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WESTERN RESOURCE
ADVOCATES

TRANSMITTED & FILED BY FAX TO: 307-775-6203 (hard copy by U.S. Mail)

March 2, 2012

IRECEIVED

Don Simpson, State Director

Burean of Land Management L MAR ¢ 9 200
5353 Yellowstone Road .By. o
P.0O. Box 1828 - LO

Cheyenne, WY 82003

RE: PROTEST OF 42 PARCELS TO BE OFFERED AT THE BLM’s
MAY 1,2012 COMPETITIVE OIL & GAS LEASE SALE:
WY-1205-004, 005, 006, 007, 008, 009, 010, 011, 012, 014, 015, 020, 021, 024,
025, 026, 028, 030, 031, 035, 036, 043, 044, 048, 056, 059, 060, 061, 075, 095,
108, 109, 116, 117, 120, 122, 125, 126, 128, 133,134,153

Dear Mr. Simpson:

The Bureau of Land Management's May 1, 2012 oil and gas lease salc proposes to offer
certain parcels (the “Disputed Parccls”) comprising tens of thousands of acres of public
land or mineral estate within identified Greater sage-grouse Core Population Areas (or
Corc Ateas). The National Audubon Society and Audubon Wyoming (“Audubon”) are
concerned that the sale and subsequent development of the Disputed Core Area Parcels
would further jeopardizz the continued viability and recovery of the Greater sage-grouse
and therefore request thet the protested parcels be withdrawn from sale.  Audubon
comments on the Enviroamental Assessments prepared in conjunction with the sajes
requested dcferral of all lands in Core Arcas by letter datcd January 4, 2012.

1. Introduction

Of 153 parcals proposed for leasing, not including the 5 proposed for deferral by the
BILM in Noticc #1 (dated 2/22/12), 42 are within Greater sagc-grouse core arcas. Exhibit
A,

The tentative conclusion of the unsigned FONST that the project will not significantly
impact the environment and that environmental effects will not meet the definition of
significance are unsupported. Leasing core habitat would likely: 1) have significant
impacts on the Greater sage-grouse’s prospects for recovery and survival, and 2) push the
species towards a listing decision that could result in significant socio-economic and
environmental impacts across Wyoming and the region.

COLORADO - 2260 BASBLINE ROAD, SUITE 200 - Bovuroer, CO 80302 - 303.444.1188 + Fax: 303.786.8054 - Eman.: info@westcrnresources.org
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2. Core Population Areas are vital to the survival and recovery of the Greater sage-
grouse, and a conservative management approach that precludes listing in corc
areas is needed pending corapletion of BLM’s National Planning Stratcgy.

Core Areas are Designated Due fo their Importanqe o Sage-grou;e I’opula.tinns:

Core Population Areas are necessary for the protection of this candidate species and
integral to conscrvation strategies being implcmented by the State of Wyoming and
BLM. See IM 2010-012 and 2010-013, EO 2010-4 (the IM and EO are part of the '
administrative record relied on by the EAs). The central importance of Corc 'Pop.uhtlon
Arcas is further recognized by Wyoming Exccutive Order 2011-5, Core habitat is the
nesting and carly brood rearing habitat for over cighty percent of the Greater sage-grouse
breeding population in Wyoming,. ' ' ‘
http://gf.statc.wy.us/habitat/SagcbmshSageGrouse/mdgx.asp. The rangc.—wmle pOpglatnc?n
of the Greater sage-grouse has already experienced a ninety pcreent decline from h|§tornc
records— ongoing and reasonably foreseeable future intrusions into sage-grouse habitat
led the U.S. Fish & Wildlifc Service to determine that listing the Greater sage-grouse as
threatencd or endangered is warranted. See 75 Fed. Reg. 13910-14014 (March 23, 2010).

The unprecedented scale at which parcels located within core areas are bc.ing proposed
for leasing threatens to undcreut efforts Lo recover the species and its habitat. Because of
the importance of core population areas to sage-grouse populations, parccls located
within core areas should not be leased. Audubon’s biological expertisc on this issue is
summarized in Exhibit B, Expert Comments of Alison Holloran, Dircctor of Science -+
Rocky Mountain Region, Audubon Rockies.

BLM’s Analysis Failed to Consider National Technical Team Report:

Although BL.M applied the sage-grouse screen, per ™ WY-2010-013, it failed to account
for the new scientific findings and recornmendations sct forth in the document titles, “A
Report on National Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation Measures” produccd by the
BLM’s Sage-grouse National Technical Team and dated December 21, 2011 (Technical
Team Report). BLM's analysis of the lease parcels is inadcquate because it was not
revisited to consider the scientific recommendations of the Technical Team Report.

It is well recognized that Wyoming is the strong-hold for Greater sage-grouse and the
sagebrush landscape, on which the species completely depends. Decisions on parcels
proposed for the May 2012 Jease sale will be critical for the recovery of the species.
Extensive research, much of which was focused in Wyoming, has shown the negative
impacts of oil and gas activity on sage-grouse populations. Much of this rescarch is
compiled, referenced and relied on by the NTT Report.

These impacts include change in habitat use pattcrns (use of lower quality habitats),
avoidance, noise disturbanccs, increase in invasive species, death due to collision and
electrocution, decreased lek recruitment, habitat fragmentation, cumulative impacts, and
creation of travel routes for land predators. Furthermore, researchers bave docummented a
corrclation between human footprint and sage-grousc persistence and performance in
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aliered landscapes, providing important insights into impacts of anthropogenic changes in
landscapc (Aldridge 2000, Braun et al. 2002, Holloran 2005, Naugle et al. 2010).

The EA (at 127-28) acknowledged concerns about invasive and nonnative species
impacts but did not analyze how such issues might undcrout efforts to recover sage-
grouse and habitat; or acknowledge the significant reclamation challenges in these arid
ﬁ\!xdscapcs. Nor do the EAs consider the NTT Report findings or recommendations on
invasive and nopnative species. NTT Report at 17, 33 (definition of “Conserve”).
Because leasing is the point of an irretricvable commitment of resources, these issucs
must be addressed before offering the disputed core arca parcels [or sale.

Furthermore, BLM has also failed to adequately consider the nced fo protect habitat in
the seven Diéputcd Parcels located within the smallcst areas (25% polygons) that contain
the highest breeding density areas and thus contain high density of leks and are important
conservation focus areas (BLM funded Sagc-Grouse Breeding Bird Density Map). See
Exhibit C, Map. These parcels are listed in the table attached as Exhibit A: 005, 006,
007. 020, 024, 031 and 036. Using peer-reviewed scientific methodology, the Regional
Breéding Density map identifies important range-wide focal arcas having high density
occurrences of Greater Sage-grouse. The maps show areas that contain 25, 50, 75, and
100 percent of nesting sage-grouse, based on lek locations and spring censuses—this
depicts the smallest, or most critical, arcas necessary to contain 25, 50, 75, and 100
percent of nosting sage-grouse populations, thereby showing, from highest to lowest,
current densitics of greater sage-grouse in the West. Again, the parcels being protested
are located with in the smallest areas (25% polygons) that contain the highest breeding
density areas, indicating high conservation value.

3. Consistent with the recommendations of BLM’s Natjonal Technical Team, Core
Populations Arzas should be deferred from leasing as BLM considers what new
management policics are needed to recover sage-grouse and habitat.

The March 2010 USFWS decision that listing the Greater sage-grouse is *‘warranted but
precluded,” establishes the urgent need to develop and implement substantive
conservation measures between now and 2015, when the Service will recconsider the
status of the bird. This finding cstablishes that cfforts to date, including the use of
outdated timing and seasonal stipulations as proposed for the Disputed Parcels, are
inadequate.

BLM has taken proactive measures in recent months, launching the regional strategy that
focuses on the conservation of sage-grouse and the protection of their habitat. Scoping
for the Eastern or Rocky Mountain Region populations for BLM's range-wide planning

process is open for public comment until March 23. At this point in time, a conservation
approach to grousc conservation must defer to the NTT recommendatiouvs.

The leasing of parcels within identified important habitat for sage-grouse undermines the
larger on-going BLM effort. The Disputed Parccls. all within designated Sage-Grouse
Core Areas, must be deferred until the regional planning effort has been completed. 1f

[ald]
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lcasing within sage-grouse Core Population Areas continups, the' Service will have little
choice but to conclude that such actions establish the contmuc;:d inadcquacy of regulatory
mcchanisms that constrict or eliminate management options Tor the Ia'rge.:st fandowner of
sage-grousc habitat. Furthermore, the expansc of leasing proposed within core areas [or
2012 lease sales could jeopardize current proactive recovery efforts and doom future
options beyond Wyoming.

Lcasing large acreage of jmportant sage-grouse habital, p;i.o.r to the comp]eti.on‘of
regional conservation planning cfforts, will push the species closer to a full listing and
must therefore be avoided. Pending final decisions on RMP amendments and the
regional planning process that apply the recommendations of thq Technical Team Report,
BLM should proceed with caution and avoid any additional leasing of Core Areas.
Further leasing of Core Areas at this time 8 likely to significantly impact existing sage-
grouse habitat and populations, and could doom conservation efforts from the start.

The introduction of the Technical Team Report recognizes that “Anthropogenic babitat
impacts and lack of regulatory mechanisms to protect against further losses provided the
hasis for warranting Jisting under thc Endangered Species Act (ESA) in 2010 (75 FR.
13910).” TT Report at 4. The Report states that it seeks to provide “the latest science
and best biological judgment to assist in making management decisions.” Id. at 5. As
such, the Report is vital to proposed actions such as the potential leasing of the Disputed
Clore Population Parcels. BLM’s failure to consider the Report requires deferral of all
such parcels from the May sale.

See Exhibit D, August 27, 2011 letter to Secrctary Ken Salazar, re: Conservation
community's interest in range-wide conservation of Greater Sage-Grouse.

Submittcd by eightcen conservation groups dedicated to sage-grousc recovery, the letter

states: )
As our nation’s energy demands fuel the continued push for developraent on
western lands, we are concerned that BLM field offices will continue to make
decisions that could further degrade remaining sage-grouse crucial habitat. We
ask that the agcncy follow the precautionary principle of developing
conservative interim guidelines for all field offices that clearly specify actions
that.are appropriatc and inappropriate in sage-grouse habitat. Furthermore,
decisions that coulid push the species closer to a full listing should be avoided.

FExhibit D at ]1-2 (emphasis in original).

In addition to negatively impacting BLM’s regional efforts, offering core area parcels
would (1) undcrmine the RMP sage-grouse amendment process currently procéeding
within Wyoming, (2) violate existing BLM sage-grouse policies and Instruction
Memoranda, (3) violate NEPA (specifically the “hard look”, new information and
cumulative impacts provisions), (4) compromisc the Audubon Vision of “Open spaces
rich in birds and other wildlife, and citizens who value that richness;” (5) violate Federal
Land Policy Management Act provisions, including the multiple-use, s'uAstai.n.cd-yicld

<))
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mandate and unnccessary and undue degradation provisions (see f13 Uu.S.C. §§.
1712(c)(1), 1732(a) and (b); and 43 C.F.R. § 1601.0-2); and (6) I'l-Sk. gndermimng.the
pllblic"s trust in the Department of Interior’s stewardship responsibility of the nation’s
public lands and wildlife resources.

Relying on hypothctical or not-yet-determined post-leasing mitigation measures catnnol
justify leasing the disputed parcels. At this point, respecting the range-widc planning
effort and the NTT Report requires deferral. Wyoming and ncighboring states already
contain hundreds of thousands of acres of valid leases in sage-grouse habitat. It would be
irresponsible and reckless to compound the problem by authorizing even more Jeasing of
corc habitat at this time.

Premature leasing decisions will inhibit BLM’s ability to ensure full and adequate
protectione., These policies must be informed by the best available and most recent
scientific literature, and subject to comment and suggestions hy interested public, private,
other agency, and NGO stakeholders.

No leasing in core areas should be approved until all new management recommendations
have been Gnalized aficr considering the comments and appropriately incorporating the
input of interested stakeholders. To date, existing RMPs bave not incorporated much
significant new scicntific information regarding the status of the sage-grouse, population
trends, or the statc of its habitat; or necessary conservation measures to avoid pushing it
further towards a listing.

4. The Purposc and Need of the EA should incorporate essential legal and policy
mandates, rather than focusing almost exclusively on overstating the case for
leasing oil and gas.

The Purpose and Need focuses on providing areas to develop “oil and gas resources to
help mect the nation’s current and cxpanding need for energy sources.” EA at4-5 1Tt
goes on to;assert that offering leases “is peeded to mect the requirements of MLA,
FLPMA and apj:licable RMP minerals management objectives. EA at 6. Glaringly
abscnt from this section of the EA is any recognition of other legal and policy mandates
cstablished by Congress and the Department of Interior, The courts have cautioned that:
“One obvious way for an agency to slip past the structures of NEPA is to contrive a
purpose so slender as to definc competing ‘reasonable alternatives' out of consideration
(and cven out of cxistence).” Davis v. Mineta, 302 F.3d 1104, 1119 (10th Cir. 2002)
(quoting Simmonz v. United Statcs Army Corps of Eng’rs, 120 F.3d 664, 669 (7th Cir.
1997).

The Purpose and Need section must be changed to recognize that BLM must comply with
all applicable law, including: the multiple-use, sustained yicld mandate in the Federal
Land Policy Manzgement Act; the Endangered Species Act; and Mineral Leasing Act
provisions and case law providing that the Secretary has absolute discretion over
decisions of whether 10 lease federal mincrals. Perhaps most important, given the
presence of state and BLM recognized Core Population Arcas and other important

4]=}
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Greater sage-grouse habitat, the purpose and nced must recognize BLM's goals regarding
sage-grouse recovery:

o The “guiding philosophy” of the Report is grounded in the goal “to maintain and
enhance populations and distribution of sage-grousc by protecting and improving
sagebrush habitats and ecosystems that sustain these populations™. NTT Report at 6.

e BLM will strive to maintain or increasc currenl distribution and abundance of sage-
grouse on BLM administered lands in support of the range-wide goals, BLM will
specifically address threats identified by the F igh and Wildlife Service in their 2010
listing decision (75 FR 13910). Id.

. “Land uses, habitat treatments, and anthropogenic disturbances will need to be
managed below thresholds necessary to conserve not only local sage-grouse
populations, but sagebrush communities and landscapes as well. Management
priorities will nced to be shifted and balanced to maximizc benefits to sage-grouse
habitats and populations in priority habitats.” Id at 6-7.

¢ The overall objective is to protect priority sage-grouse habitats from anthropogenic
disturbances that will reduce distribution or abundance of sage-grouse. Id. at 7.

None of the gniding principles, goals or objectives set forth above are furthered by
additional leasing of Corc Population Arcas in Wyoming. To the contrary, such leasing
threatens the recovery cffort not just in Wyoming, but regionally and nation-wide. Under
an appropriate purpose and need that includes BLM's goals for sage-grouse rccovery,
deferral of the Core Population Area parcels is clearly needed.

The most important consideration for these parcels goes to their envirgmmental and
habitat value at this urgent junction of regovery cfforts. The bottom line is that, as the
upsigned FONSI states, leasing the remaining parcels will solely satisfy that part of a
revised Purpose and Need going to providing and developing additional oil and gas
resources in Wyoming,. ‘

5. BLM should defer to the recommendations contained within the BLM’s National
Technical Team Report on National Greater Sage Grouse Conservation
Measures and defer all parccls in Core Population Areas, as well as those that
provide important connectivity to adjacent state sage-grouse populations and
those located in Important Bird Areas.

BLM’s National Technical Team Report

BLM violated NEPA by failing to consider reasonable altcrnatives to adequately
conserve sage-grouse and their habitat 4t this vital planning juncture for federal recovery
programs, specifically providing the option to defer all parcels within sage-grouse core
areas. That reasonable altcrnative should be considered and adopted.

The NTT Report fully recognizes the threat posed by mineral and other energy
development, and the former is abundantly documented in the recent scientific litcrature
cited in the Report (but not the FAs). At the outset, the threat posed by oil and gas
development underlies the recommendation to “[pjropose lands within priority sage-
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grouse habitat arcas for mineral withdrawal,” NTT Report at 14. The Minerals section
opens by surnmarizing various categorics of threats to grouse from:

1) direct disturbance, displacement, or mortalit}.l of grouse; '

2) dircct loss of habitat, or loss of cffcctive habitat through fragmentation and
reduced habitat patch size and quality; and

3) Cumulative landscape-level impacts.”

Id. at ) 8.
The NTT Report summarizes negative impacts thusly:

There is strong evidence from the literature to support that surface-disturhing
enerey or mineral development within riority sage-grouse habitats is not
consistent with a goal to maintain or increasc po ulations or distribution. None of
Enublished science reports a positive influence of development on sage-grouse
populations or habitats. Breeding populations are severely reduced at well pad
densitics commonly permitted (Holloran 2005, Walker ct al. 2007a). Magnitude
of losscs varies from one ficld to another, but findings suggest that impacts are

universally ncgative and typically severc. [.]

Avoidance of energy development at the scale of entire oil and gas ficlds should
not be considered a simplc shift in habitat use but rather a reduction in the
distribution of sage-grousc (Walker et al. 2007). Avoidance is likely to result in
true population declines if density dependence, competition, or displacement of
birds intc poorer-quality adjacent habitats Jowers survival or reproduction
(Holloran and Anderson 2005, Aldridge and Boyce 2007, Holloran et al. 2010).
High sitc fidelity in sage-grouse also suggests that unfamiliarity with ncw habitats
may also reduce survival, as in other grouse species (Yoder et al. 2004).

Id. at 19. (cmphasis added).

The report specifically addresses long-term studies in the Pindedale Anticline Project
Area establishing displaccment of populations, cumulative impacts, and significant time
lags between initiel development and documented impacts. Id. at 20. “[AJpplying NSO
or other buffers around leks at any distance is unlikely to be effective.” 1d. Rather than
relying on timing restrictions, “we recommend cxcluding mineral development and other
large scale disturbances from priority habitats where possible, and where it is not_limit
disturbance_as much as possible.” Id. at 21. (emphasis added).

For the unieased Disputed Core Population Area Parcels covered by this Protest,
excluding mineral development is still possible. Jt is incumbent on BLM to proceed
cautiously to avert the need for a listing by further Interior's goal of maintaining and
cnhancing sage-grouse populations and habitat. Deferral is the only decision consistent
with sage-grouse conservation and avoiding a listing. The stipulations and other

[41=]
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conditions in the Lease Sale proposal have been repeatcdly shown to be scientifically
inadequate, and inconsistent with the NTT recommendations.

This conclusion is firther buttressed by the two alternatives set forth for unlcased federal
fluid mincral estate: .Alternative A would “Close priority sagc-grouse habitat arcas to
fluid mineral leasing;” and B would do the same subject to considering an cxception in
stated circumstances not met by the instant proposal to leage the Disputed Core
Population Arca Parccls. NTT Report at 22. Even for ggophysical cxplor.ationg t.he
Report recommends only allowing helicopter-portable drilling methods with additional
restrictions for any activity proposed for priority sage-grouse habitat arcas. id. Leasing
of Core Areas is entirely unsupported by the Technical Tcam Report and
recommendations,

The Report recognizes the 1) allowing no upgrading of existing routes, and 2) conduction
restoration of existing routes. Id. at 12. Regarding the potential for direct mortality in
addition to habitat fragmentation and connectively, the Report states that “roads and
infrastructure networks can increase sagc-grouse mortality from increascd predation and
collisions with vehicles.” Id.

Connectivity and Parcels Southwest of Rawlins

Conncctivity is a major priority of the NTT Report, which stressed the necessity of
achieving the objective to: “Couserve, enhance or restorc sage-grouse habitat and
connectivity (Inick and Hanser 2011) to promote movement and genetic diversity, with
emphasis on those habitats occupied by sage-grousc.” NTT Report at 9. The Report
stresscs the importance of limited motorized travel in important habitat to currently
designated routes, and avoiding the creation of new vights to construct yet more roads in
additional to the potcntial for additional routes being proposed in association with
currently valid existing rights. NTT Report, Travel and Transportation section at 1 1-12.

Of the 42 parcels located within sage-grouse Core Arca, 17 parcels (WY-1205-8 through
18, WY-1205-24 through 27, WY-1205-31 and WY-1205-35) are located in a sengitive
arca southwest of Rawlirs. These parcels are alrcady surrounded by cXisting
development pressures ft~m natural gas fields, as well as proposcd new transmission
lines and a 1,000 turbinc wind farm. Thesc cumulative imopacts on the landscape make
the deferral of leasing these parcels even more critical for sage-grouse conservation
efforts. In addition, deferra! of the core area parcels south of Rawlins is essential to
cnsuring continued connectivity between Colorado and Wyoming sagc-grouse
populations. Exhibit E, Map o[ parcels South of Rawlins. Holloran, Exhibit B at 1-2.
Any additional leasing of this ~ore habitat would further contribute to further habitat
fragmentation separating the Wyoming and Colorado populations. Genetic diversity of
the remaining birds is at stake. Additional declines in the Wyoming population could
result in the demise of the northern Colorado population. According to Audubon
biologist and Director of Science, Alison Holloran:

The prc_)posed development due (o the sales will also put at risk not only the
Wyoming grousc population but also Colorado’s North Park grouse population as

a9



#3/92/2812 16:089 30877456132 FEDEX OFFICE P&GE

the area scrves as & genetic connection between the two populations. If this area is
developed, it will not only pegatively influence the Wyoming grouse population
but could also negatively impact an already greatly compromised Colorado
population of grouse. Any development in the area would compromise the critical
habitat needed by Greater Sage-grouse (as determined by the Core Arcas
designation) and thercfore both Wyoming and Colorado populations.

Exhibit B.

Inportant Bird Areas Reflect Critical Habirat

Five of the 42 parccls located within sage-grouse corc area arc also located within the
Audubon dcsignated Red Desert Important Bird Area (IBA). These are parcels WY-
1205-028, 030, 043, 044 and 048.

Important Bird Areas (IBAs) are parl of an international program to identify priority
areas where threatened, restricted-range, biome-restricted and congregatory birds occur.
These locations provide cssential habitat to one or wore species of birds during some
portion of the year (nesting areas, crucial migration stop-over sites, or wintering
grounds). The Red Desert TBA is located within Sweetwater and Fremont Counties and is
north of Intcrstate 80. It is one of the largest IBAs in Wyoming and was originally
nominated by the BLM. The Red Desert IBA is a large expanse of relatively intact
sagebrush habitat provides important breeding, foraging, nesting, wintering, or migratory
stop-over habitat for sagebrush obligate avian species (Greater Sage-Girouse, Sage
Thrasher, Sage Sparrow, and Brewer's Sparrow). Numerous other avian species can be
found in sagebrush habitat and/or among the diverse micro-habitats of the “sky islands”
of buttes, hills, mountains, ridges, and pinnacles throughout the Red Desert.

6. New information and the potential for direct, indirect and cumulative impacts
under NEPA require deleting or deferring core area parcels.

A landmark federal court ruling regarding BLM management and the Greater
sage-grouse was decided on September 28, 2011 - after the EA and unsigned
FONSI were drafted. Western Watersheds Project v. Salazar, Case No. 4:08-CV-
516-BLW (D. ldabo 2011). WWP remanded the Pinedale, Wyoming and Craters
of the Moon, Tdaho RMPs for violations of NEPA and FLPMA. The deficiencies
in the Pinedale RMP involved both energy development and grazing analysis in
the remanded RMP.

The court found that:

The data presented in the Pinedale EIS, discussed at length above, at least
raises a serious question that the sage grousc population, along with its
habitat, is in decline in the Pinedale Field Office. The Pinedale EIS
concludes that “[i]mpacts on wildlife would likely occur under all
alternatives becausc of substantial loss of vital, high-value

le
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habitats.” EIS at 4-294.

Two factors in this Joss of habitat, identified by the EIS, are energy
development and grazing. /d.

Slip Op. at 30.

WWP found that BLM had failed to discuss the Western Association of Fish and
wildlife Agencies (WAFW A) report entitled “Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation
Assessment (CA)”. This failure was grounds for remanding the disputed RMPs.
Slip Op. at 16-17, 26, 28 and 32.

[t appears that BLM disputed May 2012 EA similarly failed to consider the
WAFWA Report, a fatal flaw. :

Inadequate cumulative impacts analysis was also relied on by WWP:

The EiS was faced with substantial energy development not only in the Pinedale
Ficld Office but also in the adjoining Kemmerer Field Office. See 72 Fed. Reg.
58113 (2007) (providing noticc of draft EIS for Moxa Arch Area Infill Gas
Development Project in the Kemmerer Field Office covering 475,808 acres). Yet
there was no cumulative impact analysis of that development.

Slip Op. at 31-32,

Not only oil and gas but other energy development projects arc relevant to the instant
dispute. For instance, many of the “South of Rawlins" core arca parcels arc in close
proximity to the propased Chokecherry and Sierra Madre Wind Farm Project and
associated TransWest Express transmission line. Those projects will impact sage-grouse
and habitat, and sirain the carrying capacity of the landscapc. Audubon offered qualified
support for those projects to the extent sage-grouse issues arc adequately addressed. But
our comments on the Chokecherry Sierra Madre DEIS clearly stated:

1f CCSM and TransWest are approved, no additional energy development should
be allowec on this landscape. The cumulative impacts of additional operations
would be unacceptable. This applics to both 1) additional wind farms and
associated transmission, and 2) oil and gas drilling and associated road, pipeline
and rclated infrastructure.

Audubon-WRA et al DEIS comments al 5. See Holloran Expert Comments, Exhibit B at
2.

The NTT Report recognizes threats associated with new power lines or other Right-of-
Ways (ROWs) associated with valid existing rights, recommends taking advantage of
opportunities to “recmove, bury, or modify existing power licns within priority sage-

10
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grouse habitat areas”, and states that “[d]eaths rcsu]tin.g .from collisions wif.h powerlines
were an important source of mortality for sage-grouse™ in an Idaho study.” ]‘\JTT l'lcporl‘
at 13. Given the cxpectation that both a major wind farm and transmission lme'wﬂl be_
jmpacting sage-grouse and habitat in the Rawlins arca,'BLM cannot procc::ed with leasing
of Core Arcas absent a significantly improved cumulative impacts analysis carc-;.l'u]ly
considering other cnergy development in the vicinity affecting southern Wyoming and
northern Colorado populations.

BLM referenccd other energy development projects in the High Desert EA at 139, buF
unacceptably deferred to other NEPA processcs or futurc analysis to a‘d.dI.'C;SS cuxpulatwe
impacts concerns. This is unacceptable because of the l.ik(-_:lihood of significant impacts
resulting from leasing the disputed core arca parcels. Exhibit B.

Regarding the five parcels in the Red Desert Importaunt Bird Arca-(:IBA), Audubon is
committed to protection of Important Bird Areas, which are priority arcas where
threatened, restricted-range, biome-restricted and congregatory birds occur. The
designation mcthods and biological values of the Red Desert TBA might constitute new
information. Aveas are nominated and undergo a Tigorous review process fo determine
cligibility into inclusion in an international program managed by BirdLife Intcrnational
and Audubon. ldentification of a site as an IBA indicates its uniquc importance for birds.
These sites are important for high diversity of landbirds, presence of species of special
concern, and being exceptionally representative of natural habitat. They are generally
inappropriate for leasing and any management actions must carcfully analyze the
potentially significant impacts of development.

Recently available information regarding Canada's remaining sage-grouse populations is
also rclevant. Biologists are concerned that these birds are at serious risk of extinction in
coming years, and that Jong-term habitat declines related to mineral development and
other impacts are significantly contributing to the precarious status of populations north
of the border.

Deleting or deferring the core area parcels is necessary in light of new information and
the potential for significant direct, indirect and cumulative impacts of the leasing decision
in the context of other rcasonably foreseeable impacts.

7. C(mciu's‘ion

We strongly support the BLMs announcement in Notice #1, dated 2/22/12, to defer 5
parccls (WY-1205-013, 016. 017, 018, and 027) because they are within 0.6 miles of
occupied leks in the State of Wyoming's Core Sage-grouse Population Arcas. However,
for reasons described in Section 5 above, the defetral of portions of WY-1205-0]4 and
015 is inadequate. These two parcels should be deferred in entirety (as werc the 5
previously mentioned parcels) due to overlap with Core Areas, importance of this area to
the region’s sage-grouse (as roflected in the BLM funded Regional Sage-Grouse
Breeding Bird Density Map), existing cumulative pressurcs in the immediate landscape
and the importance of connectivity to sage-grouse populations in Colorado.

11
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The Disputed Core Population Area Parcels must be removed or deferred. Audubon
looks forward to working collaboratively on future planning cfiorts regarding the
recovery of the Greater Sage-grouse and its habitat across Wyoming and necighboring
states. The pendency of range-wide planning, and the inadequacy of the existing NEPA
documents for this auction to consider the National Technical Team Report, require
granting this protest. BLM has not sufficicntly considered new information, taken a hard
look at the potential impacts of leasing on sage-grouse conscrvation, or analyzed the
cumulative impacts to these grouse populations and habitat of leasing in addition to other
proposals and valid cxisting tights.

Mike Chiropolos,

Counsel to Audubon

Lands Program Director

Westcrn Resource Advocates
2260 Baseline Rd., Suitc 200
Boulder, CO 80302 1
303-444-1188 x217
mike@westemresources. Org
www.westernresourceadvocatcs.org

cet Brian Rutledge, Alison Holloran, Daly Edmunds - Audubon Rockies & Audubon
Wyoming

Lo
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Extubit A ’Pa%
BLM WY’s Competitive Oil and Gas Lease Sale: May 1, 2012
Parcels Located in Sage-Grouse Core Areas (Final Parcel Numbers)
Deferred by BLM Located in 25% Located SW of Located in IBA
Parcel # (Notice #1) * Breeding Density ™ Rawlins (Red Desert)
WY-1205-004

WY-1205:008 |
WY-1205:009. . ;
CWYt208:0:10 1.
WYA206:011: | -
WY=1205-012
_WY:1205:013
WY-1205:014%

:wmzos-ezs

C WY 1205-028
WY 205027
WY-1205-028 Yes
Yes

WY- 1205030

WY- 1205 043
WY-1205-044
WY-1205-048
WY-1205-056-
WY-1205-059

WY-1205-060
WY-1205-061
WY-1205-075 .
WY-1205-095 °
WY-1205-108 |
WY-1205-109 |
WY-1205-116
WY-1205-117
WY-1205-120
WY-1205-122
WY-1205-125
WY-1205-126
WY-1205-128
WY-1205-133
WY-1206-134
| WY-1205-153

* Audubon seeks deferral of these parcels in their entirety

** Doherty's Regional Breeding Map
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'

Rocky Mountain Regional Office
105 West Mountain Avenue

W ' Fort Collins, CO 80524
Au u OI ! Tel: 970.416.6931
Fax: 970.416.5944

Expert Comments of Alison Holloran
Director of Science — Rocky Mountain Region
Audubon Rockies

May 2012 BLM Wyoming State Office
Oil & Gas Lease Sale

As an 11-year employee of Audubon Rockies | oversee issues related to avian species in the Rocky
Mountain region. Prior to working for Audubon, | received my Master’s degree in Wildlife
Management from the University of Wyoming's Cooperative Fish and Wildlife Research Unit
studying the Effects of Oil and Gas Development on Greater Sage-grouse on the Pinedale
Anticline. Since that time | have specialized in sagebrush steppe avian species management
within my position with Audubon, with special attention to this ecosystem within Wyoming.

As set forth in our comment letter, Audubon Rockies is formally disputing the May 2012 sale of 42
parcels within the sage-grouse core areas because we are greatly concerned about potential
irreversible impacts to Greater Sage-grouse conservation efforts. Overall, Audubon strongly
advises that the BLM adhere to their science-based commitment, echoed in the U.S, Fish and
wildlife Service's (USFWS) 12-month Findings and most recently in the National Technical Team's
Report (“Report on National Greater Sage Grouse Conservation Measures”, released December
2011), to protect important sage-grouse habitat. Based on the plethora of scientific research
documenting the negative impacts that oil and gas development has on Greater Sage-grouse and
the extent of energy development in Wyoming, BLM WY should proceed cautiously and protect
priority grouse habita: from energy development activities. Specifically, the May 2012 lease sale
with the 42 parcels within the designated Greater Sage-grouse Core Area are unacceptable and
should be withdrawn from the sale until important management decisions have been finalized via
the BLM's timely National Planning Strategy.

Furthermore, 17 parcels (WY-1205-8 through 18, WY-1205-24 through 27, WY-1205-31, and WY-
1205-35) proposed in the May 2012 lease sale are located in a particular sensitive area southwest
of Rawlins, Wyoming. First, the parcels are again located in core sage-grouse habitat as
designated by state and federal entities. Moreover, existing and proposed energy deveiopment
activities (natural gas, wind, transmission lines) are putting extreme cumulative pressures on
sage-grouse in this area, which serve an important link to sage-grouse populations in Colorado.

Wind development to the north of the area makes these parcels even more critical to the grouse
popuiations in the area for breeding, brood rearing and wintering. Given the unprecedented
magnitude of the proposed Chokecherry and Sierra Madre Wind farm, Audubon believes it is
extremely important that adjacent lands not be available to new energy development activities,
as the size and nature of this proposed project will cause considerable strain on the ability of the

Audubon Vision - Open spoces rich in birds and other wildlife, ond citizens who value thot richness.
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area’s habitat to support healthy wildlife populations. Our continued support for a project of this
size and scale, especially in high quality habitat, is subject to fulfillment of recommended
improvements and assurances that adjacent lands will not be available for new energy
development. Additional future projects are expected to threaten the viability of this landscape
as habitat for sensitive wildlife populations like sage-grouse.

The proposed development due to the sales will also put at risk not only the Wyoming grouse
population but also Colorado’s North Park grouse population as the area serves as a genetic
connection between the two populations. If this area is developed, it will not only negatively
influence the Wyoming grouse population but could also negatively impact an already greatly
compromised Colorado population of grouse. Any development in the area would compromise
the critical habitat needed by Greater Sage-grouse (as détermined by the Core Areas designation)
and therefore both Wyoming and Colorado populations.

Also of great concern in any landscape committed to oil and gas development is the inevitable
consequence of the colonization by invasive, non-native species. In the sagebrush-steppe
community, in addition to the slow regeneration of sagebrush, the biggest threat is the invasion
of cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum). Even assuming re-vegetation was successful, there is an
increased risk of predation on ground nests by newly accommodated synanthropic predators.
Raven, coyotes and other opportunistic predators will benefit from an open corridor, putting
sagebrush obligate species at further risk. The introduction of aggressive fauna and flora invasive
species are often linked to human disturbances, such as new roads and construction of facilities
associated with these proposed parcel sales and later development,

In my expert opinion, due to established scientific evidence of the effects of oil and gas
development on Greater Sage-grouse, the scientifically-proven inadequacy of proposed
stipulations proposed by the BLM for these parcels, and the density of grouse in sage-grouse Core
Areas reflecting the importance of these areas grouse, | conclude that if the protested 42 parcels
are sold and developed, it would have devastating effects on the grouse population in the state
and therefore may trigger a listing by the USFWS. '

Respectfully,

Alison Holloran

Director of Science ~ Rocky Mountain Region
Audubon Rockies

Audubon Vision - Open spaces rich in birds and other wildlife, and citizens who value that richness.
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Exhibit C: WY BLM Lease Sale (May 2012)
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Exhibit D (1pages)

AUDUBON WYOMING * NEVADA WILDERN ESS PROJECT
THE WILDERNESS SOCIETY ¥ WYOMING OuUTDOOR COUNCIL
NATIONAL WILDIFE FEDERATION * OREGON NATURAL DESERT ASSOCIATION
THE WiLD UTAH PROJECT * AUDUBON SOCIETY OF PORTLAND
NATIONAL AUDUBON SOCIETY * AUDUBON CALIFORNIA * AUDUBON COLORADO
SPOKANE AUDUBON SOCIETY ¥ WESTERN RESOURCE ADVOCATES
ROCKY MOUNTAIN WILD * MONTANA AUDUBON * AUDUBON SOCIETY OF NEVADA
IDAHO CONSERVATION L.EAGUE * COLORADO ENVIRONMENTAL COALITION

August 27,2011

Secretary Ken Salazar

United States Secretary of the Interior
Department of the Interior

1849 C Street, N.W.

Washington DC 20240

Via U.S. Postal and email (exsec(@ios.doi.gov)

Re: Couservation community’s interest in range-wide conservation of Greater Sage-Grouse

Dear Secretary Salazar,

We are a consartium of conservation organizations that is intcrested in establishing cffective,
proactive management actions, long-term habitat protections and funding mechanisms that will
holster sage-grouse populations and climinate the need to federally list this iconic species. On
behalf of our organizations and our concerncd members across the region, we appreciate
Interior’s recent efforts to coordinate resources and devclop stratogics for sage-grouse
canservation. Two things are clear: 1) past efforts have failed to sufficiently conserve sage-
grousc and theiv habitat, resulting in the 2010 finding that Jisting the Greater Sage-Grouse is
“warranted but precluded™; and 2) there is an urgent need Lo develop and implement substantive
conservation ipeasures between now and 2015, when the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
(USFWS) will reconsider the status of the bird.

We arc encouraged by the Bureau of Land Management’s (BLM) announcement of a regional
strategy that focuscs on the conservation of sage-grousc and the protection of their habitat. This
strategy, which includes both short-term and long-term approaches, must resull in the consistent
application of adequate regulatory mechanjsms that are scientifically defensible. Given the
expanse of sage-grouse habitat managed by the BLM and the short timeline proposed for this
rcgional planning effort, inconsistent application of regulatory protections within states and
acrass the sage-grouse's range could be detrimental to sage-grouse conservation efforts.

As our nation’s energy demands fucl the continued push for development on western lands, we
are concerned that BLM field offices will continue to make decisions that could further degrade
remajning sage-grouse crucial habitat. We ask that the agency follow the precautionary principle
of developing conservative interim guidclines for all field offices that clearly specify actions
{hat are appropriate and inappropriate in sage-grouse habitat. Furthcrmore, decisions that could

1o
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push the species closer to A full listing should be avoided. Pending final decisions on RMP
amendments and the regional planning process, BLM nust af least preserve or improve the starus
guo of habitat conditions for sage-grouse -- 10 avoid dooming conservation efforts from the start.

High priority areas for conservation and restoration should be designated by BLM’s planning
process across the range as core areas. Management actions within these core areas should
focus on maintaining and enhancing grouse habitats and viablc populations.  However,
populations that are smoall and isolated (such as along the periphery of their range or on
scasonal habitats) must also be included in the planning process and given special
managemcent considerations.

We applaud recognition by the BLM of the urgency for rapid and meaningful, landscape scale
sage-grouse conscrvation actions. However, effectiveness and public support should not be
undermined by the urgent need for such action. The composition of the planning teams needs to
be carcfully considered. The Nationa) Technical team should be composed of sage-grouse and
sapchrush  experts, including statc game and fish agency personnel, who provide
recommendations based on peer-revicwed science. The Policy, Regional, and State teans
should include broad stakeholder involvement, including representatives fron the conservation
conmmunity, Carefol cansideration of team compositions and processcs used will be essential for
ensuring credibility and public support. As this planning effort moves forward at a rapid pace,
communication with the public will be critical. Thus, elements of a successful strategy should
include 1) sustained outrcach to stakeholders (including but not limited to public comment under
the National Environmental Policy Act); 2) the adoption and implementation of new policies; 3)
rigorous monitoring and adaptive management; and 4) enforcement. For specifics, we feel at a
minimum the Department should undertake the attached guidelines (see Appendix) to ensurc that
the Greater Sage-grouse is not federally listed and adequatc guidance for managers is in place.

Finally, we hope that as the BLM proceeds in its regional conservation cfforts, the process wil)
be open and transparent. We recognize that because of the Jarge range occupied by sagc-
grouse, all stakeholders have an interest in sceing this effort be successful. Success will depend
on BLM-widc and interagency commitments, using MOUs or other appropriate means, to ensure
requisite conservation measures arc adopted as federal policy. Our organizations look forward to
remaining engaged and providing assistance as the BLM develops its regional sage-grouse
conservation strategy.

Sincerely

Brian Rutledgc
Executive Director/ VP Intermowntain West
Audubon Wyormning

On hehalf of:

John Tull Mike Chiropelos
Conservation Director 1.ands Program Director
Nevada Wilderness Project Western Resource Advocates
Nada Culver Lara Rozzell

Senior Counsel Public Lands Energy Fellow
The Wildermness Socicty Idaho Conservation League
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Kathleen C. Zimmerman
Senior Policy Advisor II Public Lands Program
National Wildlife Federation

Ken Strom
Interim Executive Director
Audubon Colorado

Sophie Osborn
Wildlife Program Director
Wyorning Qutdoor Council

Allison L. Joncs
Conservation Biologist
The Wild Utal Project

Bob Sallinger
Conscrvation Director
Audubon Socicty of Portland

Mike Daulton
Scnior Director for Government Relations
National Audubon Society

Steve Hoffinan
Executive Director
Montana Audubon

Ce:

U.S. Department of Interior

Steve Black, Counszlor to the Seerctary of the Interior

David Hayes, DOI Deputy Secretary

FEDEX OFFICE PAGE

Kim Marie Thorburn
Board of Directors
Spokanc Audubon Society

Matt Little
Conservation Director
Oregon Natural Desert Association

Wayne Martinson
Utah Important Bird Areas Coordinator
National Audubon Society

Dan Taylor
Director of Public Policy
Audubon California

Megan Mueller
Senior Conscrvation Biologist
Rocky Mountain Wild

Robin Wilson
Director of Bird Conservation
Audubon Society of Ncvada

Luke Schafer'
West Sjope Campaign Coordinator
Colorado Environmental Coalition

Michacl Bean, DOj Counsclor to Assistant Secretary for Fish and Wildlife and Paris
Marcilynn Burke, DOI Acting Assistant Secrctary for Land and Minerals Management
Ned Farquhar, DOJ Deputy Assistant Sceretary for Land and Minerals Management

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service
Dan Ashc, USFWS Director
Rowan Gould, USFWS Deputy Directar

Pat Deibert, USFWS National Sage-Grouse Coordinator

Steve Guertin, USFWS Regional Director Mountain Prairic Region (Region 6)
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U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (continued)

Norcen Walsh, USFWS Deputy Regional Director Mountain Prairic Region (Region 6)
Ren Lohoefener, USFWS Regional Director Pacific Southwest Region (Region 8)
Alexandra Pitts, USFWS Deputy Regional Director Pacific Southwest Region (Region 8)
Robyn Thorson, USFWS Regional Director Pacific Region (Region 1)

Richard Hanuan, USFWS Deputy Regional Direclor Pacific Region (Region 1)

U.S. Burcau of Land Management
Robert Abbey, BLM Director

Mike Pool, BLM Deputy Dircctor of Operations

Dwight Ficlder, BLLM Division Chief of Fish, Wildlife and Plant Conservation

Jim Kenna, Director for BILM California

Helen Hanlins, Colorado State Director

Steven Ellis, Idaho State Dircctor

Jamic Connell, Montana/Dalotas State Director
Amy Lueders, Acting Nevada State Director

l2d Shepard, Orcgon/Washington State Director
Juan Palma, Utah State Director

Don Simpson, Wyoming Statc Director

U.S. Forest Service
Tom Tidwell, USFS Chief

Natural Resources Congervation Service
David White, NRCS Director
Tim Griffiths, NRCS Sage-grouse Initiative Coordinator

PAGE 21



APPENDIX

Incorporating science-based conscrvation Imeasures is a critical first step in conserving the
nccessary habitat to preclude the need to list the Greator Sage-Grousc. Goals should include
adeguale mininm stondards across the region and landscape-scale management sfrategies,
which states or field offices should scck to exceed where conditions are appropriate. The
following guidelines conceming management of sagebrush habitat and sage-grouse should be
considered the minimum needed to cnsure adequatc regulatory mechanisms are in place - one of
the concerns specified in the USFWS? March 2010 Finding.

e The interim guidclines, programmatic ElSs, and RMP amendments should ensure thot
cach BLM ficld office manages sagebrush and sage-grouse in a consistent manner.

e The National Technical Team, composed of sage-grouse and sagchrush cxperts, should
consider existing state and federal resources and significantly improve upon these
by incorporating the latest scientific information. Understanding the failures of these
well-intentioned efforts will help the BLM. develop its new rcgional strategy, which
should include range-wide prescriptions, restrictions, and stipulations developed by the
pational technical committee.

« State game and fish agency personnel provide extensive local knowledge. We
encourage coordination with state agencies, which may provide the best information on
local sage-grousc populations and help cngure management consistency within each statc.
As species managers, they should be full partners in the regional planning process and
implementation. :

s As planning moves forward, sufficient funding must be secured not onmly to meet the
immediate needs of this range-wide strategy but also to ensure long-term success. A
consistent and long-term commitment must be made to ensure specics maintenance and
recovery. Efforts should be focused not only on corc populations, which will require
monitoring to determinc successes and address failures, but also on smaller critical
populations located in the periphery of the range.

« Core areas delineate high priority areas for sagge-grouse conservation and restoration and
thus should be designated by BLM’s planning process. The Sage-Grousc Breeding
Density Map, spearhcaded by the BLM, is the first cooperative federal-state-private effort
that looks at sagc-grouse densities in 4 consistent manner across the West.  This tool
provides a peer-reviewed, scientifically defensible foundation for important range-wide
focal arcas having high densities of Greater Sage-Grouse, thus allowing for the
establishment of priority conservation areas range-wide.

- Development should be avoided in core areas, unless it can be demonstrated that
the activity will not canse declines in sage-grouse populations. Stipulations, based
on best available science, should be applied as a means o minimizc impacts.

- BLM should conduct an inventory of cach core area — documenting vegetation,
Jand ownpership, existing disturbances, etc. This knowledge is critical for
establishing baseline data and enabling cffective review of proposed actions.

- Particular sage-grouse core areas should be designated as Areas of Critical
Environmental Concern (ACEC - 43 U.S.C. 1702). This would allow for special
management Lo protect and prevent irrcparable damage to ipportant wildlife habital.
This typc of progressive and sound management would proteet high quality sage-
grouse habitat, sage-grouse populations, and the scveral hundred other species that
depend on sagcbrush habitats.

o In addition to core areas, MANAZCIS should concentrate on protecting important scasonal
hahitat for sage-grouse and recognize the value of connectivity to maintaining genetic
viahility. Additional effort is nceded to identify thesc arcas and to collect baseline data
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(both on the species and the existing land use pressures). With compromised populations

or during cx(reme weather conditions, these habitats become cven more critical.

e Dcvelopment activities should generally be dirccted to already-disturbed areas
(avoiding inlact habitat), in arcas with the fowest environmental impacts, and be subject
to science-based project design and stipulations that minimize impacts to SAge-Lrousc.
Energy development activities should be located as closc to target human population
centers as possible.

»  Encrgy Devclopment
- ldentify arcas not available for leasing or exclusion arcas (ojl and gas leasing,

wind energy decvelopment, solar, geothermal, transmission) to maintain quality
habitat for sage-grouse. All alternatives except no-action shauld propose designating
enough lands in such arcas to ensure conservation of the specjes, Excluding priority
sage-grouse habitat from energy development projects will allow land managers to
take meaningful conservation actions. As recognized by IM 2010-071, the Mineral
Leasing Act vests absolute discretion in the Sccretary over mincral leasing decisions.
The same legal authority extends to renewable encrgy and transmission projects

- Refrain fram leasing inside core arcas uniess those leases contain appropriate,
science-bascd stipulations that have been demonstrated to adequatcly protect
sage-grouse populations and habitat from the impacts of development. We are
concerned that the BLM's reliance on conditions of approval (COA) as a surrogate
for appropriate Jeasc stipulations could lead to legal challenges, particularly in
instances where such COAs are applied on a broad scale. We believe a morc
prudent approach is lo defer all Jeasing within core habitat until the RMP
amendments incorporating new science-based stipulations have been completed.

- Consider lease dcferral for small parcels of known important sage-grousc
habitat, such as wintering habitat, breeding grounds or Icks, nesting, and brood-
rearing habitat. These areas can be cxtremely important to specific populations of
sage-grouse during critical times of the year, especially if they are cxperiencing
population pressures in swrounding arcas.

- Sagebrush landscapes, upon which sage-grouse depend, consist of few naturally
occurring vertical structures. Therefore, vertical structures (such as mansmission
lines, wind turbines, meteorological towers. and fences) arc problematic for sage-
grouse and their use should he avoided in important habitats. Impacts to sage-
grouse include direct mortolity from collisions and indirect impacts, such as

avoidance of an area, habitat disruption/degradation/fragmentation, reduced
nesting/breeding density, habitat loss (abandonment, unsuitability), mortality from
avian and synanthropic predators (i.c.. predators that Jive near and bencfit from an
association with humans), and bchavioral effects. These impacts can be avoided or
reduced, however, with proper siting, operation and miti gation. Tmportant habitat,
such as core areas and crilical scasonal habitats, should be avoided until research on
the impact of vertical structures s completed and means for effectively minimizing
these impacts are identificd, '

- Avoid siting new temporary metcorological (met) towers ncar Icks and other
important sage-grouse habitat. Where wind turbines or met towers are considered
appropriate, guy wircs should be marked with recommended bird deterrent devices.

- Route transmission projects to avoid priority sage-grouse habitats.

= Limit the density of cumulative disturbances on the landscapc to a scientifically-
Justifiable threshold of impacts, especially in all nesting, early brood rearing and
winter hahitats.

- ldentify areas containing large, contignous unleased Federal minerals. These
areas, cspecially in important sage-grousc habitat, should remain unleascd and

6
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undeveloped. Criteria for determining size of arca needed far sustaining sage-fzrousc
populations should be based on best availahlc science and take into accownt current
site-specific conditions (c.g. size and movement patterns of existing sage-grouse
populations, surrounding landscape pressurcs) and rccommendations of qualified
biologists.

- Close important habitat to future leasing when cxisting leases in sage-grouse
habitat expire.

- Base managoement on defensible and current science where leasing js permitted.
Effcctive best management practices (BMPs) and new stipulations, based on best
available science, necd to be included in the amended RMPs and applicd uniformly
to all ground-disturbing activities across the region. Existing stipulations that have
no scientific merit, such as providing only a 0.25 mile buffer around leks, should not
be used. Enforceable BMPs should be applied at the initiation of projects, at the
exploratory/planning stage, and throu ghout production. ,

- Where leasing is permitted, implement site-specific conditions of approval, that
include location, design and timing of aperations to avoid, minimize and mitigate

. impacts at ali phases of development.

o Grazing

- Facilitate and promote veoluntary permit retirement range-wide and within
individual RMP amendments for sage-grouse habitat areas identified as
incompatible with grazing.

- Where livestock-related activities occur, develop appropriate standards to maintain a
healthy rangeland. Grazing management practices and/or facilities (such as
fences and water development) should occur in 8 manner that maintains or promotes
the physical and biological conditions necessary to sustain healthy sage-grouse
populations. Grass banking and herd reductions should be considered in certain
situations. Monitoring should allow for identification of disruption to sage-grouse
populations and impacls to native vegclation. and soil stability.  Adaptive
management should be addressed carly and used to avoid negative impacts to sage-
grousc populations.

» Fences

- Carcfully evaluate new fences for sage-grouse collision risks and site fences in
Jocations away from leks, nesting areas, ridge tops ete.

- Require an equal amount of fence removal if new fence is approved within sage-
grousc habitat.

- ldentify priority areas for flagging or marking existing fences to avoid collisions and
recommend the use of sage-gronse fence diverters in these areas.

=« Climatc Change

- Thc increase of severc droughts throughout the West, associated with climate change,
will exacerbate fire frequency and intensity in the sagebrush ecosystem. Managers
and rescarchers also predict that cheatgrass and other harmful invasive species will
increase, further degrading the sagebrush steppe. These threats, acting independently
and synergistically, are predicted to causc a 30-80% reduction of sagebrush habitat,
depending on the extent of green-housc gas emissions. A warming climate will make
it more challenging to restore degraded habitat and plan for habitat conncctivity
amongst grousc popwlations. Therefore, on-the-ground implications of a warming
climate must be incorporated in all of the strategics used to sccurc a sustainable
future for this species.
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+  West Nile virus

. Woest Nilc Virus can have deleterious impacts on small and isolated populations of
sage-grouse. Limit man-made water developments in mosquito breeding areas in
sage-grouse habitat, Where this cannot be avoided, design water developments to
inhibit growth of mosquitoes by rcducing shallow stagnant water, sedimentation and
vegelation growth. Focus on controlling mosquito populations in close proximity to
sage-grouse leks rather than endorsing a broad usc of adulticides.

» Invasive specics

- Invasive specics axe problematic for both native species and domestic livestock. The
biggest threat to the sagebrush-steppe community, in addition to thc slow
regeneration of sagebrush, is the ipvasion of cheatgrass (Bromus fectorum).
Cheatgrass has the potential to completely alter the ecosystem it invades, increase fire
frequency, and prevent the establishment of sagebrush and nalive grass and forb
understory. Activitics that introduce and spread invasive specics must be addressed
and mitigated. Additionally, projects that use other non-natives such as crested
wheatgrass to control faster-spreading species such as cheatgrass and medusahead,
must be conducted very carefully and have Jong-term plans in place for cventual
sagebrush and pative grass restoration.

» Firc

- The presence of fire on the landscape has a large impact on the probability of Jek
abandonment (Knick and Hanscr 2009). Managers who use firc as a treatment for
juniper contro), invasive species and overall ecosystem health wil) need to have
standards in place to determine where and when different types of fire management,
such as broadcast burning, jackpot burning, spot trcatments, are and are not
appropriate in sage grouse habitat.

» Project Analysis

- For the purposc of cffects analysis for a proposed action, a sage-grouse habitat
cvaluation shall extend, at minimun, ouf to 4 miles from relatively small individval
proposed actions and shall extend, at minimum, out 11 miles from the project
boundary for large-scale proposed actions. This reflects the most current research
that shows impacts to Greater Sage-Grouse lcks from energy development are
discernable out 'to a2 minimum of four miles (Holloran 2005, Walker et al. 2007,
Walker 2008) and that 11 miles encompasses a significant portion of the seasonal
habitats that will be affected. However, the scale of annual habitat needed is likely to
be site dependent. Given that these data were based on research conducted in
Wyoming, the area may need to be adjusted for site-specific conditions.

- BLM should havc a standard review process for parcels proposed for
development (including fossil fuel, rencwable, transmission, livestock management,
water development), thus providing upfront clarity and certainty for all stakeholders.
The process should incorporate: 1) participation by qualified sage-grouse biologists;
2) site-specific analysis including field visits to inform decisions; 3) projects
impacting core areas should be postponed until the necessary stipulations can be
addcd to the RMF governing the area.

- Comprehensive cumulative impact analysis will be key to sage-grouse
conservation in the Tace of multiple threats. Management decisions should he
based on an evaluation of cumulative impacts over @ landscape. Not only does this
rcfer to the many types of energy development but also to other land usc pressures,
including efforts to manage other species/suppress undesirables.  An example
includes spraying diflubenzuron, carbaryl, and possibly malathion on sage-grousc
habital for grasshopper/marmon cricket suppression. This particular action leads to
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wide scale reduction in inscct numbers, an important foad source for juvenile sage-
grouse, thus leading to negative population Jevel impacts.

« Habitat Improvement, Reclamation and Restoration

Sage-grouse populations are dependent upon healthy sagebrush.  So called “habitat
improvement” projects (c.g. mechanical sagebrush treatments) can be detrimental to
sagebrush obligate specics, such as sage-grouse. Scientifically defensible resecarch is
nceded to determine which activities are bencficial. This information should be
maintained in a single database.

Reclaiming or recovering sagebrush habitats js extremely challenging. Efforts should
be directed towards improving our ability to effectively reclaim degraded habitat,
which requires gathering site-specific baseline (pre-treatment) data to adequatcly
cvaluate success. Reclamation should be mandarory and managers must recognize
that methods [or achicving success vary by region and are site-specific.
Reclamation cfforts should be monitored and results maintained in o single database
to improve our understanding and cffectivencss. In addilion, a process should be
established to identify and address failed reclamation projects.

As the large landscapes required to sustain jrouse populations become further
fragmented by the increasing frequency of wildfirces, focus on restoration will
become morc important. Sage-grouse have cvolved in habitat that has extremely
infrequent wildfires, enabling them to benefit from mature sagebrush stands. Habitat
fragmentation and alteration due to fire may influence distribution (including lck
abandonwment) or migratory patterns, We suggest that a funded program be dedicated
to identifying sagebrush Jandscapes at risk and that field offices he prepared with a
response plan to avoid the conversion of compromised landscapes to invasive specics
following fircs.

e Mitigation

Mitigation, to be meaningfu) in sage-grousc habitat, must creatc a ret increase in
sage-grouse habitat and be a rer benefit to the local population.

s Tederal Ownership

BLM should set forth 4 policy to retain important (core and non-core) sage-grouse
habitat in fedcral ownership.

¢ Terminology

We urge BLM to develop a formal set of definitions for frequently vsed language to
avoid inconsistent use of terminology, such as “suitable babitat” and “functional
habitat.” A glossary of terms, to be used throughout the interim guidelines and
planning process, would help to ensure a uniform understanding of cxpected
outcomes. Furthermore, we suggest BLM establish a general policy that if a parcel is
located within a designated core area, it is presumed to contain (or be within) suitable
sage-grouse habitat.

e Monitoring and Adaptive Management

Implementation of an effective monitoring and adaptive mana gement process with
performance based standards for cach RMJP i critical to the success of this cffort. In
addition to developing management prescriptions for sage-grousc, the technical
committee should recommend triggers for adaptive management throughout the
range and clcarly specity the consequences thal wil) result if triggers are reached.
Triggers could include sage-grouse population target ranges, target levels of survival
and reeruitment in particular areas, measures of the cumulative level of surface
disturbance and well density in core arcas etc. Consequences that would result if
triggers are reached would include increases in protective measures. Monitoring
should be required and adequately funded.
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Exhibit E: WY BLM Lease Sale
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