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Historic Sage Grouse Declines
Other Sagebrush – Grassland Species, too

USFWS



Ecological 
Realities of 
Greater 
Sage-Grouse

Sagebrush specialist (sometimes 95%)

Placed-based, especially breeding (leks)

Faithful to home; poor pioneer

Very sensitive to habitat change, 
anthropogenic disturbances

Time lag to detect population declines: 3-5 
yearsMFWP



Hard Realities
• Humans will continue to 

disturb, modify, even 
eliminate habitat

• Mother nature will, too

• Everyone has to make 
decisions

• Disturbance will accumulate 
through time, with negative 
consequences  … unless

(BLM/California)



Montana’s Conservation Strategy
• Executive Orders, State Laws, Federal and Private Lands 
• Blend voluntary incentives with regulatory permitting tools
• Proactive stewardship of remaining intact sagebrush landscapes
• Guide amount and location of development:  what, where, how

Lorelle Berkley



Montana’s Conservation Strategy
• Executive Orders, State Laws, Federal and Private Lands 
• Blend voluntary incentives with regulatory permitting tools
• Proactive stewardship of remaining intact sagebrush landscapes
• Guide amount and location of development:  what, where, how

Goal:
• Conserve 

Habitat
• Maintain Viable 

Populations 
Lorelle Berkley



Harnessing Technology for Conservation:  developers & regulators



Interactive
Web-based 
Consultation 
Process

How 
Developers 
Harness
Technology:

Joel Maes



Areas of Focus for Sage Grouse Conservation
Does it apply to me?  

Zoom Tool

Search Tool

Log into 
the 

System  

Legend
GIS Layers



Read 
Instructions & 
Work Through 
Steps 1-6

1. Answer 
Dynamic 
Questionnaire

2. Provide 
Spatial Data 



Example:  Transmission Line

Will adding this new line exceed the disturbance threshold?
What are the other potential impacts?

What mitigation will be required?



Disturbance Calculator

• Buffer leks by 4 miles
• Account for existing 

disturbances
• Calculate % new impact
• “Clip”
• Compare to 5% allowable 

threshold

Other Considerations
• proximity to leks a problem



What the Developer Sees
Below
5% ?



What the 
Program 

Sees 



What the 
Program 

Sees 



What the 
Program 

Sees 



Example:  Buried Pipeline

• Exceeds 5% threshold
• Affects 24 leks
• Too close to some leks

Disturbance & Other Considerations



How Developers 
Harness Technology 

to Make Better 
Decisions

• Play in the Sandbox; project data stored
• Proactive siting and design:  avoid sensitive areas
• Proactive siting and design:  stay below disturbance thresholds



How the Program 
Harnesses  

Technology to
Make Better

Decisions

• Live geospatial database keeps track of accumulated disturbance 
• allowable thresholds at project scale
• accumulation of total disturbance at multiple scales

• Back-end SQL database for tabular data + stored spatial data
• Automation
• Record keeping; event histories

USFWS



Why does it 
matter?

Habitat 
Lost or 
Impacted

Habitat 
Gained or 
Conserved

©John Carlson

Mitigation to Sustain the 
Ecosystem:

no net loss, net gain preferred



Why Does it 
Really

Matter?

• Everyone Makes Better Decisions
• Conserve Habitat
• Maintain Viable Populations

USFWS
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