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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF THE INTERIOR 

BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT 

Washington, DC  20240-0002 

http://www.blm.gov 

 

In Reply Refer to: 1610, 1734, 4100, 4180, 6700 (230) P 

EMS TRANSMISSION 
Instruction Memorandum No. 2016 

Expires:  

To:  State Directors (California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, 

Oregon, Utah, and Wyoming) and Center Directors 
 

From:   Acting Assistant Director, Resources and Planning 
 

Subject: Sage-Grouse Habitat Assessment Framework Policy 
 

Program Areas:  Wildlife, Rangeland Management, Fuels Management, Vegetation 

Management, Emergency Stabilization, and Rehabilitation. 

 

Purpose:  This Instruction Memorandum (IM) provides direction to the Bureau of Land 

Management (BLM) field offices on how and when to apply the Sage-Grouse Habitat 

Assessment Framework (HAF; Technical Reference 6710-1, Stiver et al. 2015) to assess Greater 

Sage-Grouse (GRSG) habitat. 

 

In addition, this IM provides direction for: 

 

 Prioritizing habitat assessments; 

 Creating a HAF Summary Report; 

 Using HAF site-scale habitat suitability ratings to evaluate the Land Health Standard(s) 

as it pertains to GRSG; 

 Coordinating and assigning data acquisition and stewardship responsibilities; 

 Supplementing existing data collected in GRSG habitat as part of the BLM Assessment, 

Inventory and Monitoring (AIM) strategy with HAF indicators and methods; and  

 Using the desired conditions from the Greater Sage-Grouse Plan Revisions and 

Amendments (collectively called GRSG Land Use Plans) GRSG Habitat Objectives 

Table in place of HAF indicator values where applicable. 

 

Policy:  Each BLM field office (FO) is required to use the HAF, and the mid-, fine-, and site-

scale indicators provided within that framework to describe and rate GRSG habitat suitability 

when assessing GRSG habitat.  Field offices are directed to use the desired condition values from 

the GRSG Habitat Objectives Table in their GRSG Land Use Plans in place of the value for the 

same indicator found in the HAF.  When field offices complete a HAF assessment, FOs are 

required to compile a Summary Report that contains descriptions and suitability ratings for each 

http://www.blm.gov/
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scale (see details below).  The Summary Report and the assessment data and information will be 

used to: 

 Inform the multi-scale Land Health Assessments. 

 Inform the allotment scale Land Health Standard(s) relative to wildlife/special status 

species (as articulated in “BLM Handbook 4180-1, Land Health Standards” 

http://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/blm/wo/Information_Resources_Management/policy/

blm_handbook.Par.61484.File.dat/h4180-1.pdf). 

 Inform the design of management actions to improve GRSG habitat at the mid-, fine-, 

and site-scales. 

 Design, assess, and monitor the effectiveness of vegetation treatments in GRSG habitats. 

 Identify habitat conditions that are likely to be limiting for GRSG populations. 

 Provide context in NEPA documents for proposed actions in GRSG habitats. 

 Understand the habitat value of debits and credits related to mitigation. 

Prioritizing Habitat Assessments 
 

Priorities within BLM FOs for GRSG habitat assessments will follow criteria from the applicable 

RMP and from policy expected in spring 2016 titled “Setting Priorities for Review and 

Processing of Grazing Authorizations in Greater Sage-Grouse Habitat.  Priorities may be further 

refined by BLM FO Wildlife Biologists and Interdisciplinary Teams (IDT) to ensure that habitat 

assessments are conducted within areas where habitat information is limited, and in areas of 

concern for GRSG habitat or populations where changes in management may be expected to 

improve GRSG habitat (e.g., where a land use plan adaptive management trigger has been 

tripped). 
 

Creating a HAF Summary Report 

 

Field offices will coordinate with district offices (DOs), state offices (SOs) and the National 

Operations Center (NOC) to acquire the best available data to inform mid-, fine- and site-scale 

suitability ratings (see Data Acquisition and Stewardship Responsibilities below).  After the 

forms and descriptions are completed, FOs will compile a HAF Summary Report that contains: 

 

 Names of the individuals completing the assessment and the field office. 

 Maps of the assessment area and seasonal habitats.  

 Summarized information about data sources, including the meta data. 

 Process to identify sampling locations (e.g., randomization, targeted, strata, etc.). 

 Summary of the mid-, fine-, and site-scale habitat suitability descriptions and ratings, 

including the rationale used to reach those ratings. 

 

Upon completion of each HAF Summary Report, the field office will submit a pdf version of the 

report to the State Office Wildlife Program Lead or Sage-Grouse Conservation Biologist to 

upload to the GRSG SharePoint site: 

https://doiportal.doi.net/blm/WO200/grsg/_layouts/15/start.aspx#/. 
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Using HAF Habitat Suitability to Evaluate the Land Health Standard(s) 
 

The HAF describes a process to make one of three possible suitability ratings for each of the 

scales (mid-, fine-, and site):  suitable, marginal, or unsuitable.  Use the fine scale information 

(Form F-1) and the site scale for each seasonal habitat and strata within that habitat receives a 

suitability rating during the HAF process (Forms S-2 through S-6).  When applying the HAF to a 

land health standards assessment, the wildlife biologist will assemble Form S-7 (the summary of 

the suitability ratings) and rationale from the site-scale forms to evaluate if the appropriate Land 

Health Standard(s) for GRSG habitat is being achieved, making significant progress toward 

meeting the standard, declining toward not meeting the standard, or not being achieved.  When 

linking the HAF suitability rating to the land health standard(s), use the following guidelines: 
 

1. A suitable habitat rating at the site-scale will be considered as achieving the Land Health 

Standard(s). 

2. An unsuitable habitat rating at the site-scale will be considered as not achieving the Land 

Health Standard(s), if the site has the ecological potential to produce vegetation to the 

desired condition. 

3. A marginal habitat rating at the site-scale requires the BLM ID Team to further examine 

GRSG habitat information from the HAF Report and the most recent population 

information to evaluate the Land Health Standard(s).  The following considerations will 

guide and provide context to the evaluation. 

 

● Fine-scale suitability description.  Fine-scale suitability description from the 

report should be used to evaluate whether the seasonal habitat in question is 

limited in spatial extent or is likely to be highly important to GRSG populations 

within the broader landscape. 
● Sample size and variability.  Sample sizes within each analysis area must provide 

sufficient precision for the individual HAF indicator(s).  If size of the sample is 

not sufficient, additional samples are necessary to rate suitability.  

● Habitat trends and characteristics.  To achieve the Land Health Standard(s) there 

must be monitoring data indicating an upward trend for the indicator(s) within the 

seasonal habitat of interest. 
● Marginal habitat not requiring management changes.  These areas have a low 

likelihood that changes in management would improve habitat suitability rating at 

a scale relevant to the analysis area within a short time period (i.e. ≤ 5 years).  For 

example, changes in livestock grazing management are less likely to affect 

sagebrush cover than grass and forb growth characteristics.  
 
Data Acquisition and Stewardship Responsibilities 
 

A high level of coordination is necessary among the BLM Washington Office (WO), state 

offices (SOs), district offices (DOs), field offices (FOs), National Training Center (NTC), and 

the National Operations Center (NOC) to implement the HAF.  Although some specific duties 

may change over time, the general responsibilities of each office are outlined below. 
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1. Field offices, DOs, and SOs will work with the assessment and monitoring branch at the 

NOC to design a state-wide sampling strategy that integrates with the AIM sampling 

strategy and provides adequate sample points in GRSG seasonal habitats to complete the 

site-scale HAF assessment.  

2. Offices in need of additional sampling locations for allotment scale evaluations should 

use a statistically valid sampling design, in coordination with the AIM strategy, that 

could be generated through the Landscape Toolbox (Spatially Balanced Sampling 

Tool   http://www.landscapetoolbox.org/sample-design-tools/). 

3. State offices and the NOC shall validate sample point selection for site-scale data 

collection to ensure the data collected in one FO can be combined with data from other 

FOs, and can be used to inform GRSG habitat indicators across administrative 

boundaries.  Field Offices are responsible for interpreting, writing, and stewardship of 

HAF suitability descriptions and ratings, as well as the HAF Summary Reports. 

4. State offices should collaborate with state wildlife agencies, other federal agencies, and 

research partners to share relevant GRSG habitat use data (e.g., radio-telemetry).  

5. The WO, NOC, and the NTC will develop training opportunities for HAF data 

interpretation and report writing.  Training for field data collection is available and 

coordinated through the assessment and monitoring team at the NOC and the appropriate 

state office program lead(s)-. 

6. The SO and NOC will share responsibilities for maintaining and updating mid- and fine-

scale spatial data, including anthropogenic disturbances, vegetation maps (e.g., 

LANDFIRE), habitat availability (e.g., Grass-Shrub Stewardship Fractional Mapping), 

and seasonal habitat boundaries. 

7. The NOC is responsible for maintaining, updating, and serving spatial data sets, and for 

maintaining, serving, and providing analytical support for the site-scale HAF indicator 

data.   

8. The WO and NOC are responsible for maintaining and updating broad-scale spatial data 

sets. 

9. The SO Wildlife Program, or Sage-Grouse, Lead and the Washington Office Wildlife 

Program, or Sage-Grouse, Lead will be the data stewards for the Summary Reports. 

 

Supplementing AIM with HAF Indicators and Methods 
 

Although AIM site-scale core indicators and methods are suitable for the GRSG Land Use Plan 

effectiveness monitoring (as described in the GRSG Monitoring Framework and forthcoming 

guidance
1
), AIM data collected within GRSG habitat should be supplemented with data that 

addresses HAF specific indicators and methods to complete the habitat suitability determination.   

 

Supplementary HAF site-scale indicators not collected by AIM protocol include: 

 

 distance from a lek to adequate sagebrush cover, proximity of detrimental land uses from 

a lek; 

 proximity of trees and other tall structures from a lek, riparian/wet meadow stability; and 

 the average depth of snow in winter habitat areas. 

                                                           
1
 The Washington Office is currently developing guidance on Policy for RMP Effectiveness Monitoring of 

Renewable Resources with additional guidance for plans implementing the GRSG Conservation Strategy. 

http://www.landscapetoolbox.org/sample-design-tools/
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Indicators not described in the HAF (such as lentic sites) may be necessary to address specific 

habitat characteristics in some areas and should be added as needed to complete the suitability 

rating.  Where the BLM has existing AIM indicator data, the need for resampling should be 

evaluated on a case by case basis, and should consider whether (1) the missing indicators can be 

evaluated remotely, and if (2) AIM results indicate that vegetation cover may lead to a rating of 

less than suitable.  In addition, FOs may have legacy datasets that can be incorporated to inform 

the evaluation of site-scale habitat indicators or trends in habitat condition.  

 

Incorporating GRSG Land Use Plan’s GRSG Habitat Objectives 
 

The GRSG Land Use Plan Habitat Objective indicator values (the desired conditions identified 

in the Habitat Objective Table in each GRSG Land Use Plan; see Chapter 2) should replace HAF 

indicator values where they differ, and should be used to determine GRSG habitat suitability.  In 

FOs without a GRSG Habitat Objective Table, follow the methodology in the HAF technical 

reference to determine indicator values.  

Timeframe: This IM is effective immediately. 

Budget Impact:  The BLM requested additional funds in fiscal year (FY) 2016 and the FY 2017 

President’s Budget Request.  The BLM received the additional funding in FY 2016 and will use 

some of the funds to collect habitat indicator data and to train staff to use the HAF.  Costs of data 

collection may be offset in certain cases where HAF data collection is funded by a project 

proponent for a specific surface disturbing activity. 

Background:  The National Greater Sage-Grouse Planning Strategy was initiated in 2011 in response to 

the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s (FWS) March 2010 “warranted, but precluded” Endangered Species 

Act (ESA) listing petition decision.  The BLM, in coordination with the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 

Forest Service, developed a targeted, multi-tiered, coordinated, collaborative landscape-level management 

strategy, based on the best available science, which offers the highest level of protection for GRSG in the 

most important habitat areas.  The GRSG P/A were issued on September 21, 2015.  The targeted 

protections afforded in these plans not only protect the GRSG and its habitat, but also over 350 wildlife 

species associated with the sagebrush-steppe ecosystem, which is widely recognized as one of the most 

imperiled of its kind in North America. 

The HAF is a key component of measuring the success of the BLM’s conservation strategy to 

maintain, enhance or restore seasonal habitats that meet sage-grouse life history needs.  The HAF 

has been refined by decades of sage-grouse research and policy and provides a high level of 

consistency, transparency and expertise to GRSG habitat assessments.  Multiple individuals and 

agencies, including the Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA), have 

committed to the HAF as a blueprint for GRSG habitat evaluation.   

In 2000, Idaho BLM developed a habitat assessment process that provided a standardized 

framework to assess indicators of sage-grouse habitat, largely focused on the site scale (Sather-

Blair et al. 2000).  In 2006, WAFWA, and other habitat specialists and sage-grouse experts from 

state, federal, and non-governmental organizations, built on the concept and initiated a habitat 

evaluation tool.  The habitat evaluation tool  provided a standardized habitat assessment 

framework to assess additional indicators of sage-grouse seasonal habitats including the fine, 

mid and broad scale, in addition to the site scale.  The Greater Sage-Grouse Comprehensive 
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Conservation Strategy (Stiver et al. 2006) outlined objectives for the HAF, including temporal 

and spatial methods for evaluating sage-grouse habitat suitability at multiple landscape scales. 

An initial version of this more comprehensive HAF was released in 2010 and subsequently 

refined (Stiver et al. 2015).  Conducting the HAF at multiple scales within sage-grouse habitat 

remains a cornerstone of the sage-grouse conservation strategy. 

Manual/Handbook Sections Affected: Manual 4180 and Handbook 4180-1 

Coordination: This IM was coordinated with the Division of Forest, Rangeland, Riparian and 

Plant Conservation, the Assessment, Inventory, and Monitoring Lead, the National Operations 

Center Division of Resource Services, and BLM State Office Wildlife and sage-grouse 

leadership within the range of GRSG. 

Contacts: Questions or concerns should be addressed to Steve Small, Division Chief, Fish and 

Wildlife Conservation (WO-230), at 202-912-7366 or ssmall@blm.gov and Vicki Herren, BLM 

National Sage-Grouse Coordinator and Interim Plan Implementation Policy Lead at 202-912-

7235 or vherren@blm.gov 
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