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Strategic Habitat Plan 

Crucial Habitat Area Narrative

	Region:
	Sheridan 

	Habitat Priority Area Name:
	Sage Grouse Core Areas

	Habitat Area Type:
	[bookmark: Check1]|_| Aquatic     |X| Terrestrial    |_| Combined
Sagebrush/grassland, riparian areas, and wet meadow.

	Habitat Values:
	· Sagebrush has been demonstrated to be a critical food source for several wildlife species, especially sage grouse, pronghorn and mule deer during various seasons of the year, particularly fall, winter and spring.
· Sage-grouse core areas designated by the Governor’s Executive Order are described as those areas capable of maintaining habitats and viable populations of sage-grouse where they are most abundant.  On a statewide basis, they include habitats and existing populations for at least two-thirds of the sage-grouse in Wyoming.   
· Habitat located in the core area supports a number of sagebrush and grassland obligate species identified as SGCN in the SWAP report. 

	Reason Selected:
	There are a host of sagebrush and grassland obligate and near-obligate wildlife species requiring conservation and maintenance to maintain populations. The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service is initiating a status review of the Greater sage-grouse to determine if the species should be protected under the Endangered Species Act throughout its range or any significant portion of its range.  
Due to the cumulative effects of human impacts and habitat degradation and conversion in northeast Wyoming, conservation efforts directed in these communities need to protect and enhance these areas to maintain wildlife populations and their habitats. Threats to this habitat include:
· Chemical removal of sagebrush directly or indirectly (improper noxious weed control)
· Wild or prescribed fire removal of sagebrush
· Improper grazing practices
· Conversion to farmland/pasture
· Subdivisions and energy developments
· Noxious/invasive weed establishment

	Area Boundary Description:
	The Governor’s core sage grouse habitat areas (version 3) and the portion of northeastern Johnson County primarily located between the Powder River and Crazy Woman Creek that contains a high density of sage grouse leks. 

	Primary species or assemblages of species within area:
	Sage-grouse, mule deer, pronghorn and sagebrush-dependent SGCN identified in the SWAP report. 

	SWAP Tier 1       species:
	Bald Eagle, Burrowing Owl, Common Loon, Ferruginous Hawk, Greater Sage-grouse, Mountain Plover, Northern Goshawk, Townsend's Big-eared Bat


	Solutions or actions:
	1. Develop cooperative management agreements with BLM, USFS, State Land Board, private landowners, and other interested parties to maintain open spaces and healthy ecosystem functions.  This may include grazing strategies, vegetation manipulation, herbicide control plans, removal of predator habitat, native vegetative species restoration, etc. that benefit and maintain wildlife habitat. 
2. Seek conservation easements with willing private landowners
3.  Develop collaborative efforts and agreements with livestock producers to improve grazing systems to enhance their mixed-grass communities while retaining sagebrush.
4. Work with Weed and Pest Districts to employ sagebrush friendly methods of controlling leafy spurge invasions.  Chemically based methods often damage and/or kill sagebrush plants and associated forbs.  
5. Work with the BLM and O&G industry to delineate important sage-grouse habitats and develop methods and policies to help protect the effectiveness of these habitats for sagebrush obligates.  Such methods include reducing predator habitat (removal of unused powerlines) and reclaiming fragmented habitat. 

	Additional Information:
	· The core areas primarily reflect breeding habitats characterized by sagebrush communities associated with high lek densities.  These areas contain at least 5% sagebrush, which is used by sage grouse as nesting cover and winter forage. Additionally, the core area contains wet meadows and riparian areas that are crucial as sage grouse brood rearing habitat.
· Research has revealed that, during the breeding season, sage grouse utilize habitat with canopy coverage of big sagebrush ranging from 20-50%. Wintering sage grouse were found in an average of 28% sagebrush cover and nesting birds in an average of 20-30% sagebrush cover.
· Big sagebrush is a highly nutritious and digestible food source for big game animals such as mule deer. During winter, big sagebrush has a higher crude protein level and digestibility than most other shrubs or grasses. 
· Sagebrush also provides cover (nesting, resting and escape) for a wide variety of game and non-game species (i.e. protective cover for fawns, calves, nesting birds, sage grouse broods, etc.).  
· Sagebrush canopy protects understory vegetation from livestock grazing. Understory vegetation can be a valuable food source for wildlife. Additionally, the crowns of sagebrush plants tend to breakup and weaken hard crusted snow on winter ranges making it easier for big game to access understory plants for foraging.
· Energy development infrastructure installation has perforated and incised sagebrush patches. Many reclamation efforts are not meeting standards.  Coal bed natural gas (CBNG) activities have decreased greatly in the last few years, and there is no predicted increase in CBNG activity in the near future. However, oil development is projected to increase in the Powder River Basin adding to existing disturbance.

	Land ownership and surface area:
	BLM: 321,884 ac (18%), 
USFS: 0 ac (0%), 
Other Federal: 52,210 ac (3%), 
State: 143,716 ac (8%), 
Private: 1,313,243 ac (72%), 
Water: 45 ac (0%), 
Total area: 1,831,097 ac





