
              
 
 
September 14, 2010 
 
VIA EMAIL 
 
Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife 
3406 Cherry Avenue N.E.  
Salem, OR  97303 
sage.grouse@state.or.us 
 
 
Re: Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation Assessment and Strategy for Oregon: A Plan to 

Maintain and Enhance Populations and Habitat  
 
Dear Oregon Department of Fish & Wildlife: 
 
On behalf of the Oregon Natural Desert Association (ONDA), Audubon Society of Portland, 
National Wildlife Federation, Defenders of Wildlife, Sierra Club, and Soda Mountain Wilderness 
Council, please accept our comments on ODFW’s draft plan for Greater sage-grouse 
(Centrocercus urophasianus), the Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation Assessment and Strategy 
for Oregon: A Plan to Maintain and Enhance Populations and Habitat (draft dated July 6, 2010, 
hereinafter referred to as the “Plan”). We appreciate the opportunity to provide ODFW feedback 
on the proposed Plan and hope that our comments will be integrated within the final Plan.  
 
Oregon needs a strong strategy to help provide recovery of sage-grouse, not simply baseline 
survival. An effective strategy must be based on sound science and complement other state and 
federal policies. The goals of the strategy should be obtainable and meet the overarching 
objectives with mechanisms to enforce and implement the strategy to achieve goals. ODFW’s 
strategy is based on a “core habitat” approach whereby the agency maps important sage-grouse 
habitat areas based on lek density and connectivity. We strongly support measures to prohibit 
development in areas defined as core habitat and feel this policy is necessary for an overall 
strategy and ODFW’s final Plan to be effective.  
 
Although the Plan lacks important mechanisms for enforcement and implementation, it 
nevertheless is an important step in the formulation of strong conservation measures required to 
protect this keystone species. We thank you for your efforts to date to use the best available 
science and conserve this species given the legal uncertainties related to ESA listing. We believe 
that in order to prevent a future listing a strategy must be as proactive as possible, and then 
firmly incorporated into the management decisions of the agencies that work in Oregon’s 
sagebrush country. 
 
We have identified some improvements we hope are made to the final strategy. Among others, 
we ask ODFW to:  
 



 

• create a plan to address research gaps that exist related to lek data, nesting habitat, 
climate change, roads, and energy development;  

• make changes to the core habitat map by filling in “doughnut holes” and joining together 
core areas that are in close proximity for more fluid on-the-ground management, 
corridors for wildlife movement, and to prevent habitat fragmentation;  

• keep strong no-development mitigation guidelines in core habitat areas and increase 
buffers around development to prevent impacts; 

• improve or create guidelines related to watering stations and livestock water development 
to reduce the threat of West Nile virus and other impacts;  

• educate landowners about threats to sage grouse and explore methods to encourage 
landowners to improve habitat on private lands;  

• create a plan to work with county officials to incorporate recommendations into county 
planning and governance;  

• obtain commitments from the Bureau of Land Management (“BLM”) and other agencies 
who manage lands in sagegrouse habitat, to follow the Plan’s conservation guidelines;  

• Identify funding for Plan implementation and insure that Local Implementation Groups 
have the tools and authority necessary to accomplish their duties; and 

• Provide scientifically valid parameters to evaluate and monitor the progress of the Plan. 
 
The Threats to Sage Grouse 
 
Oregon sage-grouse populations and sagebrush habitats comprise about 20% of the North 
American range wide distribution of the species. Therefore, management actions in Oregon have 
implications on a range wide scale. About 70% of the sage-grouse habitat in Oregon is managed 
by BLM. Population fluctuation and decline in Oregon during the past century are similar to 
those documented throughout the species’ range. Because Oregon contains some of the largest 
expanses of relatively intact sagebrush habitat in North America, and coupled with relatively 
minimal threats of oil, gas or coal-bed methane development, conservation and protection of 
sage-grouse in Oregon is extraordinarily important to the species’ survival and recovery 
rangewide.  
 
Habitat fragmentation and disturbance from large-scale development, roads, and agriculture 
across much of the Greater sage-grouse’s range has contributed to significant population declines 
over the past century. If current trends persist, many local populations may disappear in the next 
several decades, with the remaining fragmented population vulnerable to extinction. It is in 
Oregon’s best interest to reduce fragmentation and limit and avoid developing in areas identified 
as core sage-grouse habitat.  
 
The threats to sage-grouse habitat across the West are numerous.1 Domestic livestock grazing 
can lead to the establishment and spread of weeds, erosion, denuded vegetation and associated 
lack of cover, pollution of water, and other impacts to sagebrush habitats.  Projects that are 
necessary with domestic livestock grazing such as barbed-wire fencing provide predator perches 
and can pose a mortality threat for sage-grouse when flying grouse collide with the fencing, 
particularly around late brood rearing habitat such as springs, seeps and wet meadows. Other 
threats that are associated with sage-grouse declines include the proliferation of the non-native 

                                                
1 See 12-Month Findings for Petitions to List the Greater Sage-Grouse, 75 Fed. Reg. 13,909 (Mar. 23, 2010) 



 

annual grass cheatgrass, which is spreading rapidly and replacing sagebrush. Periods of drought 
and the effects of global climate change may exacerbate the expansion of cheatgrass and the loss 
of sagebrush habitat. Other threats include: West Nile virus, which is spread through mosquito 
populations as they colonize wet areas on the landscape including livestock water developments; 
altered and unnatural fire regimes, which are influenced by grazing, climate change and altered 
vegetative ecosystems; encroachment of juniper trees on sagebrush habitats, which has increased 
because of fire suppression, livestock grazing, and climatic influences over the last century or 
more; high road densities, which fragment sagebrush habitats; various types of energy 
development and utility corridors; and land use issues such as urban development, agriculture, 
and water development. Nearly all of these threats are present in sage-grouse habitat in Oregon. 
Of future threats, we feel large-scale development, especially as we expand energy development 
in Oregon, could significantly contribute to population loss.  
 
Of these threats, the Oregon Plan does not address climate change and road densities. The former 
is not part of the analysis at all. Climate change should be addressed using the best available 
science and future scenarios must be included in the modeling, as well as the conservation 
measures recommended. Agency land use and management decisions must incorporate these 
scenarios and solutions into their decision-making. 
 
Incorporating Sound Science and Addressing Research Gaps  
 
The strength of this Plan is its use of the best available science. An agency cannot protect a 
species unless it understands the species’ characteristics, behavior, and population dynamics. 
ODFW demonstrates this knowledge and uses it as guidance in creating the overall strategy. Yet, 
the Plan still has some limitations and lacks important data, and rightly acknowledges many of 
these key gaps in the Plan on pages 122–24. We encourage ODFW to prioritize these gaps, 
including:  

 
• Complete a comprehensive inventory and classification of sagebrush habitat occurring on 

public and private land in the known Greater sage-grouse range, including areas that have 
potential for restoration; 

• Identify how climate change and the associated vegetative changes in our natural systems 
will affect sage-grouse habitat and/or exacerbate threats such as fragmentation and 
potentially change the 70/30 sagebrush goals; 

• Identify those habitat areas that have been recently “lost” to fire and incorporate their 
future habitat potential into the modeling of core areas, as well as future refugia from 
climate change threats; 

• Work with partners and academic professionals to study natal dispersal, recruitment, 
winter habitat use, and impacts of energy development, particularly wind, solar, and 
energy transmission;  

• Use the best available science to develop a potential and existing energy development 
GIS model that incorporates available lek and sagebrush habitat data to create a 
comprehensive analysis of potential conflicts with sage-grouse populations and better 
guide facility siting and mitigations measures; 

• Better understand the impacts of livestock grazing on sage-grouse populations and 
sagebrush habitat, especially in reference to competition for forbs, reduction of cover, 



 

sage-grouse avoidance, impacts from abandoned, existing and planned livestock grazing 
facilities and range projects, and potential for mitigation of negative impacts; and 

• Further understand the impacts of hunting on Oregon’s sage-grouse population dynamics. 
 
In addressing knowledge gaps and incorporating research goals in the Plan, ODFW will be able 
to modify and improve the strategy. Because current data is limited, we support the use of 
relevant research from other states and methods to estimate and model behavior, habitat use, and 
density.  

 
The method ODFW uses to determine core habitat focuses on breeding habitat and connectivity 
corridors. Because lek data is collected through sampling that is prone to variability, ODFW used 
techniques to estimate population density along with identifying connectivity corridors. These 
methods, supported by the current best available science, combine that research with rational 
methods to estimate population density. The estimated density and habitat quality allows ODFW 
to geospatially describe the resulting core habitat. Although methods of this nature have their 
limitations, this is the best way to determine population density and habitat use. We feel this is 
the right approach, but encourage ODFW to put a greater value or weight on the connecting 
habitat. In situations where the model may not be able to fully express the characteristics of an 
area, we suggest ODFW gather on the ground information to more accurately describe the core 
areas so that management can be fluid and fully reflect the habitat conditions. Minor gaps that 
appear in the modeling between core areas should be filled where they may interrupt with sage 
grouse corridors. 
 
Sagebrush-steppe is one of the most diverse and important rangeland types and habitats for the 
native flora and fauna of the American West, and it has also been identified as one of the 
ecotypes most vulnerable to the effects of climate change. Altered fire regimes, accelerated 
invasion by exotic plants, woodland expansion, loss of surface waters, and spread of disease 
have all been cited as potential outcomes of increasing carbon dioxide levels and a warming 
climate. Sensitive species such as sage-grouse are vulnerable to regional extirpation as the effects 
of climate change degrade sagebrush-steppe across Oregon, and as warming temperatures allow 
diseases like West Nile virus to spread into habitats formerly inhospitable to the Culex mosquito. 
This plan should address these likelihoods by identifying not only current core habitat, but also 
the best future refugia for sagebrush-steppe habitats and sage-grouse population in relation to 
key climate-driven factors like exotic plant and woodland expansion, increased fire frequency, 
desertification, and West Nile virus occurrence. 
 
Policy Changes Should Reflect the Science  
 
The recommendations and guidelines outlined in the strategy should be realistic and reflect the 
science. ODFW’s monitoring plan assumes that the current status of sagebrush habitat in Oregon 
will persist for at least the next 50 years enabling the state to maintain the 70-30 goal of high-
quality sagebrush habitat. In the light of increasing populations and development, as well as the 
impacts of climate change, managers should not operate under the assumption that sagebrush 
habitats will exist in the same range that they are found today or for the past 20 years. ODFW 
should identify and plan for changes in sagebrush communities in terms of contraction of large 
blocks of intact sagebrush habitat and increased replacement by invasive species. This will allow 
the State to understand what policies are needed now and into the future for long-term species 



 

protection. While the conservation efforts outlined in the Plan do address some of these issues 
such as cheatgrass and juniper invasion, they probably do not go far enough to predict possible 
total loss of some sagebrush habitat, especially at the edge of the current range. Furthermore, 
given the uncertainty of this assumption and that the sage-grouse were warranted for ESA listing, 
it seems that the agency’s goals should be more proactive than the status quo.  Moving toward a 
recovery plan, a higher goal of at least 75-25 would be recommended. 
 
Guidelines in the strategy need to reduce threats. West Nile virus (WNv) can have potentially 
deleterious impacts on small and isolated populations of Greater sage grouse. The guidelines 
should provide for reducing mosquito breeding areas by limiting the development of livestock 
water developments in sage-grouse habitat and, in particular, near lek sites to reduce potential 
disruption of breeding adults or trampling of nests. Water developments should incorporate 
designs that reduce the growth of mosquitoes by reducing shallow stagnant water from 
accumulating and take steps to reduce sedimentation and vegetation growth. The focus here 
should remain on controlling mosquito populations in close proximity to sage grouse leks and 
should not be interpreted as an endorsement of broad scale use of adulticides. Ultimately, no 
level of control will eliminate mosquitoes from the landscape, nor is such an outcome 
ecologically desirable. Impacts of WNv should be factored into sage grouse population models 
and continued research should be devoted to building a better understanding of how sage grouse 
populations are adapting to WNv and other diseases. 

 
The Plan also should include spatial limitations, a no-net-gain conservation measure, or a radial 
buffer for livestock water developments. The recommended buffers around new livestock 
projects on page 95 should be thoroughly reviewed to insure that impacts of grazing are 
prevented. On page 108, it is not clear whether the 0.6-mile livestock projects buffer includes 
water development projects, which are not specifically listed in this section of the Plan and we 
believe should be addressed with an appropriate buffer. To help inform this decision, ODFW 
should examine the science concerning how far WNv-carrying mosquitoes can travel from their 
breeding grounds.  
 
In the Plan, the threat of road densities is addressed only indirectly.2 Again, ODFW should use 
the best available science to study the impacts of roads and road densities with respect to habitat 
fragmentation. This is important on BLM lands, where ONDA has documented numerous miles 
of unnecessary primitive routes that are not in regular use but continue to impact sage grouse 
habitat. Given the wealth of data available through ONDA’s wilderness and route inventories, 
and BLM’s own transportation network mapping, it would be relatively easy to study and map 
sagebrush habitat fragmentation from motorized vehicle routes.  

 
One threat from roads being documented is the spread of roadside weed infestations into 
neighboring lands. Many studies show that the number of weed species in an area increases 
dramatically with the density of roads. Weeds, such as cheatgrass and crested wheatgrass, are not 
a food source for grouse, can outcompete sagebrush, and make the area more prone to fire. The 
                                                
2 See, e.g., Draft Plan at 11 (under “Mortality Factors,” mentioning direct mortality via collisions with vehicles), 102 
(under “Realty,” recommending minimizing construction of new roads in occupied habitat), 104 (under “Energy 
Development and Transmission,” mentioning in very general terms that “roads and infrastructure fragment native 
habitat”), 106 (under “Recreation,” suggesting limitations to ORV use), 166 (in Appendix II, listing using GIS to 
calculate road density to help understand habitat fragmentation). 



 

risk that weeds like this will spread from roads and ORV trails into adjacent ecosystems varies 
depending on the site. It is highest where ORVs leave designated trails and disturb plants and 
soils, especially on deeper and more fertile soil types, which tend to be most susceptible to 
invasion. Less vulnerable habitats, such as rocky, shallow-soiled, shaded and otherwise infertile 
sites, tend to be relatively resistant to invasion, whatever their distance from roads. These 
findings suggest that one way to prevent roads from causing weed invasions is to build them 
through more resistant plant communities and soil types, and to close and restore roads found to 
be in vulnerable habitats. This type of vulnerability analysis is important because roadless areas 
are most often our last remaining refuges for native species in southeast Oregon.  

 
Based on this type of information and analysis, ODFW should address in the Plan how BLM 
route networks and maintenance plans affect sage-grouse and their habitat, and then identify 
what conservation guidelines will assist resource managers in achieving the Plan’s population 
and habitat objectives. For example, seasonal road closures during breeding seasons, limitations 
on primitive route upgrades, or a no-net-gain in miles of improved routes within critical habitat 
areas, would be beneficial conservation measures.  
 
Consistency of Goals with Other States and Federal Agencies  

 
Core habitat modeling already has been completed or is underway in other states. Maintaining 
consistent policies between Western states will help ensure the survival of the sage-grouse. The 
approach taken by ODFW to map core sage-grouse habitat and apply regulatory policies to 
identified areas is the same approach used by the states of Wyoming and Montana. The 
methodology created by Kevin Doherty of Wyoming Audubon Society has been replicated and 
adopted by other agencies. We feel this is the best way to map core habitat based on our 
available science. We recognize that ODFW worked with limited data especially when 
understanding habitat connectivity. For these reasons we hope revisions to the methodology will 
put greater emphasis on the importance of connectivity.  
 
Yet, with a mitigation policy framework that seeks to protect only 75 percent of the current sage-
grouse population (page 74), we are concerned this may not serve to protect the overall integrity 
of the species. As with our comments on the 70/30 assumption and the need to plan for recovery, 
we hope that in revisions to the Plan, ODFW will consider expanding this target to at least 80% 
so that the aim of species protection is achieved. In Wyoming, the core areas will protect 83.1 
percent of the population. Oregon should strive to meet this standard. In this way, only 20% of 
sage-grouse habitat will be directly impacted by development and the other 80% will be off-
limits to commercial or other types of large-scale development. We agree with the proposed 
stipulations that guide category one areas and the procedure and mitigation applied to category 
two areas (page 79).  
 
Renewable Energy  
 
With Oregon’s goal to provide 25% renewable energy by 2025 and the increase of applications 
for renewable energy facilities within core sage-grouse habitat, a greater emphasis must be 
placed on developing standards and guidelines for energy development in known or potential 
sage-grouse habitat. ODFW should develop more exacting standards and guidelines for energy 



 

and infrastructure development akin to those developed in the Nevada and Eastern California 
Plan.3 
 
While the research outlining the impacts of renewable energy facilities on sage-grouse 
populations is still in early stages, there does exist substantial research detailing the impacts of 
oil and gas extraction. While these developments may be inherently different in the footprint 
they share, as the Plan recognizes, they do include disturbences such as roads, transmission 
corridors, and fences. The lack of published data on the impacts of renewable energy does not 
negate the potential for detrimental effects. Negative impacts of these developments can include: 
 

• avoidance behavior, potentially dispersing adults from lek sites or winter ranges; 
• increased mortality through collisions, stress, nest abandonment;  
• avoidance behavior, potentially dispersing adults from lek sites or winter ranges; 
• habitat loss and fragmentation; and  
• significantly increased predator populations and success (i.e., corvids and raptors 

associated with transmission lines).  
 
Because of these real threats associated with new energy development and transmission, ODFW 
should adopt U.S Fish and Wildlife Service’s more stringent recommendations regarding energy 
facility siting, such as a 5 mile buffer protecting active lek sites. Even in Category 2 habitats, 
micro-siting should maintain these higher guidelines for wind turbines and transmission lines. 
Construction should take place outside of breeding season to reduce conflicts with nesting and 
brood-rearing. Maintenance schedules and seasonal road closures associated with energy 
developments should be timed to protect breeding populations. Regardless of the availability of 
independent surveys conducted by consultants, ODFW should review each proposed energy 
development within 5 miles of known lek or nesting sites, as well as within Class 3, 4 and 5 
sagebrush habitat.  
 
While renewable energy development is needed so that our county can reduce our carbon 
footprint and gain more energy independence, Oregon should foster a renewable energy 
economy that is truly sustainable. There are still millions of acres of potential wind development 
in Oregon that falls outside the core habitat areas (see ONDA Map 1 on next page). Places with 
important natural resources such as core sage-grouse habitat should be strictly off limits to 
energy development or any kind of large-scale development. The only mitigation policy that will 
maintain sage grouse populations, or have any hope to restore populations, must have no-
development zones, and all category one habitat should be closed to industrial development. 
Avoidance is not sufficient.4 
 
 
 

                                                
3 www.ndow.org/wild/conservation/sg/resources/051805_implementation_process.pdf 
4 It is important to note that the impacts of development on sage grouse leks may not be immediately apparent. Sage grouse 
demonstrate strong fidelity to their lek sites. In some cases, existing populations may tolerate development in the short term, but 
the development may result in longer term effects such as failure of offspring to return to these sites, failure to recruit new 
members to the lek, and increased predation. The discussion of development proximal to sage grouse leks too often focuses on 
immediate and short term impacts when the more important issue revolves around how development affects the integrity of the 
lek over time. 



 

ONDA Map 1 

 
 
Hunting 
 
All of our organizations recognize hunting as an important recreational activity.  However, we 
have concerns about the continued harvesting of this species given its listing situation. Taking up 
to five percent of Oregon’s sage-grouse population through hunting, especially when we are 
seeing sage grouse populations in a persistent decline, seems to be a risk that is unnecessary if 
we are trying to restore a population to prevent a future listing.   
 
Oregon’s harvest regulations need to strive to provide a substantive safety net for small and 
declining populations of sage-grouse. Where sage-grouse populations are declining because of 
West Nile virus, hard winters, poor production, or habitat destruction from sod busting, wildfire, 
or energy development and transmission, harvests are more likely to be additive, thus 
contributing to population decline. A harvest structure which is responsive to minimizing 
additive harvest, or harvest of reproductively successful hens (the most important part of the 
population for rapid population rebound) will likely provide the greatest conservation benefit and 
assurance to the USFWS that sage-grouse do not need to be added to the endangered species list 
because of inadequate management of hunter harvest. 
 



 

It is likely that sport harvest is neither entirely additive nor compensatory, but instead falls along 
a continuum, and may vary by area, year and/or population. It is likely that hunting is 
compensatory to some certain threshold, and beyond that threshold any harvest is additive and 
contributes to local population declines. Also, what has been documented around the West is that 
sage-grouse populations do not perform uniformly across various states each year. Thus, harvest 
structure should be linked to local population performance and rigorous population forecasts, not 
a one-size-fits-all bag limit. It appears that ODFW is following this method by establishing 
smaller harvest units and is willing to create emergency closures as conditions require, as they 
have in the past for West Nile virus.  
 
Some states have documented that early September harvest of sage-grouse is often biased 
towards the hens and broods which summer near watering stations and moist sites until hard 
frosts kill forbs and insects. Males are generally more dispersed in the late summer and early fall, 
as are hens and broods after frost. Because hunters know to target these watering areas in early 
season, a harvest biased towards hens and young birds can be avoided by later seasons. If ODFW 
wants to reduce harvest impacts, it likely makes sense to move the opener into October (or at 
least a week or two later as they do in Utah, Nevada, and Wyoming), thus minimizing hen and 
bird-of-the-year harvest, instead of re-enforcing it by an early-to-mid September harvest. 

 
ODFW Needs to Work with Counties and Landowners 

 
Conservation measures are only as strong as the will to implement them. In Oregon, counties are 
not required to follow ODFW recommendations when issuing conditional use permits for 
renewable energy projects under 105 megawatts. In order for the Plan to work, counties need to 
adhere to the recommendations created by the State. Without this, building renewable energy 
projects of any size would negate the purpose and overall effectiveness of the core habitat policy. 
We hope ODFW will work with Oregon counties to help these planning officials incorporate 
recommendations so that goals can be reached. Also, education initiatives should be included in 
the final strategy so that landowners, the public, and developers understand sage-grouse threats 
and know what they can do to implement ODFW recommendations. ODFW could also initiate 
the creation of incentive programs that help landowners provide better habitat for sage-grouse to 
help recover the species on private lands. 

 
The Oregon Plan Does Not Meet the PECE Criteria 
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (“USFWS”) 2003 Policy for Evaluation of Conservation 
Efforts (“PECE”) provides guidance to Service personnel to use in determining whether an 
adopted or implemented conservation effort contributes to making listing a species unnecessary 
or contributes to forming a basis for down-listing a species endangered to threatened. In 2008 
comments to USFWS, ONDA reviewed ODFW’s 2005 sage-grouse plan and found that the 
conservation efforts did not meet PECE criteria. Major deficiencies in the prior plan included a 
lack of commitment by agencies identified as responsible for carrying out the conservation 
efforts, a lack of funding, no clear process for implementing the plan, and few or no scientifically 
valid parameters to evaluate or monitor the progress of the plan. We find many of the same 
issues with the 2010 plan.  
 



 

The Oregon Plan is divided into six sections describing the background and philosophy of 
conservation approaches in the strategy, an overview of sage-grouse biology and ecology 
throughout the species range, an assessment of populations and habitat, conservation guidelines, 
and implementation components. As was the case in 2008, we are aware of no Local Working 
Group plans in Oregon. 
 
The main goal of the Oregon Plan is “to restore, maintain, and enhance populations of sage-
grouse such that multiple uses of populations and their habitats can continue.”5 The Plan contains 
statewide and BLM districts population management objectives that specify the numbers of birds 
to be maintained or enhanced until 2055, as well as habitat percentage retention objectives. 
Attaining the population objectives is largely dependent on achieving habitat goals.6  
 
To achieve its goal, the Plan sets out conservation guidelines designed to maintain or enhance the 
quality of current habitats on page 89. It describes the guidelines as “tools” to be used “as 
needed.” Implementation of the conservation measures “will be guided by local implementation 
groups comprised of land managers and land owners.” These local implementation groups are to 
identify management priorities, set timelines for implementation, oversee treatments and 
monitoring, and facilitate project funding (pages 89, 114–15). Monitoring populations and 
habitat is critical, and the Plan calls for various types of surveys, as well as identifying important 
data gaps. The Plan, on page 114, recognizes that most of the conservation actions will be 
implemented at the local level under the direction of local implementation groups. 
 
The Oregon Plan at page 4 mentions the PECE criteria in its introduction, explaining that the 
intent of the plan “is to satisfy these criteria where possible.” However, the Plan never returns to 
them and does not actually evaluate whether the Plan satisfies the PECE. 
 
The policy establishes two basic criteria: (1) the certainty that the conservation efforts will be 
implemented, and (2) the certainty that the efforts will be effective. To determine the likelihood 
of implementation, USFWS evaluates whether or not the parties have the authority, resources 
and schedule to complete the proposed efforts. To determine the likelihood of effectiveness, the 
Service evaluates whether or not the plan describes the nature and extent of threats, establishes 
specific conservation objectives, identifies steps to reduce threats, and provides quantifiable 
performance measures to monitor for both compliance and effectiveness.  
 
The following subsections are criteria from USFWS’s PECE policy and how ODFW does or 
does not meet each in its Oregon Plan: 
 
A. The certainty that the conservation measures will be implemented. 
 

1. The conservation effort; the parties to the agreement or plan that will implement the 
effort; and the staffing, funding level, funding source, and other resources necessary 
to implement the effort. 

 

                                                
5 See page 32; see also id. at 70 {analogous goal for habitat management objectives}). 
6 See Id. at 32, 70. 



 

Pages 114-115 of the Oregon Plan outline the overall conservation strategy implementation by 
authorizing Local Implementation Groups (“LIGs”) based on BLM districts. The Plan is not 
endorsed by any federal or state agencies, private groups, or tribes. Because BLM manages more 
than 70% of the sage-grouse habitat in Oregon, the Plan indicates that that the agency must 
identify whether its land use plans conform to the Oregon Plan, including whether existing land 
use plans will require amendment in order to conform. Funding for projects is the responsibility 
of the LIGs. The Plan does not meet the PECE for this requirement.  
 

2. The legal authority of the parties to the agreement or plan to implement the 
formalized conservation effort, and the commitment to proceed with the conservation 
effort. 

 
Since ODFW is the sole author and party to the Plan, it only has the legal authority to implement 
its portion of the plan. ODFW recognizes five LIGs on page 114. Though the LIGs were 
established in the 2005 plan, they have not been meeting on any regular basis and the Plan does 
not specify a timeline for LIG meetings or deliverables. Because many of the conservation 
efforts, objectives and actions listed in the Plan require other agencies or groups to implement, 
the majority of the conservation efforts cannot, as the plan stands, be legally implemented. The 
Plan therefore is in compliance with PECE for a limited purpose only—i.e., authorizing and 
initiating local working groups. It is not in compliance for any conservation effort requiring non-
ODFW resources since there is no legal authority to proceed on lands not managed by ODFW. 

 
3. The legal procedural requirements (such as environmental review or consultation) 

necessary to implement the effort; information indicating that fulfillment of these 
requirements does not preclude commitment to the effort. 

 
Many of the conservation efforts described by the Oregon Plan involve management practices on 
public lands not managed by ODFW. Therefore, there are legal requirements associated with 
these lands under statutes such as the National Environmental Policy Act, the Federal Land 
Policy and Management Act, and the Endangered Species Act. These legal procedural 
requirements are not addressed in the plan. In the 2005 plan, ODFW recognized for example that 
for BLM to amend existing RMP guidance (e.g., in the Lakeview, Andrews-Steens, Southeast 
Oregon and other BLM land use plans), that agency would need to prepare environmental impact 
statements (“EISs”) under NEPA. This remains true today. These legal issues are significant and 
many of the conservation efforts listed in the plan cannot be implemented without following the 
requirements of these laws and regulations. Therefore, the plan does not meet the PECE 
requirements for this criterion. 

 
4. Authorizations (e.g. permits, landowner permission, etc.) necessary to implement the 

conservation effort; level of certainty that the parties to the agreement or plan that 
will implement the effort will obtain these authorizations. 

 
This requirement can only be met when the specific conservation efforts have been defined by 
the LIGs. Since the Plan does not specifically or adequately identify conservation efforts to be 
implemented, this requirement is not applicable to the Oregon Plan. Moreover, because more 
than 70% of the sage-grouse habitat in Oregon is managed by BLM, permits and other 
authorizations concerning use and management of those public lands—for example, federally 



 

issued permits to graze livestock on public land—are beyond the control of the Plan. 
Conservation efforts directed at private lands are voluntary. The conservation efforts therefore do 
not meet this PECE criterion. 
 

5. The type and level of voluntary participation (e.g. by private landowners) necessary 
to implement the conservation effort; whether a high level of certainty is provided 
that the parties to the agreement or plan that will implement the conservation effort 
will obtain that level of voluntary participation. 

 
This requirement can only be met when the specific conservation efforts have been defined by 
the LIGs. Since the Oregon Plan does not specifically or adequately identify conservation efforts 
to be implemented, this requirement is not applicable for the Plan. 
 

6. Regulatory mechanisms (e.g. laws, regulations, ordinances) necessary to implement 
the conservation effort. 
 

This requirement can only be met when the specific conservation efforts have been defined by 
the LIGs. Since the Oregon Plan does not specifically or adequately identify conservation efforts 
to be implemented, this requirement is not applicable for the Plan. 
 

7. The high level of certainty that the parties to the agreement or plan that will 
implement the conservation effort will obtain necessary funding. 

 
The Oregon Plan indicates that LIGs will be responsible for identifying funding sources for 
projects. The Plan lists only one certain source of funding for the limited purpose of private 
landowner treatment of juniper near leks. Other than that, the plan does not list any other certain 
sources of funding. Since the only party to the plan is ODFW, it is the only certain source of 
funding. As with many of the other state sage-grouse conservation plans, lack of funding may 
plague this plan. There can be no certainty of implementation if there is not an assured source of 
funding for the conservation measures proposed in the Plan. In this case, funding is not certain 
and the PECE criterion is not met. 

 
8. An implementation schedule (including completion dates) for the conservation effort. 

 
The Oregon Plan does not provide an implementation schedule for the majority of the 
conservation efforts listed in the plan. The only firm date provided in the Plan is its objectives 
concerning maintaining sage-grouse populations and habitats until the year 2055. Like the 2005 
iteration, the Plan provides trigger dates or time periods for recommended management actions 
or adaptive management actions (pages 32–37). A detailed implementation schedule is necessary 
in order to determine if conservation efforts are proceeding towards final implementation. The 
Plan is silent on these details for most of the conservations measures, where the goal is stated but 
no other details are provided. The Plan does not provide any details or milestones for how 
completion dates should be met. This lack of specific information makes implementation 
uncertain and does not meet the PECE criterion. 
 

9. Whether the conservation agreement or plan that includes the conservation effort is 
approved by all parties to the agreement or plan. 



 

 
The Oregon Plan is not signed or endorsed by any party. On page 91 of the 2005 plan, ODFW 
“anticipated that BLM, NRCS, DSL, U.S. FWS Refuges, USFS, and ODFW will formally adopt 
the Plan and implement its elements at the local level.” The current draft plan omits this 
statement. It is unclear whether those parties adopted the 2005 plan and whether they will adopt 
the new plan. This formal acceptance of the guidelines by other agencies in critical to whether 
this Plan will be followed to the fullest extent possible. 
 
B. The certainty that the conservation measures will be effective. 
 

1. Description of the nature and extent of threats being addressed by the conservation 
effort. 

 
The Oregon Plan identifies a number of threats to sage-grouse and sage-grouse habitats. These 
threats include weather, predation, hunting, parasites and disease, and human influences 
including roads, wires and fences, agricultural conversion, sagebrush conversion, livestock 
grazing and range development, mismanagement of riparian and wetland areas, recreation and 
other land uses (pages 9–11, 38–43).  

 
The nature of these threats is documented in the Plan. The Plan includes sections from a 
statewide perspective on wildfire, prescribed fire, livestock grazing, juniper expansion, invasive 
vegetation, vegetation treatments, realty, energy development and transmission, recreation, 
predation and West Nile virus, which include actions and conservation guidelines specific to 
each issue. The Plan also contains a brief description of regional conservation measures for the 
five identified LIG regions. On page 89, the Plan says that conservation guidelines “should be 
viewed as tools as needed in a region” and implementation “will be guided by [LIGs] comprised 
of land managers and land owners.” Part of the LIGs’ responsibilities will be to “identify the 
appropriate tools to meet the objectives in their region.” The extent of the threat is addressed for 
some issues and not for others. The nature and extent of local threats is assigned to the LIGs.  
 
The Oregon Plan meets the PECE criterion for this requirement, but the LIGs must describe local 
threats when developing specific conservation efforts. 
 

2. Explicit incremental objectives for the conservation effort and dates for achieving 
them. 

 
The primary goal of the Oregon Plan is to “restore, maintain, and enhance populations of sage-
grouse such that multiple uses of populations and their habitats can continue.” The primary 
objective of the Plan is “to maintain large expanses of intact sagebrush habitat for the benefit of 
sage-grouse and other sagebrush associated species.”  

 
The Plan lists some incremental objectives for conservation efforts, some of which are stated in 
quantitative terms but many of which are stated merely in general terms. For example, on pages 
32-33, the Plan states the population levels to be maintained and refers to specific decline rates 
(e.g., a trend indicating a decline in a population of >7% for more than 3 consecutive years or a 
decline <7% for 5 or more consecutive years). However, in the event such quantitative measures 
(e.g., with respect to the declines) are triggered, the Plan merely states that, for example, “federal 



 

and state agencies will need to consider management actions to reverse the decline or at least 
stabilize the population.”  

 
It is questionable whether these are “explicit incremental objectives” as required by the PECE 
criterion. The LIG plans should therefore be much more explicit when addressing this issue. 
Section VI of the Plan does not list milestones for, for example, local working groups, wildfire, 
annual grasslands, and habitat and population monitoring. (It does list some accomplishments 
since the 2005 plan, for example acres of juniper treated in certain areas or helicopter lek surveys 
conducted.) This section does not address when the goals and objectives of the Plan will be 
accomplished. Therefore, some aspects of this PECE criterion are met by the Oregon Plan for 
this requirement and some are not met. 
 

3. The steps necessary to implement the conservation effort. 
 
The Oregon Plan outlines the current condition of sage-grouse and sage-grouse habitat in 
Oregon, the threats at issue, the potential measures to take to address those threats and the 
general process for setting up (or continuing to set up) LIGs to implement actual conservation 
efforts.  

 
Section IV of the Plan goes into some detail about some (but not all) of the threats to sage-grouse 
and sage-grouse habitat in Oregon. Section V describes conservation measures necessary to 
reduce, eliminate, or mitigate some (but not all) of the threats. The conservation guidelines are 
intended to be used by the LIGs which would choose those measures appropriate to the local 
threats. The Plan discusses the methods to be used for evaluating and monitoring sage-grouse 
populations and habitat in various places, including in appendices to the document. The Plan 
includes more specific recommended habitat characteristics for protective cover and food 
acquisition than did the 2005 version.  
 
Each LIG is expected to identify priority conservation actions and related projects based on their 
habitat and population objectives, local threat characterizations and other known local factors. 
Federal land management agencies are then expected to take the lead in facilitating, preparing or 
contracting necessary (e.g., NEPA) documentation for specific recommended conservation 
actions on federal lands. Therefore, the LIGs are responsible for meeting these criteria when the 
specific conservation efforts are described in their plans. 

 
Although most of these steps are general in nature, they do outline the basics of what needs to be 
done to implement the strategy. Therefore the Plan minimally meets the PECE requirements for 
this criterion. 
 

4. Quantifiable, scientifically valid parameters that will demonstrate achievement of 
objectives, and standards for these parameters by which progress will be measured. 

 
The Oregon Plan does not adequately list quantifiable, scientifically valid parameters that will 
demonstrate achievement of objectives. Like the 2005 plan, it emphasizes current deficiencies or 
gaps in monitoring methods and habitat goals. The basic habitat goal is the “70/30” objective 
calling for maintenance of 70% sagebrush and 30% potential habitat, which “approximates the 
current status of intact and disturbances to sagebrush habitat, respectively, in Oregon.” (page 70) 



 

Appendix I sets out a protocol intended to standardize collection of data for lek monitoring, 
population estimation, and hunting procedures/guidelines. The LIGs are responsible for defining 
the quantifiable parameters for each conservation effort within LIG plans. The Plan recommends 
that BLM districts adopt the 70/30 framework in land use plans.  
 

5. Provision for monitoring and reporting progress in implementation (based on 
compliance with the implementation schedule) and effectiveness (based on evaluation 
of quantifiable parameters) of the conservation effort. 

 
The Oregon Plan recognizes that monitoring populations and habitat is critical and calls for 
various types of habitat and lek surveys (pages 12-18, 120-124). However, the Plan contains 
little in the way of providing for specific monitoring for the specific threats identified in the 
document. In Section VI (“Implementation and Monitoring”), the Plan briefly describes general 
inventory and monitoring of sage-grouse distribution and habitat conditions. As was the case in 
2005, most of the discussion is devoted to research needs and gaps in current data and 
information.  

 
Section V of the Plan outlines threats and the actions and conservation guidelines intended to 
address those threats. These are largely qualitative approaches that do not list specific metrics. 
For example, under “Livestock Grazing” the approaches listed in response to a determination 
that grazing levels are detrimental to habitat quality include only general, adaptive management 
measures such as changing the locations of salt, water or fencing, changing the season of use, or 
reducing grazing use levels (page 94). Range projects (e.g., troughs, fences, corrals) are to be 
placed at least 1km from leks (page 95). The section does not specifically address development 
of natural springs. In Section IV, the Plan states that at the pasture level, habitat quality can be 
measured under Rangeland Health Standard #5 on BLM lands (page 73). 

 
Overall, like the 2005 plan, these provisions do not provide comprehensive measures for 
analyzing the impact of livestock grazing on sage-grouse populations and habitat. By and large, 
they do not specify the actual metrics to be used to measure accomplishment of goals. Moreover, 
the Plan includes nothing specifying or requiring any sort of reporting on progress in 
implementation. Because the LIGs have not met in quite some time, there likewise is no current 
information on such progress.  

 
6. Principles of adaptive management are incorporated. 

 
On page 2, the Oregon Plan states that it is “meant to be a dynamic document so as new 
information is learned it will be used in an adaptive management process to evaluate, maintain 
and enhance sage-grouse populations and sagebrush habitat.” But there is no section that 
specifically discusses adaptive management measures or strategies to be implemented. As was 
the case with the 2005 plan, the only conservation guidelines section to mention adaptive 
management specifically is the livestock grazing section. Based on this review, the Plan is 
inadequate in terms of addressing what adaptive management is, how it relates to the sage-grouse 
conservation plans, and when and how adaptive management will be employed for each of the 
conservation efforts. The LIG plans must therefore provide additional details on how they will 
incorporate adaptive management into their conservation efforts. The Oregon Plan does not meet 
this PECE criterion.  



 

 
Conclusion 
 
We applaud ODFW for its effort to date to provide guidelines for the conservation of sage-
grouse, however, we note that these efforts do not meet USFWS’s PECE criteria to protect and 
enhance a species of concern. Like many other state and local working group plans throughout 
the West, the current Oregon Plan cannot be relied upon as the key strategy for mitigating the 
threats to sage-grouse and sage-grouse habitat. The main deficiencies in the Oregon Plan include 
a lack of commitment by agencies identified as responsible for carrying out the conservation 
efforts, a lack of funding, no clear process for implementing the Plan, and few or no 
scientifically valid parameters to evaluate or monitor the progress of the Plan. These and other 
deficiencies prevent the Plan from providing certainty that it will mitigate or eliminate current 
threats to sage-grouse in Oregon in order to restore populations or prevent a future listing 
decision.  

 
If ODFW can positively address these issues in the final plan, especially obtaining formal 
agreement from other agencies and regulatory bodies that they will incorporate these guidelines 
in their activities, it will provide a stronger platform for species protection and recovery. Getting 
firm commitments today and creating proactive standards will save agencies and communities 
from having to make more difficult and uncomfortable decisions in the future. The Western 
Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (“WAFWA”) has concluded that funding, leadership 
and organizational structure were the three most critical elements necessary to carry out the work 
of protecting sage grouse. These issues are reflected in the PECE analysis above. Success must 
be linked to actual progress in terms of habitat improvement or increases in sage-grouse 
populations. ONDA, Audubon Society of Portland, Sierra Club, Defenders of Wildlife, National 
Wildlife Federation, and Soda Mountain Wilderness Council therefore ask ODFW to strengthen 
the final plan in these respects.   

 
Our organizations appreciate the opportunity to comment on ODFW’s draft plan for Greater sage 
grouse. If you have any questions regarding these comments or wish to discuss them further, 
please do not hesitate to contact Matt Little, Conservation Director at ONDA, or any of our 
respective staff.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Matt Little, Conservation Director   Bruce Taylor 
Oregon Natural Desert Association   Defenders of Wildlife 
 
Ben Deeble, Sage Steppe Coordinator  Bob Sallinger, Conservation Director 
National Wildlife Federation    Audubon Society of Portland 
 
Borden Beck, Chair     Dave Willis, Chair 
High Desert Committee    Soda Mountain Wilderness Council 
Sierra Club, Oregon Chapter 
 


