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Sage-grouse are currently a hot topic 
in Nevada and other western states 
because federal land management and 
state wildlife agencies are reviewing 
possible actions to address and reverse 
declining sage-grouse populations in 
the west. Because sage-grouse occupy 
large swaths of land in northern Nevada, 
much of which is owned and managed 
by the federal government, any decision 
will have an immediate and direct 
impact on how that land is used.1 This 
article describes the issues at the center 
of the current debate, the status of 
federal action and the potential impacts 
to Nevada.

SAGE-GROUSE IN THE 
SAGEBRUSH STATE

Sage-Grouse 
Sage-grouse, commonly referred to as sage hens in Nevada, 
inhabit millions of acres across 11 western states, including 
large portions of Nevada, California, Oregon, Idaho, Utah, 
Colorado, Wyoming and Montana.2 There are several 
subspecies of sage-grouse; however, the federal and state 
agencies’ attention is focused primarily on the greater sage-
grouse because it inhabits the most land in the west by far.3

Sage-grouse is the largest grouse species in North 
America and can grow up to 30 inches long and two feet 
tall, and can weigh from 2.5 to seven pounds. As the name 
implies, sage-grouse live in sagebrush habitats and depend 
on sagebrush for food, nesting, protection from predators and 
reproduction. As such, sage-grouse distribution correlates 
strongly with sagebrush habitat. Sage-grouse obtain water 
from the food they eat, but will drink water if available. 
Sage-grouse are referred to as a “landscape-scale” species, 
because individual groups inhabit and require large areas 
of contiguous sagebrush in order to thrive. Sage-grouse are 
famous for a male courtship ritual conducted in leks, which 
are areas of bare soil, short grass, windswept ridges, exposed 
knolls or other relatively open sites surrounded by denser 
sagebrush habitat. Leks range in size from 0.1 to more than 
90 acres. In leks, males perform a unique strutting dance in 
an attempt to win a female’s attention.4
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Sage-grouse can migrate long distances between their 
summer and winter ranges, but they have not been designated 
under the Migratory Bird Treaty Act and are managed by 
state wildlife agencies. Biologists have determined that 
sage-grouse are highly loyal to, and rarely move away from, 
an area after they have selected it, which makes them less 
adaptable to change and more susceptible to habitat loss. The 
primary threats to sage-grouse in Nevada are habitat loss and 
fragmentation caused by wildfire and invasive species that 
displace sagebrush. Other potential threats include predation, 
wild horse and burro management, improper livestock 
grazing, mineral development, recreation and off-highway 
vehicle use, and energy production and transmission.

Potential Listing under the 
Endangered Species Act

The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) has no direct 
regulatory or management authority over sage-grouse except 
where the bird is located on FWS lands, such as National 
Wildlife Refuges. FWS, however, has the obligation to 
list sage-grouse as threatened or endangered under the 
Endangered Species Act (ESA) if it determines that the bird 
is likely to become extinct or endangered throughout all, or 
a substantial portion of, its range. In 2005, FWS determined 
that listing sage-grouse as threatened or endangered under 
the ESA was not warranted. This decision was challenged in 
court in 2007, and was remanded to FWS for reconsideration. 
In 2010, FWS issued a new determination concluding that 
listing sage-grouse under the ESA was “warranted but 
precluded.” This conclusion means that FWS determined 
a listing was warranted based on the status of sage-grouse, 
but precluded by higher priority listing actions and resource 
constraints. FWS stated that there was no immediate threat 
to sage-grouse and that the population as a whole remained 
large enough, and distributed across such a large portion of 

the western U.S., that the needs of other species facing 
a more immediate and severe threat of extinction must 
take priority. As such, sage-grouse is currently listed 
as a candidate species, and FWS will review its status 
every year to assess whether the listing process should 
be reinstituted or dropped, based on how the species is 
fairing. This second determination was also challenged in 
court and, in 2012, the United States District Court for the 
District of Idaho ordered FWS to re-evaluate the decision 
and issue a new decision by September 30, 2015.

Response to Potential Listing
The 2010 FWS decision concluded that the 

inadequacy of regulatory mechanisms to protect existing 
habitat posed a significant threat to sage-grouse and 
was one of the main factors that warranted listing sage-
grouse as a threatened species under the ESA. This 

conclusion has caused state wildlife agencies and federal 
land management agencies in the affected western states 
to review their wildlife and land management plans, in an 
attempt to avoid a sage-grouse listing.

In response to the 2010 FWS decision and related 
litigation, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and the 
United States Forest Service (USFS) began the process of 
reviewing and amending their land use management plans 
to avoid a listing. As part of the process, the Secretary of 
the Interior invited Nevada, and the other western states that 
would be impacted by a sage-grouse listing, to develop state-
specific regulatory mechanisms to conserve the species and 
preclude a listing, which could be considered alternatives in 
the BLM and USFS land-use amendment process.5 Governor 
Sandoval created the Greater Sage-Grouse Advisory 
Committee to develop recommendations for a statewide 
strategy to preclude a sage-grouse listing under the ESA. The 
committee concluded its work and submitted its report and 
recommendations to the governor in late 2012. The report 
outlined numerous management strategies through which 
to conserve sage-grouse habitat, and found that the goal 
for all management actions should be to avoid, minimize 
and mitigate impacts. In response to the report, Sandoval 
created the Sagebrush Ecosystem Council to carry-out the 
recommendations of the report and establish management 
policies and objectives to conserve sagebrush habitat. In 
2013, Nevada enacted legislation directing the council 
to establish a program to mitigate damage to sagebrush 
ecosystems by using a credit system that awards credits to 
people who undertake any action that protects, enhances 
or restores sagebrush ecosystems in Nevada. The goal of 
the credit system is to achieve “no net unmitigated loss” of 

continued on page 11
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SAGE-GROUSE IN THE 
SAGEBRUSH STATE
sage-grouse habitat, by requiring activities that disturb sage-
grouse habitat to earn or purchase an equal amount of credits 
to offset the disturbance. The council also provides direction 
to state and federal agencies regarding Nevada’s sage-grouse 
conservation policy.

From the federal perspective, the primary focus regarding 
sage-grouse in Nevada is on the U.S. Department of the 
Interior, BLM.  BLM manages most of the federal lands in 
Nevada, which make up roughly 87 percent of the state and 
even larger percentages of lands in sage-grouse habitat. BLM’s 
proposed land use plan amendments (LUPAs) are subject to 
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) because they 
involve a federal action that significantly affects the quality 
of the human environment.6 NEPA requires a federal agency 
to evaluate and disclose potential environmental impacts (i.e., 
to take a “hard look” at its proposed action before making a 
decision). The Nevada BLM issued a draft environmental impact 
statement (EIS) for its statewide LUPAs in December 2013. In 
the draft EIS, BLM created two land management categories 
for sage-grouse habitat: preliminary priority management areas 
(PPMAs) and preliminary general management areas (PGMAs). 
PPMAs are areas that have the highest value to maintaining 
sage-grouse populations (i.e. breeding, late brood-rearing and 
winter habitat). PGMAs are areas that sage-grouse occupy on 
a seasonal or year-round basis. The draft EIS evaluates six 
alternative land management scenarios that BLM is considering. 
Some of the land use restrictions described under the proposed 
amendments include: withdrawing land from mineral entry; 
limiting land disturbance activities such as paved highways, 
graded gravel roads, transmission lines, substations, wind 
turbines, oil and gas wells, geothermal wells and associated 
facilities, pipelines, landfills, homes and mines in certain 
priority sage-grouse habitat areas to less than 3 percent of the 
total area; designating lands as Areas of Critical Environmental 
Concern (ACEC), prohibiting oil, gas and geothermal leasing; 
prohibiting or severely restricting grazing; prohibiting renewable 
energy projects and restricting rights-of-way; removing grazing 
infrastructure such as fences, spring developments, stock ponds, 
water troughs, pipelines and wells; prohibiting new transmission 
corridors, rights-of-way for corridors, communications or 
other towers in ACEC and PPMAs; requiring new corridors or 
facilities to be located outside sage-grouse habitat; and limiting 
vehicle use to existing roads in PPMAs.

BLM received a substantial number of public comments 
on the draft EIS and is expected to issue its final EIS and 
decision in December 2014. States, including Nevada, have 
commented that the BLM land use plans should conform to the 
existing state sage-grouse protection plans. Depending on what 
alternative BLM and USFS select, the use and development of 
federal land in Nevada may be severely restricted. The BLM 
and the USFS have proposed withdrawing 18 million acres 
of land in Nevada to limit human disturbance in habitat and 
potential habitat areas and to create four-mile buffer zones 

around all leks. Mining, geothermal leasing and development, 
oil and gas leasing and exploration, energy pipelines and 
transmission lines and grazing could all face additional 
restrictions or be totally eliminated in sage-grouse habitat.

Impact of FWS 2015 Listing Decision
If, despite the actions by the states and federal land 

managers, the FWS determines that sage-grouse should be 
listed as either threatened or endangered under the ESA, then 
additional restrictions will be imposed. The ESA prohibits 
taking a species or impairing its habitat without federal 
approval. Before approving activities on federal lands, federal 
land managers must formally consult with FWS to determine 
potential impacts on a listed species. If impacts cannot be 
avoided, proposed development may not occur. Unfortunately, 
the ESA does not include additional funding or programs to 
address the main threats to sage-grouse in Nevada – wildfires 
and invasive species. Measures to reduce those threats must 
come from other sources. Nevada’s senators and congressional 
representatives have announced that they are considering 
legislative proposals, which would delay a decision on listing 
for sage-grouse until programs to address those threats can 
be implemented. Regardless of the decision the FWS reaches 
regarding a sage-grouse listing, it is likely that the final 
decision on the matter will be decided by the federal courts.

1.  According to the Nevada Department of Wildlife, sage-grouse 
inhabit 15 Nevada counties.

2.  Biological information for this article was obtained from 
information, data and scientific literature from the U.S. Fish and 
Wildlife Service and available at:  http://www.fws.gov/mountain-
prairie/species/birds/sagegrouse/index.php and information 
available from the Nevada Sagebrush Ecosystem Program 
available at:  http://sagebrusheco.nv.gov/.

3.  Approximately 160,000,000 acres covering parts of 11 western 
states and two Canadian provinces (Alberta and Saskatchewan).

4.  This courtship ritual has garnered so much attention that it has 
become a tourist attraction in some states. See, Wall Street 
Journal, “Bird-Watchers Flock to See the Sage Grouse’s Odd 
Mating Dance, a Drama of Conflict, Comedy and Sex.” available 
at http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702303417
104579546044100811388.

5.   Nevada had already begun to address sage-grouse conservation 
in 2000, under Governor Guinn, who created the Sage Grouse 
Conservation Team, which developed the first statewide sage-
grouse conservation plan.

6.  The U.S. Department of Agriculture, Forest Service is also a 
responsible agency under the land use plan amendment process.
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