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The Sage Grouse Habitat Development Special Initiative is funded through the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP).  EQIP is a voluntary program that provides assistance to farmers and ranchers who face threats to soil, water, air and related natural resources on their land, including wildlife.  Through EQIP the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) provides assistance to agricultural producers in a manner that will promote agricultural production and environmental quality as compatible goals, optimize environmental benefits, and help farmers and ranchers meet Federal, State, tribal and local environmental requirements.

Where are the sage grouse?

Sage grouse originally inhabited 13 states and three Canadian provinces.  The species was first described for science by Lewis and Clark during their 1804 expedition.  Sage grouse are currently found in parts of 11 states and southern Alberta and Saskatchewan, Canada.  Sage grouse stronghold remains in Montana, Wyoming, Idaho, Nevada and Oregon.  Even in these states, changing land use raises concern over the species’ future.  The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service has been petitioned to add sage grouse to the list of 
Threatened and Endangered Species (T&E). The EQIP sage grouse initiative is part of a much larger effort to reverse sage grouse population decline
with voluntary conservation efforts and avoidance of the many regulations that would result if this species were to be listed.

Why the decline of sage grouse?

Habitat degradation and fragmentation are important factors in the declining sage grouse population.  Agricultural and some grazing management practices have altered native plant species composition, structure, and production. New human infrastructures, including oil and gas development, can cause additional pressures. Sage grouse are also prone to injury and death from
collisions with fences, power poles and lines, and vehicles.
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What can you do?

Studies have found sage grouse population and habitat is very compatible with livestock and proper grazing management.  Practices, such as rotational grazing systems and exclusion of riparian areas, can enhance plant community vigor, suppress noxious weeds, and sustain diverse native plant communities with forb components that benefit sage grouse.

Eligibility Requirements.
Persons engaged in livestock or agricultural production are eligible for EQIP.  Eligible land includes: cropland, rangeland, pasture, private non-industrial forestland, and other farm or ranch lands.  

Eligibility requirements specific to the Sage Grouse Habitat Development Special Initiative includes:

· Land must be located in the counties of Butte, Fall River, or Harding.
· Landowner and/or tenant must allow monitoring of lek sites by SD Game, Fish and Parks or their designated representative.

· The contract will include at least one contract item for habitat development (brood habitat protection, grazing system changes to include rest period and/or use exclusions, or native seeding) within five miles of a lek.
· All land enrolled in this program must be within five miles of a lek (active, inactive, or historic).  If at least 50 percent of the ranch unit is within five miles, the ranch unit is eligible.

Conservation Plan Requirements.
NRCS staff will work with the participant(s) to develop the EQIP plan of operations.  This plan becomes the basis for the cost-share agreement/contract between NRCS and the participant.  EQIP allows for flexibility of contract length, contract amount, and special consideration for Limited Resource Producers and Beginning Farmers and Ranchers.

Practice Payments.
Eligible conservation practices may be cost-shared up to 75 percent of the costs of certain conservation practices and incentive payments for sage grouse habitat conservation are available if eligibility requirements are met.

How to apply.
Applications may be filed at the local United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) service center or conservation district office no later than Friday, August 4, 2006.  The landowner or operator will need to complete a Conservation Program Application (CCC-1200) which may be obtained from the USDA Service Center. 
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