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FOREWORD

The greater sage-grouse is a species in decline
across the western United States, including Idaho. As
implied by the name, greater sage-grouse depend on
sagebrush dominated landscapes for their forage, cover,
nesting habitat, and ultimate survival. The deterioration
of sagebrush landscapes in the West has been a crucial
factor in the decline of the greater sage-grouse, which
is currently a candidate species under the federal
Endangered Species Act. State and federal government
land managers, researchers, private landowners, and
concerned citizens are leading efforts to conserve this [
3pemes in Idaho 'I_Tus book 1s largely an ﬂlustrated'




grouse habitat, but does not recommend specific grazing
or land management practices.

Those who manage and live within sagebrush
landscapes can play a significant role in conserving sage-
grouse and the habitat they depend on. This book is just
a small part of the larger commitment that is being made
to conserve this species. .
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- Look-a-Likes

Several other upland game bird species may occur
in sage-grouse habitat at different times of the year.
Some species may be hard to distinguish in the field, but

~ a trained eye, binoculars, and a good bird guide should
help. The three species below are those most likely to be
misidentified as sage-grouse. Sage—grouse are the only_
species with a black belly patch :

_ Dusky (Blue) Grouse
(Dendragapus obscurus) -
The dusky grouse is a large
grouse, although smaller than
sage-grouse. They are blue-gray
in color, and less mottled than a

~ sage-grouse. The tail is round
instead of pomted
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Columblan Sharp-taxled

Grouse '

(Tympanuchus phuszanellus
columbianus) .

g Sharp—taﬂed grouse are smaller
W in size and have a shorter

B pointed tail with white outer
tail feathers. They have marks

~of brown and white, and 'have a
slight crest on the head. :

_ US. Forest Service

: Female ng-Necked Pheasant
(Phasianus colchicus) '
‘Female pheasants are smaller
in size, have a long narrow tall

~and mﬁeathered legs .

Lukasz 'Lukﬁsx;k 5‘
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Nuﬁlber of Males Coﬁnted

Snake River Plain Management Zone
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%% Sage-grouse Distribution as of 2009

Sage-grouse Habitat Ownership
Bureau of Land Mngt.................63%
~ Private 19%
Bl State of Idaho......c.cccvevnecescrrnne. 7%
0 Forest Service.......crummrreseresnnns 5%
[F77 Department of Energy.. 4%
[ Tribal 1%
B Military Reservations........cec.......<1%
[0 National Parks & Monuments.....<1%
Il U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service........<1%
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Stephen Bunting

Wzldﬁre in the sagebmsh steppe

' fire frequency is intertwined with expandmg areas of

~ Jim Pisarowicz
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invasive annual grasslands.

When fires burn in areas

~ that are prone to spreading invasive grasses, restoration

of sagebrush becomes more difficult and costly. Exotic
grasses, such as cheatgrass, are highly flammable, causing
rangeland wildfires to ignite more easily and spread more
~ rapidly. Cheatgrass also cures by early summer, causing
: the wildfire seaso;n in some areas to begin sooner than

it would if cheatgrass was
not present. Moreover,

these grasses frequently
establish ~  themselves
- more robustly after a fire

event and can replace
native bunchgrasses and

~sagebrush communities,
which are essential for

productive  sage-grouse

nesting  habitat.  The
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LIFE CYCLE

To understand habitat conditions that will support
sage-grouse populations, it is necessary to understand
the life cycle of the bird. Throughout the year, their
habitat needs will change and rarely can one area support
populations through all of their life stages. Instead, sage-
_grouse often need large, intact landscapes and are also
known to migrate many miles to seasonal habitats.
~ The following section explores sage-grouse
"actmtles during each season of the year, their
”roductwe process, and their habltat requlrements_'







Leks March-May) L .
- Spring is the mating season for sage-grouse. The
~ species exhibits a polygynous mating system, meaning
- one male will mate with multiple females. The females
choose their mate while attending annual gatherings on
- communal breeding grounds, known as leks. Males tryto
~ attractfemales by performing elaborate strutting displays
- and by making a “plopping” sound with their inflatable
 chest air sacs. Sage-grouse typically gather on these leks
~ between March and early May, depending on the location
- and elevation. There can be as few as two and as many

Breeding & Nesting

- as 100 birds in attendance. Leks can be found at a variety

 of locations, but generally are in open areas adjacent to

 sagebrush. They could be in meadows, openings created

vy

~ Male éz:zg'ekgrouse stmt on alek in




by fires or roads, areas of low sagebrush, or dry lake beds.
Leks can often be located in areas that are heavily used
by livestock. Most leks are traditional and used year after
year.

Nesting & Early Brood-Rearing (May-June)

After mating has concluded, the hen leaves the lek
in search of a nesting site. Though studies in southeastern
Idaho have shown that hens typically nest within 2-3
miles from the lek, the distance can vary significantly
from one region to another. Some hens have been
observed moving more than 11 miles to nest. The nest
is a bowl-shaped depression on the ground comprised
primarily of vegetation such as dead grass. The nest is
typically located under a sagebrush shrub, but can be
under other common steppe shrubs such as bitterbrush

: ’ > - ¢ ! i "M ; - . ..' . V.r- ! ) ’. '.
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A hen nests under a sagebrush shrub (West Central Planning Area)
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(Purshia tridentata),
yellow rabbitbrush
(Chrysothamnus
viscidiflorus), or
rubber rabbitbrush
(Ericameria nauseosa)
with possibly less
success. A relatively
small clutch size
averaging six to
seven eggs, coupled
with a low re-nesting
probability  results
in one of the lowest
reproductive rates of  Sage-grouse nest and eggs (West

any North American  Ceniral Planning Area)

game bird. Eggs can

be olive to pale green in color, with small dots of brown.
Following the hatch, the hen and chicks will stay in the
vicinity of the nest for up to three weeks.

b

Nesting & Early Brood-Rearing
Habitat Characteristics |

Nesting successis critically importantto population
viability. Greater sage-grouse require a large continuous
area of sagebrush habitat as well as a substantial
understory of grasses and forbs (flowering broad-leaved
plants) for their nesting and early brood-rearing habitat.
Both of these components are important because the
chicks need protection from predators and access to food
without exposing themselves. To help monitor habitat
value, biologists have developed a general set of habitat
criteria (Table 1), which can be useful to help identify

% Sage-Grouse Habitat in Idaho



Habitat
Feature

Habitat
Use

Productive Habitat
Wetter Sites

Productive Habitat
Drier Sites

Sagebrush
canopy cover

Nesting Cover

15% - 25%

15% - 25%

Nesting Cover

15-30 inches

12-30 inches

Nesting Cover

Spreading form,
few if any dead
branches

Spreading form,
few if any dead
branches

Perennial
grass and
forb height

Nesting Cover

>7 inches

27 inches

Perennial
grass and forb
canopy cover

Nesting cover
& Food

Food
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~ Above:
 Productive
grass and forb
 understory
(Challis
Planning Area)

Right:
Productive

grass and forb
understory

~ (Owyhee
 Planning Area)
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Habitat
Feature

Habitat Productive Habitat
Use

Sagebrush
canopy cover

Cover 10% - 25%

Cover 15-30 inches

Proximity of
sagebrush
cover

Cover Sagebrush cover
is adjacent (<
100 yards) to
brood-rearing
area

Perennial
grass and forb
canopy cover

Cover & Food 215%

Riparian and
wet meadow
plant
community

Wetland plant
species dominate
wet meadow or
riparian area

Riparian and
wet meadow
stability

Cover Some bare ground
and Food may be evident
but
vegatative cover
dominates the site

Forb
availability in
uplands and
wetland areas

Succulent forbs
are readily
available in terms
of distribution
and plant
structure




Late Brood-Rearins
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Habitat
Feature

Habitat
Use

Productive Habitat

Sagebrush
canopy cover

Cover
and Food

10-30%

Sagebrush
Height

Cover
and Food

10 to 14 inches
above snow
level






















Early (alkali) sagebrush (Artemisia longiloba) looks very
similar in color and structure to little sagebrush. Itis a low
growing shrub that typically occupies rocky, shallow, and
poor-draining soils. Early sagebrush flowers very early in
the season compared with other sagebrush species. It is
a highly palatable species and is the dommant sagebrush
on some of the largest leks in Idaho.
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: Early sagebrush

 Stiff sagebrush (Artemzsm rzgzda) ZrOWs from 12 to 16

~ inches tall on very shallow soils. It has brittle or stiff
‘branches and is deciduous. Stiff sagebrush sites can

'_ prowde sage-grouse with late brood-rearlng habitat be-

- cause the sites are often wet enough to support a large

dlver31ty Of forbs o - :

BLM Idaho

Dave Powe]'l,_ U5, Forest Service

sagebrush
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Dominant Sagebrush Types
I Mountain Big sagebrush

[ Basin & Wyoming Big sagebrush
I Dvarf sagebrushes
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A Parucularly challenglng aspect of undergfan :
hetr habltat need‘ ?
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