From: Beralund, Jeff

To: Pat Deibert; Lief Wiechman

Cc: Jodi Bush; Brent Esmoil

Subject: GRSG Anecdotal Fence Collision Information
Date: Monday, March 02, 2015 1:17:59 PM
Attachments: WaageNRCS1-9-15Fenceletter.pdf

FYI - received this copy of a letter transmitted to the NRCS State Conservationist in
Montana regarding one particularly concentrated area of sage-grouse fence strike
mortalities. The author was a long-term NRCS sage-grouse staffer - | believe his
term appointment recently expired. Interesting observation.

Jeff

Jeff Berglund

Fish and Wildlife Biologist
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
Montana Field Office

585 Shepard Way, Suite 1
Helena, MT 59601

(406) 449-5225, ext. 206
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January 9, 2015

Bruce Waage
3105 Arvin Road
Billings, MT 59102

Joyce Swartzendruber

State Conservationist

USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service
10 East Babcock 5t.

Bozeman, MT 59715

Dear Joyce,

| want to take this opportunity to express my gratitude and pleasure in working with all of you. | think we
accomplished a lot together. NRCS has a lot of knowledgeable, dedicated people willing and ready to carry out
the mission of the agency. | was able to traverse the state mare than most because of my statewide
responsibilities and duties, thus making many friends.

With that being said, | want to express one concern and offer my perspective. This pertains to the fence issue
in Roundup that | know you all are aware of. In my view, the extraordinary incident of sage grouse fence
strikes that occurred in Roundup (>40 on short segment of fence) needs to be documented and cited, It should
be part of our collective understanding of sage grouse interactions with anthropogenic infrastructures. One
might explain it away as an anomaly however, it is noteworthy. This factual occurrence is important, which
should be part of our body of knowledge supporting the mission to convince skeptical landowners and the
public that fence problems even exist, something | know firsthand.

A few remaining staff that are still with NRCS (primarily due to recent retirements} may recall biologists had
to be convinced that fences were a problem. | would hear skeptical statements that no one wanted to see
fences "decorated like a Christmas tree". | also had a difficult time accepting that fences could be a problem.
Again, this is the very reason for this notice to you.

To give a little perspective, when | look back at the Department of Interior's Federal Register of April 21, 2004
with the sage-grouse 90 day petition finding the service, as required, searched the literature to address the





effects of fences on sage-grouse populations. They found a limited discussion on fences and sage grouse. In
their finding the service was able to state, "Fences are a documented collision hazard for sage-grouse" because
they could cite a couple of literature sources. The value of the Roundup incident would inform and expand the
science and the public understanding with important revelations like;

e The extraordinary number of strikes stands alone at >40

* The collisions are noteworthy because they were not associated with a lek but a wintering area

* The problem fence was located more than a mile from a lek

s The collisions went undeterred in spite of the extraordinary efforts to deter them far beyond mere
fence markers (see attached picture)

e The agencies inability to rectify the problem, seeking funds from Pheasant Forever to remove it

| personally regret that the Roundup example should have been made available to Governor Steve Bullocks'
Greater Sage-grouse Advisory Council but was not reported and therefore did naot contribute to the discussion
that the dedicated task force members wrestled with.

| know the Roundup fence experience motivated the Montana NRCS biologist staff to do their own due-
diligence in their respective responsibility areas, conducting their own surveys documenting strikes per mile.
This information is important and although | realize it does not rise to “science”, they are literally
“noteworthy” observations.

On the positive side, NRCS is to be commended for being proactive, initiating the Brian Stevens study which
advanced our understanding of the fence issue. | hope NRCS can live-up to the science slogan used routinely
with SGI and share the information with all interested stakeholders.

5G| talks a lot about its "success" in progress reports and routinely states "the Sage-Grouse Initiative uses
science to measure the biological benefits of habitat improvements to populations”. With this in mind, my
view would demand the reporting of this issue as our professional duty as biologists and conservationists of
the land.

A related development that adds to my concern is a lek that | was able to track since 2009. [ronically, it was
the first lek you said you had ever seen (MFWP’s no. Yellowstone Co. SG-6). This was in the spring of 2009
which at that time had a lek attendance of 35 males. Subsequently, an 5G| funded fence was installed within a
1/4 mile of the lek and MFWP's data now shows it at its lowest point in 49 years. The Excel graph is attached.
A one-day post fence installation survey in 2013 at SG-6 showed three strikes on five miies of marked fence.

We know fences are negative and we have very little idea of how to fully mitigate that impact when as we have
seen from “NRCS"s own investigations sage grouse still collide with “marked fences”. The fencing case in
Roundup is a good illustration of our limited knowledge. The Sage Grouse Initiative is spending millions of
dollars on mitigation efforts that are with one aspect of the program i.e. increasing fences densities to achieve





improved range conditions and consequently improved habitat for sage grouse. Recent studies do show
positive results from improved cover and therefore improved survival. | applaud these efforts. However, the
question remains does improved habitat and survival offset the negatives of an increase in fence density in all
situations? Some ranches through SGI have increased fence density six-fold. In my estimation the impacts
from the increase in fence density are likely variable to the specific circumstances. In some situations the
increased fence densities may not offset the improved range conditions for sage grouse i.e. Lek SG-6 example. |
urge NRCS to present the information it now has in a professional format and further scrutinize and analyze
its fence installation program.

| do have high regard for the people at NRCS so | know you can and will hold true to science,

Sincerely,

Bruce Waage

Cc: John Carlson BLM
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