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Good morning Mr. Chairman and members of the committee.  Thank you for holding 
this important oversight hearing on “empowering State Management for Greater Sage-
grouse”. My name is Dustin Miller and I am the Administrator for Idaho Governor C.L. 
“Butch” Otter’s Office of Species Conservation.  The Office of Species Conservation is 
charged with coordinating and implementing policies and programs related to the 
conservation and recovery of species listed as Threatened, Endangered or Candidate 
under the federal Endangered Species Act in Idaho.  Our mission enables us to engage 
partners in conservation actions that strike the appropriate balance between providing 
for the needs of native fish and wildlife species in Idaho while ensuring that predictable 
levels of land-use activities continue. 
 
In Idaho, we are blessed with abundant natural resources, which is why we take 
conservation of our fish and wildlife populations very seriously. People in our state care 
deeply about these issues and have a certain tenacity to roll up their sleeves and 
develop grassroots proactive solutions to complex natural resources issues; and that’s 
exactly what Idahoans have been doing on the greater sage-grouse front.  After all, 
robust and durable conservation actions developed at the local level provides greater 
assurances that the species will be protected, as those living closest to the resource are 
typically the most invested in conservation.  
 
In 2011, then Secretary of the Interior, Ken Salazar, invited the 11 western states 
across the range of greater sage-grouse to partner with the federal government to 
address the shortcomings identified within the Service’s 2010 warranted but precluded 
finding.  The states were tasked with developing and implementing conservation actions 
across the landscape that would be adequate to avoid an ESA listing of the species.  In 
March of 2012, Governor Otter took the Secretary up on his offer and created an 
executive task force charged with providing the Governor recommendations on policies 
and actions necessary for developing a state-wide regulatory mechanism to preclude 
the need to list greater sage-grouse.  The Governor’s Sage-Grouse Task Force was 
comprised of a diverse group of stakeholders representing industry, sportsmen and 
conservation interests, local sage-grouse working groups, and elected officials.  The 
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task force was advised predominantly by our local sage grouse scientists at the Idaho 
Department of Fish and Game, along with other state, federal, and academic advisors.  
This group worked diligently to develop a number of meaningful recommendations for 
inclusion as an Alternative within the federal sage-grouse planning effort.  Mr. 
Chairman, a statement from the Governor’s Sage-Grouse Task Force is included with 
my testimony as part of the official record. 
 
In Idaho, we have focused the majority of our conservation planning efforts on 
addressing the primary threats to greater sage-grouse, which are wildfire and invasive 
species. With that in mind, the Governor’s plan centers on an innovative approach to 
dealing with those primary threats through the application of a three-tiered habitat 
conservation system and an associated adaptive management strategy. This approach 
allows the state to elevate the level of conservation on medial sage-grouse habitat if an 
adaptive regulatory trigger becomes operative in our Core habitat areas, regardless of 
land-ownership.  The Governor’s plan also implements proactive actions that aim to 
protect key sage-grouse habitat through a greater emphasis on wildfire prevention, 
suppression and restoration. The creation of Rangeland Fire Protection Associations by 
the Idaho Legislature, for example, has already proven to be an effective tool in 
decreasing the response time to wildfires in remote areas of sage-grouse habitat and 
thus helping to prevent catastrophic wildfire. 
 
The conservation efficacy of the Governor’s plan is significant, as it truly is a landscape 
approach that takes into account the entire life history of the species.  In fact, the U.S. 
Fish and Wildfire Service has stated in writing that the foundational elements of this 
strategy are scientifically sound and consistent with the Service’s desired conservation 
objectives. This letter from the Service to Governor Otter is include with my testimony 
as part of the official record. The Idaho BLM has also given great credence to the 
Governor’s plan by including the plan as a “Co-preferred Alternative” within the federal 
planning effort. 
 
Months of collaborating with our local Idaho BLM Office and others over the refinements 
of the co-preferred alternatives led us to genuinely believe that our state-federal 
collaboration was going to be a success.  The type of collaborative employed for the 
conservation of sage-grouse in Idaho mirrored that of the Idaho Roadless rule 
collaborative, where industry groups, conservation organizations, counties, and state 
and federal agencies came together to craft a locally derived solution to a top-down 
one-size fits all approach. Ultimately, that collaborative prevailed.  However, top-down 
direction from the Washington BLM Office in January of this year has presented us with 
some unique challenges that without resolution will undermine the fragile coalition we’ve 
built that is necessary for sustaining long-term and meaningful sage-grouse 
conservation.  The Department of the Interior and the Washington BLM Office are well 
aware of our concerns, and have engaged us in an effort to resolve those concerns.  
While we have made some progress, we still need a genuine commitment from the 
federal government to work with us on a mutually agreeable solution concerning the 
application of Sagebrush Focal Areas on 3.5 million acres of our Core sage-grouse 
habitat in Idaho.   
 
Two years ago, a significant milestone in the cooperative effort initiated by Secretary 
Salazar was achieved when the states in partnership with the Service developed a set 
of objectives for addressing the threats to greater sage-grouse. The resulting report 
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titled the Conservation Objective Team Report, or COT Report represents the goalposts 
for achieving success.  One of the cornerstones of the COT Report is the flexibility 
provided to create solutions that meet the needs of the species and the local ecological 
and socioeconomic conditions and thus allowing each state the ability to tailor their own 
state-specific plans to achieve the COT Report objectives.  The State of Idaho has 
worked in good faith with our stakeholders and our federal partners to use this 
framework to reach the identified goalposts.  Unfortunately, the last minute range wide 
standardized requirements imposed by the Washington BLM office deviates from the 
flexibility afforded by the COT report. 
 
Our sage-grouse conservation planning efforts in Idaho demonstrate our commitment to 
conserving this species across the landscape balanced with preserving the custom, 
culture and economic opportunity in Idaho.  Given that the federal government manages 
74% of the habitat in Idaho, the majority of our efforts have been focused on the federal 
lands planning process. However, the state recently completed a conservation plan for 
state endowment lands that complements the Governor’s Plan.  Additionally, the NRCS 
through the Sage-Grouse Initiative continues to make significant investments in Idaho 
by working with private landowners and ranchers on voluntary conservation actions that 
provide benefits to greater sage-grouse, as well as certainty for ranchers and 
landowners.   
 
The testimony submitted for the record by Katie Kalinowski of the Western Governors 
Association provides additional information on landscape sage-grouse conservation 
actions occurring in Idaho and other western states.  The information contained in that 
testimony serves as a summary of the Western Governors Association 2014 Sage-
Grouse Inventory Report.  Mr. Chairman, Governor Otter wishes to have this Western 
Governors Association report and its Appendix entered into the official hearing record. 
 
In closing, Mr. Chairman, the State of Idaho holds to the notion that local collaboration, 
local ideas, and local efforts garner the greatest results. We have a lot of pride in our 
state, and we are especially proud of our western heritage and abundant natural 
resources. The people in Idaho wish to see this iconic western species continue to 
thrive on the sage-steppe landscape for generations to come, and we believe that our 
planning efforts ensures that vision. Right now, we are close to having a complete state-
based conservation package that provides for the conservation of sage-grouse; but as 
you’ve heard, some of the recent top-down directives from Washington, D.C. have the 
potential to derail years of positive collaboration. It is our sincere hope that we can 
come to an agreeable resolution, where the State of Idaho is truly the architect of its 
own destiny relative to greater sage-grouse conservation. 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

















Three Cs for Sage-grouse 
Cooperation, Collaboration, and Conservation the Keys to Saving Sage-grouse 

 
The State of Idaho has shown itself to be a leader among the western states in conserving 
the greater sage-grouse.  The State and its stakeholders have been proactively working on 
sage-grouse management and conservation efforts since the early 1950s.  As the timeline 
for the sage-grouse listing decision became clear, Governor Otter established a 15-member 
task force in early 2012 to take an even closer look at addressing both short and long-term 
solutions to the threats to the species and its habitat.  The task force was comprised of a 
wide cross-section of Idaho’s public including ranchers, sportsmen, conservation groups, 
energy representatives, interested public, and federal and state agency officials.  Our 
assignment was to develop a detailed, science-based strategy for conserving the species 
alongside land uses aimed at avoiding the need to list sage-grouse under the Endangered 
Species Act (ESA).  We involved and incorporated the advice of top sage grouse biologists 
and sagebrush habitat scientists. 
 
As members of the Idaho Sage-grouse Task Force, it has been our mission since inception to 
ensure the species' long-term viability in Idaho.  We were brought together to develop a 
regulatory plan to address the priority threats to the species’ welfare.  The intent of our 
efforts was that this plan could become a standard for resource managers as they sought to 
wisely manage habitat in a way that facilitated a more secure, resilient sage-grouse 
population.   
 
The Idaho sage-grouse plan was quickly recognized as a worthy effort.  Two years ago, the 
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (FWS), the federal agency charged with determining whether 
or not the species would be listed, wrote a letter to Governor Otter stating that the 
foundation of the Idaho Plan was “solid and grounded in scientific concepts….”  Further 
progress was made last year when the Bureau of Land Management and U.S. Forest 
Service listed the Idaho strategy as a co-preferred alternative in their draft land use plan 
amendments.  In the months that followed, the state worked intensively with the federal 
agencies to narrow the remaining issues and ensure that our strategy both meets the needs 
of the species and federal requirements.  It was acknowledged by the federal agencies that 
not only did the state plan address the correct threats but it also put forward a strong, 
collaborative, and meaningful effort towards conserving sage-grouse.   
 
Our plan contains three elements most essential to conservation of the species:  
collaboration, cooperation, and conservation.   Importantly, this was done collaboratively 
with a majority of interested parties represented on the task force so the product could be 
embraced and implemented by all.  This has been the hallmark of the sage-grouse 
conservation work done in Idaho, since the inception of the first local working group in the 
1990s.  Working together in an organized collaborative and cooperative way, we believe, is 
the only avenue for success in a situation as huge and complex as this. 
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Though the work has been difficult, the federal agencies engaged with the State of Idaho in 
a productive effort to reach a consensus conservation plan.   However, in the last four 
months, the Department of Interior (DOI) appears to have advanced positions that depart 
significantly from earlier federal input.  U.S. Senator James Risch recently asked Secretary 
Jewell in a Senate committee hearing why the "goalpost was being moved" when we were so 
close to finalizing our plan.  We are very concerned that these recent shifts will diminish 
the broad support for the Idaho Plan that we worked so hard to achieve.  When 
collaboration fails, we believe that efforts to conserve the species will suffer.   
 
We recognize that contentious issues remain between the federal agencies and the State of 
Idaho.  We call on the Department of the Interior to resolve these remaining issues in a way 
that conserves sage-grouse and fits Idaho’s all lands-all hands approach.  The work of the 
Idaho task force gives witness to the fact that, all of us, collectively, are the best hope for 
sage-grouse.  Working together we can get this done.   
 
Many of us are very concerned about the severe impacts that an Endangered Species Act 
(ESA) listing could have on our industries and on land uses in the state.  We also firmly 
believe that conservation efforts are most effective when they are based on sound biological 
principles and applied with support of people at the local level.  We ask that the federal 
agencies recognize the creativity and cooperative spirit that we demonstrated through our 
task force efforts as positive elements to build upon, not deficiencies.  We as Idahoans are 
ready to take the actions needed to conserve sage-grouse and the rangelands upon which we 
all rely.        
 
Members of the Idaho Governor’s Sage Grouse Task Force: 

 
 

Will Whelan     Scott Bedke       Dr. Robert Cope 
The Nature Conservancy   Idaho House Speaker     Lemhi County Commissioner 

 
Brett Dumas     Senator Bert Brackett     Bill Meyers 
Idaho Power     Idaho State Senate      Renewable Energy 

 
John Robison     Gene Gray       Jack Oyler 
Idaho Conservation League   Local Working Group Rep.      Sportsmen for fish and Wildlife 
 
Richard Savage    Rochelle Oxarango 
Idaho Cattle Association   Public at Large 
 
Chuck Jones     Russ Hendricks 
J.R Simplot Co.    Idaho Farm Bureau Federation 
 
Randy Vranes    Jerry Hoagland 
Monsanto     Owyhee County Commissioner
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