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From: » g~ Supervisor, Eastern Washington Fish and Wildlife Office, Spokane, Washington

Subject: Biological Opinion and Conference Opinion addressing Service Approval of a
General Conservation Plan for Multiple Species in Douglas County, Washington

This memorandum transmits the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (Service or USFWS)
Biological Opinion and Conference Opinion (collectively, Opinion) based on our review of the
Service's proposed approval of the Douglas County Multiple Species General Conservation Plan
(MSGCP) covering agriculture lands in Douglas County, Washington. The term of the MSGCP
is 50 years. The Opinion responds to your April 22, 2015, memorandum requesting formal
consultation with this office. A general conservation plan facilitates an efficient process and
comprehensive analytical basis for future issuance of Endangered Species Act section 10
incidental take permits (ITPs) for specific actions that meet the standards of the MSGCP. The
attached Opinion was prepared pursuant to section 7(a)(2) of the Endangered Species Act of
1973, as amended (16 U.S.C. 1531 ef seq.) (ESA).

The MSGCP addresses three unlisted and one listed covered species. The listed species is the
endangered Columbia Basin distinct population segment of the pyginy rabbit (Brachylagus
idahoensis). The attached Opinion inclodes determinations that the proposed action is not likely
to jeopardize the continued existence of the Columbia Basin pygmy rabbit or any of the other
three covered species. The Opinion is based on information provided in the draft MSGCP, the
draft Environmental Assessment for this action, and other sources of information cited herein. A
complete decision record of this consultation is on file at the Service’s Eastern Washington Field
Office in Spokane, Washington.

If you have any questions or concerns regarding this matter, please contact me or Michelle
Eames at (509) 893-8010.
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INTRODUCTION

This document represents the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (Service), biological opinion and
conference opinion (collectively, Opinion) in accordance with section 7 of the Endangered
Species Act (Act) of 1973, as amended (16 U.S.C. 1531 et seq.) (ESA) on the proposed approval
of the Douglas County Multiple-Species General Conservation Plan (MSGCP). The term of the
MSGCP is 50 years. The MSGCP formalizes actions resulting in “good stewardship” of private
agriculture and ranching lands and conservation of covered species in Douglas County,
Washington. The good stewardship measures are added to a County baseline condition which
includes protected or managed habitats on Washington Department of Fish and Wildlife
(WDFW), Bureau of Land Management (BLM), and The Nature Conservancy (TNC) lands in
the County. The MSGCP facilitates an efficient process and comprehensive analytical basis for
future issuance of Endangered Species Act section 10 incidental take permits (ITPs) for specific
actions that meet the standards of the MSGCP. The Service’s Pacific Regional Office
memorandum requesting formal consultation on the proposed action was received on April 22,
2015.

The Opinion is based on information provided in the draft MSGCP, the draft Environmental
Assessment for this action, and other sources of information cited herein. A complete decision
record of this consultation is on file at the Service’s Eastern Washington Field Office in
Spokane, Washington.

The MSGCP addresses potential incidental take of four covered species of which only the
Columbia Basin distinct population segment of the pygmy rabbit (Brachylagus idahoensis)
(CBPR) is listed at this time. The three unlisted covered species are the Greater sage-grouse
(Centrocercus urophasianus), Columbian sharp-tailed grouse (Tympanuchus phasianellus
columbianus), and the Washington ground squirrel (Spermophilus washingtoni=Urocitellus
washingtoni).

The Service shall issue individual incidental take permits under the MSGCP if the following
criteria are met in accordance with 16 U.S.C. §1539(a)(2)(A):

1. The taking will be incidental. All taking of listed wildlife species as detailed in the HCP
must be incidental to otherwise lawful activities and not the purpose of such activities.

2. The applicant will, to the maximum extent practicable, minimize and mitigate the impact
of such taking. Under this criterion, the USFWS will determine whether the mitigation
program the applicant proposes in the HCP meets statutory requirements.

3. The applicant will ensure adequate funding for the HCP. Funding sources and levels
proposed by the applicant must be adequate to meet the purposes of the HCP.

4. The taking will not appreciably reduce the likelihood of survival and recovery of the
species in the wild. This criterion involves the effects of the project on the likelihood of
survival and recovery of affected species.

5. The applicant will ensure that other measures that the USFWS may require as being
necessary or appropriate will be provided. This criterion gives the USFWS flexibility to
require additional measures as a condition of the permit as necessary or appropriate
among many different proposals affecting many different species.



The bull trout (Salvelinus confluentus), designated critical habitat for the bull trout, gray wolf
(Canis lupus), and Ute Ladies’ tresses (a plant-Spiranthes diluvialis), may occur in the project
area, but the effects to those species are expected to be insignificant or discountable, and they are
addressed through the informal consultation process (see Concurrences section below).

CONSULTATION HISTORY

Since 1999 the Service has provided technical and policy assistance to the Foster Creek
Conservation District, the South Douglas Conservation District, consultants, and stakeholders in
development of the MSGCP. During development, preliminary drafts were distributed to the
Service for review and comments. The WDFW, TNC, BLM, the Natural Resource Conservation
Service (NRCS), and other entities were involved in MSGCP development and reviewed early
versions of the MSGCP (for more detail on development of the MSGCP, see Appendix C in the
MSGCP). Earlier versions of the MSGCP included different permit issuance processes, and
more covered species. The final version is a programmatic HCP (also known as a General
Conservation Plan; GCP) and it provides coverage for four species.

The Service published a Notice of Availability of the draft MSGCP in the Federal Register (79
(220):68289) on November 14, 2014. A 60-day public comment period ended on January 13,
2015. The Service and Foster Creek Conservation District (FCCD) prepared a final MSGCP
and EA in May 2015. The Chief of the Service’s Division of Consultation and Habitat
Conservation Planning in Portland, Oregon, requested formal consultation on the proposed
issuance of future permits on April 22, 2015.

This BO is based on the final 2015 MSGCP and EA, and several years of discussion and
negotiations with the FCCD and other stakeholders. A complete record of this MSGCP and BO
is on file in the Service’s Eastern Washington Fish and Wildlife Office in Spokane, Washington.

CONCURRENCES

The proposed action is described in more detail in the Description of the Proposed Action section
of the biological opinion, below. In summary, a General Conservation Plan (GCP) is a type of
programmatic habitat conservation plan (HCP) under which multiple Section 10 permits can be
issued. The MSGCP covers many agricultural activities in Douglas County, Washington,
including dryland farming, ranching, and limited irrigated farming. This MSGCP provides land
management guidance for protecting four federally listed and unlisted wildlife species (covered
species) over approximate 879,000 acres of private lands for the next 50 years. For individual
applicants, the Douglas County MSGCP will ensure development of farm plans and GCP site
plans that provide Best Management Practices (BMPs) to minimize and mitigate the effects to
covered species. BMPs include NRCS conservation practices (such as erosion measures),
activity-specific measures (such as livestock grazing standards), and species-specific measures
(such as disturbance restrictions around sage-grouse leks).



Bull Trout
Status

The Columbia River Distinct Population Segment of the bull trout was listed as threatened by the
USFWS under the ESA in 1998, and the coterminous United States population of the bull trout
(Salvelinus confluentus) was listed as threatened on November 1, 1999 (64 FR 58910). A Draft
Bull Trout Recovery Plan was published in 2002 (USFWS 2002). The Service published a
Revised Draft Recovery Plan for the Coterminous U.S. Population of Bull Trout on Sept. 4,
2014. The Revised Draft Recovery Plan updates the recovery criteria proposed in the 2002 and
2004 draft recovery plans to focus on effective management of threats to bull trout, and de-
emphasizes achieving targeted population numbers of adult bull trout in specific areas. Draft
recovery unit implementation plans were published on June 4, 2015.

Bull trout occur in British Columbia, Washington, Idaho, Western Montana, Oregon, and
Northern Nevada. Bull trout have complex life histories (Cavender 1978), and two life-history
forms in eastern Washington: resident and migratory. Anadromous life-history forms are also
found nearer the Pacific Coast. Resident bull trout use small headwater streams and remain there
during their entire life. Migrants also use tributary streams for several years, then migrate into
larger rivers or lakes, and return to tributary streams to spawn. Bull trout typically spawn during
fall, when water temperatures decrease to 41-48°F. Bull trout eat terrestrial and aquatic insects,
zooplankton, mysids (a type of small crustacean), and other fish species. Competition with
introduced fish may cause reductions in bull trout populations. Introduced trout species offer
significant competition in some streams and lakes. Brook trout use some of the same habitat for
spawning and feeding, making hybridization a problem, particularly with isolated populations of
resident bull trout.

Life History and Habitat

Bull trout have more specific habitat requirements than other salmonids (Reiman and Mcintyre
1993). Migrants live part of their life in many types of river systems and/or lakes; however,
spawning, rearing, and resident fish mostly occur in small to large tributary streams. They prefer
areas of channel and hydrologic stability to support the low temperatures, clean gravels, complex
cover, and habitat diversity required for spawning and rearing. Changes in habitat conditions
that increase water temperature or decrease water quality and channel complexity may favor
competing species.

Baseline

Migratory bull trout exist in the Columbia River with possible foraging, migration, or
overwintering use in connecting reaches of lower Foster Creek, and lower Rock Island Creek.
Within the action area, bull trout are known to use the mainstem Columbia River for foraging,
migration, and overwintering habitat, and therefore may use the lower reaches of Foster Creek
and Rock Island Creek opportunistically for foraging when temperatures are hospitable. There
are no spawning or rearing habitats in Foster Creek, Rock Island Creek, or anywhere else in
Douglas County. Covered Activities primarily occur in the upland areas. Irrigation activities
from the Columbia River are not covered, while irrigation from groundwater or surface water in
areas without bull trout may be covered. Within drainages to Foster Creek and Rock Island



Creek where salmonids, including bull trout, may be seasonally present, BMPs implemented into
Farm Plans will reduce sedimentation, limit access to streambanks, and minimize water quality
impacts to most streams within the action area.

In general, agricultural production has the potential to largely impact both terrestrial and aquatic
habitats. Dryland farming can significantly alter runoff and erosion rates to streams, as well as
impact functions of riparian areas. Grazing can result in vegetation changes, habitat alterations,
and increased sediment to streams. Both dryland and irrigated farming require lands to be
cleared of native vegetation, increase sedimentation in nearby waterbodies, and introduce
pesticides, herbicides, and nutrients to aquatic systems. Irrigation of agricultural lands can
reduce water quantity within streams, affecting stream temperatures and reducing habitat
availability to fish. Ranching has similar impacts to aquatic habitats from loss of riparian buffers
and vegetation, increased sedimentation, and water quality impacts from livestock waste. Under
the MSGCP, dryland farming, grazing, and irrigated farming will continue. Therefore, bull trout
within the action area may be affected by the implementation of the MSGCP. However, BMPs
and Conservation Practices will be implemented to minimize the potential for impacts to listed
aquatic species. Covered Activities include actions related to irrigation from ground water
sources and from surface water sources only on portions of creeks, tributaries, and lakes where
those portions of the water bodies do not contain anadromous salmon, steelhead, or bull trout.
Covered Activities do not include irrigation water obtained from the mainstem Columbia River,
or water piped into Douglas County from the Wenatchee River. Pesticide use is also not a
covered activity. Therefore, the agricultural activities with higher likelihood of adversely
affecting bull trout in Douglas County are not Covered Activities.

The challenge with this MSGCP is that it is a programmatic approach, and we don’t know which
farmers/ranchers will join, how many farmers/ranchers will join, or where their enrolled property
will occur on the ground. There may be only a few farmers/ranchers, or there may be as much of
50 percent of the potentially covered agriculture land. For the Applicants who apply for and
receive permits, effects from ongoing farming and ranching activities will be minimized. To
minimize impacts to waterbodies, Applicant’s Farm Plans and GCP Site Plans will address
cropping design, vegetative treatments, and erosion control practices to improve soil quality and
reduce soil loss. The MSGCP farm and site planning process will include range management
practices, such as adequate fencing and herd management strategies to minimize access to
streams and riparian areas. Proper grazing management will improve riparian vegetative
communities within areas that are currently degraded. Farm Plans will also address forage
improvement and protection, erosion control practices, and prescribed grazing to develop the
proper tools for comprehensive animal management. Implementation of BMPs is expected to
reduce indirect sediment and hydrologic effects to bull trout habitats.

Surface water and groundwater quantity is not likely to change, as irrigation from the Columbia
River or the Wenatchee River is not a covered activity, and other irrigation that is covered by the
MSGCP is likely to continue in similar locations and amounts as currently used. Most existing
water rights within Douglas County are from groundwater and spring sources (Ecology 2015).
The BOR holds the primary surface water right in the region. Limitations by BOR to release
water withdrawals on pending applications will reduce the potential for new withdrawals in the
action area. Currently, there are few (two) applications for water withdrawals in the Foster or



Rock Island Creek drainages, where bull trout may be impacted by changes to instream flows
(Ecology 2015). Irrigation water from streams and rivers at locations where salmonids are
present (i.e.: below the barriers on Rock Island or Foster Creek) are not Covered Activities under
the MSGCP. Furthermore, the MSGCP includes requirements to monitor Conservation Reserve
Program (CRP) and State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement (SAFE) and other similar Farm Bill
program lands across the County. While these land quantities could decrease by as much as 10
percent or more, if they can’t be brought up above the 10 percent level within two years this will
trigger an evaluation of the continued adequacy of the MSGCP, and in the worst case could
result in revoked permits. There is a similar requirement to monitor quantities of TNC, WDFW,
and BLM lands; however, these lands are likely to continue to be maintained in natural habitats.
Because of these requirements, coupled with the BMPs implemented on potential Applicants
lands, there are unlikely to be large scale conversions of habitat in Douglas County under the
MSGCP. On enrolled lands terrestrial habitats are likely to improve, resulting in less erosion and
better buffers to sediment movement. Implementation of the MSGCP may have minor benefits
bull trout within the action area. As applicants sign up for coverage under the MSGCP, reduced
erosion, improved soil conditions, reduced access to streams and improved riparian buffers will
occur.

In summary, the proposed action may affect bull trout because agricultural practices increase
sedimentation, erosion, and riparian vegetation loss; agricultural practices reduce water quality
and habitat and bull trout may be exposed to the effects of these activities in the Columbia River
and infrequently in the lower reaches of Foster and Rock Island Creeks below natural barriers at
RM 1.02 and RM 0.52 respectively. However, the proposed action is not likely to adversely
affect bull trout because: 1) most streams within the action area and where Covered Activities
are most likely to occur do not support bull trout, 2) irrigation withdrawals covered by the
MSGCP will only occur from ground waters or surface water in locations where bull trout do not
occur; 3) implemented BMPs on covered lands will reduce erosion, sedimentation, and water
quality impacts with either indirect or direct effects to streams containing bull trout. Therefore,
effects to the bull trout are likely to be insignificant, and the Service concurs that the action is not
likely to adversely affect the bull trout.

Bull Trout Critical Habitat

In 2005, the USFWS designated final bull trout critical habitat (70 FR 56212 [September 26,
2005]), and in 2010 the USFWS revised critical habitat for the bull trout (75 FR 2270 [January
14 2010]). The revision included critical habitat for forage, migration, and overwintering in the
mainstem of the Columbia River along the boundary of Douglas County and up-stream to Chief
Joseph dam. The effects to each Primary Constituent Element (PCE) are described below.

1. Springs, seeps, groundwater sources, and subsurface water connectivity (hyporheic
flows) to contribute to water quality and quantity and provide thermal refugia.

Only the mainstem Columbia River is designated as critical habitat in Douglas County,
and irrigation from the Columbia River is not a covered activity. While some limited
irrigation from ground water and surface water in will be covered under the MSGCP, the
indirect effects to this PCE in the Columbia River will be so small as to be insignificant.



2. Migration habitats with minimal physical, biological, or water quality impediments
between spawning, rearing, overwintering, and freshwater and marine foraging habitats,
including but not limited to permanent, partial, intermittent, or seasonal barriers.

The proposed action would have no effect on migration habitats in the Columbia River.

3. An abundant food base, including terrestrial organisms of riparian origin, aquatic
macroinvertebrates, and forage fish.

The proposed action would have no effect on the food base in the Columbia River.

4. Complex river, stream, lake, reservoir, and marine shoreline aquatic environments, and
processes that establish and maintain these aquatic environments, with features such as large
wood, side channels, pools, undercut banks and unembedded substrates, to provide a variety of
depths, gradients, velocities, and structure.

It is possible that a farmer on the Columbia River may join the MSGCP, but it is unlikely
since most of the farming along the Columbia River is irrigated farming from the
Columbia River that would not be a covered activity. Nonetheless, if a non-irrigating
farmer or rancher joined the MSGCP, implementation of BMPs for riparian areas (See
Appendix E of MSGCP, p. E-8) would reduce the effects to PCE 4 to an insignificant
level.

5. Water temperatures ranging from 2 °C to 15 °C (36 °F to 59 °F), with adequate thermal
refugia available for temperatures that exceed the upper end of this range. Specific temperatures
within this range will depend on bull trout life-history stage and form; geography; elevation;
diurnal and seasonal variation; shading, such as that provided by riparian habitat; streamflow;
and local groundwater influence.

The proposed action will have no effect on water temperatures in the Columbia River,

6. In spawning and rearing areas, substrate of sufficient amount, size, and composition to
ensure success of egg and embryo overwinter survival, fry emergence, and young-of-the-year
and juvenile survival. A minimal amount of fine sediment, generally ranging in size from silt to
coarse sand, embedded in larger substrates, is characteristic of these conditions. The size and
amounts of fine sediment suitable to bull trout will likely vary from system to system.

There are no spawning or rearing areas in Douglas County as a result of the proposed
action; therefore there would be no effect to this PCE.

7. A natural hydrograph, including peak, high, low, and base flows within historic and

seasonal ranges or, if flows are controlled, minimal flow departure from a natural hydrograph.
There will be no change to the natural hydrograph of the Columbia River as a result of
the proposed action; therefore there will be no effect to this PCE.



8. Sufficient water quality and quantity such that normal reproduction, growth, and survival
are not inhibited.

There may be effects to water quality due to Covered Activities under the MSGCP
through agricultural practices and sediment movement and transport. To minimize
impacts to waterbodies, Applicant’s Farm Plans and GCP Site Plans will address
cropping design, vegetative treatments, and erosion control practices to improve soil
quality and reduce soil loss. The MSGCP farm and site planning process will include
range management practices, such as adequate fencing and herd management strategies to
minimize access to streams and riparian areas. Proper grazing management will improve
riparian vegetative communities within areas that are currently degraded. Farm Plans
will also address forage improvement and protection, erosion control practices, and
prescribed grazing to develop the proper tools for comprehensive animal management.
Implementation of BMPs is expected to reduce indirect sediment and hydrologic effects
to bull trout habitats. Therefore, the proposed action will have insignificant or beneficial
effects on water quality in the Columbia River because implemented BMPs on covered
lands will reduce erosion, sedimentation, and water quality impacts.

9. Sufficiently low levels of occurrence of non-native predatory (e.g., lake trout, walleye,
northern pike, smallmouth bass); interbreeding (e.g., brook trout); or competing (e.g., brown
trout) species that, if present, are adequately temporally and spatially isolated from bull trout.

There will be no change in the occurrence of non-native predators in the Columbia River
as a result of the proposed action.

For the reasons listed above, the Service concurs that the proposed action may affect, but is not
likely to adversely affect, designated critical habitat for the bull trout.

Ute Ladies’-tresses (Spiranthes diluvialis)

This Federally threatened plant is known from 8 states: Nevada, Utah, Colorado, Idaho,
Nebraska, Wyoming, Montana, and Washington. Within Washington, it is known to occur in
north- central Washington in Okanogan and Chelan Counties (Camp and Gamon 2011, p. 342),
including one site near the Columbia River in Chelan County, across from Douglas County. Ute
Ladies’ tresses occurs in low-elevation intermountain valley plains with meandered wetland
complexes; and in temporarily inundated wet meadow zones and swales with stable subsurface
moisture and relatively low vegetation cover. Because the plant is most likely to occur in
wetland complexes on the edge of the Columbia River and in habitats that are unlikely to be
changed by the Covered Activities addressed in the MSGCP, the Service concurs that the
issuance of a section 10(a)(1)(B) permit for the MSGCP is “not likely to adversely affect” the
Ute ladies’ tresses.

Gray Wolf (Canis lupus)

Wolves were classified as an endangered species in Washington under the provisions of the
Endangered Species Act (ESA) in 1973. In Washington, the gray wolf is federally listed as



endangered in most of the State, but those individuals and packs in eastern Washington that are
part of the Northern Rocky Mountain DPS of the gray wolf have been delisted. Gray wolves that
occur in Washington west of the centerline of Highway 97 and Highway 17 north of Mesa, and
that portion of Washington west of the centerline of Highway 395 south of Mesa are federally
listed as endangered, and the USFWS has lead management authority (Figure Z). The gray wolf
was classified as endangered by Washington State law in 1980. The WDFW has lead
management authority for the gray wolf elsewhere within the State where it is not federally
listed.

Douglas
County
i

Figure 1. Federally Endangered and Delisted Gray Wolf Areas in Washington.
(From Martorello and Simek 2015, in litt, p. 6)

The USFWS recently proposed to delist the gray wolf nationwide (June 13, 2013, Federal
Register; 78 FR 35663-35719) except for the Mexican wolf, which would remain endangered as
a subspecies (Canis lupus baileyi).

The WDFW developed a Wolf Conservation and Management Plan (Washington Wolf Plan;
Wiles et al. 2011, entire) for Washington State with the assistance of a 17-member advisory
citizen Wolf Working Group. After public review and peer review, the Washington Wolf Plan
was adopted by the Washington Fish and Wildlife Commission in 2011. The plan guides
recovery of wolves as they naturally re-establish a sustainable population across the state, and
authorizes management tools to address conflicts with livestock and other wildlife. All aspects



of the Washington Wolf Plan are in effect where wolves were removed from federal protection
in May 2011 (including the northeast end of Douglas County). In the rest of Washington (and
much of Douglas County), portions of the Washington Wolf Plan that are consistent with federal
law are in effect, until or unless wolves are delisted under the ESA. The Service and WDFW will
continue to coordinate on gray wolf management within the listed portion of Washington.

The Washington Wolf Plan (Wiles et al. 2011) establishes a delisting objective of 15 breeding
pairs of wolves that are present in the state for at least three years, with certain regional
distribution objectives. A variety of conservation strategies and management tools will be
implemented under the Washington Wolf Plan while gray wolves remain state-listed in
Washington. These are outlined in Chapter 12 of the Washington Wolf Plan, with strategies and
tasks identified. They include: (1) develop and implement a program to monitor the population
status, trends, and conservation and management needs of wolves in Washington; (2) protect
wolves from sources of mortality and disturbance at den sites; (3) translocate wolves within
Washington, if needed, to help achieve recovery objectives; (4) develop and implement a
comprehensive program to manage wolf-livestock conflicts in cooperation with livestock
producers; (5) manage ungulate populations and habitats in Washington to provide an adequate
prey base for wolves and to maintain harvest opportunities for hunters; (6) manage wolf-human
interactions to reduce human safety concerns, prevent habituation of wild wolves, decrease the
risk of conflicts between domestic dogs and wolves, and to build awareness of the risks posed by
wolf hybrids and pet wolves; (7) maintain and restore habitat connectivity for wolves in
Washington; (8) manage conflicts between wolves and state and federal listed/candidate species;
(9) develop and implement a comprehensive outreach and education program; (10) coordinate
and cooperate with public agencies, landowners, tribes, and nongovernmental organizations to
help achieve wolf conservation and management objectives; and, (11) conduct research on wolf
biology, conservation, and management in Washington.

Gray wolves are habitat generalists in that they can use a wide array of habitat types. However,
there are a several biological and behavioral characteristics of the gray wolf that largely dictate
where populations can persist successfully. Based on these characteristics, key components of
gray wolf habitat that appear consistent across the diversity of landscapes inhabited by listed and
delisted gray wolves include the following: (1) a sufficient year-round prey base of ungulates and
alternate prey; (2) suitable and somewhat secluded denning and rendezvous sites; and (3)
sufficient space with minimal exposure to humans (USFWS 1987, pg. 7). The gray wolf appears
to be most vulnerable to human disturbance in and around denning and rendezvous sites
(USFWS 1987, pg. 73). The gray wolf is most susceptible to human-caused mortality in habitats
that are highly influenced by humans and have insufficient cover. Wolves typically den in the
spring and, after a natal period, will use rendezvous sites to meet and care for young. These sites
are typically far from human disturbance.

Oakleaf et al. (2006; WDFW 2011 p. 50 ) looked at potential wolf habitat in Idaho, Montana,
and Wyoming, relative to roads accessible to two-wheel and four-wheel vehicles, topography
(slope and elevation), land ownership, relative ungulate density, cattle and sheep density,
vegetation characteristics, and human density. From that analysis, they concluded, and the
Service (73 FR 10514-10560) concurred, that the four primary factors related to wolf occupancy
and persistence were: 1) forest cover, 2) human population density, 3) elk density, and 4)



domestic sheep density. Higher forest cover and elk density increased the probability of
occupancy and persistence, whereas higher human and sheep densities decreased the probability
of occupancy and persistence. Based on observations and experience from ldaho, Montana, and
Wyoming during the past 20 years (Bangs et al. 2004, USFWS et al. 2011) the types of habitat
not suitable for wolves include non-forested rangeland and croplands associated with intensive
agricultural use (Wiles et al. p. 54). This unsuitability is due to high rates of wolf mortality, high
densities of livestock compared to wild ungulates, repeated conflict with livestock, local cultural
intolerance of large predators, and wolf behavioral characteristics that make them vulnerable to
human-caused mortality in open landscapes (73 FR10514-10560).

Wolves are expected to persist in habitats with abundant ungulates, lower livestock use, and few
potential human conflicts. These locations include national forests, national parks, wilderness
areas, national recreation areas, designated roadless areas on public lands, and areas with low
densities of open roads. Wolves will likely follow their prey to lower elevations during the
winter in some areas. Wiles and others (2011, pp. 51-54) summarized five models that display
that the best habitats for gray wolf in Washington; the models varied in in approach, data layers
that were used, and in predictions of amounts of potentially suitable wolf habitat in the state, but
most were consistent in predicting suitable habitat in northeastern Washington, the Blue
Mountains, the Cascade Mountains, and the Olympic Peninsula; and most were consistent in not
expecting suitable wolf habitat in the drier parts of the Columbia Basin in Washington. This
does not mean that they could not occur in areas such as the Columbia Basin, but they are
unlikely to persist and breed (Wiles et al. 2011, p. 54). Consequently, although a few wolves
could potentially occupy the intensive agriculture areas in the Columbia Basin in Washington as
the species expands its range within the state, the likelihood of them persisting and establishing a
viable breeding population in the action area is low (Wiles et al. 2011, p. 54). Transient or
dispersing wolves may move through Douglas County but established packs are unlikely to
occur.

The Federally endangered gray wolf was historically found in Douglas County, but by the
1930’s, the species had largely been extirpated in Washington State. The line separating the
endangered and un-listed portion of the wolf in Washington runs through Douglas County; the
northeast end of the County is within the unlisted area (Figure Z, above). Although reported
infrequently from adjacent areas and from within Douglas County, there are no confirmed packs
of wolves currently in the County (Figure 1).
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Figure 2. Known wolf packs and pack territories in Washington as of March 6, 2015.
(http://wdfw.wa.gov/conservation/gray_wolf/).

The Service conducted a formal section 7 consultation (USFWS 2014) with Wildlife Services,
Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture on various animal
damage and animal control activities in Washington. The proposed action included some
activities which may cause adverse effects to gray wolves, such as: 1) control efforts aimed at
other predators (such as coyotes, bears or cougars) resulting in indirect effects to the gray wolf
(for example through injury), and 2) control efforts aimed specifically at federally listed wolves
including hazing, capturing or relocating gray wolves either for collection of biological
information on the species (such as radio-tracking) or due to the need to respond to repeated
livestock depredation events.

As described in Wiles et al (2011 pp. 72-76), wolves in other states have depredated on cattle,
sheep, other livestock, and guarding/herding dogs. However, even with significant increases in
wolf populations, losses to wolves are small in relation to livestock numbers. Many factors
influence depredation rates on livestock, including distribution of wolf home ranges, dens, and
rendezvous sites; pack size; abundance of natural prey and livestock; vegetative cover, time of
year, livestock management methods, the use of non-lethal and lethal deterrents, pasture size;
and proximity to roads, dwellings, and other human presence. Not all wolf packs depredate on
livestock, and it is difficult to predict where and when depredations by wolves will occur (Wiles
et al 2011 p. 73; USFWS et al 2011).
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Wolf populations are likely to expand during the 50-year duration of the MSGCP, and
individuals may disperse through Douglas County. However, there are few areas with minimal
human presence that will provide secluded areas and cover for den or rendezvous sites. Some
prey, such as deer, and a few moose are present, but not concentrated sources of prey to support
gray wolves year-round. Therefore, while gray wolves may disperse through Douglas County,
they are unlikely to den in the County, and the best potential habitat for wolves in Washington is
in areas outside of Douglas County (Wiles et al 2011 p. 51-54). If depredations occur in the
non-listed area of Douglas County, the WDFW will work with the landowner to implement
management tools consistent with the Washington Wolf Plan (Wiles et al. 2011). If
depredations occur in the listed area of Douglas County, WDFW, the Service, and other
cooperators such as Wildlife Services will work together to implement non-lethal management
tools to reduce the likelihood of future depredations.

As stated above, endangered wolf populations may expand during the 50-year duration of the
MSGCP, and individuals may disperse through Douglas County, but there are few areas with
minimal human presence that provide secluded areas and cover for den or rendezvous sites.
Some prey, such as deer, and a few moose are present, but not concentrated sources of prey to
support gray wolves year-round. Therefore, while gray wolves may disperse through Douglas
County, they are unlikely to den in the County, and the best habitat for wolves in Washington
over the long term is predicted to be outside Douglas County (Wiles et al. 2011, pp. 51-54).

Gray wolves will sometimes prey on livestock, including cattle and sheep, but the likelihood of
this occurring will be the same whether or not permits are issued under the MSGCP. The
MSGCP may change how livestock are grazed through implementation of Best Management
Practices including livestock management and grazing standards but implementation of the
MSGCP and issuance of future permits is not expected to change the presence of livestock or the
likelihood of livestock depredation by wolves in Douglas County.

Dispersing gray wolves are very mobile and unlikely to be disturbed or harmed from ongoing
farming activity. The effects of permit issuance in Douglas County are anticipated to be
insignificant. Gray wolf denning and rendezvous sites are unlikely to be exposed to activities
conducted under the MSGCP. Therefore, the Service concurs that the issuance of future section
10(a)(1)(B) permits under the MSGCP is “not likely to adversely affect” the gray wolf.

BIOLOGICAL OPINION COLUMBIA BASIN PYGMY RABBIT

DESCRIPTION OF THE PROPOSED ACTION

The federal action is the issuance of future section 10(a)(1)(B) permits for the Douglas County
Multiple-Species General Conservation Plan. Under the MSGCP, private agricultural lands in
Douglas County would be managed to maintain or improve healthy functioning ecosystems
while providing for agricultural production. This is a programmatic approach, and individual
farmers or ranchers may join the MSGCP voluntarily. 1f the MSGCP is approved as meeting the
issuance criteria, individual applicants will work with the FCCD to develop a Farm Plan. A site-
specific Farm Plan and GCP site plan will be completed by the Applicant, their appointee, or the
FCCD. The FCCD and the Service will review the Farm Plan/site plan to ensure consistency
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with the MSGCP. The Farm Plan/site plan will provide a description of on-going and planned
agricultural activities for included lands, and will be very similar to a NRCS Conservation Plan.
The Farm Plans/site plans will include Best Management Practices (BMPs), starting with NRCS
Conservation Practices (typically general good stewardship practices, listed in the MSGCP
Appendix E, Table E-2), and then adding additional land-use-specific measures or species-
specific measures in certain situations, as needed based on Covered Activities and site-specific
conditions.

Appendix E of the MSGCP describes additional measures (see Appendix E of MSGCP for
detail) to be applied to all covered agriculture activities, including measures addressing the
following land use categories and activities:

e riparian areas

e wildfire management,

e recreation use,

e maintenance of habitat remnants, and

e pest management and weed management.

Additional measures to be applied to dryland agriculture include measures addressing the
following topics:

e conversion of conservation cover to active farming, and

e erosion.

Additional measures to be applied to rangeland agriculture include measures addressing the
following topics:

e grazing guidelines,

e riparian use, and

e watering sites, supplement sites, and livestock concentrations.

Additional measures to be applied to irrigated agriculture include measures addressing the
following topics:

e adjacent habitat,

e lead-contaminated soils, and

e food attractants to wildlife.

Species-specific measures will be addressed during farm planning based on occupancy, habitat
types present, soil depths, and locations in the County. These measures are listed in detail in
Table E-3 (Appendix E of MSGCP) and include measures such 1) notification prior to
converting CRP lands to allow the opportunity to move pygmy rabbits or Washington ground
squirrels, 2) minimizing perches for predators, 3) minimizing fence clearing zones, 4)
implementing seasonal restrictions for habitat conversion activities, 5) implementing additional
grazing prescriptions, 6) implementing timing restrictions around leks, and other measures.

Implementation of these Farm Plans/site plans, coupled with the ongoing management of
WDFW, BLM, and TNC lands in Douglas County (and expectations associated with CRP/SAFE
acres), should result in improved habitats for the covered species over the term of the MSGCP.
After Farm Plans are developed and approved by FCCD, the Applicant will apply for a permit,
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and once public comment is received and consistency with the MSGCP and related decision
documents is ensured, the Service will issue a Section 10 permit to the Applicant/Permittee. The
proposed term of the MSGCP is 50 years. Individual permits issued under the MSGCP would be
for 50 years or less, depending on when an Applicant applies for a permit. The FCCD commits
to implementation and monitoring tasks as described in Chapter 4 and Appendix I of the
MSGCP.

Lands Covered by the MSGCP

The MSGCP includes most agricultural lands in Douglas County, Washington, including
dryland farming, ranching, and limited irrigated agriculture. Irrigated agriculture only
includes actions related to irrigation from ground water sources and from surface water
sources on portions of creeks, tributaries, and lakes where those portions of the water
bodies do not contain anadromous salmonids or bull trout. Covered Activities do not
include irrigated farming from irrigation water obtained from the mainstem Columbia
River, or from piped water from the Wenatchee River. The MSGCP does not cover
activities on private non-agricultural land within Douglas County (~148,761 acres or
60,202 hectares [ha]) and does not cover activities on Federal land or most other publicly
owned land (~140,131 acres or 56,909 ha). The MSGCP may cover activities on non-
federal lands leased for agricultural production to private operators (such as often occurs
with Washington Department of Natural Resources land). Participation in the MSGCP is
voluntary.

Because the MSGCP is a programmatic HCP, it is difficult to predict the specific location of
future applicant land in Douglas County, and how many applicants will apply. The FCCD has
recently worked with landowners in Douglas County to sign up for a voluntary conservation plan
program with NRCS. The FCCD views this as a first step for farmers/ranchers who are
potentially interested in developing a Farm Plan and GCP Site Plan and applying for a permit
under the MSGCP. The FCCD estimates that about 160 landowners in Douglas County have
non-orchard farming ground with activities that potentially fit the MSGCP, and so far 80-90
producers have signed up for the voluntary conservation plan program (Jon Merz, FCCD, in litt.,
April 2, 2015). Therefore, approximately 50 percent of the eligible landowners are showing
initial interest in the MSGCP.

Working from information in United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) (2009), we
calculate that there may be as many as 333 non-orchard farms in Douglas County, with an
average size of 2,607 acres. The total non-orchard farm acres in Douglas County are estimated to
be 868,217 (calculated from data in USDA 2009). Fifty percent is 434,108 acres. We also have
information to break the acreage potentially enrolled in the MSGCP into farm type or habitat
types. Douglas County supports approximately 539,531 acres (218,340 ha) of harvested
cropland according to the Census on Agriculture (USDA 2009). Fifty percent of that acreage is
269,766 acres of crop land. We also determined that there are approximately 413,805 acres of
shrub-steppe (shrubland, steppe and savanna systems based on 2010 Washington Gap data).
Fifty percent of the shrub-steppe habitat would be 206,903 acres (83,730 ha) of habitat. The
cropland estimate and shrub-steppe estimates do not add up to the total non-orchard farms due to
different methods and sources used to develop the acreage estimates.
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Approach to Conservation Lands (such as Conservation Reserve Program (CRP),
State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement (SAFE), or similar lands)

The CRP offers annual rental payments and cost-share assistance to farmers to establish
long-term conservation covers (e.g., grass and shrubs) on eligible land, as opposed to the
typical winter wheat/ fallow rotation that involves harvesting and replanting. This is a
multiple-use federally funded program designed to conserve soil and water and to provide
wildlife habitat. Contracts are for a minimum of 10 years and a maximum of 15 years.
The SAFE program is a type of CRP with contract lengths of 15 years. SAFE is focused
on habitat enhancement for targeted species, and in Douglas County SAFE acres are
targeted for greater sage-grouse and Columbian sharp-tailed grouse. The CRP and SAFE
programs are Farm Bill programs administered by the Farm Service Agency, with the
Natural Resource Conservation Service providing assistance. The Federal government
pays a fixed dollar amount per acre to the farmer to keep that ground out of production,
but maintained with an adequate cover crop and controlled for noxious weeds.

Acres enrolled in CRP and SAFE programs are important for the conservation of covered
species in Douglas County. CRP and SAFE acres may change during the life of the
MSGCP, and those changes may affect covered species. Over time, the acres may
increase and decrease The Service expects that if conservation contracts such as CRP or
other similar programs are not renewed, farmers enrolled in the MSGCP will agree to
enroll in other available conservation programs. If no such programs are available, we
expect that farmers will attempt to maintain the lands in conservation cover. However,
CRP/SAFE acres may be farmed in the future. Due to their importance, the MSGCP
requires that CRP/SAFE and other conservation acres be monitored across the County
over time. Changed Circumstances #2 in Chapter 4 of the MSGCP states that FCCD will
monitor to determine if there is a decrease of 10 percent or more of conservation contract
acres or similarly protected acres (approximate starting point of 119,072 acres (48,186
ha) enrolled in CRP and 63,000 acres (25,495 ha) in SAFE for a total of 182,072 acres
(73,681 ha) in June 2013), and whether additional acres to get above the 10 percent
trigger can be protected within 2 years. The FCCD will prepare an assessment of the
habitat changes, including lost habitat values, and would determine if mitigation of the
lost habitats can be gained through existing programs or new programs, or through
changes to farm plans or other conservation efforts. At that point, an analysis of loss and
gain of Habitat Suitability Index (HSI)-acre values will be considered, and if acre
quantities or HSI-acre quantities (see Appendix G in MSGCP) cannot be regained to get
above the 10 percent trigger point, then the Service must revisit the MSGCP to determine
if it still meets Section 10 issuance criteria and, if not, how and whether it can be revised.
If it cannot be revised, then permits may be revoked.

CRP and SAFE acres in Douglas County may dip below a 10 percent change from June 30,
2013 numbers (182,072 acres) (as described in changed circumstances in the MSGCP) and stay
at that point for as much as two years while the FCCD and other partners evaluate how to come
up above the 10 percent change point. We assume that CRP acres may dip below 10 percent
within a 2-year period, up to 6 times (based on estimated CRP contract renewal points, and
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assuming 10-year renewal periods) during the 50-year term of the MSGCP. The following
bullets describe the quantity and frequency of potential conversion.
e Total CRP /SAFE acres in the County as of June 2013 equals 182,072 acres
(73,681 ha)
e Total farm acres in the County equals 883,094 acres (357,375 ha)(USDA 2009)
e Non-orchard farms in the County equals 868,217 acres (351,354 ha) (total farms
minus 14,877 acres (6,020 ha) orchards)
e Total CRP SAFE acres in the County (182,072 acres)/ total non-orchard farm
acres (868,278 acres (351318 ha)) equals 21 percent CRP/SAFE
e Per changed circumstances, CRP/ SAFE can drop below 10 percent of current
levels for 2 year duration. Contract renewal points occur at years 2018, 2026,
2021, and we assume at 10-year renewal points thereafter, for a total of 6 times
during the 50-year term of the MSGCP.
e 10 percent of 182,072 acres (73,681 ha) equals 18,207 acres (7,368 ha)
e Assuming up to half of the acreage is signed onto the MSGCP; 9,104 acres (3684
ha) of CRP/ SAFE may be converted and be associated with injury or mortality at
6 different 2-year periods during the life of the MSGCP.
Based on these assumptions and calculations, 9,104 acres of CRP/ SAFE may be converted and
at 6 different occasions during the life of the MSGCP, for an estimated total of 54,612 acres
(22,101 ha) of CRP/SAFE conversion over 50 years.

Approach to Other Reserved Lands

Only private agricultural lands of willing landowners are covered by the MSGCP but
lands managed by other entities including WDFW, The Nature Conservancy, and the
Bureau of Land Management, also benefit covered species in Douglas County. For the
purposes of the MSGCP, these other reserved lands are referred to as “habitat
conservation areas” (HCAs). Monitoring requirements described in Chapter 4 of the
MSGCP ensure evaluation of changes to the HCA lands. While it is likely that these
lands will continue with similar management, or may increase in size over time, the
MSGCP includes a “changed circumstance” requirement (Chapter 4, Changed
Circumstances #7). This changed circumstance requirement states that if there is a
decrease of 10 percent or more in total HCA acres (2013 starting point of 92,002 acres
(37,231 ha) BLM, TNC, and WDFW lands), then additional measures should be
implemented to make up for the habitat quality or quantity loss. If the lost acres cannot be
mitigated through additional quantity or quality protections, then the USFWS must revisit
whether the MSGCP still meets issuance criteria and, if not, how and whether it can be
revised, or whether Permits must be revoked.

Monitoring and Adaptive Management

The MSGCP includes adaptive management and monitoring plans to gauge the effectiveness of
the MSGCP, to retain the ability to implement additional or alternative conservation measures,
and to deal with changed or unforeseen circumstances. These are described in Chapter 4 of the
MSGCP. Periodic monitoring and review at both the site-specific and county-wide level will be
used to evaluate management objectives and techniques to better achieve MSGCP goals. The
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monitoring process includes a county-wide HSI modeling effort that is also discussed in Chapter
4 of the MSGCP, and described in more detail in Appendix G of the MSGCP.

Covered Species

Table 1. Covered Species

(MSGCP 2015)
SPECIES SCIENTIFIC STATUS
NAME

Columbia Basin DPS Brachylagus Federal Endangered,

Pygmy Rabbit idahoensis State Endangered

Greater Sage-Grouse Centrocercus Federal Candidate; State
urophasianus Threatened

Columbian Sharp- Tympanuchus Federal Species of

tailed Grouse phasianellus Concern; State
columbianus Threatened

Washington Ground Urocitellus Federal Candidate; State

Squirrel washingtoni Candidate

Covered Activities

Covered Activities in the MSGCP (Appendix E in MSGCP) are those activities conducted by
private landowners within Douglas County in the preparation of soil for crop production, the
cultivation of crops, and the production and culture of animal products and fiber for human
consumption, feed and/or sale as articles of trade or commerce. Covered activities include
dryland, rangeland, and limited irrigated agriculture. Covered Activities include actions related
to irrigation from ground water sources and from surface water sources only on portions of
creeks, tributaries, and lakes where those portions of the water bodies do not contain anadromous
salmon, steelhead, or bull trout. Covered Activities do not include agricultural activities reliant
on irrigation water obtained from the mainstem Columbia River or on water piped into Douglas
County from the Wenatchee River.

It is generally our policy (per Region 1 memorandum of July 27, 1998) to not cover pesticide or
herbicide applications under section 10(a)(1)(B) Permits. Exceptions were made for those HCPs
that addressed this topic and were submitted to us before July 27, 1998, or if the applicant could
provide sufficient detail to fully evaluate the impacts of the pesticides and herbicides on the
covered species. Pesticide or herbicide use is not a proposed covered activity under the MSGCP.
Nonetheless, voluntary measures to minimize effects from pesticides are provided in Appendix E
of the MSGCP.
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Conservation Measures

The MSGCP requires development of farm plans which are the same or similar to NRCS
Resource Management Plans (RMS) or Conservation Plan, and adds additional measures
(described in a GCP site plan) as needed for certain agriculture activities and for certain species
or habitat types. The farm planning process and Best Management Practices (BMPs) are
described in Chapter 3 and Appendix E of the MSGCP. BMPs are general in nature and are
actions that benefit the covered species and habitat in general, and include Conservation
Practices, and additional land-use and species-specific measures. Conservation Practices (CPs)
are specific guidelines of the NRCS, such as Contour Buffer Strips. Other BMPs include land-
use measures (such as “maintain remnant patches of shrub-steppe) and species-specific measures
(such as “schedule essential spring-time agricultural activities near sage grouse leks to occur
early or the late in the day”). The CPs, land use specific measures, and species-specific
measures are described in detail in Appendix E of the MSGCP.

Summary of the MSGCP Process

The MSGCP will be a programmatic HCP. If the MSGCP is approved, individual
voluntary applicants will work with the FCCD or other entity to develop a Farm Plan.
Each site-specific Farm Plan will be completed by the Applicant, their appointee, or the
FCCD. Farm plans and GCP site plans that spell out the Covered Activities and BMPs
will be a required component of individual ITP applications.

Implementation of the MSGCP includes the following steps (excerpted from Appendix E in
MSGCP):

1. Develop a Farm Plan using the RMS or similar process (see below, and Appendix H),
and use the GCP Site Plan Checklist (Appendix B). An existing farm plan, including one
developed under the Sage Grouse Initiative may be used as a starting point.

2. Determine conservation practices to implement in the Farm Plan (Appendix E). Farm
Plans and CPs result in improved habitats, but many species need additional site-specific
measures to minimize effects.

3. As appropriate based on activities, ranges, and habitats, implement additional measures
by land-use categories (Appendix E, Table E-2) and species (Appendix E, Table E-3).
To determine the need for species-specific measures, review species range maps and any
known location data for Covered Species (Appendix D).

4. FCCD will review the Farm Plan and GCP Site Plan to ensure consistency with the
MSGCP; the USFWS may also provide technical review and assistance, then the
applicant will apply for a Section 10 permit.

5. The USFWS will notice applications in the Federal Register, and request public
comments during a 30-day public comment period. After consideration of public
comments, and if consistency with the MSGCP and related decision documents is
assured, the USFWS will issue a Section 10 permit to the Applicants.

6. Applicants/Permittees implement the plan.

7. FCCD and the Applicants/Permittees monitor, per Chapter 4 and the HSI process in
Appendix G.
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8. BMPs, Farm Plans, GCP Site Plans, and/or Permits may be modified over time as
expected in the AMMP.,

We made certain assumptions regarding implementation of the proposed action:

Assumption One: We do not know how many farmers/ranchers will sign on to the
MSGCP. Based on early assessments of interest, we assume that as many as 50
percent of the eligible landowners will enroll in the MSGCP.

Assumption Two: As habitat quality improves, covered species numbers will also
improve. Habitat is the part of the species’ conservation need that
farmers/ranchers have the ability to address. Where covered species need
additional hands-on management (like the CBPR recovery efforts),
farmers/ranchers can cooperate, but the management will typically be done by
others (WDFW, Service, etc.). Of the farmers/ranchers who sign up, we assume
that if they are currently good land stewards, their shrub-steppe habitats will be
maintained, and where there is room for improvement, their shrub-steppe habitats
will improve over time with better farm-planning and implementation of BMPs.

Assumption Three: Although we don’t know how many farmers/ranchers will join
the MSGCP, based on an initial interest of Douglas County farmers/ranchers, we
assume 80 or more applicants may join the MSGCP, which may cover 50 percent
or more of the eligible agriculture acres in Douglas County. Twenty percent
would include about 173,643 acres (70,270 ha), and 50 percent would include
434,108 acres (175,677 ha) (these acreage quantities are based on non-orchard
farms, but the actual number of orchards that may join the MSGCP is likely to be
small).

Assumption four: The percentage of agriculture acres in Douglas County likely will
decrease over time due to increased urbanization. In particular, there are development
pressures to convert orchards along the Columbia River into residential properties.
However, most orchards are not covered under the MSGCP and the development will
likely not change the conservation benefits prescribed through implementation of the
MSGCP.

Assumption five: CRP and SAFE acres may change during the life of the MSGCP, and
those changes may affect covered species. Over time, the acres may fluctuate as program
funding changes, or as agricultural economics shift. The MSGCP expects that those
acres in Douglas County may drop below a 10 percent change threshold based on June
30, 2013, numbers (182,072 acres [73,681 ha]) (as described in changed circumstances in
the MSGCP) and stay at that point for as long as 2 years while the FCCD and other
partners evaluate how to come up above the 10 percent change threshold. We assume
that CRP/SAFE acres may dip below 10 percent within a 2-year period, up to 6 times
(based on estimated CRP contract renewal points, and assuming 10-year renewal periods)
during the 50-year term of the MSGCP. We assume that even if CRP contracts are not
renewed for all acres, not all farmers would immediately begin cropping those acres.
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Action Area

The action area is defined as all areas to be affected directly or indirectly by the federal
action and not merely the immediate area involved in the action (50 CFR § 402.02). In
delineating the action area, we evaluated the farthest reaching physical, chemical, and

biotic effects of the action on the environment. The Action Area extends throughout
Douglas County (Figure 1-1 in MSGCP), unless otherwise noted.

Douglas County,

i Washington State
¥ H Foster Creek
" n f by Conservation District
Foster Creek & South
Douglas CD Offices, 3¢
Waterville, WA
“ / South Douglas

Conservation District

LN

Figure 3. Action Area.
(From MSGCP Figure 1-1)

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE JEOPARDY
DETERMINATIONS

In accordance with policy and regulation, the jeopardy analysis in this Biological Opinion relies
on four components: (1) the Status of the Species, which evaluates the range-wide condition for
each species, the factors responsible for that condition, and its survival and recovery needs; (2)
the Environmental Baseline, which evaluates the condition of each species in the action area, the
factors responsible for that condition, and the relationship of the action area to the survival and
recovery of the species; (3) the Effects of the Action, which determines the direct and indirect
impacts of the proposed Federal action and the effects of any interrelated or interdependent
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activities on the species name; and (4) Cumulative Effects, which evaluates the effects of future,
non-Federal activities in the action area on the species.

In accordance with policy and regulation, the jeopardy determination is made by evaluating the
effects of the proposed Federal action in the context of the species’ current status, taking into
account any cumulative effects, to determine if implementation of the proposed action is likely to
cause an appreciable reduction in the likelihood of both the survival and recovery of the species
in the wild.

The jeopardy analysis in this Biological Opinion places an emphasis on consideration of the
range-wide survival and recovery needs of each species and the role of the action area in the
survival and recovery of the species. It is within this context that we evaluate the significance of
the effects of the proposed Federal action, taken together with cumulative effects, for purposes of
making the jeopardy determination.

When critical habitat is designated for a listed species, the Service must also address “Adverse
Modification.” However, critical habitat has not been designated for any of the covered species;
therefore critical habitat is not addressed.

STATUS OF THE SPECIES

The Status of the Species is discussed for each species separately, in the biological opinion and
conference opinion sections below.

ENVIRONMENTAL BASELINE: General, for all Covered Species

Regulations implementing the Act (50 CFR 402.02) define the environmental baseline as the past
and present impacts of all Federal, State, or private actions and other human activities in the
action area. Also included in the environmental baseline are the anticipated impacts of all
proposed Federal projects in the action area that have undergone section 7 consultation, and the
impacts of State and private actions which are contemporaneous with the consultation in
progress.

In this section we will give a general overview of the environmental baseline and habitats in
Douglas County. More detail relevant to each covered species is provided in the species-specific
environmental baseline sections of the biological opinion and conference report below.

Douglas County Land Use

The total land area of Douglas County is approximately 1,183,414 acres (or 478,910 ha).
Currently, 1,027,628 acres (415,866 ha) of land are privately owned. Agricultural lands total
883,094 acres (357,375 ha), of which 539,531 (218,340 ha) were classified as harvested
cropland. In Douglas County there are about 955 farms with an average size of 925 acres (374
ha) (USDA 2009). Production in the County is split as follows: 60 percent dryland agriculture,
37 percent rangeland, and 3 percent irrigated agriculture (USDA 2009).
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Dryland Agriculture

Dryland crop farming takes up a large part of Douglas County’s land particularly on the
Waterville Plateau. The 539,531 acres (218340 ha) of harvested cropland are probably
mostly dryland farms; according to the Census on Agriculture (USDA 2009) 157,898
acres (63,899 ha) are in wheat production, 4,291 acres (1,736 ha) are in barley and oat
production. The predominant crop is winter wheat grown in a fallow rotation. Every
other year, the ground sits idle in order to increase moisture and mineral/nutrient content
of the soil. Consequently, dryland farms in the County tend to be large. Acreage in
active production (not in fallow rotation) changes from year to year depending on
precipitation and field rotation.

Rangeland/Ranching

There were over 12,000 head of livestock in Douglas County in 2007 (USDA 2009).
Rangeland activity is primarily beef cattle production consisting of cow/calf operations,
with calves being born in early spring and weaned in October and November. Because of
soil types and climate, a portion of the land in Douglas County is not suitable for dryland
crop production, but is adequate for rangeland grazing. The largest concentrations of
rangeland areas are typically located at the fringes of the Waterville Plateau, immediately
adjacent to basalt cliff breaks.

Irrigated Lands

There are 14,551 acres (5888 ha) in orchards in the County (USDA 2009), and 4,099
acres (1,658 ha) are in forage production that is likely irrigated. The predominant
agriculture activity along portions of the Columbia River corridor is irrigated tree-fruit
production. The availability of irrigation water adjacent to the Columbia River along
with sandy well-drained soils and long warm growing seasons support orchards.
Irrigated agriculture extends up into Moses Coulee as well, where along with orchards,
alfalfa, hay and other forage are produced.

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and State Acres for Wildlife Enhancement (SAFE)

As of 30 June 2013, 182,072 acres (73,681 ha) were enrolled in CRP or similar programs
within Douglas County (Figure 2-4 in MSGCP). This included approximately 63,000
acres (25,495 ha) enrolled in the U. S. Department of Agriculture SAFE program that are
managed as conservation cover specifically designed for greater sage-grouse and
Columbian sharp-tailed grouse (WHCWG, 2012, Ch. 2). These acreages vary by year and
depend on program funding and signup opportunities. Typical cover crops are crested
wheatgrass, tall wheatgrass, Sherman big bluestem, rye grasses or alfalfa.

Habitat Conservation Areas
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As described in the MSGCP, Habitat Conservation Areas (HCAs) in Douglas County
(87,250 acres [35,308 ha] of BLM, TNC, and WDFW lands) include multiple-use areas
or wildlife-emphasis areas owned and/or managed by Federal agencies (mostly BLM),
WDFW, and TNC. The HCAs occur in scattered parcels and larger blocks within
Douglas County (Figure 3-2 in the MSGCP) and are generally managed to reduce or
eliminate potential threats to biological resources. In some instances, compatible grazing
or other agricultural activities may occur. While these lands will not be covered by an
ESA Section 10 permit, they will be an integral part of this MSGCP as they provide
blocks of habitat managed for the benefit of native wildlife in Douglas County. WDFW,
TNC, and BLM agree to cooperate and provide technical assistance during MSGCP
implementation as described in a Memorandum of Understanding (Appendix A).

Other lands in Douglas County

Up through the late 1960s, five large hydroelectric dams (Grand Coulee, Chief Joseph,
AZ Wells, Rocky Reach, and Rock Island dams) were constructed on the Columbia River
within the reaches that serve as part of the western and northern boundaries for Douglas
County. These dams create several reservoirs that provide electrical power and irrigation
opportunities along the Columbia River.

Irrigated orchards primarily lie in close proximity to the Columbia River. Many of the
species in the riparian buffer vegetation along the Columbia River in Douglas County are
non-native species. Some wetland or riparian habitat has been created and is supported
by subsurface water flows from irrigated orchards.

There are five incorporated communities and a portion of the town of Coulee Dam in Douglas
County. Bridgeport, East Wenatchee, and Rock Island are in the lowland areas, and Douglas
County; Mansfield and Waterville are on the plateau. In addition there are the historical
settlement areas of Withrow, Douglas, Orondo, and the Palisades (Douglas County 1995). Rural
portions of the County have experienced recent residential and recreational growth. Residential
development tends to be associated with recreational amenities like golf courses, or with the
Columbia River corridor due to water-related recreational activities and view sites.

Habitat Loss and Fragmentation

Many of the land uses described above result in habitat loss and fragmentation that has impacted
covered species in Douglas County; those impacts are continuing. Dobler et al. (1996) explained
that habitat loss coupled with extreme fragmentation magnifies the effects of habitat loss on
wildlife. Shrub-steppe wildlife species are adapted to expansive landscapes of steppe and shrub-
steppe communities. Fragmentation and conversion may subject the wildlife species to adverse
population pressures, including:

Isolation of breeding populations;

Competition from similar species associated with other, now adjacent, habitats;
Increased avian nest predation by generalist predators;

Increased avian nest loss through parasitism by brown-headed cowbirds;
Increased predation on mammal species;
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e Increased predation on birds of all life stages by avian predators and domestic animals
from an increase in the number and extent of access roads;

e Additional power lines and fences may provide perching posts for avian predators and
increase their sight radius in which to locate prey. Fragmentation of habitat into smaller
areas increases the impact of pesticides and pollutants due to an “edge effect”;

e Fragmentation also increases the number and/or extent of fence lines which increases the
likelihood of collisions, resulting in direct and indirect mortality; and,;

e Species fecundity is affected by increased stress brought about by increased noise, loss of
cover and increased activity. Noise, in particular, is often increased by lack of cover as
noise attenuates at different rates through vegetation, depending upon the amount and
density of cover.

Some fragmentation impacts in Douglas County may have been somewhat ameliorated by the
soil and habitat conditions. Shallow lithosol (rocky) areas have protected some native habitats,
in part because they were difficult or impossible to farm. The BLM, WDFW, and The Nature
Conservancy, have worked, and continue to work to conserve natural habitats in and around
Douglas County. Also, careful stewardship of some grazing lands may have maintained natural
habitats. CRP also provides cover and some natural vegetation. All this added together likely
reduces the degree of fragmentation, and allows shrub-steppe species and other covered species
to continue to persist in Douglas County.

Wildfire is common in Douglas County, and there have been several recent fires, including the
Crane Road fire which burned about 8,500 acres in August 2012
(http://www.khq.com/story/19174858/700-acre-bursh-fire-in-douglas-county) and the Leahy and
Barker Canyon Complex fires in 2013 that burned 18,000 acres and 73,000 acres respectively
(http://inciweb.nwcg.gov/incident/3262/). Depending on the size and the fire behavior, fires may
cause loss of shrub-steppe habitat, may increase the amount of invasive weeds, and in some
instance may have a delayed benefit to shrub-steppe habitat by decreasing large woody
sagebrush and increasing diversity of forbs.

Climate change is a component of the environmental baseline and includes ongoing and
projected changes in climate. The terms “climate” and “climate change” are defined by the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). “Climate” refers to the mean and
variability of different types of weather conditions over time, with 30 years being a typical
period for such measurements, although shorter or longer periods also may be used (IPCC 2007,
p. 78). The term “climate change” thus refers to a change in the mean or variability of one or
more measures of climate (e.g., temperature or precipitation) that persists for an extended period,
typically decades or longer, whether the change is due to natural variability, human activity, or
both (IPCC 2007, p. 78). Climate change is discussed in more detail under Effects of the Action.

The Wildlife Habitat Connectivity Working Group (WHCWG) modeled habitats and linkages
important for an array of wildlife species across the Columbia Plateau (WHCWG, 2012, p. 21).
These Columbia Plateau results, based on spatially explicit connectivity data, lend themselves to
multiple uses, including essential decision making for conservation-based wildlife planning.
Douglas County lies within the area analyzed by the WHCWG, and the connectivity and linkage
information is useful for the MSGCP analysis. The effort included an assessment of Landscape
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Integrity Core Areas (WHCWG, 2012, p. 56). The WHCWG identified 113 core areas in the
Columbia Plateau Ecoregion. The largest core areas in Washington within the Columbia Plateau
Ecoregion, were associated with Department of Defense lands (Yakima Training Center), the
Hanford Arid Lands Ecological Reserve (part of the Hanford Site), the Yakama Reservation, and
WDFW wildlife areas; smaller core areas were distributed in the central and western portions of
the Columbia Plateau Ecoregion, including areas within Douglas County. Few core areas were
identified in the eastern portion of the Columbia Plateau (e.g., Lincoln and Whitman counties),
due in part to the extensive agricultural conversion of the deep tillable soils associated with the
Palouse Prairie. Soil conditions in the western half of the ecoregion, including areas within
Douglas County are less uniform and include significant areas with shallow, rocky soils (which
are less amenable to farming), resulting in large areas remaining in native shrub-steppe habitat.

The WHCWG (2012, p. 64) also looked at a composite “upland network” that analyzed the
combined networks of seven species closely associated with upland shrub-steppe habitat: sharp-
tailed grouse, greater sage-grouse, Townsend’s ground squirrel, Washington ground squirrel,
white-tailed jackrabbit, black-tailed jackrabbit, and least chipmunk. The upland network is
strongly focused in the western half of the ecoregion. Based on this analysis, Douglas County
provides important habitat concentration areas and linkages for several covered species including
the sharp-tailed grouse (WHCWG 2012, p. 66), the greater sage-grouse (WHCWG 2012, p. 66),
and Washington ground squirrel (WHCWG 2012, p. 68).

The WHCWG (2012, p. 90) displays a noticeable pattern highlighted by areas important to four
or more focal species: the crescent-shaped block of loosely connected lands in central
Washington that the group referred to as the “Backbone” (WHCWG 2012, p. 90), from the Horse
Heaven Hills in the south, all the way to the Okanogan Valley in the north. This pattern
reoccurred in the landscape integrity results, and was consistent with the results obtained in the
earlier statewide connectivity analysis (WHCWG 2012). A group of landscape integrity core
areas and relatively wide linkages between them in the western portion of the Columbia Plateau
provide a significant contrast to the smaller core areas and longer and narrower linkages in the
eastern portion of the Columbia Plateau. This result indicates that the crescent of habitat
observed for multiple focal species results from a relatively low amount of agricultural
conversion and low human footprint throughout the area. This “Backbone” region contains the
largest remaining blocks of native vegetation, and is therefore the centerpiece of a connected
Columbia Plateau (WHCWG 2012, p. 99), see Figure 2.
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26



EFFECTS OF THE ACTION: General Effects Common to All Covered
Species from Covered Activities and Implementation of the MSGCP

There are many general effects that apply to all four covered species and especially to their
habitats. These general effects are described below. Species-specific effects are analyzed later
in the biological opinion and conference opinion.

General Effects From all Covered Agriculture Activities

Shrub-steppe wildlife are adapted to expansive landscapes of steppe and shrub-steppe
communities. Current shrub-steppe conditions in the Columbia Basin are already greatly altered
from those existing prior to European-American entry into the area. Wooten (2003, p. 14)
estimated that only 46.3 percent of previously existing shrub-steppe habitat remains in the
Columbia Basin. Ninety-eight percent of this habitat loss (or 52.06 percent of the original
acreage) is attributable to farm and ranch development (Wooten 2003, p. 14). The primary
impacts associated with the Covered Activities are related to 1) habitat loss and degradation and
2) noise and disturbance. These are addressed below.

Habitat Loss and Degradation

Farming and ranching activities result in vegetative cover that is dramatically different than
occurs naturally; there is intermittent land disturbance by equipment; and wildlife species may be
displaced either temporarily or for longer terms. Farming activities reduce quantity and quality
of habitat, and smaller blocs of habitat magnify the “edge effect” with regard to many variables,
including water quality, predation, and availability of nesting and nursery habitat.

Conversion of native habitats to either dryland or irrigated farming continues to destroy and
fragment remaining habitats. Conversion to agriculture also reduces the habitat complexity and
diversity required by many species. Using bobwhite quail as an indicator, Terhune (et al. 2009,
p. 245) found that variety (complexity) of habitat within plots was necessary to maximize use;
area alone was not sufficient to produce a population increase.

Conversion to farming may also facilitate predation by enabling predators to enter blocks of
habitat more easily (Tewksbury et al. 2002; Connolly et al. 2004, pp. 1-2; Vander Haegen and
Walker 1999; Van der Haegen et al. 2002; Connelly et al. 2004, pp. 7-23). Increases in predation
may also be facilitated through simple edge effects (Tewksbury et al. 2002; Connolly et al. 2004,

pp. 1-2).

Species dependent on shrub-steppe generally need large patches of relatively undisturbed shrub-
steppe plant species, including big, stiff, and three-tip sage species. Habitats for shrub-steppe
dependent species within the project area have been maintained partly due to patches of difficult-
to-farm-fragments that provide habitat, partly through the implementation of the CRP, and partly
through maintenance of larger blocks of shrub-steppe habitats managed by WDFW, BLM, and
TNC (HCAs). The goal of the MSGCP is to continue further development and protection of
high quality shrub-steppe habitat, particularly among existing dryland and range agricultural
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operations. Desirable patches of shrub-steppe have emerged and are maturing on these CRP
lands. Other CRP parcels act more as grasslands.

On Permittees’ land, farming and ranching activities will continue together with implemented
BMPs, and the suitability of remaining habitat fragments will improve over time. Implementing
the BMPs will improve the quality of existing shrub-steppe habitat and riparian habitats. Certain
key habitats, such as sage-grouse leks, will be protected with timing restrictions to minimize
disturbance.

It is unknown how many landowners will join the MSGCP. Therefore, habitats on enrolled lands
are expected to improve, but the degree of improvement is difficult to predict.

The following specific BMPs address habitat loss or degradation (Appendix E MSGCP):

“All Agricultural Uses

Riparian Areas

1. Increase variety of native tree/shrub species and age classes within riparian areas.
Develop riparian habitat with age class variety, plant species variety, and age diversity of
shrub and tree canopy layers. Possible management practices:

a. Implement rotation and deferred grazing strategies within riparian areas that
produce a diversity of age, species, and life forms within riparian habitat areas,
resulting in a properly functioning condition. Deferred and rotation grazing
systems that provide extended periods of rest are needed to produce appropriate
vegetation age classes when they are missing.

b. Use fencing to control livestock use periods.

c. Monitor herbicide applications.

d. Awvoid overspray of herbicides within riparian areas.

Manage existing riparian habitat to allow it to reach its full site potential and function.

Restore range riparian habitat to support Covered Species.

4. Protect springs, seeps, and wet meadows within and adjacent to sagebrush stands from
over-grazing.

5. Manage lands to provide good water quality and riparian conditions in seeps, wetlands,

springs, creeks, rivers, lakes.

Maintain snags or potential snags, including large old cottonwoods, in riparian areas.

Maintain riparian flood plain and associated shrub habitat.

8. Awvoid cutting or removing willows or other species important for sharp-tailed grouse
wintering, including water birch, hawthorn, serviceberry, chokecherry, etc.

9. Consider removing exotic white poplar (Populus alba) where it is crowding out water

birch and other native riparian species (Stinson and Schroeder 2012, p. 53).

w N
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Wildfire Management

1. Develop fire management plans with local fire districts.

2. Manage mechanical firebreaks and backfires to minimize impacts to Covered Species and
supporting habitats.
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3. Along with local fire districts, identify habitats that need special consideration during
wildfire control and discuss special control techniques. Identify areas where fire control
IS not a critical issue.

4. Use mechanical firebreaks and backfires to minimize the adverse effects of wildfire
control on critical habitats.

5. Group land units into control, limited control, and minimal wildfire control areas.

Maintain Remnants

1. Maintain, enhance, and protect from degradation remnant patches of shrub-steppe
interspersed in CRP/SAFE and cropland. Rock piles that do not support shrub-steppe
vegetation are not considered remnants.”

Noise and Disturbance Impacts from General Farming, Ranching, and other Activities

Noise from agriculture activities can impact covered species, although the degree of effects from
disturbance is not well known or predictable for all of the species. Generally, noise disturbance
can interfere with vital behavior (i.e., breeding) in mammals and birds. Some species will adjust
their behavior to constant noise and others will be effectively excluded from an area (EPA 1978,
p. 17, Federal Highway Administration 2004, p. 10).

Activities such as mowing, plowing, burning, disking, harrowing, and rock removal may cause
noise, mortality (see preceding paragraph), induced flight or other avoidance behavior, or nest
abandonment (see noise impacts above). Other activities that may cause a disruption in vital
behavior patterns include typical farm activities such as seeding and harvesting, storing of crops
(which may cause attractive nuisances for species like invasive rodents or birds), transportation
of crops and equipment, and irrigation (construction, operation and maintenance).

Relevant disturbance buffers for farming or ranching activities are discussed in the species-
specific section and conference reports where applicable. The following specific BMPs address
noise and disturbance from recreation on farm or ranch land (Appendix E MSGCP):

“Recreational Use: Non-Agricultural Motorized Vehicle Use, Hunting, Fishing, Wildlife Viewing
1. Restrict recreational use during critical mating, nesting, and brood-rearing periods,

especially near sharp-tailed grouse leks (March 1 to June 30) and sage-grouse leks

(February 1 to June 30).

Ensure proper use of gates and other livestock management devices.

Minimize motorized access.

4. Consider potential impacts on wildlife, site habitat features, ranch operations and quality

of life before permitting hunting and recreation. Educate visitors about limits, rules, and

cautions needed to make sure their land use has minimum impact on habitat, wildlife

resources, forage production, and ranch operation.

Minimize visitor vehicle traffic on ranch roads to prevent noxious weed introduction.

6. Develop educational information about Covered Species that Applicants/Permittees can
share with hunters.

7. Washington ground squirrels are a protected species under state law and should not be
subjected to recreational shooting by the landowner or the public. In situations where the

w N

o

29



landowner believes that the squirrels pose a threat to crops, the landowner should contact
USFWS and/or WDFW to discuss non-lethal options for resolving the problem.”

General Effects from Dryland Farming

Dryland farming includes about 60 percent of Douglas County. Dryland crop fields are tilled at
least annually, preventing natural habitats from developing and maintaining the fragmentation of
natural habitats in Douglas County. Haying, mowing, and seeding have been shown to result in
both direct mortality and loss of the habitat complexity necessary for successful breeding for
many species (Kantrud 1981; Whitmore 1981; Kantrud and Kologiski 1982; Patterson and Best,
1996; Delisle and Savidge, 1997; Powell 2008 all as cited in Savignac et al. 2011, p. 14).

Foster Creek Conservation District, WDFW, and others developed a habitat suitability model
(Chapter 3 and Appendix G of the MSGCP), and evaluated potential changes over time (at year
10 and year 50) for the MSGCP. This model is discussed in more detail under each species
analysis in the biological opinion/conference report. In general, habitat suitability is expected to
improve over time, but, again, the degree of improvement will depend on how many
farmers/ranchers sign up.

As described previously, species dependent on shrub-steppe generally need large patches of
relatively undisturbed shrub-steppe plant species, including big, stiff, and three-tip sage species,
and dryland farming in particular impacts shrub-steppe in Douglas County. Many remnants of
shrub-steppe habitat remain in Douglas County due to patches of difficult-to-farm land. Many
dryland farmers also have lands enrolled in the CRP, and some of the CRP provides habitat for
covered species. Although CRP fields have historically been planted to a variety of non-native
grasses, more recently an increasing number of fields have been planted to native grasses, forbs,
and native arid-land shrubs. Moreover, native shrubs (particularly big sage) seed-in from
adjacent shrub-steppe vegetation. Desirable patches of shrub-steppe have emerged and are
maturing on these CRP lands. Other CRP parcels act more as grasslands. Vanderhaegen et al.
(2004) explored the use of CRP by wildlife. Columbian sharp-tailed grouse and the greater sage-
grouse are known to occur in CRP fields, but neither Washington ground squirrel nor CBPR
were trapped there by researchers (Vanderhaegen et al. 2004, p. 21). Potential effects from the
CRP are discussed in more detail in the species-specific sections that follow.

Douglas County CRP signups may change depending on the Farm Bill. Douglas County’s
current CRP acreage cap is 25 percent of the agricultural land in the County, rather than the
previous exemption of up to 33 percent prior to 2009. To further enhance and broaden the CRP
program, NRCS has implemented the Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) in
eleven western states, including Washington. EQIP uses a three-year contract to preserve former
CRP lands in their current protected condition (NRCS 2010). EQIP includes Working Lands for
Wildlife and the Sage Grouse Initiative that improves sagebrush habitat and restores or enhances
rangelands. In addition to EQIP, NRCS has also implemented the SAFE program which
involves 10- to 15-year contracts to protect and enhance important wildlife habitat in agricultural
areas (NRCS 2010,
http://www.wa.nrcs.usda.gov/news/Footprints/Summer10/Sage_Grouse.html). Within 12 hours
of introduction, all available contracts had been applied for in Douglas County.
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Implementation of the MSGCP will further supplement the CRP and newer SAFE program by
continuing to improve habitat, and by adjusting for the loss of shrub-steppe through protection of
similar habitats.

The MSGCP includes “changed circumstances” measures that require monitoring to ensure that
if CRP/SAFE acres in the County decrease by 10 percent, and additional similar lands cannot be
protected within 2 years, then the FCCD, FWS, and potentially others will reconvene to revisit
the MSGCP. The MSGCP also includes “changed circumstances” that require monitoring of the
quantities of HCAs, and if those acres decrease by 10 percent then the FCCD, FWS, and
potentially others will reconvene to revisit the MSGCP. However, based on BLM, TNC, and
WDFW policy directions (see Chapter 3 in MSGCP), decreases in those conservation areas are
unlikely to occur. These changed circumstances measures are key to ensure that the landscapes
that support the covered species will not decrease dramatically without our notice, and provide
an avenue to address those decreases.

Under the MSGCP Farm Plans will be developed and include CPs, additional measures for
certain activities, and additional species-specific measures. Activity-specific measures to
address dryland farming are as follows (Appendix E MSGCP):

“Dryland Agriculture:

Conversion of Conservation Cover to Active Farming

1. If CRP/SAFE or other conservation contracts cannot be maintained due to program
changes, enroll these conservation lands into other Federal Farm Bill conservation
program such as Grassland Reserve Program (GRP), Agriculture Conservation Easement
Program, or other similar Federal, State, or other similar programs if available.

2. Maintain original remnant patches of shrub-steppe within CRP/SAFE fields when
converting back to crops.

3. To minimize the disturbance to Covered Species using CRP/SAFE, ensure that
conversion does not occur within species-specific timing restrictions in Table E-3.

Erosion
1. Farm plans/GCP Site Plans will include erosion control measures to reduce sheet, rill and
gully erosion at field edges by trapping sediment and reducing surface runoff.”

General Effects from Irrigated Farming

Irrigated agriculture includes only about 3 percent of the County and, as described in the
proposed action, only part of that acreage is covered under the MSGCP. Impacts to covered
species habitats from irrigated agriculture are similar to those from dryland agriculture. Irrigated
land is maintained in non-native species or tilled at least annually to continue fragmentation
impacts.

Under the MSGCP, Farm Plans will be developed and include CPs, additional measures for

certain activities, and additional species-specific measures. The following specific BMPs
address irrigated agriculture (Appendix E MSGCP):
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“Irrigated Agriculture

Adjacent Habitat
e Maintain adjacent non-farmed lands in natural habitats to benefit of Covered Species.

Lead Soils

1. Where lead is present in orchard soils due to past chemical applications, cover, tarp, or
otherwise make soil inaccessible to wildlife when significant ground disturbing activities
occur (irrigation work, planting, etc.).

Food Attractant
1. Within orchard or other irrigated crops, minimize the attractiveness of the food source to

wildlife. As appropriate, use deterrent measures such as reflective materials, noise
generators, and barrier netting.”

General Effects from Ranching/Grazing

Livestock management requires fencing and water development. Livestock presence coupled
with pasture maintenance activities often modify natural habitats such as shrub-steppe, by
changing species composition, compacting soils surfaces, modifying soil microflora and fauna
and modifying site microclimate.

All covered species may be affected by livestock grazing. These species require high quality
shrub-steppe habitat. Sagebrush provides forage and cover habitat throughout the year and the
grass-forb understory supports food and cover during spring through fall. On some existing
rangelands, plant communities have been altered to the point that they have limited potential for
passively returning to natural habitat, even if grazing is totally removed. However, there are
areas that contain enough remnant bunch grass and perennial forbs to contribute habitat if
grazing pressure is reduced.

In general, grazing impacts can be either beneficial or detrimental, depending on the grazing
levels, regimes, species involved and their requirements, and grazing protocols. However,
overgrazing can lead to reduced productivity, reduced plant survival and negative changes in
community composition (Krausman et al. 2009, p. 15). These effects have different impacts on
wildlife depending on timing and utilization of the forage by livestock. In general, light to
moderate levels of livestock grazing on steep slopes and in areas distant from water can have
relatively little direct or indirect impacts on many shrub-steppe communities. Heavier grazing,
as has occurred on lands in Douglas County, tends to increase sagebrush densities and reduce
understory native grass densities.

As described in the MSGCP, BMPs will be implemented to ensure good grazing practices to
improve shrub-steppe habitat and range conditions. Livestock use of forage and other associated
impacts would be managed such that native and desirable plants maintain vigorous growth,
produce seed at least every other year, and maintain their abundance and distribution within each
pasture to sustain strong forage production and desired habitat features. BMPs and range
management practices proposed are all generally accepted practices for good land stewardship.
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In some cases, changes in management practices may require the removal of livestock from
some pastures, or seasonal rest/rotation, potentially reducing the areas available for grazing,
and/or resulting in more productive grazing pastures. Benefits and range improvements will
result in enhancement of plant and wildlife habitats, improvements in vegetation succession and
plant diversity, and possibly the slowing of degradation of cryptogamic crust, but the degree of
improvement will depend on how many Permittees join the MSGCP.

Under the MSGCP Farm Plans will be developed and include CPs, additional measures for
certain activities, and additional species-specific measures. The following specific BMPs
address rangeland agriculture (Appendix E MSGCP):

“Rangeland Agriculture
Grazing Guidelines
Note: The standard grazing guidelines and species- specific measures below provide
prescriptions with the goal of producing or maintaining habitat for covered species’ life
history needs, including providing for cover, forage, and reproduction habitat. Other
alternative grazing rotations or prescriptions might be acceptable, as long as they met
similar expectations, including utilization rates, stubble heights, and distribution and timing
that encourages plant productivity and vigor, seed production, photosynthesis, recovery and
re-growth. Alternative grazing prescriptions may need more stringent monitoring plans that
are developed and implemented to ensure that expectations are being met. If expectations
are not met, the grazing prescriptions may need to be modified as implementation proceeds.

The following will promote better habitat and encourage plant productivity and vigor, seed

production, photosynthesis, recovery and re-growth.

1. Develop a grazing management plan that accounts for the intensity of grazing and the
timing of both grazing periods and recovery periods. The plan should include:

2. Graze a pasture no more than once every third year during the critical period for key
bunchgrass species (boot stage through seed formation, which is typically May 15 to July
15).

3. Manage utilization to achieve:

a. No more than 50 percent utilization during the growing season
b. No more than 60 percent utilization during the dormant season.

4. Maintain a minimum stubble height of 5 at all times on desirable bunchgrasses on
average in a pasture. Note that a stubble height of 8” is better than 5 in appropriate
growing sites.

5. Manage livestock distribution to minimize overgrazing, especially during drought. Tools
such as fencing, the placement of water and salt, and riding can be used.

6. During winter, use one smaller sacrifice area for feeding to minimize impacts to shrub-
steppe and other habitats.

7. Utilization of woody species will not exceed 50 percent of annual leaf and twig growth
within reach of animals, unless a grazing system is implemented which has a high rest to
grazing period ratio which allows for adequate recovery following heavier use.
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Riparian Use

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.

Allow early spring grazing only in existing riparian pasture and manage access.

Exclude use in undisturbed riparian areas.

Manage livestock to limit access on riparian areas by controlling length of grazing period
and time of year or by utilizing exclusionary practices.

Use off-stream watering sites or selective herd management to promote livestock use of
uplands.

Utilization of woody species will not exceed 50 percent of annual leaf and twig growth
within reach of animals, unless a grazing system is implemented which has a high rest to
grazing period ratio which allows for adequate recovery following heavier use.

Watering Sites, Supplement Sites, Livestock Concentrations

1.

N
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Locate watering facilities away from riparian zones as much as is practicable; ensure
escape devices for small wildlife (such as boards or ramps).

Ensure that any livestock watering diversions do not restrict fish passage nor impede
water volume flow.
If a riparian crossing location is the only option, harden crossing and manage access.
Locate salt licks away from riparian or wetland areas.
Avoid livestock concentrations or travel routes on sensitive areas.
Protect sensitive areas, such as riparian habitat, occupied Columbia Basin pygmy rabbit
habitat, Washington ground squirrel colonies, greater sage-grouse/Columbian sharp-
tailed grouse leks, and rare plant populations from unnecessary impacts caused by
livestock concentrations. Possible management practices include:

a. Locating mineral supplements, water troughs and supplemental feeding sites on

shallow, gravelly, or rocky soils or rocky areas away from sensitive areas,

b. Implementing exclusion fencing.
Manage livestock to maintain water quality goals by minimizing concentrated animal use
near streams or in upland areas where surface water drains across these sites and carries
excess nutrients downslope to surface water.
To minimize fertilizer loss to ground water or surface flow, use fertilizers in hay fields at
an agronomic level that provides plant benefits, but is not in excess of plant needs.
Maintain chemical use on livestock and rangelands at a level that is effective, but not in
amounts or in areas that would cause contamination of soil, forage, water, wildlife or
habitat.”

General Effects of Covered Activities in light of Climate Change

Our analyses under the Endangered Species Act include consideration of ongoing and
projected changes in climate. The terms “climate” and “climate change” are defined by
the IPCC. “Climate” refers to the mean and variability of different types of weather
conditions over time, with 30 years being a typical period for such measurements,
although shorter or longer periods also may be used (IPCC 2007, p. 78). The term
“climate change” thus refers to a change in the mean or variability of one or more
measures of climate (e.g., temperature or precipitation) that persists for an extended
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period, typically decades or longer, whether the change is due to natural variability,
human activity, or both (IPCC 2007, p. 78). Various types of changes in climate can
have direct or indirect effects on species. These effects may be positive, neutral, or
negative and they may change over time, depending on the species and other relevant
considerations, such as the effects of interactions of climate with other variables (e.g.,
habitat fragmentation) (IPCC 2007, pp. 8-14, 18-19). In our analyses, we use our expert
judgment to weigh relevant information, including uncertainty, in our consideration of
various aspects of climate change.

Given that climate change is occurring, we can no longer assume that climate conditions
in the future will resemble those in the past. In order for the Service to analyze the effect
of the action in light of future climate impacts, we must first determine how far into the
foreseeable future we feel we can make projections with a reasonable degree of certainty.
Figure 3 shows the predicted increase in mean global temperature for three diverse and
equally likely scenarios. This predicted increase is a composite of numerous scenarios.
These scenarios are labeled the A2 (high emissions), A1B (moderate emissions), and B1
(low emissions) models. The A2 scenario predicts a 3.4 ° C increase in ambient
temperature (with a projected range: 2.0 to 5.4° C), the A1B predicts 2.8 ° C increase
(with a projected range of 1.7 to 4.4 ° C) and the B1 predicts 1.8 ° C increase (with a
projected range of 1.1to 2.9°C) (IPCC 2007, p. 13). Specifically, increases in annual
mean temperature for eastern Washington is predicted to be 1.3° C by 2020, 3.28° C by
2040, and 3.1° C by 2080 (WDFW and National Wildlife Federation (NWF), 2011 p. 32).
In Figure 3, at about year 2050, these three projections quickly begin to diverge. These
predictions become more divergent the further into the future we try to foresee because
(1) economic and political impacts and responses are linked to climate change, (2)
become harder to predict as more possible variations must be incorporated, and thus, (3)
our confidence in the predictions decrease (Hall and Behl 2006, p. 443).
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Figure 5. Predicted increases in mean global temperature under A2, A1B, and B1 scenarios.
(IPCC 2007, p. 12).

For the Pacific Northwest, the amount and frequency of rainfall is expected to increase,
temperatures are expected to increase, and summer droughts will become more frequent.
Precipitation is projected to come more in the form of rain rather than snow which will
result in decreased groundwater recharge and less spring moisture, due to more run off
(CICG 2014, p. 198). Projections show that snowpack, in the form of snow water
equivalent will decrease by 27-29 percent statewide by 2020, and up to 53-65 percent by
the 2080’s (Eisner 2009; WDFW and NWF 2011, p. 23). Several studies indicate,
however that precipitation will decrease by only up to 9 percent (Stoelinga et al., in press;
WDFW and NWF 2011, p. 23).

Climate change, in general, is expected to have three primary impacts on the Project Area
and, as a result, influence the effects of the Covered Activities:
e Changes in biological communities consisting of species composition, distribution
and community dynamics,
e Changes in ecosystem productivity, and
e Changes in disturbance regimes (both type and frequency of disturbance).
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Changes in Biological Communities

Based on climate trend projections by the IPCC (IPCC 2007, p. 12) and the Climates
Impact Group of the University of Washington (CICG) (CICG 2014, p. 198), in general,
habitats and species will tend to migrate further north or higher in elevation in response
to global climate change (Shafer et al. 2001, p. 18; Chambers and Pellant 2008, p. 30).
However, migration may not result from heat stress, per se but will more likely occur
through such mechanisms as competition between species with similar requirements or
limitations resulting from unsuitable habitat (Shafer et al. 2001, p. 18; Chambers and
Pellant 2008, p. 30).

A net decrease of shrub-steppe habitat in the Project Area will likely result, as the
boundaries of shrub-steppe habitat shift northward (Shafer et al. 2001, p. 18; Chambers
and Pellant 2008, p. 30). A new phenomenon, non-analogous communities, is expected
to arise. A non-analogous community is one wherein the species combination is a new
assemblage of species, together with new interactions between species (Williams and
Jackson 2007, p. 475). In particular, non-analogous communities are more likely to
develop over time in eastern Washington under the A2 scenario (continuation of current
increases) (Williams and Jackson 2007, p. 480 and Figure 4). Attempts to predict these
new interactions and relationships will further complicate future efforts at habitat
management (Williams and Jackson 2007, pp. 475-477).

Climate change is also expected to result in an increase in non-native species, including
native species not currently endemic to the Project Area. Increases may be facilitated by
alterations in habitat configuration (i.e. edge-effect) (WDFW and NWF 2011, p. 14) and
changes in precipitation as well as temperature (WDFW and NWF 2011, p. 29). Current
invasive species may even be replaced by entirely new species as temperatures and
precipitation change further (WDFW and NWF 2011, p. 35). Further complicating issues
IS a new emphasis on “assisted migration” (translocation, re-introduction, and relocation)
of imperiled species (Marris 2008, p. 112). Little work has been done on the potential
impacts the release of these species may have on the current habitat communities (Marris
2008, p. 112).

Changes in Ecosystem Productivity

Changes in temperature and precipitation will also alter the productivity of the shrub-
steppe of eastern Washington. As woody vegetation decreases, so will the productivity.
Increased fire, as predicted, will result in greater grassland plant cover, which is less
productive than woody vegetation (WDFW and NWF 2011, p. 35). Annual grasses will
also result in less deep soil carbon storage whereas shallow soil carbon storage may
increase, although studies have shown the amount to be insignificant (WDFW and NWF
2011, p. 36).

As temperatures increase, there will likely be a shift away from C3; (more mesic adapted)

to C4 (more xeric adapted) plants. In general, more sunlight benefits C,4 rather than Cs
plants; C4 plants are also more drought resistant and more water efficient (WDFW and
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NWEF 2011, p. 28). Lawler and Mathias (2007, pp. 18 & 20) predict that increased
Carbon dioxide (CO;) will likely have a fertilizing, short-term effect on productivity.
This increase in productivity may be offset by carbon sequestration in larger woody
plants, such as trees, and by a lowering of productivity caused by longer summer
droughts.

Changes in Disturbance Regimes

Climate change is already affecting the frequency and magnitude of fires, especially in
the warmer, drier regions of the west. To further complicate our understanding of these
effects, the forest that naturally occurred in a particular region may or may not be the
same forest that will be responding to the fire regimes of an altered climate (WDFW and
NWEF 2011, p. 32). However, as stated earlier, the future may well be different than the
past and extreme fire events may have a dramatic effect on species, especially in the
context of continued habitat loss, simplification and fragmentation of aquatic systems,
and the introduction and expansion of exotic species (WDFW and NWF 2011, p. 32).

In the Pacific Northwest, most models predict warmer air temperatures and changes in
winter and summer precipitation. Warmer temperatures will lead to more precipitation
falling as rain rather than snow. As the snow pack diminishes, stream flow timing (a
“temporal shift”) will change, and peak flows will likely increase, resulting in increased
flood events and, consequently, erosion (WDFW and NWF 2011, p. 52). These changes
will be most observable at elevations between 1000 and 3000 feet.

Besides water erosion, wind erosion is also expected to increase. Surface soil will be in
equilibrium with air moisture; as shallow soil carbon and soil moisture decrease, surface
soil therefore becomes more erodible (WDFW and NWF 2011, p. 54).

It must be noted that our analysis and our predictions are based on currently available
information and data, using the best current modeling. There is still a great deal of
uncertainty associated with predictions of timing, location, and magnitude of climate
change. The changes described above present a broad picture of predicted and possible
effects of climate change. Their magnitude will also be dependent on actions taken in
political, private, and economic arenas.

As described above, climate change may affect covered species habitat in Douglas
County. We believe the limits of our “foreseeable future” condition will occur between
2040 and 2060; therefore, we used year 2050 as an end point of our climate change
analysis. We anticipate no substantial differences in habitat, resource management, and
land-use will occur before year 2050 among the three climate scenarios. Because short
term weather changes such as drought, and longer term climate change are not entirely
predictable at local County levels, and because climate change scenarios become less
clear after 2050, the MSGCP includes a “changed circumstance” to continue to evaluate
weather and climate (#2. Poor Growing Conditions for Rangeland/Pastureland/Shrub-
Steppe Due to Unseasonable Weather, Climatic Drought, or Climate Change (MSGCP
Ch. 4)) to continue to evaluate and respond to climate and habitat changes . At 10-year
increments, or when up to a 3-year duration drought is identified, conservation practices
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will be reviewed, and BMPs may be modified to ensure long-term productivity of fields,
pastures, and natural habitats. Habitat quality and quantity will be reviewed per the HSI
model, and If MSGCP expectations are not being met and cannot be mitigated through
additional habitat quantity or quality protections, then the USFWS must revisit whether
the MSGCP still meets issuance criteria, and if not, how and whether it can be revised, or
whether Permits must be revoked.

Climate change may cause more frequent and larger fires; The MSGCP also includes a
changed circumstance (#4; Chapter 4 in MSGCP) to address large wildfires. If fires
cause loss of vegetation cover in Douglas County of 20,000 acres or more in one calendar
year, farm plans, site plans, and or grazing plans will be modified to facilitate native
habitat recovery and structures such as fences will be replaced to allow vegetation
recovery. Control of invasive weeds will be implemented until native vegetation re-
establishes. The cause of the fire will be reviewed and preventive measures will be
developed; and monitoring of the natural regrowth will be implemented, and responses
developed through the Adaptive Management/Monitoring Plan process.

Summary of General Effects

e General impacts to shrub-steppe habitats in Douglas County from dryland agriculture,
ranching, and irrigated agriculture were discussed previously, and are summarized as
follows: Dryland farming will continue to till land and continue to perpetuate a
fragmented landscape, resulting in decreased cover and connectivity. Irrigated
agriculture will have the same ongoing fragmentation effect.

e Patches of unfarmed habitat fragments are likely to continue, as expected based on the
activity-specific BMPs, and habitat on those fragments is likely to improve with
implementation of the BMPs.

e TNC, WDFW, and BLM lands are likely to continue in similar amounts and quantities,
and changed circumstances measures ensure that if those ownerships do drop by 10
percent or more across the County, the USFWS and FCCD will reconvene to assess the
continued adequacy of the MSGCP.

e CRP and SAFE lands are a key component of habitats used by covered species in the
County. The mosaic and location of those lands may change over time, but a changed
circumstances measure ensures that that if those acres drop by 10 percent or more across
the County, and similar acres cannot be protected within 2 years to get above the 10
percent threshold, the FWS and FCCD will reconvene to assess the continued adequacy
of the MSGCP.

e Grazing is likely to continue, but BMPs will ensure appropriate grazing management that

provides forage and hiding cover for covered species. If grazing pressure is reduced,
some habitats that retained remnant bunchgrasses and forbs will naturally improve.

e Under the MSGCP, BMPs will be implemented to ensure good grazing practices to
improve shrub-steppe and range conditions. BMPs may change over time.

e Effects from climate change will continue, and include but are not limited to decreases in

shrub-steppe habitat, increases in non-native species, and changes in frequency and
magnitude of wildfires. The MSGCP has BMPs for fire management that ensure
coordination with local fire districts, managing fire breaks to minimize impacts to
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covered species, and working with local districts to designate areas for more protection or
less protection efforts. Changed Circumstance #2 addresses poor growing conditions for
shrub-steppe due to weather, drought, or climate change; and Changed Circumstances #4
addresses wildfire over 20,000 acres cumulatively in a year. Such events require
monitoring of natural regrowth, development of an action plan to improve habitat
conditions, and potential development of additional BMPs or modification of Farm
Plans/GCP site plans to facilitate native habitat recovery.

As described in more detail previously, the general habitat effects are minimized and mitigated
through implementation of BMPs and changed circumstances, including but not limited to:
maintaining remnant shrub-steppe habitat, maintenance and improvement of shrub-steppe and
riparian habitats, wildfire management requirements, minimizing impacts from recreation,
maintaining and/or evaluating CRP and SAFE, implementation of grazing prescriptions, and
implementation of livestock management requirements.

CUMULATIVE EFFECTS: General

Cumulative effects include the effects of future State, tribal, local or private actions that are
reasonably certain to occur in the action area considered in this biological opinion. Future
Federal actions that are unrelated to the proposed action are not considered in this section
because they require separate consultation pursuant to section 7 of the Act.

Future non-federal actions including ongoing conversion of orchards to housing developments,
pesticide use, energy development, and farming and ranching activities that are not covered or
permitted, s are expected to continue. The effects of these activities are addressed below and
include reduced prey and food availability, increased predation risk, direct mortality,
fragmentation, and disease. Additional, species-specific effects are addressed in subsequent
sections.

Reduced Prey and Food Availability

Farming affects the prey base for birds and mammals as a result of pesticide and herbicide use,
which is reasonably certain to continue in the action area. Generally, pesticide and herbicide
applications are expected to negatively impact forage habitat for all covered species by
decreasing insect levels or vegetation. Decreased vegetation may result in less hiding cover and
more vulnerability to predation. However, herbicides used to manage noxious weeds or restore
native vegetation can have beneficial effects. Farming, in general, may negatively affect insect
abundance and richness (Wickramsinghe et al. 2004, p. 1284). Where we have information on
potential toxicity effects to covered species from pesticides or herbicides, they will be addressed
in subsequent sections.

Increased Predation Risk
Ongoing conversion of orchards to housing developments, pesticide use, energy development,

and farming and ranching activities that are not covered or permitted, may reduce cover,
increasing predator advantage (Douglas and Frisina 1993;Krausman et al. 2009, p. 16). Less
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ground cover could also increase vulnerability to terrestrial predators while loss of multi-story
vegetation may increase vulnerability to avian predation. Residents of Douglas County will
continue to have dogs and cats. Domestic cats are widely recognized as predators on native
wildlife, especially birds and small rodents (Hawkins 2004, pp. 165-166). The level of predation
was “significant” in several studies (Soule 1999 as cited in Hawkins et al. 2004, pp. 166-167).
This was found to be especially important in mixed urban-rural areas (Hawkins 2004, pp. 167-
168). Feral/domestic cats have been shown to have a strong negative effect on many bird
species. In a similar fashion, domestic dogs that have gone wild (“feral dogs”) can also impact
wildlife populations. One little-studied impact is the effect of feral dogs on wildlife behavior,
such as avoidance and flight behavior. Aside from the obvious impact of predation on wildlife
numbers, other impacts include avoidance behavior, interference with vital behavior already
mentioned as well as gene dilution in wild canines through interbreeding (Bergman et al. 2009,
pp. 180-181). Predation or disturbance to covered species by domestic or wild dogs and cats is
possible, but is not known to be a major threat to the covered species in Douglas County. Actual
households and barns are not Covered Activities under the MSGCP.

Fencing and transmission line construction and maintenance is expected to continue at current
levels, or may be increased over time. A permanent increase in predation by avian predators will
result from construction of new transmission lines and fences. In areas where the vegetation is
low and the terrain relatively flat, power poles provide an attractive hunting and roosting perch,
as well as nesting stratum, for many species of raptors and corvids (Steenhof et al. 1993, p. 27,
Connelly et al. 2004, pp. 13-2; Vander Haegen et al. 2002, p. 503). Power poles increase a
raptor’s range of vision by allowing it to sit high off the ground, allow for greater speed during
attacks on prey, and serve as territorial markers (Steenhof et al. 1993, p. 275). Raptors may
actively seek out power poles in areas where natural perches are limited. For example, within
one year of construction of a 372.5 mile (596 km) transmission line in southern ldaho and
Oregon, raptors and common ravens began nesting along this stretch (Steenhof et al. 1993, p.
275). Raven counts increased by approximately 200 percent along the Falcon-Gondor
transmission line corridor in Nevada within 5 years of construction (Atamian et al. 2007, p. 2).
Direct injury or mortality of grouse may also occur from fencing or transmission lines, but that is
addressed in subsequent sections.

Energy Development

In eastern Washington, most current energy development is focused on renewable energy,
primarily utility scale or commercially viable wind energy. Wind energy is likely to continue to
grow nationally and regionally on all types of land ownership, which raises concerns about the
long-term impacts of wind energy developments on wildlife (Kunz et al. 2007, p. 315; National
Research Council 2007, entire; Arnett et al. 2008, p. 61). The overall impact of wind energy
facilities on habitat depends upon the habitat quality and wildlife community prior to facility
construction (USFWS 2012b, p. 12). Some of the future energy development projects will have
a federal nexus and will require ESA consultation; some will not. The state of Washington has
wind power guidelines (2009) that encourage the protection of Priority Habitats and Species,
through responsible siting and operational development and conservation at this time; the Service
also has voluntary guidelines for siting, construction and operation decisions (USFWS 2012b)
that are intended to complement other laws and policy that direct the siting and development of
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wind energy projects. Nonetheless, habitat loss or disturbance impacts from future energy
development projects in Douglas County may occur. Energy facilities may provide structures
that are used by raptors for hunting or by crows or ravens for nesting, and such uses may result in
increased predation on covered species.

Other Conservation Efforts

Shrub-steppe habitats are increasingly recognized as important. Such efforts as the Arid Lands
Initiative (ALI), the Sage Grouse Initiative (SGI), the Western Association of Fish and Wildlife
Agencies, the Washington Sage Grouse Working Group, and the Western Governors Association
have all taken an increasing interest in shrub-steppe conservation.

The Arid Lands Initiative was spearheaded by TNC in 2010. It uses the TNC’s Conservation
Action Planning (CAP) methodology to identify key areas that meet conservation needs and
guides conservation groups in focusing efforts. The CAP analyzes habitat linkages, species’ key
requirements and calls for monitoring of conservation efforts over the long term. Key to ALI’s
efforts are the efforts of the Washington Wildlife Habitat Connectivity Working Group, largely a
cooperative effort by WDFW and the University of Washington (described in greater detail
above). This project identifies important components of habitats based by species needs and
identifies best and most likely areas to protect and enhance. These efforts in central Washington
will likely continue, and be used to guide shrub-steppe conservation in Douglas County and
central Washington.

Disease

It is known that zoonotic diseases may affect species populations and lead to extirpation and
even extinction (Van Riper et al. 1986; Hochachka and Dhondt 2000, p. 5303). Less noticeable
are subtle changes in numbers or range of affected species (Anderson and May 1991 as cited in
Hochachka and Dhondt 2000, p. 5303). As suitable or preferred habitat area is reduced, the
remaining individuals become more and more crowded into less and less area.

STATUS OF THE SPECIES: Columbia Basin Pygmy Rabbit:

Listing status

In 1990, the pygmy rabbit (Brachylagus idahoensis) was listed as a state threatened species by
the Washington Wildlife Commission, which reclassified the species as endangered in 1993.
Pursuant to the ESA, the USFWS listed the Columbia Basin distinct population segment of the

pygmy rabbit as “Endangered” under emergency provisions in 2001 (66 FR 59734) and listed it
as “Endangered” in 2003 (68 FR 10388).

Populations and Distribution
The pygmy rabbit utilizes appropriate shrub-steppe habitat across the Great Basin, including
portions of California, Nevada, Utah, Wyoming, Idaho, Montana, Oregon, and Washington. The

CBPR occurs in Washington and has been genetically isolated from the remainder of the species’
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range for at least 10,000 years. Prehistoric climate-induced habitat changes probably account for
the isolation of the Washington population. During the first half of the 20th Century, the pygmy
rabbit likely occurred in portions of Douglas, Grant, Lincoln, Adams, Franklin, and Benton
Counties (WDFW 1995a; USFWS 2012a).

The pygmy rabbit was presumed to be extirpated from Washington by the mid-20th century.
However, a small population was discovered in Douglas County in 1987, and by 1997, six small
populations were known to exist in Douglas and northern Grant Counties. Between 1997 and
2001, five of the six populations disappeared. Wildfire likely played a role in the disappearance
of one of the small populations; others disappeared for unknown reasons. The sole remaining
population was located at the state-managed Sagebrush Flat Wildlife Area. However, the
Sagebrush Flat population also declined during this period, several animals were removed for
captive breeding efforts, and by 2004 no CBPR were documented at the site (Hays 2001,
USFWS 2012a).

In the fall of 2000, WDFW began developing captive breeding and reintroduction programs for
the CBPR (USFWS 2012a, pp. 12-13). In 2002, 16 of the remaining wild animals were brought
into the captive breeding program. Over the first 10 breeding seasons, the average annual
growth rate of the captive population was roughly 25 percent, while the number of Kkits produced
each breeding season increased from a low of 19 in 2002 to a high of 275 in 2010. In 2007, 20
captive-bred adult CBPR were released at Sagebrush Flat. These animals experienced very high
mortality over the first several weeks following their release, and none were believed to have
survived to the spring of 2008. Reintroduction efforts were paused following this initial release
effort. In addition, it was determined that the captive breeding program, as originally configured,
could not support anticipated reintroduction needs or sufficiently address some of the identified
threats to the population.

In 2011, reintroduction efforts for the CBPR were resumed (USFWS 2012a, pp. 12-13). New
measures that were implemented for the reintroduction efforts included translocating wild pygmy
rabbits from populations outside of the Columbia Basin to include them in the recovery program,
and temporarily holding some of the program animals for breeding at the release site in large (up
to 11 acre (4 ha) enclosures. Supplementation continued in 2012 and 2013 with translocated
pygmy rabbits. The animals have produced over 2,000 Kits since the 2011 breeding season, most
of which have been released to the wild at Sagebrush Flat Wildlife Area, and releases will occur
in 2015 both at Sagebrush Flat and at Beezley Hills (in Grant County) (Russ MacRae,
pers.comm. May 6, 2015). Breeding in the wild by captive-bred animals, wild-born Kits, and
reproduction of fully wild animals have been documented.

43



Figure 6. Historic Ranges and Recovery Areas for Columbia Basin Pygmy Rabbit.

The total area of historic range for the CBPR is 2,903,489 acres (1,175,000 ha), and within
Douglas County the historic range includes 482,033 acres (195,071 ha). Fifty one percent
(244,028 acres (98,754 ha)) of the historic range in Douglas County is shrub-steppe habitat that
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could potentially support CBPR (Chris Warren, USFWS, pers. comm. February 20, 2014).
CBPR habitat quantities are discussed in more detail in the Environmental Baseline section.

Life History

Pygmy rabbits have relatively small home ranges during winter, remaining within roughly 30
meters (100 feet) of their burrows (Orr 1940; Janson 1946; Katzner and Parker 1997; USFWS
2012a, p. 8), although some snow burrows may extend outward over 100 meters (330 feet)
(USFWS 2012a, p. 8). Pygmy rabbits have larger home ranges during spring and summer
(Janson 1946; Gahr 1993; USFWS 2012a, p. 8). During the breeding season in Washington,
females tend to make relatively short movements within a small core area and have home ranges
covering roughly 7 acres (3 ha); while males tend to make longer movements during this period,
possibly in response to seeking out estrous females, resulting in home ranges covering roughly
50 acres (20 ha) (Gahr 1993; USFWS 20123, p. 8). These home range estimates in Washington
are considerably larger than for pygmy rabbits in other portions of their historical distribution
(WDFW 1995; Katzner and Parker 1997; USFWS 2012a, p. 8).

Recent records from studies in Idaho indicate that juvenile pygmy rabbits often undertake a
single, rapid dispersal movement at 6 to 10 weeks of age, and that some juvenile animals may
disperse over 10 kilometers (6 miles) during this period (Rachlow and Estes-Zumpf 2005;
USFWS 2012a, p. 8). In addition, adult pygmy rabbits may disperse over 7.5 mi (12 kilometers
(km)) between their more restricted, seasonal use sites. While these movements are considerably
longer than those documented in previous studies (e.g., Green and Flinders 1979; Katzner and
Parker 1998; USFWS 2012a, p. 8) there appear to be large differences in the distance individual
pygmy rabbits disperse, with many animals remaining relatively sedentary. Reflecting this,
median recorded dispersal distances in Idaho were 0.7 miles (1.1 km) and 1.9 miles (3.0 km) for
males and females, respectively (Rachlow and Estes-Zumpf 2005; USFWS 2012a, p. 8).

Pygmy rabbits have a lower potential for rapid increase in numbers than other Leporids (rabbits
or hares). Pygmy rabbits are capable of breeding during their second spring or summer. In
Washington, breeding occurs from January through June. Gestation lasts 22 to 24 days. Young
are born in natal burrows constructed by the female shortly before parturition. Litter size ranges
from four to eight, and females may produce up to four litters per year (WDFW 1995a; USFWS
2012a, p. 10).

Pygmy rabbit juvenile survival is initially low with up to 50 percent mortality during the first 5
weeks after birth. Starvation and environmental stress account for some mortality while
predation is the leading cause of mortality. Predators of CBPRs include coyote (Canis latrans),
badger (Taxidea taxus), long-tailed weasel (Mustela frenata), great-horned owl (Bubo
virginianus), short-eared owl (Asio flammeus), northern harrier (Circus cyaneus), prairie falcon
(Falco mexicanus), and golden eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) (USFWS 2012a, pp.10-11). Pygmy
rabbits maintain a low stance, have a deliberate gait, and are relatively vulnerable in more open
areas. They can evade predators by maneuvering through the dense shrub cover of their preferred
habitats, often along established trails, or by escaping into their burrows (Bailey 1936; Severaid
1950; Bradfield 1974; USFWS 2012a, pp. 8-9).
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Habitat Requirements

CBPR distribution is highly dependent upon the big sagebrush (Artemisia tridenta)/bluebunch
wheatgrass (Pseudoroegneria spicata) habitat type. This habitat type is characterized by four
well-defined vegetation layers. The first consists of various shrub species, primarily big
sagebrush that are intermixed with a second layer of tall perennial grasses, principally bluebunch
wheatgrass. A low-lying layer of perennial and annual grasses and forbs, usually less than 4
inches in height, comprises the third layer. The fourth layer is a thin, fragile, cryptogamic crust,
which is located directly on the surface of the soil. Pygmy rabbits are extremely dependent on
sagebrush to provide both food and shelter throughout the year (USFWS 2012a). In the winter,
sagebrush comprises up to 99 percent of the CBPR’s diet. Sagebrush continues to be the most
important diet item (51 percent) followed by grasses (39 percent) and forbs (10 percent) in spring
and summer (USFWS 2012a). Presence of sagebrush cover is a requisite for pygmy rabbit
habitat (WDFW 1995a). In southeastern Idaho, percent cover of sagebrush averaged 46 percent
with a mean height of 56 centimeters (Green and Flinders 1980); in Oregon, percent cover of
sagebrush averaged 29 percent, mean height 33 inches (84 centimeters) (Weiss and Verts 1984);
and in Washington percent cover of sagebrush averaged 33 percent, mean height 31 inches (82
centimeters) (Gahr 1993). In southeastern lIdaho, burrow areas were characterized by a
significantly higher percent cover of big sagebrush (22 percent), total forbs (7 percent) and total
live shrubs (29 percent), while percent soil surface litter was significantly lower than non-burrow
areas (Heady 1998; Heady et al. 2001). Additionally, mean height and density of shrubs greater
than 20 inches (50 centimeters) was significantly greater at burrow sites than points 16 feet (5
meters) from burrows (Heady 1998; Heady et al. 2001).

In Idaho, the size of winter home ranges may be influenced more by cover than forage
availability, as areas occupied by pygmy rabbits generally had significantly more shrubs, greater
coverage of shrubs, and taller, wider shrubs than non-use areas (Katzner and Parker 1997).
Pygmy rabbits selectively used dense, structurally diverse stands of big sagebrush; these areas
also had greater snow accumulation (Katzner and Parker 1997). As total exposed food and
vegetative cover decreased because of snow accumulation, pygmy rabbits in Idaho decreased the
size of their home range and created extensive subnivean (occurring beneath a layer of snow)
burrow systems, presumably to access food resources (Katzner and Parker 1997, Katzner et al.
1997).

The CBPR is considered a shrub-steppe obligate species (WDFW 1995a). Within the shrub-
steppe ecosystem, populations are restricted to habitat characterized by deep soil and tall, dense
stands of sagebrush (USFWS 2001). Historically, these local-scale habitats were likely
uncommon and patchily distributed (WDFW 1995a). In Oregon, sites occupied by pygmy
rabbits were typified by significantly greater mean soil depth (51.0 cm), mean soil strength of
surface (0.8 kg/cm2), and subsurface horizons (3.8 kg/cm2) than unoccupied sites. Additionally,
pygmy rabbits avoided areas with dense stands of cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum) (Weiss and
Verts 1984).

The pygmy rabbit is one of only two native leporids (hares or rabbits) in North America that digs

its own burrows (Green and Flinders 1980a; WDFW 1995; USFWS 2012a, p.9). As such,
pygmy rabbits are most often found in areas that contain relatively deep (greater than 20 inches
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(51 centimeters)), loose soils of wind-borne or water-borne origin that allow burrowing (WDFW
1995; USFWS 2012a, p. 9). Pygmy rabbits occasionally make use of natural cavities, holes in
volcanic rock, rock piles, sand dunes, artificial structures, or burrows abandoned by other
species, such as the yellow-bellied marmot (Marmota flaviventris) or badger (Taxidea taxus)
(Green and Flinders 1980; WDFW 1995; USFWS 20123, p. 9). As a result, pygmy rabbits may
occur in areas of shallower, more compact, or sandy soils that support sufficient shrub cover
(Bradfield 1974; USFWS 2012a, p. 9). These atypical burrow sites, which are most often
adjacent to areas containing dense sagebrush stands and deep soil conditions, may facilitate
dispersal behavior and function as corridors between suitable habitats (Katzner and Parker 1998).
During winter, pygmy rabbits make extensive use of snow burrows to access sagebrush forage
(Bradfield 1974; Katzner and Parker 1997; USFWS 20123, p. 9) and to provide thermal cover
(USFWS 20123, p. 9).

Pygmy rabbits typically dig their burrows into gentle slopes or mound/inter-mound areas of more
level or dissected topography (Wilde 1978; U.S. Department of Agriculture [USDA] 1991; Gahr
1993; USFWS 2012a, p. 9). Burrows frequently have multiple entrances, some of which are
concealed at the base of large sagebrush plants (Janson 1946; Wilde 1978; Green 1979; Gahr
1993; USFWS 2012a, p. 9). Otherwise, individual burrows are relatively simple and shallow,
often no more than 6.6 feet (2 meters) in length and usually less than 3.3 feet (1 meter) deep with
no distinct chambers (Bradfield 1974; Green and Flinders 1980; Gahr 1993; USFWS 20123, p.
9). The diameter of burrow entrances in Washington averaged 8 inches (19 cm) (Gahr 1993
USFWS 2012a, p. 9). The small, shallow trenches typically found at burrow entrances are
referred to as runways.

Pygmy rabbits, especially juveniles, likely use their burrows as protection from predators and
inclement weather (Bailey 1936; Bradfield 1974; USFWS 2012a, p. 9). In general, the number of
active burrows in an area increases over the summer as the number of juveniles increases.
However, the number of active burrows is not directly related to the number of individuals in a
given area because some individual pygmy rabbits appear to maintain multiple burrows, while
some individual burrows are used by multiple individuals (Gahr 1993; WDFW 1995; USFWS
2012a, p. 9).

Threats
Habitat Loss and degradation including Fire

Abundance and distribution of suitable habitat is the most significant limiting factor for the
CBPR. Historically, conversion of shrub-steppe habitat for dryland grain production and
intensive grazing led to the greatest loss of habitat. More frequent, intense wildfires have also
negatively impacted significant areas of former CBPR habitat, as sagebrush is easily killed by
fire (USFWS 2013); one population of pygmy rabbits in Washington was extirpated after a
catastrophic fire in 1999 (USFWS 2012a, p. 12). The majority of former CBPR habitat in
Washington has been altered to the point that it can no longer support this species (WDFW 1995;
USFWS 2012a).
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Dry-land and irrigated crop production and development have converted and fragmented large
portions of the native shrub-steppe habitats that were historically present within the Columbia
Basin (Daubenmire 1988; Franklin and Dyrness 1988; Daobler et al. 1996; WDFW 1995); nearly
60 percent of the original shrub-steppe habitat within the Columbia Basin has been converted to
other uses. Much of the remaining shrub-steppe habitat has been degraded and/or fragmented
and continues to be affected by fire frequencies, establishment of invasive plant species,
recreational activities, and livestock grazing (USFWS 2012a, p. 13-14).

Livestock Grazing

Livestock grazing can have a negative impact on the pygmy rabbit, and the effects may depend
on a variety of factors including livestock type, timing and duration of grazing, stocking
densities, locations of water or mineral supplement blocks, and other factors that may
concentrate livestock use. Impacts to pygmy rabbits may include damage to burrow systems and
possible direct mortality to young due to trampling (Rauscher 1997, USFWS 2012a), altered
movement and behavioral patterns (Gahr 1993; Siegel 2002; USFWS 2012a), fewer available
burrows (Siegel 2002; USFWS 2012a), and decreased quantity and nutritional quality of forage
species in grazed areas (Siegel-Thines et al. 2004; USFWS 2012a).

Predation and Mortality

Predation may be a major cause of mortality of CBPRs. Predation is not likely to represent a
serious threat to the continued existence of a large, well-distributed population. However,
altered, or even natural predation levels, may pose a significant threat to the recovery of CBPRs
in Washington, due to the small population size and localized distribution of the CBPR. Several
species of birds and mammals prey on CBPRs, including coyote (Canis latrans), badger
(Taxidea taxus), long-tailed weasel (Mustela frenata), bobcats (Felis rufus), and a variety of avian
predators such as great horned owls (Bubo virginianus), long-eared owls (Asio otus), ferruginous
hawks (Buteo regalis), northern harriers (Circus cyaneus), and common ravens (Corvus corax)
(Janson 1946; Gashwiler et al. 1960; Green 1978; USFWS 2012a, p. 11; WDFW 1995, p. 6).
Raptors and corvids may take advantage of perching or nesting structures, such as power poles, with
resultant increases in predation of pygmy rabbits.

Pygmy rabbits are difficult to distinguish from cottontail rabbits (Sylvilagus spp.). In areas where
pygmy rabbits and cottontail rabbits may both be present, pygmy rabbits may be vulnerable to
harvest during legal hunting seasons for cottontails (USFWS 2012a).

Recovery efforts that require trapping, handling, translocation, and/or captivity of CBPRs can
result in mortality from several causes, including capture stress, intra-specific fighting,
entanglement in traps, and trap predation. The recovery plan describes annual mortality from
captive breeding efforts at approximately two percent, and annual mortality from reintroduction
efforts at about three percent (USFWS 2012a, p. 16).
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Disease

CBPRs can harbor a high parasite load and ticks, fleas, and lice can be disease vectors. Other
rabbit species have suffered episodes of plague and tularemia from these vectors (USFWS
2012a, p. 17). No severe disease epidemics have been reported in CBPRs in the wild, and
parasites have not been a significant threat to the species. However, several captive CBPRs have
died as a result of various diseases, especially coccidiosis and mycobacteriosis. A protozoan
(Eimeria spp.) causes coccidiosis and can be found in feces and in the soil. The bacterium that
causes mycobacteriosis (Mycobacteium avium) is found in soil and water and can survive for
long time periods. The bacterium can be shed in high numbers in feces and urine.

Skeletal abnormalities were detected in one wild-caught CBPR and a number of captive purebred
and intercross progeny (WDFW 2004; USFWS 2012a, p. 13). These abnormalities consist of
missing or malformed metacarpal and metatarsal bones of the fore and hind feet, respectively,
and may be a result of inbreeding (Green 1935). It is currently unclear whether the condition
persists after additional efforts to outcross the CBPR were implemented.

Pesticides

CBPR exposure to agricultural pesticides or herbicides is possible given the extent of
agricultural development within the species’ range. However the number of CBPR that
may be exposed or at risk of exposure is unknown, as are the actual effects of agricultural
chemicals on this species.

Other Threats

The extremely low population size and very limited geographic distribution of the CBPR makes
it highly susceptible to random environmental events, including the following (USFWS 20123, p.
20):

1) Sudden changes in food availability or habitat due to wildlife or insect infestations,

2) Random weather events such as severe storms, prolonged drought, and extreme cold

spells,

3) Inbreeding,

4) Predation or parasite populations,

5) Disease outbreaks,

6) Low reproductive success, and

7) Wildfires.

The potential reestablishment of the CBPR and its long-term security in the wild are at
significant risk due to these influences.

Recovery needs
The CBPR recovery plan (USFWS 2012a) has a phased approach. The three general phases are:

1) removal or abatement of imminent threats to the population and the potentially suitable shrub-
steppe habitats in the Columbia Basin; 2) reestablishment of an appropriate number and
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distribution of free-ranging subpopulations over the near term; and 3) establishment and
protection of a sufficiently resilient, free-ranging population that would be expected to withstand
foreseeable long-term threats.

Each recovery emphasis area for the CBPR is designed to contain a sufficient quantity and
quality of shrub-steppe habitat currently, or in the future, to support at least 500 individuals to
ensure an effective population size and maintain sufficient genetic diversity (Franklin 1980;
Soulé 1980, as referenced in USFWS 2012a, p. 38). One or more additional recovery emphasis
areas may be identified in the future in eastern Washington.

Recovery objectives in the near term (2012 to 2021) include (USFWS 2012a, pp. 44-45): 1)
revising the reintroduction and genetic management plan based on adaptive management; 2)
retaining Columbia Basin ancestry in reintroduced CBPRs; 3) maintaining a sufficient number
and composition of CBPRs in the partially controlled field-breeding efforts until at least one
free-ranging subpopulation is reestablished; 4) establishing subpopulations at two recovery
emphasis areas with each having a 5-year average population size of at least 125 individuals; 5)
developing appropriate updated estimators for CBPR abundance; 6) as necessary, establishing
additional recovery emphasis areas and/or dispersal corridors through appropriate conservation
agreements; and 7) developing and implementing appropriate conservation agreements that lead
to proactive voluntary conservation efforts with landowners, managers, and other interested
parties within the historical distribution of the CBPR.

Recovery actions in the CBPR recovery plan (USFWS 2012a) include:
. Action 1: Manage partially controlled field-breeding for the CBPR.

. Action 2: Survey for, monitor, and assess free-ranging CBPRs.

. Action 3: Reestablish free-ranging CBPR subpopulations within their historical
distribution.

. Action 4: Protect free-ranging CBPRs.

. Action 5: Manage habitats at recovery emphasis areas to support stable, self-
sustaining subpopulations of free-ranging CBPRs.

. Action 6: Pursue conservation agreements for the CBPR with landowners and
managers of intervening properties within the population’s historical distribution.

. Action 7: Exchange information with stakeholders and the general public to address
concerns and increase support for CBPR recovery efforts.

. Action 8: Secure funding for CBPR recovery efforts.

. Action 9: Revise the Federal Recovery Plan to facilitate implementation of adaptive

management measures considered necessary to achieve the phased recovery strategy.

In the longer term (after approximately 2021), the recovery plan expects to increase the size,
number, distributions, and security of free-ranging subpopulations of the Columbia Basin pygmy
rabbits so that the population may be reclassified as threatened, and ultimately de-listed. The
recovery plan describes varying scenarios of distribution and populations of the Columbia Basin
pygmy rabbit where reclassification from endangered to threatened may be considered (USFWS
2012a, p. 46):
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1. Subpopulations at 2 recovery emphasis areas that each have a 5-year average effective
population (animals in a population that actually contribute to reproduction) of at least
375 individuals, and a third recovery emphasis area has been formally established
through completion of one or more appropriate conservation agreements and is available
for initial reintroduction efforts; or

2. A subpopulation at 1 recovery emphasis area has a 5-year average effective population of
at least of 250 individuals, and subpopulations at 2 other recovery emphasis areas each
have a 5-year average effective population of at least 125 individuals; or

3. Asingle subpopulation with a 5-year average effective population of at least of 750
individuals has been reestablished through dispersal and range expansion from one or
more recovery emphasis areas, and appropriate conservation agreements have been
reached to include the newly occupied habitats within the recovery emphasis area(s)
involved and management measures to maintain identified dispersal corridors have been
agreed to and implemented.

Implemented Conservation Actions and Recovery Efforts

The CBPR Recovery Team has formally identified two sites as the top priority sites to consider
for near-term recovery objectives, including initial reintroduction efforts. One of the “recovery
emphasis areas” is located in the central Moses Coulee area of southern Douglas County (the
Sagebrush Flat site) and the other is in the Beezley Hills area of northern Grant County. These
two sites are actively managed to help conserve the Columbia Basin pygmy rabbit in the wild
and represent areas where long-term recovery objectives may be attained (USFWS 2012a, p. 29).
WDFW manages the Sagebrush Flat site which totals approximately 3,740 acres (1,514 ha),
while TNC and a private landowner manage the site in northern Grant County, which totals
approximately 3,390 acres (1,372 ha) (USFWS 2012a, p. 29). The Nature Conservancy and BLM
manage additional lands within 5 miles (8 km) of the recovery emphasis areas that total
approximately 7,000 acres (2,833 ha) in the broader Moses Coulee area and approximately
12,000 acres (4,856 ha) in the broader Beezley Hills area.

As described previously under populations and distribution, the WDFW developed a captive
breeding program beginning in 2000; the first reintroduction efforts of captive-bred CBPRs
occurred in 2007, but these animals suffered very high mortality rates and none survived to the
spring of 2008 (USFWS 20123, pp. 24-30). In 2011, the recovery strategy for the CBPR was
modified in order to increase the potential for successful population recovery, and included
translocations, breeding rabbits in semi-wild conditions on the release site, and releasing juvenile
offspring of mixed lineage, and adult wild-caught pygmy rabbits from neighboring states
(Becker 2013, USFWS 2012a, p. 30). As of 30 June 2013, more than 200 pygmy rabbit kits had
been released into the wild. Winter surveys during December 2012 and January 2013 on more
than 2,400 acres on or near the Sagebrush Flat Wildlife Area located approximately 110 active
burrows (Becker 2013).

The WDFW continues to coordinate with NRCS on changes to CRP and SAFE acres. For
example, in 2013 where mid-term changes to CRP were needed, the WDFW, NRCS, and
landowners near Sagebrush Flat developed measures to maintain patches of habitat where CRP
fields required mowing and harrowing to provide continued forage and cover for CBPRs. NRCS
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and WDFW have a “contribution agreement” to continue similar efforts through 2014, and it is
expected that this coordination will continue.

ENVIRONMENTAL BASELINE: Columbia Basin Pygmy Rabbit

A general baseline description, applicable to all covered species, was previously described and is
incorporated here by reference. The following discussion adds detail regarding the CBPR.

Conservation Role of the Action Area

Douglas County supports one of the two CBPR “recovery emphasis areas” that have been
designated by the recovery team to date. The recovery emphasis area is located in the central
Moses Coulee area of southern Douglas County (the Sagebrush Flat site) (USFWS 2012a, p. 29).
Introduction, breeding and release activities have occurred at Sagebrush Flat, and are likely to
continue in Douglas County, while other efforts at Beezly Hills and other locations in Grant
County Continue. These are the areas where CBPR are likely to establish and breed in the wild,
making Douglas County very important for the survival and recovery of the CBPR.

Douglas County

Within Douglas County the following acreages are relevant to our effects analysis for the CBPR
(Chris Warren pers. comm. February 20, 2014):

e The historic range in Douglas County for CBPR includes 482,033 acres (195,071 ha).

e 244,028 acres (98,754 ha) (51 percent) of the historic range is shrub-steppe habitat that
could potentially support pygmy rabbits.

e 61,883 acres (25,022 ha) of the historic range in Douglas County includes Federal,
WDFW, and TNC lands that are unlikely to be farmed and/or would not be included as
covered lands under the MSGCP, leaving approximately 420,000 acres (169,967 ha) that
may have farming or ranching activities.

e Of the 420,000 acres, we assume about ~214,200 acres of shrub-steppe habitat (86,683
ha) (51 percent) of that area within the historic range in Douglas County could support
CBPRs if populations increased.

Sagebrush Flat is a recovery emphasis area in Douglas County and includes 3,240 ac (1,311 ha)
of deep soil shrub-steppe owned and managed by the WDFW. This area represents the largest
block of CBPR habitat in the State (WDFW 2000). There were approximately 200 CBPRs in the
general Sagebrush Flat area in Douglas County in 2013. Since then, numbers have increased in
Sagebrush Flat and offspring have been released from the enclosures, but the total number of
CBPR in Douglas County is not currently known.

Previous Section 7 Consultations and Service Permitting Actions

Following Federal listing of the CBPR in 2001, the Service issued an endangered species
recovery permit (TE-050644-0) to WDFW pursuant to section 10(a)(1)(A) of the ESA (USFWS
2003). The recovery permit exempts incidental take of the CBPR resulting from the State’s
captive breeding and reintroduction programs, and which would otherwise be prohibited by
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section 9 of the ESA. The recovery permit, which has been periodically amended since its
issuance, includes a requirement for annual reporting and a requirement for development and
updating of a Captive Breeding and Genetics Management Plan (WDFW 2010).

The Service and the WDFW signed a CBPR Template Safe Harbor Agreement (SHA; USFWS
and WDFW 2006) in October 2006. In exchange for actions that contribute to CBPR recovery
on non-Federal lands, participating property owners receive formal assurances that if they fulfill
the conditions of the SHA, the Service will not require additional management activities by the
participants without their consent. To date, the Service has issued 17 Enhancement of Survival
Permits under the SHA, covering management activities on over 120,000 acres (49,000 hectares)
of habitat in Douglas and Grant Counties. Permittee responsibilities under the SHA include, but
may not be limited to, the following: 1) provide Service, WDFW, or a mutually agreeable third
party access and opportunity to conduct surveys for CBPRs; 2) allow Service and WDFW to
capture and remove CBPRs from properties being considered for enroliment, as appropriate to
help achieve recovery objectives, 3) provide Service and WDFW access to enrolled properties
for the term of associated Permits, through a mutually-agreeable notification process, to monitor
any CBPRs present, 4) notify Service at least thirty days prior to undertaking any habitat-altering
activity that could result in authorized incidental take of CBPRs, and provide the Service and
WDFW the opportunity to translocate any affected CBPRs to suitable alternate site(s) prior to
implementation of those activities, and 5) immediately notify Service upon finding any dead or
accidentally killed CBPRs on enrolled property, or immediately contact an appropriate
representative of Service or WDFW for assistance if identification of the specimen is uncertain.
Other landowners, such as The Nature Conservancy, have additional responsibilities with the
goal of more directly supporting recovery efforts.

The SHA expected that intervening lands (non-Federal and non-WDFW properties outside of
recovery emphasis areas), while not actively managed to conserve the CBPR, would nevertheless
contribute to recovery efforts. Any such property that could be voluntarily managed to provide a
net conservation benefit to the population would be considered eligible for inclusion under the
existing SHA for the CBPR. Potential benefits that could be realized on intervening properties
include:

. Suitable habitat on intervening properties would be available for use by CBPRs
released to recovery emphasis areas.
. Undeveloped habitats on intervening properties would facilitate dispersal of newly

released animals and enhance connectivity of recovery emphasis areas and other
potentially occupied sites.

. New subpopulations may form on intervening properties through natural expansion.

. Additional purebred CBPRs may be located on intervening properties and managed in
place, secured for partially controlled breeding efforts, and/or directly translocated to
one or more recovery emphasis areas.

. Monitoring and future collection of biological information (e.g., dispersal, survival,
productivity, habitat use) would be improved through cooperative management
efforts on intervening properties.
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. Research and adaptive management measures could be made more comprehensive if
implemented at a broader scale through the inclusion of, and facilitated access to,
intervening properties.

. The successful implementation of cooperative, proactive management measures on
intervening properties would increase public awareness and support for the CBPR
recovery program.

The voluntary management measures that would be expected to provide one or more of the
above conservation benefits on intervening non-Federal and non-WDFW properties are
identified and documented as specific properties are enrolled under the SHA.

Certain levels of incidental take of CBPRs were allowed in the biological opinion addressing the
SHA over the 20-year life of the agreement:

1) For enrolled properties that comprise a recovery emphasis area, the Service anticipated that
no more than 5 CBPR (1 percent [of up to 500 individuals in a recovery emphasis area])
would be incidentally taken due to direct injury or mortality (wound or kill); no more than 10
CBPR (2 percent) would be incidentally taken due to activities that may harm or harass; and
no more than 25 CBPR (5 percent) would be incidentally taken due to capture efforts in
response to future notifications of planned habitat conversions.

2) For enrolled intervening properties, the Service anticipated that no more than 10 CBPR (2
percent) would be incidentally taken due to direct injury of mortality (wound or kill); no
more than 25 CBPR (5 percent) would be incidentally taken due to activities that may harm
or harass; and no more than 125 CBPR (25 percent) would be incidentally taken due to
capture efforts in response to future notifications of planned habitat conversions.

Any capture operations undertaken in response to participants’ future notifications of planned
habitat conversions would be carried out by qualified personnel under WDFW?’s existing Federal
Recovery Permit (TE050644-3).

Habitat Suitability Index (HSI) model

Appendix D in the MSGCP describes potential CBPR habitats within Douglas County.
Historically the CBPR likely burrowed in deep soils and dispersed throughout other shrub-steppe
habitats found generally in the south-east half of the County (see figure D2 in Appendix D of the
MSGCP).

Foster Creek Conservation District, WDFW, and others developed a habitat model that
determined the Habitat Suitability Index (HSI) (Ch.3 and Appendix G of the MSGCP), and
evaluated potential changes over time for the MSGCP. The HSI is a model for determining the
value of existing habitat by comparing it with an idealized habitat and contains a suite of
environmental parameters needed by each species to successfully live and reproduce. For
example, the parameters for a species might include foraging areas, migration areas, amount of
escape cover, and amount of nesting cover. Values, such as acres or percent cover, for these
environmental parameters are assessed for each species to determine a ranking factor for each
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area that indicates the relative impact each action has on the species. The HSI values range from
0.0 (no value) to 1.0 (most benefit to the species). In other words, an HSI model evaluates not
just quantity of habitat, but also connects a quality value to the habitat. For the pygmy rabbit, the
modeling team used a very narrow interpretation of habitat, and the HSI acres are relatively
small (Table 2). Because the data in the initial HSI model are becoming dated, the FCCD and
others will need to conduct a new run of the same or similar model with current imagery early in
MSGCP implementation to illustrate the baseline condition for pygmy rabbit habitat quantity and
quality. The model results are also displayed in more detail, including acres for dryland
agriculture, rangelands and irrigated agriculture in the MSGCP, in Chapter 3. The HSI
information in the MSGCP, below, and later in the opinion, should be used to illustrate predicted
habitat improvement trends, but the eventual HSI values may change based on the next habitat
modeling evaluation process.

Table 2. Modeled HSI acre and population estimates for the CBPR.
(MSGCP, 2015)

COVERED MODELED EXISTING CONDITION--
SPECIES CONDITION ESTIMATED MSGCP SPECIES
HSI ACRES! POPULATIONS (NUMBER OF
INDIVIDUALS)?
6,011 acres 200
CBPR (2432 ha)

12005 conditions HSI-Acre values computed from habitat conditions data obtained
with satellite imagery.

2 CBPR existing condition numbers at risk based on a round estimate of individuals after
successful reintroduction effects in 2013.

EFFECTS OF THE ACTION: Columbia Basin Pygmy Rabbit

The purpose of the MSGCP is to implement actions on farming and ranching lands in Douglas
County that conserve the covered species, including the CBPR. The effects to the species are
minimized by implementation of BMPs under farm plans, including CPs and specific land-use
measures that result in maintaining and improving habitat. While implementation of BMPs
improve habitat, ongoing Covered Activities also have adverse effects to the CBPR and its
habitat. The CBPR is affected by general effects to shrub-steppe habitats, as described
previously in the general effects section. That discussion is incorporated here by reference. The
effects to the CBPR may occur in various locations within the historic range of the CBPR in
Douglas County on Permittees’ lands over the 50-year duration of the MSGCP.

Early in the development of the MSGCP, the planning team met and discussed the impacts of
Covered Activities on covered species in Douglas County. A review matrix was established
identifying the relative non-numerical severity or impacts of various activities on each of the
MSGCP covered species (MSGCP Table 3-1). The Service added more detail to the review

55



matrix, and this is included in Appendix B Table 1. As discussed above, and in Appendix B,
the MSGCP contains many BMPs and CPs designed to minimize, mitigate and avoid harmful
impacts from the Covered Activities. The matrix in appendix B Table 1 lists the measures that
will be applied through the MSGCP and individual farm plans and site plans to minimize effects.
These effects are discussed in more detail in the following sections. Actual effects will vary with
farm location, activity types, and habitat and CBPR distribution and potential habitat on each
farm.

Many of the farming and ranching impacts to CBPRs are habitat based, including loss of habitat,
continued fragmentation, and changes to habitat quality (positive and negative). There is also the
chance of disturbance, injury, or mortality in some instances (Appendix B Table 1). Injury or
mortality may occur from impacts to individual CBPRs, indirectly through loss of cover resulting
in predation, and breeding and sheltering may be impaired through disturbance or damage to
burrows. Injury or mortality could occur through mowing, burning, plowing, brush/beating,
predator control, moving and herding livestock in CBPR occupied areas, or through
concentrating livestock operations in occupied areas. The injury or mortality could occur from
machinery, livestock trampling, or impacts to burrows, especially maternal burrows. The
likelihood of killing or injuring a CBPR from these measures is probably small initially, but
increases as the exposed population increases. The following BMPs minimize the risk of injury
or mortality:

e Provide USFWS and WDFW access to enrolled properties through a mutually-agreeable
notification process to survey for and monitor any pygmy rabbits present.

e Notify USFWS at least 30 days prior to undertaking any habitat-altering activity (such as
conversion of CRP or SAFE lands) that could result in authorized incidental take of
pygmy rabbits. Provide the USFWS and WDFW the opportunity to translocate any
affected pygmy rabbits to suitable alternate site(s) prior to implementation of those
activities.

e Immediately notify USFWS upon finding any dead or injured pygmy rabbits on enrolled
property, or immediately contact an appropriate representative of USFWS or WDFW for
assistance if identification of the specimen is uncertain.

e Avoid constructing new structures that serve as perches or nest sites for avian predators
(e.g., windmills).

Effects Specific to Ranching

As presented in Appendix B, Table 1, ranching activities may adversely affect CBPR as a result
of certain livestock grazing and other ranching practices that impact potentially suitable shrub-
steppe habitats on enrolled properties. These impacts include adverse effects on the forage and
cover requirements of CBPR. In addition, livestock grazing and other ranching-related activities
(e.g., herding, transport) may disturb or damage burrow systems of CBPR and, in some cases,
could even cause direct injury or mortality of CBPR due to trampling. Finally, various range
management activities (e.g., brush beating, prescribed fire) may alter the vegetation
characteristics of existing habitats and could potentially make them less suitable or unsuitable for
the CBPR. However, there is currently a lack of information regarding the specific effects that
livestock grazing and other ranching-related activities may have on the life history requirements
of the CBPR (68FR10400). Poorly managed livestock grazing may preclude CBPR use of
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habitat, while moderate grazing levels may still decrease forage and require larger home ranges
(Gahr 1993). Light or moderate levels of livestock grazing may be compatible with conservation
of CBPR but it has not been well studied (68FR10400). Implementation of BMPs including
required grazing prescriptions implemented through the MSGCP would minimize the effects to
the CBPR through ensuring that cover and forage is provided consistent with the grazing plans.

Such infrastructure maintenance practices as road and trail management, water development, and
infrastructure such as fences and fence maintenance, may temporarily reduce habitat quality, or
provide perches for avian predators, but the infrastructure can, if implemented to rotate pastures
more effectively, result in an improvement of habitat quality. While such practices as grazing
rotation, moving and herding stock, distributing water (systems), salt distribution, wintering,
confining, calving, feeding and manure management may also result in temporary negative
impacts and, possibly, even isolated mortality, implementation of these activities with the
measures described below is expected to result in an overall improvement of habitat quality.

In addition to the ranching BMPs described under general effects, the following species-specific
measures (Appendix E of MSGCP) add additional minimization measures for ranching (and
potentially some farming) activities.

In known occupied habitats:

e Survey fence lines to locate active burrows. Limit clearing of fence line to 8’ width by
hand or mower. No mowing or brush removal within 30” of a burrow.

e No in-ground posts (metal or wood) within 30’ of a burrow. Use rock jacks or figure-4
braces within 30" of a burrow and no posts of any kind within 10” of burrow. Limit
activities to late summer and fall (avoid breeding, rearing period, and winter high stress
period).

e Utilize Integrated Pest Management practices that consider the range of treatment options
(including: biological agents, mechanical, hand pulling, grazing practices).

Effects Specific to Farming (irrigated and dryland)

Certain farming activities (e.g., equipment staging and storage, field access, pest control) on
suitable, undeveloped habitats adjacent to crop fields could potentially impact the CBPR as a
result of disturbance or damage to burrow systems and direct injury or mortality of individual
animals. In addition, it is possible, although considered very unlikely, that f<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>