
elltoryaqgr 'lFIsI1,
Tfidryecp,nadc

POB 200701
Helena MT 59601
June 10.2004

TO: Governor's office, Todd O'Haire, State Capitol, Room 204, POB 200801, Helena, MT 59620-0g01
Environmental Quality Council, State Capitol, Room 106, pOB 2}l7}4,Helena, MT 59620-1704
Dept. Environmental Qualrty, Metcalf Building, P O Box 200901, Helena, MT j9620-0901
Dept. of Natural Resources & Conservation, P.O. Box 201601, Helena, MT 59620-160l
Montana Fish, Wildlife & parks: Director's Office, Legal Unit,
Park Division, Wildlife Division
FWP commissioners, Design & conskuction, Enforcement, Lands Division
MT Historical Society, state Historic preservation office, poB 201202,
Helena, MT 59620-1202' MT State Parks Association, p.O. Box 699, Billings, MT 59103
MT State Library, l5l5 E. Sixth Ave., p.O.B. 201g00, Helena, MT 59620
James Jensen, Montana Environmental Information center, p o Box I lg4,
Helena, MT 59624
Janet Ellis, Montana Audubon council, p o Box 595, Helena, MT sg624
George Ochenski, P O Box 689, Helena, MT 59624
Jack Atcheson, State Lands coalition, 3210 ottawa Steet, Butte, MT sgTol
Jerry DiMarco, p O Box ll7l,Bozeman, MT 59771
Montana Wildlife Federation, p O Box 1175, Helena,MT 59624
Wayne Hurst, POB 728,Libby,MT 59923
Bob Raney, I 12 S. 6th St., Livingston, MT 59047
George Grant chapter of rrout Unlimited, p o Box 563. Butte. MT 59703

Ladies and Gentlemen:

A Revised Environmental Assessment is enclosed for your review and comment. FWp provided an
earlier EA dated March l2"d that analyzedthe impactsbf 3 alternatives for managing sage grouse in
Montana' Based on public comments we received, that EA was revised and the enclosed Revised EA is
now available for additional public review.

In the Revised EA, we highlighted additions and changes with a g;ay background. We also added an
appendix that summarizes comments received during the initial puUiic r"uii* period and provide our
responses.

Public comments on this document will be accepted through July 16, 2004. please address cornments to:
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, c/o Sage Grouie Comments, P.O. Box z}OT}l,Helena, MT 59620-0701
-or- by email at: www.fwp.state.mt.us or by writing to the Wildlife Division, Montana FWp, pOB
200701, Helena MT 59620-0701.
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Gnepren 1: OvERVTEW AND Sutvuuanv

Proposed Action

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) proposes to initiate new conservation strategies as
defined in the Management Plan and Conseruation Sfrafegies for Sage Grouse in Montana -
Final Draft (Final Draft Plan) and as pertains to FWP's statutory authority and responsibility, with
oversight by the Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks Commission. FWP would also continue or
enhance some activities that currently address sage grouse conservation in Montana.

Purpose and Need for Proposed Action

The purpose of the Proposed Action is to help assure the long-term conseryation of sustainable
sage grouse populations in Montana while continuing to meet its statutory and regulatory
requirements for management of Montana's fish and wildlife resources.

Sage grouse have experienced population declines and reduced distribution across their range
in the western United States. Montana sportsmen, resource managers, landowners, and other
conservation interests have been concerned about the status of sage grouse (Centrocercus
urophasianus) and/or sagebrush (Aftemisia spp.)-grasslands since the 1950s. Loss of
sagebrush steppe across the western states .. primarily through conversion to cropland or
treatments eliminating sagebrush - approaches or even exceeds 50 percent in some areas
(Dobler 1994, Knick 1999) and is considered to be a primary reason for long term declines in
sage grouse abundance across their range (Schroeder et al. 2000, Connelly and Braun 1997).
In recent decades, invasion by cheatgrass has changed the intensity of fire regimes in the Great
Basin region and the resultant fires have contributed to additional losses of sagebrush habitats
in those states (Knick and Rotenberry 1997, Billings 1994). Loss of sagebrush habitat in
Montana, in terms of quality or quantity, may not have been as high as in other states although
significant enough in parts of the state to influence sage grouse population trends (e.9.,
Swenson et al. 1987).

Growing concern about the status of sagebrush steppe, declines in sage grouse numbers, and
long-term survival of sage grouse populations resurfaced in the 1990s. A Memorandum of
Understanding (MOU) for the conservation and management of sage grouse was signed by
member states of the Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA) and federal
natural resource management agencies in July 2000. The U.S. Forest Service (under the U.S.
Department of Agriculture) and the Bureau of Land Management and Fish and Wildlife Service
(both under the U.S. Department of Interior), agreed to work cooperatively with member states to
develop conservation plans. Each state member of WAFIVA agreed to convene a work group
within 60 days of the effective date of the MOU. This led to the establishment in 2000 of the
Montana Sage Grouse Work Group (see below) and subsequent development of the
Management Plan and Conservation Strategies for Sage Grouse in Montana - Final Draft Plan.

Sage grouse have also received heightened awareness over the past 4 years due to a number
of petitions submitted by individuals and organizations requesting the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service (t,Si{l6i to consider listing sage grouse as threatened or endangered under the federal

2



The Final Draft Plan was developed through a collaborative effort by the Montana Sage Grouse
Work Group (MSGWG), comprised of a broad range of stakeholders in sage grouse
management. Work group participants include representatives of FWP, other state agencies,
federal agencies, tribes, conservation organizations, agricultural organizations, and private
landowners. The Plan incorporated public comment at several stages in the process and a draft
version was released for comment in December 2002.

The goal of the Final Draft Plan is to "Provide for the long-term conservation and enhancement
of the sagebrush steppe/mixed-grass prairie complex within Montana in a manner that supports
sage grouse, a healthy diversity and abundance of wildlife species, and human uses." The Final
Draft Plan accomplishes this by providing biological information, identifoing information gaps,
facilitating data collection required for future resource management decisions, and establishing a
process to achieve sage grouse management objectives through local management efforts.
The Final Draft Plan includes ma for future conservation efforts.

Reviewersmayob13inacopyoftheffiP|anfromtheFWPStateHeadquartersin
Hefena, 1420 E. 6'n Avenue or by downloading a file from the FWp website
(http://www.firp.state.mt.us/) or by calling the FWP Wildlife Division Office at406444-2612.

Scope of Analvsis

This Environmental Assessment (EA) analyzes potential impacts of sage grouse conservation
activities considered for implementation by FWP and as described in 3-separate alternatives

Final Draft plan was developed through a
collaborative effort involving state and federal agencies, non-governmentalorganizations, and
individuals ffi general commitments are made-by a number6f federal agencies signatory to the
Plan, the scope of this fiffi EA, undertaken ai a requirement of Montana Environmental
Policy Act (MEPA), involves only FWP actions. As federal agencies consider implementing
related sage grouse conservation activities on agency-administered lands, these agencies will
prepare separate analyses as per NEPA requirements.
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With approval by the F'WP Commission,'the.Director will make,a Record of Decision that will
guide future sage grouse conservation activities by'FWP. The decision may adopt one of the
alternatives or a modification of one or more of the alternatives and will be based on the efficacy
of the proposed actiois to achieve sage grouse conservation goals; the environmental impacts
described in this Revised EA; and the comments received through public review of the Final
Drafi Plan and this Revised EA.

Other Aqencies Havinq Jurisdiction or Responsibilitv

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks is responsible for managing and conserving all wildlife species
within the state. FWP has therefore been a leading partner in the development and facilitation of
this planning process. Other resource agencies have also been involved with sage grouse
planning including USDI Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and US Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS), USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and US Forest Service
(USFS), and the Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC).

Public lnvolvement Process

Development of the Final Draft Plan represents a collaborative effort involving a wide spectrum
of stakeholders. Approximately 15 public meetings across the state, involving agencies,
organizations, and individuals, were held to develop and review portions of the Draft Plan. The
Draft Plan was released for full public review in December 20O2. Seven additional public
meetings were held around the state during the comment period to present the draft Plan and to
receive public comments.

A total of 1O2 written and verbal public comments were received during the comment period.
From those, 572 points were recorded and 136 representative points were included in the Plan
Appendix with written responses. The Final Draft Plan was developed in response to public
comments and through further changes suggested by the Montana Sage Grouse Work Group.

mei

F\ /P DireCtor will make a oebision regaroi;6 ;ew irruf aCtions iOentmeo in inis Cg- eA
the form of a Record of Decision (see preceding section: Decisions To Be Made). Final
revisions will be made to the Plan in response to the Record of Decision and public comments.
u-poli:diipbjrib[fiomr$i*nvp"Gonimisdi6n;+flii'ej#5irHrp,ffrr ngriiffii&i3jgnd*'uy"tne.Eiiitigffi
and wil]' be, niuted to o-Urer: contributingi'partnoplor;eignaturel
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lssues ldentified Throuqh Public Involvement

Public Comments on the Draft Plan appeared to fully represent the spectrum of perspectives on
most aspects of sage grouse conservation in Montana. Appendix E of the Final Plan lists 136
representative points organized into 28 categories. Each of these also includes a wriften
response. Many issues raised through public comment involve responsibilities that are outside
of FWP's authority and therefore outside the scope of this EA. A summary of issues involving
FWP, listed by category type, follows. For a more complete review of comments and issues see
the Draft Final Plan, Appendix E.

o Distribution

Public comment addressed the quantity and quality of potential habitat (27 million acres) in
Montana arid the consequences of converting native range to cropland on cunent distribution of
sage grouse. Other comment questioned the objective of 'no net loss' of sagebrush habitat, the
relative extent of habitat conversion in Montana and elsewhere, and geographical distribution of
subspecies of big sagebrush across Montana.

o Education

Public comment suggested a brochure be developed to attract more attention to sage grouse
conservation issues.

o Endangered Species Act

Public comment requested more specific objectives should be included in the Draft Plan and
suggested the PECE (Policy for Evaluation of Conservation Efforts When Making Listing
Decisions) Criteria, used by the USFWS to evaluate species plans, were not fully met.

. Fire

Comments on prescribed and wild fire were primarily directed toward federal land management
agencies. A comment referenced a Memorandum of Understanding between BLM and-FWP
requiring the agencies to meet 2-years prior to any sagebrush prescribed burning. Various Work
Group members searched for such an MOU but with no success. Although FWP works closely
with federal land management agencies on these issues and often provides comments to the
agencies on plans for sagebrush manipulation, decisions related to fire management on federal
land are outside FWP's authority.

o Funding

Public comment on funding FWP sage grouse conservation efforts was divided, with one point of
view opposing the level of FVVP program funding directed at conservation of sagebrush-
grassland habitat and opposed to using hunting license revenue to cover the cost. The other
viewpoint holds that sagebrush conservation should be funded regardless of the source.

5



o General Comments

Public comment questioned a need for protection of sage grouse under the federal Endangered
Species Act (ESA) or expressed concern about impacts the Plan or ESA protection might have
on private property. Others asked that the Plan consider economic impacts prior to adoption and
implementation.

o Grazing

FWP provides funding for managed grazing systems through its habitat programs, and therefore,
some grazing-related comment falls within the scope of this EA. Public comment was divided on
the effects of grazing or grazing management on sagebrush, overall range condition, or sage
grouse productivity. One viewpoint holds that sagebrush is an increaser and that reduced
livestock grazing or improved grazing management would lead to a reduction in sagebrush and
perhaps improved range condition. Other viewpoints either maintained that managing for
sagebrush would reduce range condition or questioned any stated benefits to sage grouse
through grazing or development of grazing systems. Some argued that the Plan should include
more information on how grazing might benefit sage grouse.

o Habitat

Public comment suggested the FWP Upland Game Bird Habitat Enhancement Program be used
to preserve sagebrush habitat. Additional comment suggested the Plan include a means for
mitigating or restoring habitat that is lost. Comment questioned why Montana Department of
Natural Resources and Conservation did not adopt "no net loss" of sagebrush habitat in the
Plan. Comment also suggested monitoring sage grouse habitat amount and quality is just as or
more important than monitoring sage grouse populations.

r Hunfing

A number of comments were received regarding lengthening and shortening the hunting season,
adjusting season start and end dates, and increasing or decreasing the bag limit. Some argued
to close the hunting season on sage grouse, especially if they are truly imperiled, whereas
others had the opposite belief that hunting should be maintained as hunters play a large role in
sage grouse conservation. Some expressed concern that the Draft Plan did not consider
hunting a real threat to sage grouse or why research would be used to determine a "maximum"
harvest rate instead of a "sustainable" harvest rate. Additional comment expressed support for
adaptive harvest management.

o Monitoring

Public comment suggested more emphasis be placed on multiple counts of leks during a given
year. Other comment suggested writing more about the shortcomings of lek counts and the
need for a statistically reliable means of estimating changes in abundance.
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o Other Species

Comment expressed a concern that FWP's planning processes use a single-species rather than
an ecosystem approach, whereas others contend that managing sagebrush-grasslands for sage
grouse will benefit species that rely on these habitats. Additional comment focused on potential
adverse impacts that big game populations may have on sage grouse habitat that would require
herd reduction, or that the presence of antelope might provide a means of determining habitat
suitability for sage grouse.

o Plan Process

Public comment questioned why the Draft Plan did not include a series of alternatives for
analysis and decision-making. Comment questioned why the lack of hunter involvement in the
Montana Sage Grouse Work Group and expressed the feeling that anti-hunting and anti-grazing
interests were over-represented. Additional comment stated that an economic analysis and an
EIS would be necessary for fulfilling MEPA requirements.

. Population

Public comments questioned the validity of sage grouse being endangered or threatened
whereas others suggested the highest levels of conservation should be used to protect sage
grouse. Comment questioned whether managing to maintain status quo would sufficiently curtail
a decline in the sage grouse populations and others stressed that population fluctuations due to
weather and predation need to be factored into population changes. Comment questioned why
FWP's long-term lek monitoring data only included lek counts with 10 or more consecutive years
of data. Other comments questioned why lek count data doesn't show a decline whereas the
Draft Plan suggests sage grouse abundance has declined as a result of habitat loss.

o Predation

Public comment emphasized that predators have increased, both in terms of numbers and
diversity, and their impact on sage grouse survival is significant. Some comments suggested
more extensive predator control should be included in the Plan whereas others argued that FWP
should discontinue spending $ffim each year for predator control, stressing piedator control
is no substitute for improving habitat. Some questioned why the Draft Plan simply considers
predation "an expected component of natural mortality" or why predation may only be a concem
when habitats are compromised.

o Research

Comments suggested most sage grouse research had been done out of state and may not be
indicative of habitats in Montana. Comment requested a study to determine how imperiled sage
grouse actually are. Additional comment suggested researching impacts of predation on sage
grouse in both fragmented and intact habitats.

7



GHnpren 2: ArrEcrED EruunoruMENT

The following is a general summary of information taken from the Final Draft Plan. For more
detailed information please refer the Final Draft Plan.

Saqe Grouse Status

Legal Classification

Sage grouse are managed under state authority including the statutory authority to regulate
harvest. Legislative mandate designates sage grouse as an upland game btrd (87-2-101, MCA).
As an upland game bird, the hunting season remains closed unless opened by the Montana
Fish; Wildlife'& Parks Commlssion (87-$402,'MCA)' FWP is'mandated to conserve sage
grousein'a manner-that will'keep the species firom being listed as threatened or endangered
underthsfederal Enda'ngered'species'Act as wellas state listing (87-$107; ard 87-1-2011
MCA)::iThe'Upland Gaml Bird,Enhancement Program servesai i funOing soure,e to preservd
and enhance upland game bird populations in Moitan 6t (87'1-246; MCA). Funding fui the
program oomes from upland game bird hunting license sales and varies annually, depending on
numtier of licenses sold. Moreover, FWP has the'exclugive power to spend 'stiate funds collected
br prote'ctieln; preservalioq:and plopagationof $ame biids (8FG201r MCA)j

Abundance and Distribution

Historical and current distribution of sage grouse in Montana is portrayed in Figure 1. Sage
grouse occur across a major portion of central and eastern Montana as well as parts of
southwestern Montana, roughly following cunent sagebrush distribution. FWP has inventoried
approximately 800 active leks. These represent a minimum number of leks. Further inventory
r,voili'BjndCUeCtotibcOtheht:allleks:in the stiate, to measure statewide abundance'and
dlstribution] Generally speaking, the extent of sage grouse habitat has declined over the past
tOO years as a result of conversion of sagebrush habitat to domestic crops, hay land, and
seeded pastureland, and through burning or spraying of rangeland sagebrush. Unlike many
states, however, Montana still supports extensive sage grouse habitats estimated to be around
27 million acres of potentially occupied habitat, occurring in 39 counties.

Sage grouse abundance can fluctuate rather dramatically within a 10-year period primarily as a
result of changing weather patterns but may also be affected by fluctuating predator and prey
abundances (Figure 2). The recently arrived West Nile Virus may also affect sage grouse
abundance. Hunting is another cause of direct mortality (See Recreational Values, below).
Most or all of these €uses of mortality have relatively short-term (<10 years) effects on
population levels. Conversely, factors that contribute to the reduction of effective habitat, such
as conversion or fragmentation, generally result in a long-term change in sage grouse
abundance. This latter scenario has resulted in significant sage grouse declines or complete
disappearance in parts of their range, including some parts of Montana.

Long-term sage grouse lek survey information in Montana suggests that for certain areas,
populations have not declined in abundance even though annual numbers have fluctuated
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Figure 1. Gurrent and historic distribution of sage grouse in Montana. Map provided by
FWP Information Services.

Recreational Values

Hunting and viewing sage grouse are popular activities in Montana. During the spring breeding
season, male sage grouse can be viewed strutting on leks or display grounds, a unique wiblife
viewing opportunity. Sage grouse also have a long history in Montana as a popular game bird.

I



Although still popular, hunter survey data suggests sage grouse harvest and the number of
hunter-days in pursuit of sage grouse have both declined significantly over the past 20 years.
The statewide annualsage grouse harvest averaged 6,800 birds between 1997 and 2001,
compared to a long-term average since 1958 of 29,700 harvested birds. This is due primarily to
a600/o decline in hunting effort, as measured in hunter-days, but likely also includes a concurrent
change in harvest rates over the same time period.

Sage Grouse Lek Gounts
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Figure 2. Long-tern sage grouse lek survey results. Trend information is based on
annual averages of leks with 10 or more years of consecutive survey data. Over time,
new lek survey data sets (with 10+ years of data) have been added into these annual
averages.

Saqe Grouse Habitat

Habitat Ecology

Eleven species of grouse are native to North America, each with a specific habitat niche.
Healthy sagebrush-grassland habitat defines the range of the sage grouse, a well-known
sagebrush obligate. Because of its popularity and its shared niche with other sagebrush
obligates, sage grouse are considered by many to be an "umbrella species" of sagebrush steppe
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habitats (Rich and Altman 2001, Wambolt et al.20O2). That is, by conserving effective habitat
for sage grouse, many additional species utilizing sagebrush habitats will also benefit.

Sage grouse are primarily herbivores, feeding on a mix of forbs and sagebrush during the
growing season and then switching to sagebrush through fall and winter. Young birds feed
primarily on forbs and insects during the first months after hatching. Sage grouse select for
specific habitat characteristics that vary by season and lifestage. In general, sage grouse
require large expanses of sagebrush-grassland habitat with a complement of nalive forbs and
grasses. Habitat variations across the landscape, caused by a variety factors such as soils,
slope, and moisture regimes, provide a mix of vegetation types that sage grouse require for
reproduction and survival. The specific habitat needs of sage grouse are described in Section lV
of the Final Draft Plan and in Connelly et al. 2000, included in the Final Draft Plan, Appendix A.

Loss of sage grouse habitat through degradation or conversion to some other cover type can
result in one or more necessary habitat components being reduced or lost, with consequential
effects on sage grouse abundance and distribution (Swenson et al. 1987, Schroeder et al.
2000). Habitat fragmentation has further been shown to result in lower nest success rates for
upland nesting waterfowl (Greenwood et al. 1995, Sovada et al. 1995, Reynolds et al. 2001, Ball
et al. 1995) due to: 1) increased nest vulnerability to predation, and 2) a change in predator
compositions to species more likely to encounter and depredate nests, such as red fox. lt is
likely that habitat fragmentation would have similar effects on other upland nesting birds
including sage grouse.

Land Management and Economics

Economic resource development and land management of sage grouse habitats in Montana are
closely intertwined. The sagebrush-grasslands that support sage grouse are managed
predominantly as livestock range. The livestock industry is one of the primary sources of
income in rural Montana. In some areas, oil and gas developments also occur. Coal bed
methane development is being considered in parts of the sage grouse's range in southeast
Montana. Over time, portions of historical sage grouse habitat have been converted from native
range to cropland or hay land. Much of this occurred prior to any organized sage grouse
monitoring efforts in Montana and it is therefore not possible to accurately determine what
impacts this has had on sage grouse abundance on a statewide scale. In some other states,
sagebrush habitat conversion has been significant enough to severely reduce the sage grouse's
distribution to isolated remnant populations. Fortunately, Montana still retains extensive and
relatively healthy sagebrush-grassland habitats. Traditional livestock grazing on private and
public lands has played a significant role in maintaining these large prairie expanses. However,
interest in converting and manipulating sage grouse habitats on private and government-
administered lands still remains.

Physical/Biological Environment

Sage grouse occur on the sagebrush steppe habitats in southwest Montana and across portions
of central and eastern Montana (Figure 1). Topography of sage grouse habitat ranges from flat
expanses to rolling hills and mountain foothills. Rough breaks topography is unsuitable habitat
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for sage grouse. Sagebrush is considered a climax component of sagebrush-grassland habitat
types (Daubenmire 1970, Mueggler and Stewart 1980, Hansen et al. 1995). That is, sagebrush
occurs in areas where soils and climate provide conditions for sagebrush to grow and reproduce
as a stable vegetative community that will not be replaced by other types of vegetation (Peterson
1995). Wambolt and Frisina (2002\ have described in detail the habitat characteristics of 16
woody sagebrush taxa occuning in Montana. Soils supporting individual taxa vary considerably
from deep to shallow, clay to rocky, and fresh to alkaline or saline.

In eastern Montana, Wyoming big sagebrush (Artemisia tidentata wyomingensis) is the most
common sagebrush occuning on upland sites with fine-textured soils. Plains silver sagebrush
(A. cana cana) occurs on medium-textured soils along flood plains and replaces Wyoming big
sagebrush as the upland species north of the Milk River along the Montana HLLine. Dominant
understory species in eastern Montana include western wheatgrass (A. Smdhr), prairie
junegrass (Koleria cristata), needle-and-thread (Sfipa comatal, green needlegrass (S. viridulal,
blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis) and a mix of forb species.

A mix of sagebrush species, typically dominated by mountain big sagebrush (A. t. vaseyana)
occurs in southwestern Montana. Understory is dominated by ldaho fescue (Festuca
idahoensis) and bluebunch wheatgrass (Agropyron spicatum) as well as a mix of forb species.

Precipitation ranges from 14 or more inches of moisture in southwestern Montana to 10 inches
or less in eastern Montana.

In addition to sage grouse, the sagebrush-grasslands of Montana support 6 wildlife species
considered to be sagebrush obligates and 46 species that are associated with sagebrush
habitats (J. Carlson, Natural Heritage Program, unpublished data). Of these, FIVP and the
Montana Natural Heritage Program list 16 as species of concern including the sagebrush lizard
(Sce/oporus graciosus), pygmy rabbit (Brachylagus idahoensis), Fem.rginous Hawk (Buteo
regalis), bunowing owl (Speofyfo cunicularia), blue-gray gnatcatcher (Polioptila caeruleal),
Preble's shrew (Sorex preblei), Dwarf shrew (S. nanus), Meniam's shrew (5. meriamr), fringed
myotis (Myotis thysanodes), spotted bat (Euderma maculatuml, Townsend's big-eared bat
(Corynorhinus townsendif), pallid bat (Antrozous pallidus), Great Basin pocket mouse
(Perognathus paruus), Great Plains toad (Bufo cognatus'1. western hognose snake (Heterodon
nasicus), and milk snake (Lampropeltis trianguluml.
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Gnapren 3: AITERNATIVEs

The following is a description of 3 sage grouse management and conservation atternatives that
FWP might implement. Unless othenrvise depicted, ongoing FWP activities described in the No
Action Alternative would also be continued in the Proposed and High-Level protection
Alternatives.

1. No Action Alternative

This alternative would maintain the current programs and activ16s FWP has undertaken for
managing and conserving sage grouse in Montana. New actions described in the Final Draft
Plan would not be adopted under this alternative. The following is a summary of FWp's cunent
sage grouse management and conservation activities.

9u".T the_ past 15 years, FWP has conserved and enhanced sagebrush-grassland habitats with
fy$lnSJpT two programs. Up to half of the Upland Game girO HaUitaiEnhancement program
(UGBHEP) funding has been used for developing and implementing rest-rotation grazing
systems with cooperating private landowners and agencies and, to-a lesser exteni restoring
habitats (i.e., reseeding sagebrush-grasslands) whiCh serves to maintain, improve, and explnd
habitat for upland game birds, upland nesting birds, and other wildlife species. The Habitat
Montana Program has purchased land conservation interests, primarily in the form of
conservation easements but also including some fee purchases, on approximately 10,000 acres
of sagebrush-grassland habitat annually. Under this alternative, sagebrush-grassiand
conservation would continue to be a priority within both programs, al described.

FWP is mandated to protect, preserve and propagate the fish and wildlife resources of the state(g7-1-2o1,McA).|naddition,theagencymanage
wildlife, fish, game and nongame animals in a mannei tnat pre;enG ihe need roi lGting aj
endangered under state law (87-5-107, MCA) or under the federal Endangered SpeciJs Act, that
assists in the maintenance or recovery of those species, and that balancel the maintenance or

ofa with the social and economic impacts of species maintenance or recovery
To that end, FWP will continue to provide technical assistance to both federai

and state land management agencies relative to the specific habitat needs of sage grouse and
will continue to work with and private sector in the refinement of a
conservation actions.

FWP, with help from other agencies and individuals, has been identifying and monitoring sage
grouse leks since the mid-1950s. In response to concerns raised naiionltty about sagelrouse,
FWP fa9 recently increased efforts to inventory leks in previously unsurveyed but poienii"tty
occupied habitat. In some parts of Montana, lek inventory work (i.e., identifying and
documenting leks) is a large task due in part to the vast geograpiric areas involved and the short
timeframe within which surveys can be completed. SucCessful lek inventories can only take
place within a 2 to 2.5-month period in the spring for approximately the first 3 hours of daylight
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each day. FWP will continue inventorying leks, especially in areas where little inventory work
has been completed.

ln addition to leks, FWP has been actively identifying and mapping important sage grouse
wintering areas. Winters with average to deep snow are considered necessary before observers
can document with some certainty areas capable of supporting wintering sage grouse.

Past sage grouse lek surveys (i.e., counting male sage grouse on leks) have provided important
information on how sage grouse abundance has changed over time relating to changing local
conditions (Swenson et al. 1987, Eusta ce 2002) as well as an indication of breeding population
levels during the survey year. However, cunent lek monitoring is not sufficient to accurately
portray statewide changes in sage grouse abundance, density, and distribution: ln addition to
surveys of individual leks, 4 trend areas in central and eastern Montana are surveyed annually to
quantify male lek attendance within a predefined area.

FWP is responsible for recommending annual harvest regulations to the Fish, Wildlife & Parks
Commission, which holds statutory authority to open the seasofli set season length and bag
limits. Under the No Action Alternative, FWP would continue to support the existing sage grouse
hunting season structure, which has recently been based on FWP Commission guidance. Since
1996, the sage grouse hunting season has run from September 1-November 1. Daily bag limits
have ranged from 2 -4 birds with a possession limit of 24 times the daily bag limit. Bag limits
have not been set based on any kind of pre-determined survey thresholds.

Eeviatiori,ftom this hunting.seasonstructure would be recommended:if extreme cases dictated
such as listing under the f6deral Endangered Species Act or if harvest exceede d ilO%of the fall
population..;Underthe cunqntsystem" FWP reoommendsopening a season with proposed
seaqorrlengthandbagstimr$;The departnent would re@mmend changes tothe season giveq
tulo.scgparios.,, First,'the season would remain closed if sagegrouse became listed under the
Endangered SpeciesAct-l,', Aside ftom'listing, the cunent system does not have,predetermined
oiteriafol.rlot openingra hunting's€osorl:,.Second, FWP would re@rRmend a,hunting.season
reductionif,:based on lek"moqitoring and harvest surveys, it-was determined that harvesl
excqeded dre 10% fall populaiion th-reshold; as described inthe WAFWA Guidelines (Final Drafi
etan;Apqglg{i4A)j1Thb,dgqqpd,scenario,is based onjnfoqlption igfter-the-fact., tn mnUastrnd
two action altematives propgse,a new mechanism that would.provide a means of adjusting o.n

ngt opening the season, based on cunent-year lek survey datrai

Post-hunting season hunter surveys have been used since the 1960s to track harvest levels of
game species, including upland game birds. FWP will continue to conduct these annual harvest
surveys.

FWP annually collects a sample of wings from harvested sage grouse for determining
productivity, sex ratios in the harvest, and hatching dates of juvenile birds. This will continue as
a targeted effort utilizing wing-collection barrels located near popular hunting areas and/or
sending out wing envelopes to sage grouse hunters.
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FWP has also partnered on a number of sage grouse research studies in the past and is
currently contributing to 3 separate investigations. A study in north central Montana will provide
information on sage grouse vital rates and habitat use on 

-a 
landscape scale. A study in south

central Montana will provide information on impacts of hunting on obserued trends in a local
sage grouse population' A study in southeastern Montana wiil identify and describe potential
impacts of coal bed methane activities on sage grouse demograpnics. ns funds become
available and opportunities arise, FWP will continue to support research that serves to address
management issues and advance sage grouse conservation.

2. Proposed Action Alternative

FWP proposes to co.ntinue spending approximately half of UGBHEp funding for sagebrush-
grassland conservation purposes. Under this alteinative, FWP would devel-op andTmplement
the.Montana Sagebrush Initiative. This program would use funds committed from UGBHEp and
matching federal funds, totaling $2.2 million, to purchase 30-year habitat protection agreements
on approximately 1.83,000 acres of private land associated with sage grouse leks and wintering
areas. Future funding could result in the purchase of more sagebrush-habitat protection
agreements. These voluntary, incentive-based agreements would protect sagebrush habitats
from treatments designed to kill sagebrush such Js herbicide spr"ying or prescribed
well as nst conversion of sa rasslands to nd.

Past lek surveys have been used to monitor sage grouse abundance trends on a localized scale.
T.hese surveys do not provide an accurate measure as to statewide changes in sage grouse
abundance. To address this need, FWP proposes to develop and implement a lelisurvey
protocol that will provide a measure of longterm changes in statewide abundance, densiiy, and
distribution- This protocol would involve ainually surv6ying a stratified sample of leks that may
differ between years. Most or all documented leks in Monlana would periodically be surveyed
as a part of this new protocol.

The third new action described in the Final Draft Plan involves development of a refined sage
grguse harvest regulation strategy. Under the Proposed Action, FWpwould r".orr"nO"n
adaptive harvest management approach that would adjust prescribed sage grouse hunting
regulations based on changes in male lek attendance. Specifically, duriig years of belovi-
average lek counts, sage grouse daily bag limits would be 2 harveiteO OirJs per day with a 4-
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bird possession limit; this is known as the "conseryative regulation." Alternatively, if lek counts
during a particular year were above the long-term average, a "standard regulation" would be
adopted that allows harvest of 4 sage grouse daily and an 8-bird possession limit. lf adopted,
the Fish Wildlife & Parks Commission would select from either the "standard" or "conservative"
sage grouse hunting regulation package based on the current year's lek survey results. A
specific package would likely remain in place for a number of years (2-4) given observed growth
rates in surveyed sage grouse populations.

This altemative also provides a means for determining if a hunting season should be opened. lf
a threatening decline became apparent in one or more ecotype segments (as defined in Final
Draft Plan, Section lV, Page 4Wl, F1ruP would recommend against opening a sage grouse
season,in the appropriate segment(s). Based on lek data.showing projected high and known
low population,variation; a threatening decline is defined as:3 oFmore consecutive years with
average fek survey levels at45To,or more,,befdwtherlong-term.avemge, determined using leks
with lOor more years of consecutive data (re permethods used in Final Draft Plan, Section ll
Page 9}1',iUnlike the-ounensappma6tr.(seer_-lp,6qtion'AftematiVe);, Uris rnechanism,would, provide
the abitify,,for. FWP to recomlhend notopening:a,season based'on orirent year's lek-monitoring
infurmation,t

3. Hiqh-Level Protection Alternative

The High-Leve! Protection Alternative would also improve FWP's ability to manage sage grouse
in a manner intended to;keepsage grouse from being listed under state or federal endangered
species listss: ;.1i201,0 M0A"iii,.Howeve4,,compared to the Proposed' Astion
Altemdtive;, direct additional FWP resources toward sage grouse
protection and habitat conservation.

Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks would direct up to 75% of Upland Game Bird Habitat
Enhancement Program funding toward supporting the Montana Sagebrush Initiative. This
program would operate as described in the Proposed Action Alternative but would receive an
additional 25o/o of UGBHEP funds. Funding'levelsin this program are affected by sales levels of
upland.glanebirdiliceqgeq{ufriictrcan"vary.widely;depenOing'on level of hunter"participationJ As
with the Proposed Action Alternative, initial expenditures would purchase protection on
approximately 183,000 acres. Expanded enrollment would require increased UGBHEP funding
and an increase in matching federal funds. Under this alternative, additional work-force
resources would be redirected to enable achievement of this level of habitat conservation. As
with thePrtiposed:Action,Altemative, these agreementswould not affect grazing practices;

Sagebrush-grassland conservation would be the highest priority for the Habitat Montana
Program. Currently, Habitat Montana focuses conservation on three habitats across the state of
Montana. This increased emphasis on sagebrush-grassland habitats would result in a
corresponding reduction in conservation priority for intermountain grassland and riparian
ecosystems.

Under the High-Level Protection Alternative, FWP would recommend to the Fish, Wildlife &
Parks Commission that hunting regulations be restricted to 1 sage grouse per day with a 2-day
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possession limit. FWP would further recommend that the huntinq season be reduced to a 31-
day season starting October 1. FWP vvould further recommend i-hat the spring fatconer season
not include,.sage grouse'?s spring,harvests direcdy reOuce thg.bpiing bre'eOin-g,population:

FWP contributes approximately $, annually to the Department of Livestock for the
purpose of helping control coyotes in areas of Montana where deer and/or antelope numbers are
lelow management objectives. Under this alternative, FWP would redirect up to-half of this
funding toward control of nest predators in areas where
-*:__-:i r,:ri. 1. .i ,!-r '. 'r.,, -'. ,;.-l-,-...o-..*r,*,**es

' lnstead of aerial gunning coiotes, inis reOiiecieO-iunding'''..'v--,Yrvv't|

would be targeted at controlling skunk, raccoon, and red fox, as these species are more likely to
prey on sage grouse eggs.

Lek inventory and suryeys, development of a statewide lek monitoring protocol, wing collection
of harvested birds and post-hunt harvest surveys would be the sameis described in tne
Proposed Action Alternative.
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Gnnpren 4. EuvlnoruMENTAL GonseouENcES

This chapter describes the environmental, economic, and cultural consequences of potential
new actions by FWP as described in the Proposed Action Alternative and the High-level
Protection Alternative, Chapter 3. The No Action Alternative, representing current FWP sage
grouse management and conservation efforts, provides a basis for comparison. Potential
impacts are analyzed in terms of both the Physical/Biological Environment and the Human
Environment.

A. PHYSICAL/BIOLOGICAL ENVIRONMENT

1. LAND RESOURCES - Soil. Water. Air. and Veqetation

This section considers impacts to soils and geology, water quality and quantity, vegetation and
air. None of the actions described in this environmental assessment will have an appreciable
effect on air. New proposed habitat conservation efforts by FWP can impact other land
resources to varying degrees.

No Action Alternative

Under the No Action Alternative, FWP would not take any new actions identified in the Proposed
Action. FWP would not negotiate protection under the Montana Sagebrush lnitiative for
183,000 acres of sagebrush-grassland on private land. As a result, this acreage would remain
unprotected:antl could be converted to cropland or could be subject to rangeland manipulations
such as herbicide applications and prescribed burning to reduce or eliminate sagebrush.
PoteiitialrsCbhdary'iriigiact3lassociated with no,ac'tioh maf inctude losd'.of'natiVevegetationiri
some areas and resultiant increases in soil erosion as well as negative effects on water quality,i

CirniUlative"btrectsCffiati:d with No Action include the possibilityrfor additiona] habitat losseC
dubide'of whatmighth'aVe 6esnlprotected underone of the'bction altematives;resulting in
addition-al lOsses'of native habitat., , The USDAadministers'a number,of,agricultureconservatioii
programs in Montana that can help conserve and'enhance sage glouse habitatsr,rsage grouse
bre-acknbwledged,as a priority species for some USDA programJ in Montana and'NRcduses a
General Specifications and Planning/lmplementation Guide th'at provides some standards fon
how'USDA ppgrams operate in saje grouse habitats. :None of the'USDA programs,'howeveii
are:Specffically geared toward,sagebrush grasslands or sage grouse conservation; Othei
agencies have not adopted plans or guidelines for managing sage grouse habitats'and there ard
nO cunent planS,'that we are aware of,'for either manipulating'or pnrtecting native vegetatiord
We, therefore, know that there are no secondary orcumulative impacts from other actionq
cuiienily under consideration. However, FWP does not know'to what degree cumulative
impacts might occur from any future actions not yet in considerationl

Based on significance criteria, we do not find any significant effects on soil, water, air, or
vegetationfiom the no action altemative. While the No Action Altemative may result in a loss ot
native vegetation, soil erosion, and impacts on water quality, these impacts are beyond the
control of FWP because they would result from a landowner taking actions on private propefi;
other:gjovemment agencies taking action on govemment-administered land, or result from
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Proposed Action Altemative

Under the Proposed Action Alternative, approximately half of UGBHEP funds would be used to
purchase habitat protection agreements for conserving sagebrush-grassland habitats from
sagebrush control measures and conversion to cropland (i.e., the Montana Sagebrush Initiative).
Initially, with the addition of federal funds, approximately 183,000 acres of privitely owned
sagebrush-grasslands would be enrolled into habitat protection agreements. The agreements
would ensure that native vegetation remained on enrolled properties for a period of gO years.
Although some of these enrolled areas might be affected by wildfire, they would be subject to

fire, herbicide treatments, and conversion to
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under consideration. However, F1A/P does not know to what degree cumulative impacts might
occur from any future actions not yet in consideration.

Based on a review of significance criteria, this alternative poses only minor positive impacts and
poses no negative impacts on soil, water, air, or vegetation. The Proposed Action Altemative
proposes that FWP take more proactive steps to comply with its statutory mandate to conserve
sage grouse. While these are important steps in moving forward with on-theground actions to
conserve sage grouse, they do not in themselves represent a significant impact on vegetation;
soil, air or water quality. The positive impacts of the Proposed Action Altemative are not severei
are local and are of 3&year duration. They do not set a precedent, do not onflict with lawsi
regulations, or plans, and do not have growth inducing or inhibiting aspects on soil, vegetation;
air.quality, or water quality.' The impacts may occur on resources of varying quality and quantity;
largely depending on other parties' actions" Sagebrush habitatand its dependent species are
importantto the state, which is a reason FWP proposes,this actionl

H igh-Level Protection Alternative

This alternative represents the highest level of habitat program funding that FWP would direct
toward sagebrush-grassland conservation. Up to 75o/o of UGBHEP would be dedicated to
purchasing sagebrush habitat protection agreements on private lands through the Montana
Sagebrush Initiative. Initially, with the addition of federal funds, this alternative would result in
enrollment of approximately 183,000 acres into sagebrush habitat protection agreements.
Federal and UGBHEP funds would continue to maximize the number of acres enrolled into
habitat protection agreements within the 75o/o UGBHEP funding allocation. Sagebrush-
grasslands would also be the highest priority for purchasing conservation easements through the
Habitat Montana Program. This alternative would result in the highest acreage of sagebrush-
grasslands enrolled in habitat protection agreements and conservation easements with resultant
benefits to native yeg..9lglion, 99ils, and water quality. The'se-- -ary:eftbcts.of 

thisaltemativQ
ihglu._a$imalntainil,r$ E,ffi-oteaive:yeggtatiyg'lay9r gngoils and thepb:y -maintaining:cuneg rate

We.are not,ary:areof-frttirre'actions'of ths,s€rn€ type under@ncurentconsideration byany
agency"throggh anr,irnpac*sfrrdies,or-permit protbssing procedure;^-,The-USEAadmdiste;ErC
number'd agricttlfure,oonservation prognams in Montiana thatrcan help conserveand enhancq
sage'grouse habitatsi,sage grouse are acknowledged as a priority species for some USDA
prggrams in Montiana.and NRCS uses a,Genera] Specificationsand Planning/lmplementatbri
Guide,that provides some standards for how USDA progmmsoperate in,sage grouse. habitraK$
None.of.the,lSDA programs, howeve6,,araspecifically geared toward sagebrushgrassland_s-or
sage grouse oonsenration;i Other agencies have not adopted plans or gtridelines for marlaging
sage grouse habitats and there,are no cunent plans, that we,,arb aware of, for,either{
manipulating or protecting native vegetation. We, therefore; know that there are no,se@ndary
or cumulative impacts fiom other actions cunently under consideration. However, FWP does
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not (pgw to what.degree curnulative impd might;oedul.fromlaqf,,future-actions not,yetrin
consideration,

2. FISH and WILDLIFE

New FWP actions intended to conserve sage grouse and their habitats are the focus of this
environmental assessment. This section analyzes how each of the proposed actions could
affect wildlife. FWP does not expect any actions described in this environmental analysis to
adversely impact fish or aquatic habitats.

No Action Alternative

Under this alternative, FWP would not implement any of the new actions described in Chapter 3.
In terms of FWP's habitat conservation programs, sagebrush-grasslands would continue to be a
priority for funding conservation practices (e.g., grazing systems and conservation easements).
However, the Montana Sagebrush Initiative would notbe-implemented. A substantial amount of
privately-owned sagebrush-grassland habitat occurring around sage grouse leks and wintering
areas would remain unproteLted from sagebrush contrbl measureJ and conversion to cropland.

A statewide lek survey protocol would not be developed under this proposal. As in the past,
FWP would continue to conduct lek surveys but woutd not sample 6ts in a way that could
provide accurate statewide trends in sage grouse abundance or distribution. As a result, sage
grouse numbers may vary widely on a broad scale or cease to exist in some parts of Montana
without detection.

The No Action Alternative would retain the current season structure and package of sage grouse
hunting regulations. Results of lek surveys would not trigger a pre-determinedihangein ie"ron
structure or harvest regulations for sage grouse. This aliernative could result in additional sage
grouse being harvested during years when sage grouse abundance is below the long-term
average, although its effect on sage grouse populations remains unclear. Whereas [unting is a
direct cause of sage grou_se mortality, current information, including annual lek surveys anJ
research on the effects of season structure and bag limits on annual harvest, suggesis that
Montana's current harvest regulations probably have not contributed to long{erm declines in
sage grouse abundance or distribution. Sage grouse harvest, however, hai declined
considerably since the early 1960s. Such a decline appears in large part due to a decline in
lHnl9j.Sffg$. F"y.Ap-pf-q}'lmqtgly 6O% since 1975, when this statistic was first estimated. ffi
ffi ieccimme;[oins Tot" 6/i""il;-i#"i-aii:r,s_*tffii;;6'ilopuation shourd trffi"frSffiffi":
given year. Based on lek counts, production estimates from harvested birds (i.e., wing
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surveys), and hunter harvest suryeys, sage grouse harvest rates have generally remained well
below 10% of Montana's surueyed sage grouse population. Cunently, if FWP determined that
harvest exceeded the 10% guideline, the department would re@mmend a reduced hunting
season in that ecogpe segment (as defined in Final Draft Plan, Section lV). This approach uses
harvest levels that are after-the-fact (i.e., based on post-hunting season data) and is not
responsive to cunent-yea/s lek surveys. Any impacts of harvest on sage grouse populations
could be additive when populations fall below long-term averages- despite corresponding
declines in harvest. Although FWP has adjusted sage grouse bag and possession limits many
times since the mid 1970s, these adjustments were not based on a predetermined protocol.
This alternative would retain the existing system, which does respond to population fluctuations
but does not do so in an explicit and predetermined manner. Unlike the two action alternatives;
the cnnent mechanism for not opening the sage grouse hunting season is based on if the sage
grbuse were to become listed:

Under the no action alternative, other sagebrush obligate species would continue to receive the
level of habitat protection offered by existing programs.

Secondary impacts may include.reduced abundance and distribution of sage grouse and other
sagebrush,obiigate species,,resulting:from habitrat losses by prescribed fire, herbicide. sprayingj
and conversionto,crOpland in areasthat,would,othenrise be.protected under one of the action
altematives. Bynot devetoping a'monitoring protocol, FWP.would lack a level of sensitivity to
cfianges,insage,grouseabund?[@':ord distribution,,which,qemndarily could result in less
responsive.management rand further reduced sage grouse abundance and/or distribution,l

Managing sagergrcuseharvest underthe'cunent scheme isrnotdirectly responsive,,to.annual
changesini:sage,grouseabundal@ and,,under,the NoAction,Altemative'may result in
dornepvhatthigher:fr?f.v,ests,duqrng,periods of'lower sage grouge abuldance: "ilhis secondarily
r6i{t 6adt*lower,ga'gi*grouse numbers duringsome-yeirs,if the effects of harvest are additive
i*fiaturCi

Th*NoActionAltenbWe reducegFWP!$r,s5i1* to,fully respdnd to,the sage grouse's
oonservatitm*needs$.FlrtlfP is notaivareof future actions regarding sage grouse under
qgficurientconiSidbra [.oy arny*agency,through any,impaCt,studies oi permit processing
phripOure*@fitecagenciesrhave notadopted plans or guidelines for managing sage grouse
traUitinsaild thereare.no cunentrplans;.that we are.aware of;.for either manipulating or
protecting sage grousehabitats;'; We, therefore; know that there are no secondary or cumulative
irnpacts.fionrotheriactions,cunently iinderconsideration ,However;,FWPdoes.not'knowto,whal
degreecumulative.impncts'mightoccurftom any,future actions notyet in consideration. lf otheu
ag6ncies.arealso,timiieO in,fr6irapproach to sage grouse congervation, the cumulative effect
oqtldleadtoan incre*edlikelihoodthatsagegrouse populationswould decline and potentially
ulouldbe listed as threatened or endangered under the federal Endangered Species Actr

Thestatus quo (No"Action Altemative) would continue to'provide some level of conservation for
sage,gbusg*i:rThqrefore,,,based'on the.significance criteria;.thisaltemative does not,pose anyl

signifieCntiriipactsionfish and,wildlife because it represents,a discreet action of maintaining
presentCfforts to ensur,e ahealthy,population of sage grouse in'Montana.',While the NoAction
l$ternative does,not,ihclude tnorB pro?ctive steps, it does nol,by itself impact fish and wildlife.iri
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|_.l!l,f*nt fashion, .{aintainilO lhe status quo by FvvP would not in itsetf, precipitate a tisting
under tf,:Fn9llgered Species Act. Flowever, by not taking prcaetive steps, it woutd also not
appresaDty atd tn, preventing a listingl

Proposed Action Alternative

Under this alternative, FWP proposes to utilize up to half of UGBHEP funds in combination w1h
matching federalfunds to purchase sagebrush-grassland habitat protection agreements on
private lands through the Montana Sagebrusn Initiative. These agreements would focus on
areas within 2 miles of leks and documented wintering areas. Sage grouse require sagebrush
for survival nearly yearlong, especially outside of the growing sea6onl Sagebrush proiides food
and cover from weather and predators. Proposed nabitat protection agreements would provide
an incentive-based means of assuring that important sage grouse habitats are protected'from
rangeland treatment such as prescribed fire, herbicide spraying, and conversion of native range
to cropland. Initially, wjth matching federal funds, Montana 

-Sagebrush 
Initiative would result in

30 years of protection for approximately 183,000 acres of key liabitat. As these initial funds are
spent, additionalfunding may be used to continue purchasing sagebrush protection. In
addition to sage gfouse, many other wildlife species would a6o benefit from maintaining these
native habitats including up to 6 species that require sagebrush and 46 species that arJ
associated with sagebrush-grasslands.

Lek surveys (i'e., counting breeding males on leks) have been used to estimate breeding
population levels during, a given yeir and, if surveyed for a number of years, can provide a
measure of long-term abundance trends on a local scale. Cunently, iWp does not have an
accurate statewide measure of how sage grouse distribution and abundance may have changed
over time. Althougtr lek survey efforts have increased in recent years, they do not provide a
reliable estimate of changes in density and overall distribution on a statewide scale. This
alternative would result in development and implementation of a survey strategy, involving a
variety of.agency and private sector partners, which annually samples'a subset of leks to detect
changes in both annual abundance and the long-term trend ln distribution and density of sagegrouse. FWP and other cooperators have been actively inventorying leks in areas that have not
been surveyed in the past, in an attempt to identify most or all leks in Montana. Lek inventories
would be used as a foundation for implementing this statewide survey protocol.

Under this alternative, FWP would develop and propose to the Fish, Wi6life & parks
commission a sage grouse harvest management strategy (known in the Final Draft plan as
Adaptive Harvest Management) that would be more senlitive to and respond to changes in sage
grouse abundance by adjusting hunting regulations. That is, as sage grouse populations
fl uctuate across predeterm ined thresholds, would adi toa
more liberal or conseryative regulation
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from the proposed monitoring protocol and an adaptive harvest strategy would likely improve
FWP's management response time to changes in sage grouse abundance and/or distribution.

We are not aware of future actions under @ncurent consideration by any agency through any
impact studies or permit processing procedure. Other agencies have not adopted plans or
guidelines for managing sage grouse habitats. We, therefore, know that there'are no secondary
or cumulative impacts from other actions cunently under consideration. However, FWP does
not know to what degree cumulative impacts might occur ftom any future actions not yet in
consideration. lf other agencies, organizations, and individuals actively pursue effective sage
grouse conservation measures in concert with,this altemative, sage grouse, and likely other
sagebrush associated species, such as pygmy rabbits, would have a greater likelihood for
sustaining populations into the distant ftrture and there would also be a lower likelihood of
listings underthe federal Endangered Species Actr

Upon reviewof significance criteria, we doirot'find.any impacts:asiociated withthis altemative
to be significant because of the higher probabilityof maintaining andrenhancing a viable
population of sage grouse in Montana:"Again;iFWP-'s Proposed'ACtion alternatiVe represents d
discreet,action of traking proactivesteps,to conserve'habitiat,'manage'harvest of sage grousei
and monitor,s€lge grouse. These stepsdonotrbeto thetevelof significance,because-of theil
limited,.nature:. Gunenfly, Mcintana has,aviablepopulationof'these.species dndrthe Proposed
Action Altemativqilrwlves proactive steps"to miihtain tnese'ppuhtiqns,l::As:such, the impacts
of the Propoggq'Ac'tionAltemative on'fistr and"wildlifedoes'notieach,the,level oT significancq
becausewhilethet*actkin''s purpose,is tomaintain a game species that isimportant to the state;
the lmpgct knotserfire.ip:.{uratiomfrequeqey or'geographieextent,is not growth inducing oq
inhibiting;.does'not-:sbka:plecedent; and doesnot conflictnwith larrvs;'requirements; or formal
plans.e:,Howeverriis*eoncert withfederaf"agencies and loealgroups takingproactivesteps, these
actionscouldhelpitrevbnt a decline'in sage grouse distributiorrandabundancei

H ig h -Leve I P rote cti on Alte rn at ive

This alternative represents the highest level of habitat program funding that FWP would direct
toward sagebrush-grassland conservation. Up to75o/o of UGBHEP would be dedicated to
purchasing habitat protection agreements on private land. In addition, the Habitat Montana
Program would be heavily prioritized toward sagebrush-grassland conservation. Sage grouse
and other sagebrush obligate and associate wildlife species would benefit from the high priority
sagebrush-grasslands would receive under this alternative. This redirection of statewide
program funding would reduce conservation efforts in other important wildlife habitats including
riparian areas, intermountain grasslands, and upland game bird habitats outside of sagebrush-
grasslands. As a result, wildlife species associated with these other priority habitats would not
receive the level of conservation from FWP that has occurred in the past. Current high priority
issues such as protection of big game winter range from subdivision development, riparian and
wetland conservation, and funding for other upland game bird habitat enhancements would carry
a lower funding priority under this alternative.

This alternative would reduce the hunting season length and bag limit and would move the
opening of hunting season to October 1. Sage grouse tend to move out of moist areas by
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October 1, shifting to upland sagebrush habitats. Areas of occurence become less predictable
and, correspondingly, they are more difficult to hunt. Adult hens may become less vulnerable as
broods disperse and separate. Sage grouse also tend not to "hold" as tightly as fall progresses
(i.e., they act more "wild"), resulting in reduced sage grouse harvest. F1ruP would expeCt
reduced bag limits and a later opening to also reduce hunter participation (See
Aesthetics/Recreation in this Chapter). Although the cunent sage grouse season structure has
not been shown to cause long-term negative impacts to sage grouse, this alternative would
substantially reduce hunter harvest.

As with the Proposed Action Alternative, FWP would develop and implement a lek survey
sampling protocol that would monitor changes in statewide sage grouse abundance and
distribution. This effort would assure detection of long-term changes in sage grouse numbers,
and provide more explicit information than has been available in the past.

Under this alternative,
FWP would redirect half of the existing funding toward control of

mammalian nest predators including skunk, raccoon, and red fox. Remaining funds would
continue to be directed toward coyote control. In waterfowl and pheasant studies where
predator control efforts have shown positive results, the benefits were very localized and
temporary in nature (Chesness et al. 1968, Duebbert and Kantrud 1974; Sargeant et al. 1995).
Given the vast habitats that sage grouse utilize, the overall benefit of predatol control on
increased sage grouse nest success would be limited.
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species are not listed, it represents a discreet action that must be taken in concert with other
private and govemmental actions to have a significant impact on a listing decision by the
USFWS. Only in concert with efforts not yet formulated or developed by other groups could this
altemative combine to make a more long-lasting impact:

B. HUMAN ENVIRONMENT

1. NOISE/ELECTRICAL EFFECTS

New FWP actions identified in this environmental assessment would not result in any noise or
electrical effects in the human environment. Likewise, neitherwould there be any secondary,
cumulative, nor significant noise or electrical impacts:

2. LAND USE

This section considers impacts to lands and their uses, including productivity or profitability,
lands with special designations, or impacts on residences. New state actions analyzed in the
environmental assessment would have little or no effect on land uses except for the voluntary-
based Montana Sagebrush Initiative.

No Action Alternative

This alternative would not result in any new actions. Landthbtl,mi$hthave beenenrolled intothe
Sbgebnrbnihitiatfus,qrJder-,oni of the'action altemativesi.woqrld;nolbe enrolled underthis
altemative. Current FWP sage grouse conservation activities would continue.

Seconildrf,efiedfioqr' 'No,Aetion,wsuld,'reCdt infewerfunds-.fiiCriin the qroposeOifietioii
AltemativeUeingdlfritedtornrard priVate landownersintenddm,ineentives,focsagegmusd

habita6.,, Sage,grouseargbcknowledged as a priority specias:for'rsome USDA
llontanaland.NRG$"useg,6gQbneral,speeiftcations'and,Plani,iiqg/lrnplementiatir
provides.some,standardsfur-hor USDAprogrElms.operate insage"grousehabitrats;".l.foneofthei
USDA"programsrrhoweveJ,j:?t€ speeifically'geared'toward,sagebrushgrasslandsor,sagegpus€
wrservalione'*Other,agencies"hane notadopted'pfans or.guitlelinesfonrnanagins"sagegrottsq

adions;cunently,under consideration: :However, FWP doesnot"knor to wtrit degreeicumulatfue
imprets.m(1htoecur,ftom anyfutureactions not'yet in considenatftmr lf otherageneies,a$
respond,irralimited'rnanneFtosagsgrouse'oonseFvationneedsi, it ismorelikelythatsage
grousqpopulations,could decline and pgtentially'could.,be'liste&under:the,federahEndaqgered
Species Act , lf listingof sage grouse were to occul many land use practices would be afiected
including farming, grazing, subsurface resource extraction, and any olher activily that.mighl
affect,sage- grouse $rrvival and productivity,l
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Upon review of the significance criteria, this altemative would not have a significant effect on
landuse because the only impact o-f thb No Action Alternative on, land use is,not providing'rnore
money-for incentives as prop6sed in tne Fropd;a dtidAlt#"tira ine r.ro Action Attemative
{oes not impact the status quo of land use. ,While a listing of sage grouse under the federal
Endangered Species Act may impact land use, the No Action Alternative acting alone does not
appreciably influence the USFWS listing decision;

Proposed Action Alternative

This alternative would result in development of the Montana Sagebrush Initiative Program with
up to 50% of UGBHEP funds and matching federalfunds being directed toward the purchase of
sagebrush habitat protection agreements. Initialfunding would purchase habitat protection
agreements on approximately 183,000 acres, involving a one-time payment of $12lacre. After
this initial accomplishment, FWP would continue to fund Montana Sagebrush Initiative with
UGBHEP and leveraged federalfunds. These incentive-based voluntary agreements would
affect private land use by restricting sagebrush control measures and conversion of native
sagebrush habitats to croplg-1d. Tl,rege agreements would result in maintaining properties

f*idsbratibry,Siiiliuofibri{ar.Ii,ih_q
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However, FWP does not know to what degree cumulative impacts might occur from any future
actions not yet in consideration.

Enrollment in the Sagebrush Initiative would be based on a voluntary sign-up by interested
landowners. Upon review of the significance criteria, no significant impacts on land use are
associated with this altemative. Therefore, the impacts of the Proposed Action Altemative on
land use are voluntary agreements by which landowners, for compensation, agree to restrict
certain manipulations of native vegetation to protect habitat. These agreements along with lek
surveys and adaptive harvest management are examples of proactive on-the-ground steps to
maintain a viable population of sage grouse. However, on their own, they do not rise to the level
of significance because they are less than severe in nature, duration, geographic extent, and
frequency: The probability that the'agreements will be consummated is high, but the probability
that sage grouse would be listed is unknown. The agreements may inhibit some growtll
regarding land use and induce some as well, The agreements willtarget certain lands within d
two mile radius of leks and'documented winteringareas, and thus willfocus on quali$
vegetation,.which is important to maintaining sagebrush obligatespecies'.,,This Proposed Actiod
Altemative will not set a precedent and complies with all state andfederal laws, requirements, or
plansl

H ig h-Level Protection Alternative

Like the Proposed Action Alternative, this alternative would result in development and
implementation of the Montana Sagebrush lnitiative. However, instead of using up to 50% of
UGBHEP funds for these purposes, this alternative would commit up to 75% of UGBHEP funds
for purchasing sagebrush habitat protection agreements. Although initial projections of 183,000
acres of habitat protected is the same, the additional UGBHEP would ultimately result in more
acres of land enrolled into the program.

Frimaqr$,se'ipirOar#lam,eurnulative efiects woutd'essentially'6g,tlresameasthe Proposed
Actiop:Altbflaftes!,*lrythba[ematite'there would,be lessfunding,available for.existing habitai
prWnarnqiF,Untrfurding'were used'speeificatly for sage grouse;: However, this attemalive does
rnffOosean!+fiotdnt?llJt"significant impacts forthe same reasons'stited in the"Proposed

3. RISI(HEALTH HAZARDS

New FWP actions identified in this environmental assessment would not result in any kind of
hazard or health risks. Likewise, neitherwould there be any se@nd"ry, cumulative, no;
significanthnpacts influencing or causing risks or health hazards,r

4. COMMUNITY IMPACT

This section considers potential impacts to human distribution or population grov'rth, social
structure, employment opportunities, transportation, industrial or commercial activities or
personal income. New FWP actions.described in this environmental assessment may affec't
personal income through the'expenditure of UGBHEP"and matehing federal funds on.habitat
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protection agreements. However, FWP does not anticipate that any proposed actions,will
lmpact humandistribution, population growth, socialstructurq,,emptoyment opportunities,
tra nsportiation, or industrial or oommercial activities;

No Action Alternative

P roposed Action Alte rnative

This alternative dedicates approximately half of UGBHEP funds toward the purchase of
sagebrush habitat protection agreements. These funds, in turn, would be used to leverage an
equal amount of federal funding for implementing the Montana Sagebrush Initiative. ThiJ
voluntary incentive-based approach to sagebrush conservation would initially result in
expenditures of approximately $2.2 million over the next 2 years. As these funds are spent,
additional funding would be pursued to continue this program. Owners of key sage grouse
habitats across the state who are willing to commit to 30 years of sagebrush protection would be
recipients of these funds.

Enrollment of sagebrush habitats in the 30-year protection agreements would preclude
conversion of these rangeland properties to cropland, potentially having greater economic
return. However, lands supporting critical use by sage grouse (leks, nesting, and winter range)
are generally remote from population centers and services, and characterized by seasonally
harsh weather, low precipitation and marginal soils. Most such sites have not been farmed or
9the1ryise developed because they are unsuitable for sustained crop management. Thus the
initia.f $ .12lacre payment for the conservation agreement, when complemenied by the land's
continuing use for grazing, should constitute a positive economic benefit to landowners.
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Moreover, properties subject to the sagebrush protection agreements may be sold or
transferred, so program participants will still be able to effectively manage their operations and
assets.

Secondary impacts associated with this altemative from additional income to private landowners
would result in a smalleconomic benefit to localeconomies. We are not aware of future actions
under @ncurent consideration by any agency through any impact studies or permit processing
procedure. Other agencies have not adopted plans or guidelines for managing sage grouse
habitats, lf other agencies, organizations; and individuals also develop effective approaches to
conserving sage grouse, the cumulative effect could be'morestable or increased sage grouse
population! ant a reduced likelihood of sage grouse listing under the federal Endangered
SpeciesAct..Avoiding listing,:through improved conseryation, would avoid potentially negative
economic impacts to individuals and localeconomies;,which.eould be in the form of'land use
resbictionsi

btpon reviewol siglifieance criteria$ere'arg no,significant ir,npacts,to m-mmunities gs a lesull
of,this'altemative.r., The Proposed Ac*inn Alternative po'ses a positive economic impact to the
communities, and to the conservation of sage brush habitats,ibut S,"t impact does not rise to the
level of sbnificancei

High-Level Protection Alternative

In comparison to the Proposed Action Alternative, this alternative would dedicate approximately
25o/o trrora UGBHEP funds toward sagebrush habitat protection agreements. The sum of these
UGBHEP funds would be used to leverage federal funds for financing the Montana Sagebrush
Initiative. Initial funding of approximately $2.2 million to be spent over the next two years would
remain the same as in the Proposed Action Alternative. However, when new funds become
available, a higher proportion of UGBHEP would be directed toward this program compared to
the Proposed Action Alternative.

Upon review of signific.rnce criteria, there are no significant impacts to cornmunities as a resutt
ofthis,altemativei
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5. PUBLIC SERVICES/TAGS/UTILITIES

New FWP actions identified in this environmental assessment would not result in any changes or
impacts.to public.services, taxes, or utilities. Likewise;,neither'would there be any secondary,
cumulative, nor significant impacG to public services; taxes, ocutilities:

6. AESTHETICS/RECREATION

This section considers impacts on scenic areas, vistas, designated wilderness areas, and on
recreation and tourism. FWP actions described in this environmental assessment would not
have an appreciable effect on aesthetic resources. Recreation, in the form of hunting, could be
affected by the proposed alternatives. Whereas the FWP Commission sets sage grouse hunting
regulations, FWP may propose changes to sage grouse hunting regulations naled on this
analysis and public response.

No Action Alternative

This alternative would continue the cunent sage season structure and harvest
to recreational
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Proposed Action Alternative

Under this alternative, FWP would develop an adaptive harvest management strategy that would
result in preset adjustments to sage grouse bag limits, as a "triggered" response to fluctuations
in sage grouse populations determined from annual monitoring of leks, with approval by the
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks Commission. lmplementation of this alternative could reduce
recreational opportunity when populations dip below a pre-determined threshold but also could
increase opportunity when surveyed sage grouse populations rise above long-term averages.

Although past lek attendance data suggests othenrise (Final Draft Plan,,Appendix C; Page,3);
there is a possibility that sage grouse hunting regulations could change on an annual basis as a
result of this altemative- Annual'changes'\,r,ould'add eomplexi$rto,regulations.; lf a:hunting
season remained closed in one or more ecotype,segments,, tiis would add:additionalcomplexit$

We are not aware of future actions under concur€nt considera{on by any agenby,through'Cqj
impact studies or permit processing procedure;::Other agencies,fiav6 noiaO-opte&'pnnsir
guldelines for managing sage grouse habitatsi

The,Pniposed Action'Altemativewilf not signiftcantly afu'aestheticsor'recreatiorb'because il
allows FWP- to react accordiqg to certain criteriar,e''Ihis willhelpensure that FWPanSthe
Commission can initiate changes before theyraffecf overal]idisbibution and,abundanee.of sagtj
grousq

H i g h - Leve I P rote cti on Alte rn ative

Under this alternative FWP would propose a more restrictive season structure and harvest
regulation (than either the No Action or Proposed Action Alternatives) to the Montana Fish,
Wildlife & Parks Commission. The season opener would be moved from September 1 to
October 1 and season length would be 31 days and the spring falconerr'season'for sage grousd
ellminatddj me daily bag limit would be reduced from the current 3 birds to 1 bird and the
possession limit would remain twice the daily bag limit. The combination of reduced bag limits,
later season opener, and shorter season would substantially reduce hunter/fife6d opportunitl

ln:the'past,,hunters have lent considerable support to FwPsrhiln,working onproiectsintended
toconserve sage grousb, such as grazing systems and.consenration.easements:. Reduced
huntenopportunitywithout regardto population levels under{his'altemativernayseoonda 'S
resultln;less interest.by hunters tosupport sagegrouse consenration,rneasures:tnlf'othee
agenciesalso respond with highly resfiictive or,protective.approaches.to managingsagagrousd
nabilatl(etg.;ronerous accese re'strictions); acumulative,resulg;may,ue'- a,lo$stloGcornmunr$!
supportforlsage grouse conservation,efiorts. We'are not arirar6i*howeve"n of future actions
under ooncurent consideration by any agency through any impactstudies or permit processing
procedUre. 'Other agencies have not adopted plans or guidelines for managing sage-grouse
hiibitatsr
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Upo[ review,of significanceicriteria, no impacts associated with this alternative on recreation are
considered significant.

New potential actions by FWP identified in this environmental assessment would not result in
any impacts to cultural or historical resources. Likewise,:neither.would there be any secondary;
cum ulative,, nor' sign ifi cant impacts on cultural. or historical resources,r
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Through these reviews, Fl/\tP determined that none of the effects associated with these
altematives would have a significant impact on the physical environment or human population in
the area. AnEA is therefore the appropriate level of analysis for the proposed action and an
Environmental lmpact Statement will not be required: Specifically, there are not significant
impacts of,the proposed action because Montiana cunently supports a healthy population of
sage grouse and each altemative is intended tomaintrain that Thedegree to which the
altematives fy to maintain and- enhance thatpgpulation vary; but all fit within the larger picture of
what the United States Fish and Wildlife'Service might or might not do, what other federal
agencies such as the Bl-M, FS,qand NRG$- qleiable'to db and last but not least; what individual
landowners choose to do on their own properfyj
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Appenox A
PueLlc ConameNTS oN FlRsr Dnarr EA

The Management Plan and Conservation Strategies for Sage Grouse in Montana - Final Draft
Plan (FDP) was developed as a collaborative effort by the Montana Sage Grouse Work Group
over a 3.S-year period, starting in 2000. Work group participants included representatives of
FWP, other state agencies, federal agencies, tribes, conservation organizations, agricultural
organizations, and private landowners. Public comments were incorporated into the planning
process at several stages and a draft plan was released for comment in December 2002. ln
response to comments received, the Work Group developed the Final Draft Plan.

An Environmental Assessment was completed by FWP to anallze potential impacts of proposed
FWP actions described in the FDP, known as the Proposed Action Alternative. A No Action
Alternative and the High-Level Protection Alternative were also analyzed in the EA. The EA and
FDP were released for public review on March 25,2004. The 33-day public review period ended
May 14,2004. During the public review period, FWP mailed out approximately 400 copies of the
EA and FDP and copies were also distributed at local working group meetings in Dillon, Miles
City, and Glasgow. In addition, both documents were available for download from FWP's
website. A total of 10 public comments were received for both the EA and Final Draft Plan.
From these comments, 37 individual points were identified and have been organized into 14
issue-types, which are listed below with a response (in italics) from FWP. In some cases a
double slash (//) is used to separate individual comments.

1. Agencies

The NRCS and BLM probably have the most significant influence over sage grouse habitat on
private and public land, respectively, but lack commitment in the Final Draft Plan. NRCS has not
committed to a nno net loss" of sagebrush habitat goal, which should be a standard for federal
agencies (Appendix E, p.14-15 FDP), and BLM hasn't really committed to anything at all
(Section ll, p:.23-24 FDP). BLM should adopt a statement of commitment similar to the Forest
Service (Section ll, p.21-22 FDP) and all agencies clarify support for a "no net loss" or
degrading of sage brush habitats as a minimum standard for allfuture and ongoing management
prescriptions involving agency money, time or materials.

This commenf is directed at agencies other than FWP. The identified agencies witt have
an opportunity to respond to this comment in the Final plan.

The Final Draft Plan fails to outline adequate regulatory mechanisms and/or policies that will be
implemented and effective in reversing the significant loss of sage grouse habitat and ensure
long-term sage grouse conseryation in Montana.

FWP does not have regulatory authority for habitats outside of propefties that they hotd
an interest, such as conseruation easements, wildlife management areas, or cooperative habitat
agreements (FDP, Section ll). For fhese properties, land uses are managed to minimize impacts
or preferably benefitwildlife habitat, such as through prescribed grazing sysfems. Land
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managing agencies that have paftnered in developing the FDP will have an oppoftunrty to
respond to this comment in the Final Plan.

2. Endangered Species Act

I suggest outlining a final conservation strategy that, at a minimum, meets the Policy for
Evaluation of Conservation Efforts (PECE).

Secfion lX of the FDP describes how the Plan addresses both the PECE criteia and the
five factors the USFWS uses for evaluating if the sage grouse should be listed under the
Endangered Species Act. As described in Appendix E, Page 7-8, the Plan was developed by a
mix of partners who are committed to the sage grouse's long-term viability in Montana. ln
addition to individual commitments by the vartous agencies (FDP, Secfibn ll), the Plan
necessaily maintains a level of genenlity that allows for flexibility as sage grouse management
needs are identified within specific geographic areas. Secfrbn Vl describes issues facing sage
grouse and a diverse mix of actions that can be taken to address specific needs. We believe the
assurances called for in PECE will, in large part, be met through the committed partnership that
has developed and will continue through localworking groups. As descnbed in the FDP, Secfion
Vlll, Page 98, identifying specific sage grouse needs and implementing appropriate actions will
be a cooperative effort between agencies, individuals, and localworking groups.

Sage grouse are not endangered but in need.

We agree that Montana's sage grouse and their habitats are generally in good shape.
The Final Draft Plan describes 12 r.ssues that affect sage grouse by varying degrees, changing
over time and location (FDP, Secfion Vl). Management objectives descibed in Section I of the
FDP are intended to maintain the long-term viability and distribution of sage grouse in Montana.

3. Fire

Fire and livestock are key issues, which must be addressed to reverse the long-term trends of
habitat loss/degradation and sage grouse population decline in Montana.

The FDP lists Fire as one of 12 major issues associated with sage grouse (FDP,
Summary and Section Vl). Section V (FDP, Page 46) cleafly descnbes the potential impact fire
can have on sagebrush habitats, requiring 30 years or more of recovery time. Fire r.s ft.sfed as a
potential threat in each of the habitat segmenfs across Montana (FDP, Secfion V). Section Vl
(Fire Management and Vegetation) describes fhe rssues related to prescibed fire and wildfire
and calls for consideration of cumulative effects of prescribed fire and a realization as to the
long-term effects fire can have on sagebrush habitats. Although the State Sage Grouse Work
Group is not in full agreemenf as fo fhe uses of prescribed fire, the FDP calls for identifying
objectives for manipulating vegetation, consideing long-term effects on sage grouse, testing
assumptions, and considering altematives to prescibed fire that may achieve objectives in a
mannerthat is more tolerable to sage grouse (Section Vl, Fire Management).
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4. General

The Final Draft Plan fails to ensure the conservation strategies that are discussed will be
effective and implemented in a timely and sufficient mannei llarge enough area within spec66
seasonal habitats). The FDP did not outline specific regional areas or breeding complexes
within these regions for specific implementation of suggested conservation strategies.

The Final Draft P/an sefs broad objectives for maintaining and improving sage grouse
populations and habitats (FDP, Section l). The Plan inctudes a description of tZ rssues fhaf
o_ccur at varying degrees across the sage grouseb distribution in Montana (FDP, Section Vt).
Each tssue is accompanied with a list of potential conseruation actions that may be used to
reduce impacts or enhance habitats for sage grouse at a local tevel (FDP, Seciion Vt).
Agencies, individuals, and localworking groups wilt work individually and cooperativety to
determine what issues need addressing at a local level and what conseruation actioni are most
appropriate for local circumstances (FDP, Secfircn Vltl). Because of the range of vartabitity
across Montana, fhrb ts a process that cannot be effectivety accomplished ii a statewide ptan.

5. Grazing

Regarding late brood rearing habitat features (FDP, Table Vll-2) herbaceous cover of perennial
grasses and forbs is important and should be added to specify Z 8" is suitable habitat, 5-8" is
marginal, and <5" is_unsuitable [comment includes 4 lit citations on blue and ruffed grouse
habitatl. Does the Department have any information that suggests less than 8" of herbaceous
grass and forb cover is desirable late brood rearing cover?

Most sage grouse research has described tate brood rearing habitat in terms of
herbaceous or woody canopy cover or woody canopy height (FDP: Section lV). We are not
aware of any scientific information that descibes 8"g/rass and forb heighf as a minimum
standard for sage grouse late brood rearing habitat. tf that were a reqiirement, we believe sage
grouse would occupy a much smaller portion of their cunent rzrnge. Generatly speaking, late
brood rearing areas are believed to be the least "limiting" of the iage grouse's a'nnual iabitat
requirements (Jack Connelly, personal communication). That is, iirai bnd to range widety in
their purs:uit of succulent forbs and, by so doing, are capabte of utilizing a vartety Cover types to
meet their needs, including low areas and flood ptains as well as artifiCiat habitats adiacent to
sagebrush cover such as hay meadows, alfalfa fields, and borrow ditches (FDp, Seifions t1 and
lV). As described in Section Vll, herbaceous cover heights are also subject to drought, site
gotentia!, and vegetation type, and therefore height standards (as desciibed fornesl srtes) must
be used with caution.

Fire and livestock are key issues, which must be addressed to reverse the long-term trends of
habitat loss/degradation and sage grouse population decline in Montana. The icience which
points out the significant impacts that livestock can have on ground nesting birds and their
habitat, including riparian areas, has largely been ignored ny tnose who drlfted the FDp.

The FDP lists grazing management as one of 12 majorissues associafed with sage
grouse conseruation (Summary and Section Vl). The Fine Sca/e habitat objectives (FDp,
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Secfion l, Page 6) point out the effects of livestock grazing on vegetation characfensfics.
Agency commitments (FDP, Section ll) include means for helping fund improvements for
grazing, intended to benefit native vegetation and sage grouse. Secfion lll (Page 38) includes a
discussrbn on the Upes of conseruation accomplishments FWP has been responsible for,
including over a half-million acres of grazing sysfems. ln our description of habitat, (FDP,
Secfibn lV, Page 39) we clearly point out that grazing is one of a number of variables that can
affect sage grouse limiting factors. We describe domestic and wild herbivory (Section V) as
having the potentialfor degrading habitats through continuous grazing or by not leaving
sufficient residual cover. Overgrazing is fufther descibed as a risk in each of the habitat
segmenfs (FDP, Secfibn V, Page 48). Section Vl (FDP, Pages 55-59) includes rssues related to
livestock grazing and also identifies how prescriptive grazing can be used to improve native
vegetation, enhancing sage grouse habitat. Again in Section Vl (FDP, Pages 76-80) managing
vegetation is tied, in paft, to managing livestock and wild herbivory. We believe the FDP
includes a thorough dr.scussrbn as fo both the potentially positive and negative effects of
livestock grazing on sage grouse and their habitats.

More and more, private landowners are managing their lands or portions of their lands
specifically for wildlife or other resource values. For these landowners, livestock production is a
secondary goal to wildlife habitat management. The FDP fails to recognize the changing
demographics and management objectives of many new and/or evolving private landowners. lt
makes absolute sense to specify the option of managing certain critical sage grouse habitats in
the absence of livestock impacts. The FDP failed to discuss and outline the benefits of long-
term protection from livestock impacts. On public lands, such an option should be stipulated as
a goal or standard for at least some known sage grouse nesting and brood rearing areas. llThe
Final Draft Plan fails to identify some meaningful conservation strategies, such as Optimal
Habitat Management Areas for sage grouse on a regional basis. Establishing at least one
OHMA per region would provide a meaningful comparison upon which to monitor and evaluate
the other proposed mitigation/conservation actions that largely aim to maintain status quo.

The Plan has sufficient flexibility to adapt to changing demographics as this comment
descnbes. We strongly believe that, as has been demonstrated overthe past 100 years,
Montana does not need to make a choice between domestic livestock and sage grouse (FDP,
Section Vl, Page 55 and Appendix E, Page 11). Carefully managed domestic livestock gnzing is
entirely compatible with sustaining productive sage grouse populations in Montana. Although
this continues fo be the stance of FWP, fhese comments are largely directed at land
management agencies that have partnered in developing the Final Draft Plan. Ihose agencies
will have an opportunrU to respond to these comments as the Final Plan is completed.

6. Habitat

Throughout the EA, most of the focus continues to be habitat conservation. A significant amount
of funding is funneled through the Upland Game Bird Habitat Enhancement Program and with
development of the Sagebrush Initiative, even more money will be spent to protect sagebrush
habitat. Does this money equate to a direct increase in population? All sagebrush is not
necessarily good sage grouse habitat. FWP should instead make incentive payments to
landowners based on a demonstrated ability to increase populations or population trends,
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allowing them to try different techniques in addition to grazing systems. // Maintenance and
preservation of existing sage grouse habitat has already been tiieO Uy FWP and this has failed
to rwerse long-term downward trends, especially in SW Montana. ttThe focus of the plan is too
much on habitat and that other factors that affeci the Sage Grouse population are not really
addressed as they should be. llFarming has not increased, but decreased (CRp has increased)
and yet sage hens have disappeared. Therefore habitat is not the problem.

We have addressed similar comments in Appendix E, g. Habitaf. Sage grouse require
sagebrush for meetinq many year round needs (FDP, Secfions ltl and tV) aid \1nougn CRp has
benefited many wildlife specieg it is of timited value to sage grouse dueio the geneEt lack of
sagebrush and other plant componenfs such as edible forbs. Sage grouse no-ionger exist over
portions of their range as a direct result of sagebrush grass/a nd tiagmentation and /oss
(Connelly and Braun 1997, Schroeder et at. iOOO1. Similar but smatter scale habitatlosses have
occuned in Montana (Section lll and lV). Based on the experience of othersfafes and historic
as well as recent habitat /osses in Montana, we believe that continued /oss of sagebrush habitat
can also ieopardize Montana's sage grouse populations. Cunently, Montana is fortunate to
retain a relatively large habitat base, suppofting over 800 active te*s 6Oe, Section t). Given the
circumstances across fhe gage grouse's range and in Montana, we b'elieve the mosi impoftant
long'term contribution FWP can make to maintaining the current distibution of sustainabtesage
g_rouse populations is fo facilitate maintaining and enhancing existing sage grouse habitats.
Our intent with the Sagebrush tnitiative is to-protect basic nilitat colmpo-neits (i.e., sagebrush,
forbs, a,nd grass) on a landscape-scale from what have historicatty been the gieate.sf isks -prescribed fire, plowing, and herbicide treatments (FDP, Section itt1, using a voluntary, incentive-
based approach. By clearly demonstrating the interest and ability io maintain functionat
sagebrush-grassland.habitats, the program would atso help avei the possibte tisting of sage
grouse as threatened or endangered under the Federal Endangered Species Act.

We agree, however, that not all sagebrush is of egual importance. FWp has developed a
prioritization process for considering which sagebrush-habitats associafed with active leks and
documented wintering areas provide the grealest benefitfo sage grouse. tf Montana proceeds
with the Sagebrush lnitiative, funding decr'srbns would be base? in interested owners of tand
with the highest ranked habitats. FWP is a/so interestedin assrsfing with habitat improvements
via grazing sysfems. lnstead of incentive payments. as sugge stedby the commeni, which can
9e vla temporary in nature and difficult to asceftain a direlcl positive effect, we believe that
landowners and sage grouse would more likely benefit from on-the-ground improvements such
as fencing, wells, and pipelines that provide a-means for fottowing p,-rescnbed'grazing pattems
that are known to benefit vegetation, wildlife, and livestock (FDP, Section Vt).-BothiWp ana
NRCS have committed to making fhese types of projects a'priority for conseruing sage grouse
habitat (FDP, Section lt).

The Final Draft Plan does not currently protect any sage grouse habitat from the cumulative
effects identified in the plan, especially during drought.

The FDP is not intended to ascribe specific protections to specific habitats. The FDp
does, however, provide guidelines and conseruation sfrafegies fo assisf managers in identifying
potentialsage grouse issues and devetoping methods for iddressing those issues. There is a
strong potentialfor cumulative effects when managing resources thit overlap with sage grouse

41



populations. Secfion V (FDP, Page 45) describes fhe cumulative effects of spraying and habitat
conversion. Section Vl describes fhe potential cumulative effects of prescribed fire and wildfire
(FDP, Page 50), the potential cumulative effects of disturbance caused by recreation and
monitoring (FDP, Page 73), and the potentialcumulative effects of roads (FDP, Page 75). As
vaious resource activities are reviewed, both NEPA and MEPA require that consideration be
given to the cumulative effects of proposed new activities. Land management agencies will be
given an opportuntty to review this comment (and all other comments) to determine if additional
guidance may be needed to clarify how the concept of cumulative impacts might be better
recognized across all resource rssues identified in the FDP, for the purpose of completing the
Final Plan.

State and federalagencies have to stop buming and plowing remaining sagebrush. CRP should
include sagebrush seeding requirements.

This comment involves issues primarily directed at land management agencies. The
affected agencies will have an oppoftunity to respond to this commenf as the Final Plan is
completed.

The habitat and site studies your recommendations are based on are not pertinent to this area.
Broad generalities applied over wide differing areas cannot be effective and will waste monetary
resources. // Ecosystems change over time and habitat is only one component of the system.
In our area the habitat is the most constant element of the ecosystem and yet sage grouse are
not flourishing. In fact, the habitat has is much improved over the last 25 years.

The FDP lists 12 major issues pertinent to conseruing sage grouse abundance and
distribution in Montana (Summary and Secfibn Vl). Because fhe FDP is a statewide plan, it
identifies a wide variety of habitat issues that likely are not peftinent to all areas. Agencies,
individuals, and working groups at the local level will be responsible for identifying fhe r'ssues
that are most impoftant to a pafticular area (FDP, Section Vlll). By keeping the plan relatively
general, implementation sfrafegies can adjust overtime to accommodate local changes in the
ecosystem (Section Vl I l).

7. Hunting

Hopefully sportsman's interest in the decision about listing the sage grouse are looked at.
Hunting of the sage grouse is not a real factor in their decline but predation and habitat are. ll I

support continued liberal hunting of sage grouse and encourage managers to use sage grouse
hunters as a source of sage grouse population and distribution information. Upland bird hunters
and their license fees have been the sole source of sage grouse conservation for the past 100
year. llThe effects of hunting may be small but hunting is a form of mortality that we have
control over. I think you should go one step further and consider a closed season. // Stop hunting
sage grouse and prairie chickens, let them come back. lf necessary, put them on the
Endangered Species List. // We felt a No Hunting Alternative should have been included as one
of the sage grouse management and conservation alternatives.
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We have responded to similar comments in the FDP (Appendix E, Pages 1B-20).
Hunting sage grouse is an impoftant activity in Montana and, based on tek counts ani hunter
telepho.ne surueys, haruest levels are /ess lhan 10% of the poputation (FDp, Secfrbn lX), which
are within the reco-mmended guidelines for managing sage grouse poputations (FDp, ippendix
A). Lek survey information dating back to the eaiy-tSAOs ias not revealed any tong-term
dgcllles in sage grouse abundance (EA, Figure Z). Overthe same period, hunter haruest has
declined substantially (FDP, Figure llt-2, Page 31). As a result, we'have no biotogical reason for
closing a sage grouse hunting season at this time. However, if a threatening aeltine became
apparent in a portion of the_sage grouse's range in Montana, FWP would be obligated by statute
to not open a season (EA, Chapter 2, Affected Environment, Sage Grouse Sfafus, Legai
Classification). /f is also worth noting that within each altemativ6, the FWP Commisslon has the
authority to not open a hunting season. Ihr's Revr'sed EA includes specific criteria for not
opening a hunting season (EA, Chapter 3).

8. Monitoring

We support development of a system to more accurately measure sage grouse abundance and
distribution. lt will be essential in the development to inilude various ige:ncles along with private
landowners. Many landowners will be able to provide historical data thit will prove [o Oe a great
contribution to any system that is developed.

We agree that other agencies and individuals can ptay a significant role in inventorying
and monitoring sage grouse leks. Landowners in pafticuiar can be a valuable source of
information for describing lek locations and providing an historic perspective on sage grouse
distribution and abundance. During the past 4 yeais, FWP has'received vatuable-suiport from
Bureau of Land Management, lJ.S.'Forest Seruice, private organizations, individualvolunteers,
and landowners for developing a comprehensive database oisage grouse lek information
across Montana.

Using trend areas would pick up variability caused by birds using a main lek and then moving to
satellite leks.

We described long-term surueys of 4 trend areas in Montana (FDp, Secfion llt, page S7).
As_has P""l suggesfed, the trend areas provide a type of sage grouse trend information that is
not available from single lek counts. We have comiitted in the fOp b continuing these surueys
(pgctnn fi and have also included them as a part of the No Action Altemative (.6., status quo,
EA, Chapter 3). Whereas trend areas provide high quality long-term data, the geographic areas
represented are relatively small. The proposed statewide moiitoring protocol (part oitne
Proposed Action Altemative), would serye a statistically reliabte me{hod for identifying statewide
trends in abundance and distribution

The Final Draft Plan does not establish a meaningful protocolfor monitoring the effectiveness of
proposed conservation actions.

ln part, this comment would be serued through development of a statewide monitoring
protocol, as described in the Proposed Action Atternative (EA, Chapter 3). Annual lek surueys
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resurfs would be used to determine trends in sage grouse abundance and distribution, while
asceftaining the effectiveness of implemented conseruation actions. The FDP also calls for
additional research to measure the effectiyeness of conseruation actions on sage grouse vital
rates like mortality (Section Vll, Page 97).

Following the monitoring protocol of 3 visits per lek in a season is very important, otherwise you
face the possibility for variation in results.

Depending on the objective of the lek count,3 visrfs may be very necessary (such as for a
long-term trend area) or a single count may suffice for identifying new leks or to determine if a
lek remains active (FDP, Appendix E, Page 21). The proposed statewide monitoing protocol,
as descnbed in the EA, Chapter 3, in combination with continued trend area surueys, would
provide a broad statistically reliable measure of sage grouse population distribution and
abundance trends overtheir range in Montana.

9. Population

The FDP and EA did not adequately distinguish important regional differences in sage grouse
population data and habitat trends. In particular, SW Montana and the Shields Valley are in a
dire situation, functionally isolated and fragmented from other larger sage grouse populations in
Montana. I suggest adopting regionally appropriate conservation strategies that recognize these
significant differences in population viability. // Given the loss of habitat and decline in sage
grouse populations in Region 3, this area needs to adopt the highest level of protection and
specify a focus on recovery.

We agree that considerable variation occurs across the sage grouse's range in Montana.
The FDP descrbes specific issues that peftain to the Soufhwest Segment of the Mountain
Foothills Mixed Sagebrush Ecotype (Section V). Specific management prescriptions at a local
level will be based on conseruation actions descnbed in the FDP and as se/ecfed and adapted
by agencies, individuals, and working groups.

10. Predation

The typical response to our concern about predators is, with good habitat, predators will not
have an impact. We suggest FWP implement a program to control mammalian nest predators in
areas that are below population objectives, but find additional funding to support the program.
Redirecting half of coyote control funds is not a viable option. ll The major change in the
environment has been in predators. Bald eagles and raccoons are prevalent now whereas in
the 60s and 70s it was rare to ever see these species. llThe proposed action alternative makes
no changes in the ecosystem except habitat. Therefore it will be no more effective than the No
Action Alternative. Unless you spend some of the $2.2 million dollars on predator control you
might just as well stay home and we could save the money spent on your wages as well.

We agree that there are likely more predators occuning in sage grouse habitats than
there has been historically (Section Vl). As described in Section Vl, Page 72, attempting to
modify sage grouse vital rates to increase populations through predator controlneeds to be

44



evaluated in terms of need and cost effectiveness. /nfensive and ertensive predator control
measures require substantialfunding and public support. Given the vast nature of sage grouse
nesting habitats, that may cover 30 or more square miles per lek, it is entirely possible that
substantial resources directed toward predator control may not produce measurable resu/fs.
There are examples where predator control has worked to improve nest success for some
species (EA, Chapter 4, 2. Fish and Wildlife, High-Level Protection Altemative). Ihese have
typically been smaller, more intensively managed sites where predation was clearly
demonstrated to have had a substantial impact on nest success. Also, during earliertimes,
predator control programs were subject to fewer regulations and likely enjoyed stronger public
support than might be the case today (Section Vl, Page 72). Because Montana's sage grouse
habitats are generally productive and functional, they do no appearto be in need of predator
control, which might be considered a stopgap measure. The goal of the FDP (Section I) is to
"Provide for the long-term conseruation and enhancement of the sagebrush steppe/mixed4lrass
prairie complex within Montana in a mannerthat supports sage grouse, a healthy diversity and
abundance of wildlife specr'eg and human uses. " Rather than investing considerable resources
into predator control programs that provide short-term (annual) resulfs of variable magnitude, we
believe limited resources for sage grouse should be directed at ensuring intact, functionalsage
grouse habitats are maintained. The latter effort would produce resu/fs that can contihue to be
built upon overtime, ensuring long-term maintenance of susfainable sage grouse populations,
which is necessa ry for averting federal listing.

1 1. Process

I did not receive an EA, but thought I was on every possible mailing list. When was it sent and
who did it go to?

Copies of the First Draft EA and the Final Draft Plan were mailed out to over 400 people.
ln addition to mailings, the EA and Final Draft Plan were made available for download from
FWP's website and were also distributed at localworking group meetings in Dillon, Miles City,
and Glasgow. The 33-day comment period ran from March 25-May 14, 2004. Ihis Rewbed EA
will be made available for an additional public comment period.

l2.Vegetation

Money is proposed to be spent to protect large stands of sagebrush from any manipulation. This
would lead to the demise of herbaceous understory that is essential for brood rearing and
nesting, not to mention the building of catastrophic fuel loads. Sagebrush needs management
not protection of old decadent stands, which the Montana Sagebrush Initiative will do in certain
habitats.

Our intent with the Sagebrush lnitiative is not to reduce management of habitats, but
simply to protect the sagebrush, grass, and forb component from being manipulated in a way
that is detrimentalto sage grouse (e.9., prescribed fire, herbicide spraying, plowing). ln response
to these concerns about the Sagebrush lnitiative, we have added the following wording to
various locations in this Revised EA and will modify the our draft agreement to reflect this
change: €hould vegetation conditions warrant, or new information become available, these
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habitat protection agreements would allow for vegetation manipulation activities if they enhance
sage grouse habitats and are agreeable between FWP and the cooperator." Also, livestock
grazing would continue to be a compatible use of propefties enrolled into the program. ln fact, if
there is a need for additional grazing management and the landowner was interested, FWP
would consider paftneing fo assrsf with grazing improvements as paft of developing a grazing
sysfem that manages for improved health of vegetation and habitat function for sage grouse
while meeting the operator's needs (FDP, Secfions ll and Vl). We have also added information
on grazing in Chapter 3 of this revised EA to provide clarification.

Our ability to manage the resources we control has diminished dramatically as a result of Fish
and Game MOU's and pressure on the land management agencies for single issue
management. Start enhancing and quit protecting or you are going to lose the rancher, the open
spaces and the wildlife habitat that supports the wiblife that pays your bills.

The EA analyzes the effects of 3 attematives. To the best of our knowledge, none of the
3 is incompatible with livestock ranching. ln fact, the No Action Altemative or current sfafus
includes funding assisfance to help ranchers enhance their grazing operations. The proposed
Sagebrush lnitiative would provide an incentive payment to avoid sagebrush controlmeasures
while ontinuing to graze livestock as the operator sees fif. We believe that our voluntary,
incentive-based approach to working with landowners will provide substantial conserudtion
benefrts for sage grouse and will be considerably /ess onerous than worl<ing with the federal
Endangered Species Act (ESA) if the sage grouse were to be listed. While our approach is
intended to provide conseruation, we clearly also want to avoid ESA listing.

13. Weather

Winter weather in 2003/04 resulted in a 50o/o loss in game bird populations.

Weather is an oveniding factorthat can result in temporary population increases or
declines, in spite of management activities (EA, Chapter 2). Our intent with the proposed
actions is to manage for the long-term viability of sage grouse, realizing the populations witt
continue to rise and fall in a cycle, as has occuned historically (EA, Figure 2).

14. Local Working Groups

Throughout development of the sage grouse plan, a significant responsibility was placed on the
local working groups. We recommend that FIrVP invest the necessary time, money and effort to
make them successful. Without FIVP support, the groups will be much less effective and will
lose participation.

FWP has helped fund the localwoHng group coordinator position and has played an
active role in localworking group meetings. We intend to continue to support the tocal working
groups in this fashion (FDP, Secfibns ll and Vlll). ln response to this comment, we have added
so/ne clarification to the description of the No Action Altemative (EA, Chapter 3).
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