
Federal biologists said Friday that
endangered species protections are not
warranted for the greater sage grouse, a
bird of the arid sagebrush territory
sprawling across eleven Western states,
including Oregon.

The recommendation, announced at the
Western Governors' Association meeting
in San Diego, came as good news to
ranching and oil and gas industry groups,
whose members could face increased
costs and land use restrictions if the bird
were listed under the Endangered Species
Act. But conservation groups disparaged
the scientists' conclusion as biased by
industry lobbying.

U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service director
Steve Williams said agency biologists
based their finding "solely on the biology
of the species in question." Williams has
until Dec. 29 to make a final decision about
adding the bird to the list.

The sage grouse is a ground-dwelling bird
up to 2 feet tall with a long, pointed tail
and mottled brown, black and white
feathers. Sagebrush supplies roosting
cover and much of its food.

"It is emblematic of the shrub steppe
ecosystem -- not unlike the spotted owl
in representing many species of the habitat
it occupies," said Bill Marlett, executive
director of the Oregon Natural Desert
Association, one of several advocacy
groups that petitioned the government to
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protect the sage grouse.

Numbers declined steeply with the loss
of sage territory to farming, ranching and
expanding cities. Oregon's grouse
population fell by 58 percent from the
1950s to the 1980s, according to one
estimate. Recent threats include the
encroachment of invasive plants such as
cheatgrass, more frequent wildfires and
the West Nile virus.

Since 1986, federal biologists said, sage
grouse numbers appear to be stabilizing.
The rate of population decline -- 3.5
percent per year before 1986 -- has
slowed to about 0.4 percent annually.
Biologists estimate a population of
142,000 to 500,000 in the United States.
Hunting of the bird is allowed by 10 states.

The service concluded that extinction is
unlikely within the next 40 to 100 years.
"We felt that the species is going to be
persisting extensively and as a result
would not qualify as either threatened or
endangered," said Ralph Morgenweck,
regional director for the service's
Mountain-Prairie Region.

Oregon ranchers oppose federal
protection for the bird because of the
potential to exclude or limit cattle grazing
on federal lands.

"We look at the sage grouse like the
spotted owl was to the timber industry,"
said Glen Stonebrink, executive director
of the Oregon Cattlemen's Association.
"You can bet your bottom dollar that the

same environmental groups seeking this
listing would be there challenging every
one of those grazing permits."

Conservation groups said endangered
species status will be needed to protect
the bird from further habitat loss as energy
companies step up natural gas
development in Wyoming and other parts
of the Great Basin.

"There's no question that sagebrush
habitat is in trouble," said Noah Greenwald,
a conservation biologist with the Center
for Biological Diversity. Greenwald said
his group may sue if the Fish and Wildlife
Service's decision fails to meet the
requirements of the Endangered Species
Act.

Biologist say listing not needed for grouse
Environmentalists dispute the recommendation, which comes from a federal agency
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