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FW&P Commission April Meeting
Sage Grouse Report and Comments
By Scott E. Cassel
For Representative Barrett

- April 24, 2002

Following is a mﬁaﬁon of the informationsl specch | gave at the FW&P Commisiion meeting
in Glasgow on April! 18, 2002. The content and the intent of the message are outlined below,
John Laccy his thoughts after | was done speaking. At that time we answered
questions. S

Purpose of the message. . :

¢ Disguss rancher perspectives and relste the concerns of the canching community in regard to
the Stge Grouse Management Plan. o

¢ Cite pasitive oatcomes. '

I discussed the impacts o livestock production practices, management choices, property rights,
the potential impacts on Eastern Moritana aud Jocal communities. The main point T emphasized
was that the last thing we nesd in Basters Montana on top of low commodity prices and a three-
year dronght is another economic disruption. '

Nexu I talked about the history of the plan, the WAFWA MOU and the Conley Guidelines.

I stated that ! understood that FW&P is in a serious predicament. They are likely to face 2
lawsuit regardless of which direction this plan goes. [ strongly conveyed the fact that the group
and FW&P could aot tell us whar we were doing or why we were doing it. There was no defined
misxion for the plan. . We werc not surc it the plan cven was a plan in light of the recent letter
writien by Divector Hagner 1o Representative Barrett. [ asserted that the plan was inteaded w
preclude the listing of Sage Qrouse under the ESA. 1 then discusaed the importance of the PECE
orieria (I had given each commissioner a copy of the criteria the evening before). The Plan has
to meet the FECE criteria in order for it 10 be asceptable by the US Fish and Wildlife Service.
We are concesned the Plag may not meet the criteria.

The next items of concemn were the obvious Jack of balance- both in the mekeup of the Sage
Grouse Technical Committee and in the draft document itself. The Plan failed invits inadequatye
freatment of predator and hunting issues. The Plan was focused instesd almost cutirely on the
presesvation and manipulation of the habitat. At this point ] discussed the failed logic of the plan. .

Tte Plan can be broken dowa to the following argwnent: Hunting and predators are not the
problem. The problem is the habitat. The claim is if we fix the habitat, the bird will do fine. The
ranchers fear the infereoce is to restrict grazing. J brought up the 7- inch stubble height ir the
Conley Guidelines, and the potential changes to grazing allotment plans. The ranchers would
find removal of cattle unacceptable while the bird is stili being hunted 3o the extent it is pow, and
nothing is done to address predators. It cannot be logically argued that range is not in better -
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condition than it ever bas been, T cited that rest rotation is prevalent, there are fewer cattle, and
almost 0o sficep. The factor that has changed is the predator component in the habitat.

I'also did my best o make the commission aware that:

We are concerncd there aré no solid numbers in the Plan. The acres of sagebrush (habitat) gyrate
from 2 low of 4.5 million acres to & high of 32 million. There is also no stated recovery
mluian numhsr fm the bird.

We feel the empmal mdcnme and the observations of ranchers have been largely ignored,
especially conceming predators. The opinions and advice of the persons who live with the bird
on a daily basis shionld be highly. regarded and acknowledged. In the public meetings held for
the Plan, the testimony was virtaliy the same and the message clear: predators outweigh any
other issne by a'buge roargin.

We are conceniod about tie la\.k of vital information. Good decisions require good informaticn.
We knew information on predators and bunting existed. Having to find irportant information
ourselves when it should have'been at our disposal was extremely frustrating. This is & highly

-complex issuc with widely diverse interests. How can we devise a good Plan without ali the

available informetion? When people perceive that crucial information is being withkeld, all
kinds of suspicions are taised.

" The PECE criterin should have been the centerpiece of the Plan. If we wouild have had access to

the document {or bad even lm'own it existed) a great deal of conflict coujd have becn avoided,

K Weknowmmc?edml agencies are concerned that predators and hunting have not been

addressed properdy in the'plan. We also can state in all confidence that the US Fish and Wildlife

* Sexvice is worried about the leve! of local volunteer participution. | made it clear that

participation wil-be dependen: on trust. It requires good information, honest communication
and siami;yw mm ﬂmt Rauchsrs need to feel they are being listened 0.

Wcucmy oncemed over bowthePlan, it itis a plan, will be implemented by all the
mmdtha. Wili iz be implemented as a whale ot orly piecemesl? How or will the Plan
bemmad imo legullnm? We are also concerned with NEPA and MEPA.

' We are very concm with how the Plan will be monitored. How success or failure will be

determined has not yet been answered. We are concermed the Plan provides few angwers; it only
raises more guestions.: The Sagp Grouse Management Plan may be a true conundrum.

P.3
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There are several positive wpeﬂs of the plan or the process | noted
¢ The FW&P las finally began to address our coneerns related to predators and hunting.
¢ We just finished 8 revision of the predator and hunting sections of the Plan.
* We lmre learned & great deal from the process.
ement of the Sage grouse should improve.
¢ We are reasonably comfortable with the language and the balanced views of the docurnent-if
. thecerminology is not altered from this point forward.
¢ Inour view, if the plan is balaticed, the plzm is defensible. It is now both.

Several rmmmu were made to the comunission for the future:
¢ The FW&P must to i better job with communication end making information available.

+ Weare allivs and arc co-dependent. A listing of the bird will hurt both of us.
‘¢ Information should be shared with allies.
o Wemd.‘to w'ktugethar because in all likelikood there will be more working groups in the

Jolun Lacey said tat I mpremzt the views and enjoy the support ot' the ranching community. He
also recommended 1o the FW&P that they should make important information more availabie.
John stated that'he could understand why, the Conley Guidelings include a 7-inch suubble height.
It ﬁkesahmh mme to hitle the nests since predators have increased so dramatically. John

snprehensive Sage Grouse siudy done in Idahe on predators and presented ADC
statistics. He %@ spoke on the incceases in avian predators based on data obtaiged from the
- National Am &wwy

: Pml ”’»:w,q, en - L
lmmFWfbmmePlanmll be used 10 justify a suit against them. They are in a diffculc

position. I they do not go forward they will get sued, if they do proceed they will get sued
anyway. FW&P also appears to fear the process could be taken over and the management
decisions driven by some interest group. The agency now wams to call the plan s strategy so
they can reaisia in control. 1t is my opinion that FW&P thinks it can withsiand a listing petition.

* We felt they might be using the involvement of ranchers to legitimize the Working Group

. Process; formulate the Plan the way they wanted, and bypass the MEPA process. They have
assured us this is not the case. | was (old that FW&P is now attempting t¢ gain commitments
from the. other ageasies outlining their fature i mtenuons Nobady can answer what wili happen

with the Plan from this point forward.





