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UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT


FOR THE DISTRICT OF IDAHO
COMMITTEE FOR IDAHO'S HIGH DESERT,
)

WESTERN WATERSHEDS PROJECT, 

)

IDAHO CONSERVATION LEAGUE, and 

)

DEFENDERS OF WILDLIFE,
 

)

Plaintiffs,               



)
CIV.______________

)

vs.                                             


)

)
 
MARK COLLINGE, Idaho Director, USDA

)

APHIS; MICHAEL V. WORTHEN, Regional
)

Director, USDA APHIS; USDA ANIMAL AND 
)
DECLARATION OF

PLANT HEALTH INSPECTION SERVICE, 
)
DR. CLAIT BRAUN

WILDLIFE SERVICES, an agency of the United 
)

States; BUREAU OF LAND MANAGEMENT, an 
)

Agency of the United States; and UNITED 

)

STATES FOREST SERVICE, an agency of the 
)

United States,





)


Defendants.                           

)

I, Clait E. Braun, declare:



1.
My name is Clait E. Braun, and I reside in Tucson, Arizona.  This declaration is submitted on behalf of Plaintiffs Committee for Idaho's High Desert, Western Watersheds Project, Idaho Conservation League, and Defenders of Wildlife in this matter, with respect to the February 2002 Environmental Assessment (“EA”) concerning Predator Damage Management in Southern Idaho prepared by the U. S. Department of Agriculture, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, Wildlife Services.



2.
I have reviewed the Environmental Assessment “Predator Damage Management in Southern Idaho,” dated February 2002. 


I.
Background and Qualifications



3.
I have a B.S. in Technical Agronomy from Kansas State University, a M.S. in Wildlife Management from the University of Montana, and a Ph.D. in Wildlife Biology from Colorado State University.  In addition, I have attended numerous short courses, workshops, technical sessions, etc., to remain current in my professional work and am a Certified Wildlife Biologist.



4.
I was a Research Wildlife Scientist, Wildlife Research Leader, and Avian Program Manager for the Colorado Division of Wildlife during 1969-99. In addition, I taught as an Instructor at the University of Montana (1963-65) and Colorado State University (1966-69), and have been an invited lecturer at more than 20 U.S. and Canadian universities. I also worked as a Soil Scientist in Montana (1964) and Kansas (1961) for the U.S.D.A, Soil Conservation Service and as a Research Technician with the Montana Department of Fish and Game (1965). 



5.
 My field research was primarily on different species of birds, especially grouse (1965-99).  I specifically conducted and directed research on sage-grouse throughout Colorado from 1973 through 1999. My research on sage-grouse has caused me to review sagebrush steppe ecosystems (plants and animals) throughout all western states and provinces. This research has led to more than 200 scientific publications, mostly in peer-reviewed journals,



6.
In preparing this declaration, I thoroughly reviewed the Environmental Assessment “Predator Damage Management in Southern Idaho,” dated February 2002, as well as many scientific papers and books.


II.
GENERAL CONCLUSIONS - The proposed predator control effort to improve chick survival of sage-grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus) and sharp-tailed grouse (Tympanuchus phasianellus columbianus) is without merit as no benefit to recruitment of breeding populations of either species is expected. Further, such benefit has not been demonstrated for any wild population of Galliformes (Phasianidae: Tetraoninae). The control effort is not target specific but will affect non target general predators such as American magpies (Pica hudsonica), American crows (Corvus brachyrhynchos), bobcat (Lynx rufus), badger (Taxidea taxus), etc. which have not been demonstrated to be major predators of grouse in this area. This project would have a most profound effect on public lands where it would be implemented by reducing the abundance and diversity of native animal species. The proposed control action, presented as a series of experiments, is not well designed nor scientifically supported. This project should be expected to pass stringent tests of scientific justification and compelling logic.  Unfortunately, it fails those tests.  Further, it uses unsupported allegations (for example, an unpublished non-peer reviewed abstract from an incomplete graduate study) in place of scientific evidence in constructing its rationale, ignores research when the findings undermine the project’s stated purposes, and advocates untested means of accomplishing project goals.  Finally, this is a proposal for improving survival and recruitment of shrub-steppe grouse species that evolved with the present suite of predators and avoids any mention of the devastating actions by public land management agencies in not properly managing habitats useful to native species of grouse on public lands.


III.
Comments


Wildlife Damage Management to Protect Wildlife



7.
The EA (pages 1-7 and 1-8) cites a number of studies to support the proposed action. The studies cited provide more speculation than substance and use words such as “may have,” “believed,” “were suspected,” and “has the potential.”  No one has yet demonstrated that spring recruitment and breeding population size of sage-grouse have been or can be affected by predator control programs. The review, cited in the EA by Cote and Sutherland (1996), clearly indicates they could not find a linkage between spring recruitment and population size of avian species and predator control activities. These authors speculate, as did the authors of the other studies cited, that predator control must be positive even though their studies could not demonstrate cause and effect. Further, most of these studies had design problems and did not have controls and replicates. They represent, at best, what the authors “believed” and not good science. Thus, the justification for killing anything to increase sage-grouse populations is overstated. The artificial nest “study” in the Curlew Valley cited in the EA (page 1-8) was so poorly done as to preclude use of its findings. The evidence is accumulating in the scientific literature that studies of artificial nests are, indeed, truly artificial with artificial results. If nest success was as poor as indicated in studies using artificial nests, most avian species would have become extinct some time ago. The study by Gregg (1991) was not designed to examine effects of predation but instead focused on the effect of vegetation quality (height and density) on sage-grouse nest success. The papers by Bergerud (1988) and Schroeder and Baydack (2001) are careful as they use words such as “consider” and “potential” when discussing predator management effects on prairie grouse.



Criteria For Selecting Predators To Be Targeted



8.
The EA correctly reports that predation on sage-grouse nests does not appear to be a major problem with sage-grouse recruitment in southern Idaho. However, the EA then argues that there will be additional benefits to sage-grouse nest success by killing species thought to be predators of chicks. Unfortunately, no one has yet demonstrated that chick survival rates can be increased by any direct activity. It is likely that chick survival is most affected by egg quality (maternal nutrition) and weather events (too much or too little moisture). I fail to see the logic put forth in the EA that killing potential predators of chicks will benefit chick recruitment to the next breeding season. Many of the potential predators of chicks listed (page 2-8) in the EA that are to be killed have not been demonstrated to be major predators of chick sage-grouse. Further, removal of these potential predators could result in additional predation of sage-grouse nests by ground squirrels (Spermophilus spp.).



Use of Artificial Nests


9.
The EA again refers to unpublished studies of artificial nests in southern Idaho to bolster its claim (page 2-9) that the predators listed “might all be potential predators on sage-grouse nests.”  This claim is purely speculation and is without merit. As observed earlier, use of artificial nests indicates that some nest predators can find and destroy artificial nests and the results of such studies are artificial and may have little use in understanding predation of real nests in the wild. Contrary to the statement on pages 2-9, that “they [artificial nests] can provide a useful index to relative rates of predation”; this claim is not supported by any scientific study. Clearly the EA has gone beyond what is known and is more speculative than factual.



The New WAFWA Sage-grouse Guidelines



10.
The EA really reaches when, after admitting that the Guidelines (Connelly et al. 2000) do not recommend predator control unless nest success is < 25 % or survival of adult hens is < 45 %, it cites Burkpile et al. (2001) as their justification for killing potential predators of chick sage-grouse. The paper cited is an abstract of a talk presented at a meeting and was not a peer-reviewed paper. Further, it was a preliminary report on a graduate study that is not complete, the data have not been fully analyzed, the dissertation has not been written, and no papers have been submitted for peer review and publication. The proposed experiments (page 3-9) as described are not truly experiments as predator control is proposed to restart “probably after only 1 year” and the length of time appears to be opportunistic and not fixed.


III.
Conclusions


11.
It is my professional judgment that the EA does not present compelling evidence of a problem that can be solved by killing potential predators of chick sage-grouse. It will result in non-target wildlife species, that are desirable to most of the public, being killed without any apparent benefit to grouse. The work, as proposed, will not provide scientific evidence that killing of predators will benefit grouse as the experiments are not scientific nor will they be able to be replicated because of their open ended nature. One can only conclude that Wildlife Services is an agency looking for something to do, well beyond its’ legal mandate. I also 

conclude that public agencies are looking for a quick fix for long-term habitat degradation and fragmentation caused by inappropriate management practices. Sage-grouse and other species that live in shrub steppe habitats evolved with the present suite of predators. Proper habitat management and restoration is the only long-term solution to the apparent declines in sage- and sharp-tailed grouse abundance and distribution.


I declare under penalty of perjury under the laws of the United States that the foregoing is true and correct.  Executed this ____ day of April 2002 at Tucson, Arizona.
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Clait E.Braun







5572 No. Ventana Vista Road







Tucson, Arizona 85750
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