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  Traditional thought once ascribed sagebrush to be an “opportunistic invader” of the western rangelands, a product of over grazing by domestic livestock. Plant ecologists have since demonstrated that species of big and silver sagebrush are native climax shrubs and the distribution of these species has not changed  significantly from historic times.

The sagebrush biome, however, is far from intact. During the past 75 years herbicide application, plowing, and fire have significantly reduced sagebrush grassland habitat

across the western U.S. In fact, loss of sagebrush habitat is considered to be a primary reason why, range wide, sage grouse distribution and abundance has declined by

varying degrees. Changes to the sagebrush landscape affect other Montana wildlife as well. Sage thrashers, pygmy rabbits, Brewer’s and sage sparrows, sagebrush lizards, sagebrush voles, pronghorn antelope, and many other species, require, or rely heavily on, these shrub habitats for survival.

  Over the course of the last three years, a diverse coalition of public agency and private sector cooperators worked diligently to assemble the Management Plan and Conservation Strategies for Sage Grouse in Montana. The plan describes the current

status of the bird within Montana and defines it’s habitat requirements, as well as identifying important issues that could impact sage grouse populations and priority

conservation actions designed to address those issues.

Montana’s sagebrush grasslands are unique in two ways. First, the majority of historic sagebrush habitat in Montana remains intact and productive with a full complement of grass and forbs (important for providing food and cover). Second, unlike most other states, half or more of these habitats are privately owned. Conserving Montana’s sage grouse and other sagebrush-associated wildlife therefore requires a proactive incentive-

based approach for maintaining these native habitats on private lands.

  Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP), in partnership with funding from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s Landowner Incentive Program, has developed a new, voluntary program intended to provide incentives for private landowners to maintain their sagebrush grassland habitats. This “Montana Sagebrush Initiative” will fund 30-year term agreements protecting native sagebrush habitats from prescribed burning, herbicides, and plowing. Landowners who sign up will receive a one-time payment of $12/acre of sagebrush-grassland habitat, which amounts to $7,680 per square mile. Because partial funding for these agreements is derived from hunter license dollars, enrolled areas will also be required to provide reasonable public hunting for upland game birds.

  To help ensure the best use of program funds, FWP has developed a Geographic Information System (GIS) that will help prioritize delivery of the program. Private lands within 2 miles of an active sage grouse lek and documented wintering areas are the highest priority for enrollment. Interested landowners can call their regional FWP offices for further information. FWP will also be contacting landowners to inform them of the program and to invite their participation. u
