-7 active leks sites within 5 miles of the Refuge.  The Refuge itself is considered to be of lower conservation priority by the State, compared to other larger habitats along the Snake River Plain.

Threats: Currently, there are no recognized threats of significance to sage-grouse habitat on the refuge.

Projects currently in progress include:

1) On-going collaboration with IDFG and the East Idaho Uplands Sage-Grouse Local Working Group which is focused on habitat connectivity between the Refuge and the Willow Creek Sub-basin.

2) Staff has developed a number of habitat management strategies that will benefit sage-grouse when implemented in the future.
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Camas NWR

Camas NWR provides seasonal habitat for sage-grouse via wet and dry meadows for brood-rearing; historically the Refuge was used for overwintering but the current extent of that use is unknown; annual use is estimated at <100 birds.  Sagebrush habitat is limited on the refuge however some extensive off-refuge sagebrush habitat exists. There are no known leks on the Refuge. The refuge’s Comprehensive Conservation Plan contains objectives for improving shrub and meadow habitat for sage-grouse, but specific restoration projects have not been developed.  Prescribed fire and invasive plant removal are the primary habitat management actions deployed in grouse habitats.  Specific surveys for sage-grouse are not conducted, though they are tallied incidental to other survey activities.

Threats: Continued reduction in water availability on the refuge due to depleted water tables and upstream water withdrawals pose the most significant threat to the refuge’s wet meadows.  Wildfire is a secondary threat if it reduces the limited shrub habitat on-refuge or surrounding shrub-steppe utilized by grouse.

Projects currently in progress include:

1) On-going, 5-year project to restore 90-acres of old farm fields into sage habitat. The tract was slated in fall 2014 for seeding into native sagebrush, grasses and forbs.

2) Conduct weekly wildlife surveys which continue to document and refine knowledge of sage-grouse use on the Refuge.



Minidoka NWR

Minidoka NWR is positioned between known off-refuge populations of sage-grouse.  The refuge has considerable acreage of shrub-steppe habitat and sufficient diversity of meadow habitats but due to the linearity of refuge lands along the river corridor, its ability to support a grouse population is questionable.  The primary value of the Refuge at this time is as an intact corridor between populations to the north and south of the Snake River.  The Refuge has occasional sightings of sage-grouse.  There are currently no projects or surveys geared toward sage-grouse.

Threats:  Wildfire and cheatgrass dominance within the understory are considered the primary threats to remaining shrub-steppe habitats both on and off-refuge.

Bear Lake NWR

Bear Lake is primarily a wetland refuge and contains less than 10% of suitable upland habitat for grouse.  Due to the lack of habitat and the less than suitable surrounding lands, sage-grouse are not a priority for the refuge. 

Mid-Columbia River NWRC: (includes Hanford Reach NM, Saddle Mountain NWR, and Columbia NWR) 

Sage-grouse are rare in Washington and within the Columbia Basin.  The loss of historic sage-grouse habitat in WA is estimated at 92% with only about 1000-1200 birds remaining in 2 populations. These populations are not considered to be viable long-term. Current populations occur west and north of Hanford Reach NM, Saddle Mountain NWR, and the Columbia NWR. The last Refuge documentation occurred at Hanford Reach NM in 2000; there is no established population on the Monument or on Saddle Mountain NWR; grouse have not been documented on Saddle Mountain for about 20 years.  Columbia NWR has not had a documented sighting of sage-grouse in approximately 50 years.  All refuges have seasonal or annual habitat capable of supporting all or a portion of a grouse population.  Hanford Reach NM is considered a potential future site for introduction should a program be developed. In-progress restoration activities, specifically in conjunction with catastrophic wildfires, preclude near-term establishment of a population.

Threats: Wildfires are the most significant threat to establishment and maintenance of shrub-steppe habitat in the Columbia Basin.  Past fires have significantly reduced the quantity and quality of extant habitat and resulted in a significant incursion of cheatgrass into the shrub understory. 

Projects currently in progress include:

1) The Hanford Reach NM staff continues their long-term program to restore and monitor sage-steppe habitats.  These efforts will ensure that the Refuge continues to provide transient habitat and is positioned to support sage-grouse populations in the future. 
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		Threats to Populations identified in COT Report.  Threats are characterized as: Y = threat is present and widespread, L = threat present but localized, N = threat is not known to be present.  (Taken from USFWS 2013 Greater Sage-grouse Conservation Objectives: Final Report - February 2013)



		PACs (and refuges within or near & in currently occupied range)

		Isolated/ Small Size

		Sagebrush Elimination

		Agriculture Conversion

		Fire

		Conifers

		Weeds/ Annual Grasses

		Energy

		Mining

		Infrastructure

		Grazing

		Free-Roaming Equids

		Recreation

		Urbanization



		Wyoming Basin Unit 9b (Bear Lake NWR)

		N

		N

		N

		Y

		Y

		Y

		Y

		N

		Y

		N

		N

		Y

		Y



		Snake River Plains Unit 18(Gray’s Lake NWR,) 

		Y

		L

		Y

		L

		Y

		L

		Y

		N

		Y

		Y

		N

		L

		N



		Snake River Plains Unit 23 (Camas NWR, Minidoka NWR)

		N

		L

		L

		Y

		L

		Y

		Y

		N

		L

		Y

		Y

		L

		N



		Northern Great Basin , Unit 31(Malheur NWR, Sheldon NWR, Hart Mountain NAR)

		N

		L

		L

		Y

		Y

		Y

		L

		L

		L

		Y

		Y

		U

		N



		Columbia Basin (Hanford NM, Saddle Mountain NWR, Columbia NWR)

		Y

		N

		L

		Y

		N

		Y

		N

		N

		Y

		Y

		N

		Y

		N



		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		

		








