Pre-disturbance Sage-grouse Survey Guidelines for the Newcastle Field Office

In an effort to clarify project requirements for sage-grouse lek surveys and provide a consistent framework for project proponents and contractors, the Newcastle Field Office has developed the following sage-grouse survey guidelines.
Surveys to search for new sage-grouse leks should be completed before the start of a project.  Surveys for new leks should follow the Newcastle Field Office Wildlife Survey Protocols.  Any locations of displaying male grouse identified during the surveys should be visited 3 times on the ground (time and access permitting*) to get an accurate count of sage-grouse attending the lek and to verify the location.  Existing or ‘known’ leks that fall within the project survey area should be counted on the ground (dependent on access*) at least one time. 

Required Lek Count Methods:

· Conduct lek counts at 7-10 day intervals between April 1 and May 7. 

· Conduct lek counts only from the ground. Aerial surveys are not accurate and are not comparable to ground counts. 

· Conduct counts between ½ hour before sunrise to 1 hour after. 

· Conduct counts only when wind speeds are less than 10 mph and no precipitation is falling. 

· All leks within a complex should be counted on the same morning. 

Projects inside sage-grouse core areas should be buffered by 4 miles to identify the survey area.  
Projects outside sage-grouse core areas should be buffered by 2 miles to identify the survey area. 
*The BLM is not responsible for providing access to leks on private surface.  Operators and consultants are responsible for contacting private landowners and requesting access across private surface.  Please respect the rights of private land owners.
Surveys for New Leks: 
1. Searches should be conducted from early April to early May (April 1 – May 7). (Survey season corresponds to peak male attendance as established by the WGFD for documenting population trends.) 

2. Surveys for new leks should be conducted a minimum of three (3) times (with subsequent surveys 7-10 days apart). 

3. Surveys for new leks should be conducted throughout suitable habitat. 

4. Surveys to confirm the activity of a lek may require only one visit if grouse are identified on the lek. 

5. Surveys can be conducted from the ground or from an aircraft. 

· Lek surveys can be conducted from the ground by driving along roads in suspected or known breeding habitat and stopping every 0.5 mile to listen for sounds of breeding grouse. Ground searches can be conducted from an hour before to an hour after sunrise. In less accessible areas, searches can be made from a mountain bike, trail motorcycle, 4-wheel all terrain vehicle, horseback, or on foot. On a calm morning, breeding sage grouse may be heard at a distance of about 1 mile.  All openings or areas of less dense sagebrush should be searched for breeding birds with binoculars or a spotting scope. 

· Helicopters or fixed-wing airplanes can be used for aerial surveys. Suspected breeding habitat should be flown on north - south transects with lines about 0.6 mile apart. Aerial searches are biased toward finding larger leks; small leks (<15 birds) are more difficult to detect. Calm, clear mornings are a prerequisite to aerial searches. Winds over 15 mph and more than scattered cloud cover should be sufficient to cancel search flights. Cocks can be observed from the air at distances greater than 0.6 mile in early morning sun, but cloud cover greatly reduces observability. Under conditions of marginal light, transect width should be narrowed. High winds not only make traveling a straight transect difficult, but also affect strutting behavior. Fewer cocks will strut continuously, and flushing distance appears to be greater under windy conditions. 

· Transects should be flown at about 300-450 ft above ground level. Whenever possible, two observers should be used in addition to the pilot so that one observer is always looking away from the sun regardless of the direction the aircraft is flying. Surveys should begin at the east edge of the survey area and work west to minimize the possibility of the plane flying over leks prior to them being observed. Special attention should be paid to old lakebeds, stock-watering areas, and other relatively open sites largely surrounded by sagebrush with 15 to 25% canopy cover. Lek searches from an aircraft should be conducted from ½ hour before to one hour after sunrise. 
· *When conducting aerial or ground surveys to search for new sage-grouse leks please provide a map illustrating the survey transects/routes with the reported results.

6. If a new lek is identified, the location should be accurately determined and recorded in UTMs using NAD83 datum. It is advisable to record/map the perimeters of new leks. Surveyor(s) should not disturb grouse to GPS lek locations. If a lek is active, the surveyor(s) should make the best estimate of the lek location and return later to confirm. 

Reporting of Information:  All reports are due to the BLM no later than June 1 immediately following the surveys.  All reports need to be submitted to the Bureau of Land Management Newcastle Field Office Wildlife Biologist on the Annual Sage-grouse Lek Observation Form. 
Post project monitoring will be developed on an individual project basis.  Post project monitoring will be required for all projects located in sage-grouse core/key areas and connectivity habitat as per BLM IM 2010-012.
