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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Prairie ecosystems are among the most threatened ecosystems in
North America. In the Prairie Provinces, about 24% of the mixed prairie
remains in its native state. Loss of prairie habitat is primarily as a result of
intensive agricultural practices. Much of the remaining native rangeland has
been degraded and fragmented, which has reduced habitat quality for many
species. It is therefore not surprising that a large percentage of nationally
designated “at risk” species occur in prairie habitats.

Prairie
Ecosystems

The Sage Creek region in the extreme southeastern corner of
Alberta represents one of the largest contiguous blocks of native dry
mixed grass prairie remaining in North America, and is therefore of
great importance for biodiversity conservation. The following eight “at
risk” bird species are known to occur in the area: Burrowing Owl,
Short-Eared Owl, Ferruginous Hawk, Loggerhead Shrike, Long-billed
Curlew, Mountain Plover, Greater Sage Grouse, and Sprague’s Pipit
Each of these species faces pressures in the Sage Creek area from a
variety of sources, including the encroachment of intensive agriculture,
oil and gas development, tourism, and global warming.
In addition to the bird species, there are several other “at risk” animal
and plant species that contribute to the unique ecological value of the area.
The southeastern corner of Alberta represents the northern extent of the
ranges of various species (e.g., Eastern Short-Horned Lizard, Prairie
Rattlesnake, Swift Fox, Great Plains Toad). These species are therefore of
very limited distribution in Canada.

Sage
Creek IBA
Location

Because of the large number of “at risk” bird species that occur in
the region, the Sage Creek area was recently identified as an Important Bird
Area (IBA). The IBA program is an international initiative that seeks to
identify and protect sites important to the conservation of birds worldwide.
The program also recognizes that if bird conservation initiatives are to be
successful, a balance must be struck between existing land uses in an area,
including the socio-economic needs of local landowners, and bird
conservation goals and objectives.

IBA Program

This Sage Creek IBA Draft Conservation Plan, developed by
graduate students from the University of Calgary in co-operation with local
stakeholders, outlines an initial series of goals, objectives, and actions by
which the bird species in the Sage Creek IBA will be conserved. The vision
statement developed in co-operation with the initial Sage Creek IBA
Stakeholder Group is as follows:

Draft
Conservation
Plan

Because the Sage Creek IBA represents one of the largest
contiguous blocks of dry mixed grass prairie in North America
and supports a variety of “at risk” bird species, the Sage Creek

Vision
Statement
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IBA Stakeholder Group will work to maintain both the long-term
ecological health and biodiversity of this unique prairie ecosystem
and the associated ranching communities.

Goals and
Objectives

The initial goals, objectives, and actions of the Sage Creek IBA Draft
Conservation Plan were designed to provide concrete steps by which this
vision might be realized. Four broad goals will guide the activities of the Sage
Creek IBA Stakeholder Group:
GOAL 1 Share information about the Sage Creek IBA with landowners,
leaseholders, and other stakeholders in the Sage Creek IBA.
GOAL 2 Promote research, monitoring, and restoration activities aimed at
the conservation of biodiversity, and birds, particularly “at risk”
species, and their habitats in the Sage Creek IBA.
GOAL 3 Protect and conserve native biodiversity, focusing on bird
populations and “at risk” species, and their habitats in the Sage
Creek IBA. This goal consists of preventing or reducing four
types of impacts that may adversely affect bird populations: A)
habitat loss, fragmentation, and deterioration; B) disturbance; C)
invasion of non-native species; and D) direct mortality.
GOAL 4 Over time, expand the number of participants (particularly
landowners and lease holders) in the Sage Creek IBA
Conservation Plan.
These goals, which are further subdivided in this Plan into a series of
achievable objectives and actions, may grow and change as they are
implemented, as new participants are brought into the program, and as other
issues come to light through additional research or changing socio-economic
conditions. Implementation of the objectives and actions listed in this Plan
may fall to other agencies or be done in a coordinated fashion with other
organizations.

Numerous conservation initiatives have focused their efforts on the
Other
Conservation Sage Creek region in the past. The majority of these were initiated by
government organisations, although several were initiated by nonInitiatives
government conservation organisations (e.g., Ducks Unlimited Canada) or
government/non-government agency partnerships (e.g., the Cows and Fish
program). Where possible, this Draft Conservation Plan will seek to dovetail
with the goals and objectives of these initiatives, and will seek the support of
federal programs working towards similar goals.

Contact
Information

For further information on the Sage Creek IBA or the IBA program,
please contact: George Newton (Alberta IBA Community Conservation
Planner). Phone: (780) 422-5582. E-mail: georgen@fanweb.ca.
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1.0 INTRODUCTION
Following European settlement, prairie ecosystems in North America
were dramatically altered through the conversion of native rangelands to
cropland or tame pasture, and, to a lesser extent, through urbanization and
industrialization. Prairie ecosystems are among the most threatened
ecosystems on the continent (Samson and Knopf 1996). In the Prairie
Provinces, about 24% of the mixed prairie remains in its native state (World
Wildlife Fund Canada 1988). Such quantitative data, however, does not
convey the full extent of impacts to this ecosystem. Cultivation has largely
been centred in typical upland habitats and on the most productive soils
(Coupland 1987, Harris and Lamont 1985). The result has been that a
disproportionate amount of the remaining mixed grass prairie is preserved in
azonal habitat types such as areas containing solinetzic or rocky soils, hilly
terrain or low land that is occasionally flooded. Intensive agricultural
practices have also resulted in the degradation and fragmentation of much of
the remaining native rangeland in the Prairie Provinces, reducing habitat
quality for many species (e.g., Wellicome and Haug 1995).

1.0

It is therefore not surprising that a large percentage of nationally
designated “at risk” species occur in prairie habitats. Although numerous
prairie species have experienced declines as a result of landscape
modifications and other human-related causes, grassland birds as a group
“have shown steeper, more consistent, and more geographically widespread
declines than any other behavioural or ecological group of North American
species” (Sampson and Knopf 1996).

Habitat
Decline

The Sage Creek region in the extreme southeastern corner of Alberta
is a unique landscape, dominated by large tracts of native dry mixed grass
prairie rangelands, which are largely used for cattle grazing. It represents one
of the largest blocks of native dry mixed grass prairie remaining in North
America, and is therefore of great importance for biodiversity conservation.
Its value is further enhanced because the area is contiguous with other large
unbroken tracts of native prairie, including:

Sage Creek

•

Mixed grass prairie and fescue rangelands to the north, including
Cypress Hills Interprovincial Park.

•

Dry mixed grass prairie rangelands to the southwest (Milk River
Natural Area, Kennedy Coulee Ecological Reserve, Pinhorn Grazing
Reserve).

•

Native dry mixed grass prairie rangelands to the east in
Saskatchewan.
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“At risk”
Species

The area supports a large number of nationally or provincially
recognized “at risk” plant and animal species (Wallis 1991a&b; Poston et al.
1990). This includes eight “at risk” bird species, seven of which occur on a
regular basis and in relatively large numbers. These eight species include:
Burrowing Owl (Speotyto cunicularia hypugaea), Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis),
Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius ludiovicianus excubitorides), Long-billed Curlew
(Numenius americanus), Mountain Plover (Charadrius montanus), Greater Sage
Grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus urophasianus), Short-eared Owl (Asio
flammeus), and Sprague’s Pipit (Anthus spragueii). Because of the large number
of “at risk” species occurring in the regions, and the presence of other
unique natural history features, landscapes within the Sage Creek IBA have
been identified as being of national, provincial or regional significance (Wallis
1991a, Poston et al. 1990).

IBA
Program

Because of the large number of “at risk” species occurring in the
region, the Sage Creek area has been identified as an Important Bird Area
(IBA). The IBA program is an international initiative that seeks to identify
and protect sites important to the conservation of birds worldwide. Through
the protection of birds and their habitats, the IBA program also promotes
the conservation of biodiversity. The program is voluntary and relies entirely
on local stakeholders to develop and implement appropriate on-the ground
conservation plans. The program also recognizes that if bird conservation
initiatives are to be successful, a balance must be struck between existing land
uses in an area, including the socio-economic needs of local landowners, and
bird conservation goals and objectives.

This document represents the Draft Conservation Plan for the Sage
Conservation
Creek
IBA
and follows the format for conservation plans outlined by the
Plan

Canadian IBA Program (de Forest 1999). The plan was drafted on behalf of
stakeholders with an interest in bird conservation at the Onefour
Experimental Station in the southern portion of the Sage Creek IBA by a
team of graduate students in the Faculty of Environmental Design at the
University of Calgary,. Although this conservation plan addresses bird and
biodiversity conservation in the Sage Creek region, it focuses on bird
conservation issues at the Onefour Experimental Station. In time it is hoped
that other stakeholders, particularly other landowners and leaseholders, will
be encouraged to join the program in the southern portion of the Sage Creek
IBA, and that their views will be reflected in future versions of the
Conservation Plan.
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2.0 THE IBA PROGRAM
The IBA program is an international initiative coordinated by
BirdLife International, a partnership of member-based organizations in over
100 countries seeking to identify and conserve sites important to all bird
species worldwide. Through the protection of birds and habitats, they also
promote the conservation of the world’s biodiversity. There are currently
IBA programs in Europe, Africa, the Middle East, Asia, and the Americas.

2.0

The Canadian BirdLife co-partners are the Canadian Nature
Federation (CNF) and Bird Studies Canada (BSC; see Appendix A). The
Canadian IBA program is part of the Americas IBA program which includes
the United States, Mexico, and 17 countries in Central and South America.

Partners

The goals of the Canadian IBA program are to: identify a network of
sites that conserve the natural diversity of Canadian bird species and are
critical to the long-term viability of naturally occurring bird populations;
determine the type of protection or stewardship required for each site, and
ensure the conservation of sites through partnerships of local stakeholders
who develop and implement appropriate on-the-ground conservation plans;
and establish ongoing local involvement in site protection and monitoring.

Canadian
IBA
Program

IBAs are identified by the presence of birds falling under one or
more of the following internationally agreed-upon categories:
•

Sites regularly holding significant numbers of an endangered,
threatened, or vulnerable species.

•

Sites regularly holding an endemic species, or species with
restricted ranges.

•

Sites regularly holding an assemblage of species largely restricted
to a biome.

•

Sites where birds concentrate in significant numbers when
breeding, in winter, or during migration.

The lead partner for the Alberta Important Bird Area program is the
Federation of Alberta Naturalists (FAN). The Alberta program was launched
in the spring, 1999, with the hiring of Alberta’s IBA Community
Conservation Planner. Instrumental to the success of the Alberta program is
the Alberta IBA Advisory Committee, animated by members from the
Federation of Alberta Naturalists, the Alberta Conservation Association, the
Provincial Museum of Alberta, the Canadian Wildlife Service, and the
province’s Natural Resource Services.

Alberta IBA
Program
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The Alberta IBA Program puts a premium on the voluntary and
Grassroots
participatory nature of IBA conservation planning. In this regard, the
Participation Program seeks the cooperation and participation of the site’s landowners
and/or land managers and bird or wildlife agency personnel with an interest
in the site. The Program is particularly interested in identifying, supporting,
and empowering local, grassroots birders and bird clubs. By supporting
these local bird interests, both financially and technically, and by facilitating
the participation of local conservationists in the formulation, writing, and
implementation of conservation plans for their favourite sites, FAN is
hoping to build local buy-in, ownership, and a commitment to long-term
stewardship of the site.

IBAs in
Alberta

To date, Bird Studies Canada has identified 31 Important Bird Areas
in Alberta. Others will follow. At this time, local stakeholder groups are
writing IBA conservation plans at over a dozen sites. If you are curious about
any of these sites, one-page site summaries for most sites are posted on the
IBA Canada website: <http://www.ibacanada.ca/>. Additional sites will be
listed as they receive the requisite approvals. For more information, please
telephone the Alberta IBA Community Conservation Planner at (780) 4225582, or the FAN office at (780) 427-8124.
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3.0 IBA SITE INFORMATION
3.1 OVERVIEW

3.0

The Sage Creek IBA site is located in the extreme southeastern
corner of Alberta (see Figure 3.1). The site is bounded to the east and south
by the Alberta-Saskatchewan and Alberta-Montana borders (110° West and
49° North, respectively). To the north, the site boundary represents an
approximation of three natural boundaries: i) the northern limit in the area of
the Dry Mixed Grass Natural Subregion (discussed later in this section); ii)
the approximate northern extent of the
contiguous native grassland in
southeastern Alberta (discussed later this
section); and iii) the northern limit of the
historic range of the Greater Sage Grouse
(see section 4.0 IBA Species Accounts).
To the northwest, the site boundary
extends almost to the eastern edge of Lake
Pakowki to include the historic range of
Greater Sage Grouse mating grounds in
southeastern Alberta (see section 4.0 IBA
Species Accounts). Finally, to the west,
the site is bounded by the Milk River and
the boundaries of the Milk River Canyon IBA. All site boundaries follow
township, section, or quarter-section lines. Although the ecosystems relevant
to this Plan are not constrained by human land ownership, implementation
of the Plan is certainly facilitated by conforming the site boundaries to the
existing Alberta Township System grid. In total, the Sage Creek IBA covers a
land base of nearly 3100 km2, including portions of 36 townships (Ranges 1-6
Townships 1-6 W4M; 110° 00’- ca. 110° 50’ W, 49° 00’ – ca. 49° 30’ N).
The human population density throughout the site is extremely low.
The Municipal Districts of Cypress and Forty Mile (No. 8), the southern
halves of which are covered by the site, together have a population of less
than 10,000 people.1 Despite the size of the site, only one hamlet
(Manyberries) and four localities (Wild Horse, Onefour, Bain, and Cressday)
fall within the site boundaries (see Figure 3.1). The largest of these
(Manyberries) has a permanent population of little more than 100 people.
Ranching is by far the predominant activity in the area, although farming and
petroleum extraction are also represented (see 6.0 Land Ownership and Use).
The majority of the Sage Creek IBA land base is held under lease from the
Crown (see Figure 3.2); approximately 5% is privately owned (these sections
are primarily restricted to the north and northeastern edges of the site,
however).
1

Statistics Canada population census data collected in 1996.

Human
Population
Density
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3.1.1 The Onefour Agricultural Research Station
The Onefour Agricultural Research Station, discussed later in this
document, occupies 170 km2 (42,000 acres) of largely native rangelands in the
south-central portion of the Sage Creek IBA (see Figure 3.3). The Station is
administered from Lethbridge by the Lethbridge Research Centre, a division
of Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada. The main areas of research at the
station are bovine genetics, bovine reproductive efficiency, and range
management. The dry climate at the Station provides a challenging
environment for testing different range management techniques.

3.2 GEOLOGY, SOILS, AND LAND FORMS
Landscapes

The landscapes of the extreme southeastern corner of Alberta are
generally level or gently rolling, broken by occasional subdued hills, river
valleys, and coulees. The surficial geology of the site strongly reflects the
effects of the last glaciation (which ended approximately 10,000 years ago).
At the height of glaciation, the Manyberries area was under approximately
1500 feet of ice (Westgate 1996). As a result, glacial moraines, ridges,
meltwater channels, and other glacial landforms related to the advance and
retreat of the ice sheets are widespread throughout the area (typically, these
features are oriented north-south). Glacial deposits left in the wake of the
glaciers include vast quantities of gravel, loess, and sand (often accumulated
in dunes), although larger erratic boulders are not uncommon. Thick glacial
deposits cover the site, and bedrock is infrequently exposed (although some
of the river valleys and coulees cut through and expose the soft Cretaceous
bedrock shales and sandstones).

Soils

Two types of soil predominate in the area. Dark brown chernozems
and brown solonetzic soils are equally common. Both develop primarily in
association with mixed grasses and forbs on weakly to moderately calcareous
glacial tills (sands and loams), and are primarily restricted in Canada to
southern Alberta and Saskatchewan (Brunelle et al. 1976; Agriculture Canada
1987).

3.3 HYDROLOGY
Hydrology

As a result of the glacial land formation processes described above,
the hydrology of the Sage Creek IBA site is quite complex and disorganized.
Patches of wetlands occur throughout the region, although they are not as
extensive as those that occur further north. Permanent watercourses are
relatively infrequent, and tend to be deeply inscribed. Several major rivers
bisect the study area, including the Milk and Lost Rivers. Drainage in the
study area is primarily to the Missouri River and the Gulf of Mexico via the
Milk River, although the northwest corner of the site drains into Hudson’s
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Bay via the South Saskatchewan River. A small internal drainage feeds into
Lake Pakowki (which is largely ephemeral in nature).

3.4 CLIMATE
The Dry Mixed Grass Subregion is the hottest and driest area in
Alberta, and one of the driest areas in Canada. The general climate is
continental, with cold winters, warm summers, and low precipitation
(ANHIC 1999; see Table 3.1). Extremes of weather and large day-to-day
variations in temperature are possible (Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada
2000). The greatest amount of precipitation falls in May and June; about 40%
of the precipitation falls as snow in the winter. The amount of snow cover
tends to be quite low, however, and there are relatively few snow days. In
addition to the low precipitation, the warm summers result in extremely high
evaporation rates during the peak growing season (10 to 15% relativity
humidity rates are common). Chinooks, which can raise both temperatures
and wind speeds dramatically in the winter months, occur frequently to the
west of the region (Lethbridge typically experiences 35 Chinook days per
year).

Climate

Table 3.1 Weather Conditions at Onefour Agricultural Research Station
(1928-1999).
Climatic Variable
Temperature
Sunshine
Wind
Evaporation
Effective Precipitation

Mean Yearly Value
4.6° C
2356.1 hrs
18.4 kph
1126.3 mm
331.8 mm

3.5 VEGETATION
The Sage Creek IBA site falls entirely within the Dry Mixed Grass
Subregion of Alberta’s Grassland Natural Region, which occupies over 7%
(or 50,000 km2) of Alberta (Elias 1999). As a result of climatic factors, the
vegetation of the Dry Mixed Grass Subregion is dominated by both short
and mid-height grasses. The most widespread are the mid-grasses, including
spear grass (Stipa spp.), western wheat grass (Agropyron smithii) and June grass
(Koeleria micrantha), although blue grama (Bouteloua gracilis), a short grass, is also
common. Northern wheat grass (Agropyron dasystachyum) and western
porcupine grass (Stipa curtiseta) are characteristic of moister sites within the
Subregion. Spear grasses and blue grama form the most common vegetation
communities on solonetzic soils within the IBA site, while other types of
grasses are most commonly found in association with specific landscape
features. For instance, the wheat grasses are largely restricted to hummocky

Vegetation
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moraine features, while June grass is typically found in glacial lake basins
(ANHIC 1999). As noted in Section 1.0, the study area represents one of the
largest tracts of contiguous dry mixed grass prairie left in North America
(Strong and Leggat 1992; see Figure 3.4).
In addition to the grasses, over 370 other species of plants can be
found within the Dry Mixed Grass Subregion (Elias 1999). Many of these are
considered “at risk”, and will be discussed in section 5.0.
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4.0 IBA SPECIES INFORMATION
4.1 IBA SPECIES

4.0

Based on Canadian IBA Criteria, an IBA site can be identified if it
regularly contains a number of species that are identified internationally (IBA
Category 1A) or nationally (IBA Category 1C) as threatened or at risk of
extinction. In general, a site can be identified as an IBA if it regularly contains
1% of the national or global population of an at risk species. Generally, the
species should be present in the area for the past five years. In some
situations, however, it may be appropriate for population thresholds to be
lower than the 1%. In these cases, thresholds may be revised based on
factors such as population trends, distribution, threats, and other factors that
affect the vulnerability of the species. For critical or endangered species, the
regular presence of the species may be enough to identify the site as an IBA.
Historic sites for a threatened species may also be considered if habitat
restoration work and/or re-introductions are planned or underway.
The IBA program has assigned status designations and 1%
population thresholds for globally and nationally “at risk” species occurring
in Canada. Global status designations and population thresholds are based on
information presented in Collar et al. (1994). National status designations and
population thresholds are based on the decisions of the Committee on the
Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada (COSEWIC,
http://www.cosewic.gc.ca/), which is a committee of representatives from
federal, provincial, territorial, and non-government environmental
organizations formed in 1977. COSEWIC is responsible for developing
status reports and assigning status designations to “at risk” species in Canada.
Once the status of a species is established, conservation efforts for “at risk”
species are implemented through a national recovery program known as
RENEW (Recovery of Nationally Endangered Wildlife). Under the RENEW
committee, recovery plans are developed for “at risk” species. Every five
years, the Alberta government also assigns status designations to wildlife
species occurring in the province (Alberta Fish and Wildlife 1984, Alberta
Environmental Protection 1997, Alberta Fish and Wildlife 1991), and
beginning in 1997 started preparing status reports for “at risk” species.
Under the Alberta Wildlife Act, legislative protection is also afforded to “at
risk” species (Alberta Environment 2000).

IBA
Program
Status

Eight “at risk” bird species are known to occur in the Sage Creek
IBA (Rand 1948, Salt and Salt 1976, Godfrey 1966, Poston et al. 1990,
Wershler 1991, Semenchuk 1992). One of these, the Mountain Plover, is
considered a Globally Threatened Species under the IBA program. The
Mountain Plover, and seven other species, are also considered Nationally
Threatened Species by the IBA program. The COSEWIC and Alberta
Environment status of these species, designation of these species under the

“At risk”
Species
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Alberta Wildlife Act, and IBA 1% population thresholds are presented in
Table 4.1. Explanations of the COSEWIC and Alberta Environment status
categories are presented in Tables 4.2 and 4.3, respectively.
Table 4.1 Global, national and provincial status of “at risk” bird species
Species

COSEWIC1
(May 2000)

Baird’s Sparrow

Threatened up to
1996, Not at Risk
after that
Burrowing Owl
Endangered
Ferruginous Hawk Special Concern
Loggerhead Shrike
Threatened
(Prairie
Populations)
Long-billed
Special Concern
Curlew
Mountain Plover
Endangered,
(Vulnerable5)
Sage Grouse
Endangered
Sage Thrasher
Endangered
Short-eared Owl
Sprague’s Pipit

Special Concern
Threatened

Status of
Alberta2 Wildlife
(1996)
Yellow A

No Special Status

IBA 1%
Population
Threshold4
-

Red
Blue
Yellow A

Threatened
No Special Status
No Special Status

10 pairs
20 pairs
50 pairs

Blue

No Special Status

49 individuals

Yellow B

No Special Status

Blue
Status
Undetermined
Blue
Blue

Endangered
No Special Status

1 individual, 50
individuals6
8 individuals
1 pair

No Special Status
Special Concern

200 pairs
Not defined

Alberta Wildlife
Act (May 2000)3

known to occur in the Sage Creek IBA.
1
COSEWIC (1999); 2 Alberta Environment (1996); 3 Alberta Environment
(2000); 4 http://www.ibacanada.com/national.htm; 5 International IBA
status; 6 International IBA standard.
Table 4.2 COSEWIC status categories
Category
Extinct
Extirpated
Endangered
Threatened
Special
Concern
(Vulnerable)
Not at Risk
Data Deficient
(Indeterminant)

Definition
A wildlife species that no longer exists
A wildlife species that no longer exists in the wild in Canada, but exists elsewhere
in the wild.
A wildlife species that is facing imminent extirpation or extinction.
A wildlife species that is likely to become an endangered species if nothing is done
to reverse the factors leading leading to its extirpation or extinction.
A wildlife species of special concern because it is particularly sensitive to human
activities or natural events, but does not include an extirpated, endangered or
threatened species.
A wildlife species that has been evaluated and found to be not at risk.
A species for which there is insufficient scientific information to support status
designation
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Table 4.3 Alberta Environment status categories (Alberta Wildlife
Management Division 1996)
Category
Red

Definition
Current knowledge suggests that these species are at risk. These species have
declined, or are in immediate danger of declining, to nonviable population size.
Blue
Current knowledge suggests that these species may be at risk. These species have
undergone non-cyclical declines in population or habitat, or reductions in provincial
distribution
Yellow
Species that are not currently at risk, but may require special management to
address concerns related to naturally low populations, limited provincial
distributions, or demographic/life history features that make them vulnerable to
human-related changes in the environment.
Green
Species not considered to be at risk. Populations are stable and key habitats are
generally secure.
Undetermined Species not known to be at risk, but insufficient information is available to
determine status.

Population estimates for “at risk” species in the Sage Creek IBA are
largely lacking. It is therefore difficult to estimate the percentage of the
national population of these species that occur in the region. However, based
on published literature and observations of biologists and naturalists,
minimum population estimates can be made for five species (Table 4.4). In
these five cases, minimum populations approach or exceed IBA population
thresholds. The Long-billed Curlew is widely distributed in the Sage Creek
IBA (Semenchuk 1992), and based on population densities reported from
areas with similar habitat (0.25 to 0.40 birds/15ha, Prescott and Bilyk 1996) it
is likely that Long-billed Curlew populations are in the hundreds or low
thousands. Sprague’s Pipit is also widely distributed in the region
(Semenchuk 1992), and reaches its highest densities in moderately grazed
native rangelands. Based on population densities from areas with similar
habitat (1.3 to 46 pairs/100 ha, Prescott 1997) it is likely that there are at least
thousands of breeding pairs in the Sage Creek IBA. Based on population
densities reported for other areas with similar habitat (see Clayton 2000),
Short-eared Owl populations may approach or exceed national population
thresholds in the Sage Creek IBA, particularly in years when there are high
vole populations.
The Sage Thrasher was reported as occurring, and may have bred, in
the Sage Creek IBA in the late 1980s (Semenchuk 1992). However, its
occurrence in Alberta and the Sage Creek IBA is sporadic, and there are a
limited number of records from the province (Salt and Salt 1976, Semenchuk
1992, Pinel et al. 1993). Consequently, it will not be considered further in this
conservation plan.

Population
Estimates
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Table 4.4 Minimum population estimates for “at risk” species in the Sage
Creek IBA.
Species
Burrowing Owl
Ferruginous Hawk
Loggerhead Shrike
(Prairie Populations)

Minimum Population
Estimate in Sage Creek
IBA
20+ pairs

Mountain Plover

10-20 pairs
32 pairs, individuals or nest
sites found in Milk
River/Manyberries area
3 pairs

Sage Grouse

122 cocks

Source
C. Aldredge, pers.
comm.., I. Walker, pers.
comm.
C. Aldredge, pers. comm
Wershler (1989)
Wershler and Wallis
(1986)
Aldredge (1998)

% of National
Population
(min. %)
2%
1%
<1%
6%
>15%

Baird’s Sparrow, another grassland dependent species, was formerly
considered “at risk”, however, population surveys conducted in the 1990s
revealed that the species occurred in a variety of habitat types and in high
populations. It was therefore downlisted by COSEWIC to a not at risk
species in 1996 (Table 4.1).

4.2 IBA SPECIES ACCOUNTS
Species
Accounts

The following species accounts have been prepared for the eight “at
risk” bird species that regularly occur in the Sage Creek IBA. The species
accounts summarize information presented in COSEWIC
(http://www.cosewic.gc.ca/ and Alberta Environment status reports
(http://www.gov.ab.ca/env/fw/status/reports/index.html), RENEW
recovery plans, and species accounts in The Birds of North America: Life
Histories for the 21st Century prepared by the American Ornithologists’ Union
(Table 4.5). The reader is referred to these sources for more detailed
information. Other general reference used to develop the species accounts
include Rand (1948), Salt and Salt (1976), Godfrey (1986),Wallis (1991a&b)
and Semenchuk (1992).

4.2.1 Burrowing Owl (Speotyto cunicularia hypugaea)

Burrowing
Owl

The Burrowing Owl is a small (23-25 cm, 150 g) brown and buffywhite owl with long, stilt like legs that is noted for its unusual habitat of
nesting in burrows below ground. It is distributed widely throughout western
North America in drained grasslands, steppes, deserts, prairies and
agricultural lands (Haug et al. 1993). A disjunct population also exists in
Florida and the Caribbean. The winter distribution of Burrowing Owl
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populations breeding in the Prairie Provinces is unknown, but is thought to
be south of the United States-Mexico border, or in coastal Texas (James
1992).
Table 4.5 Reference sources used to develop Sage Creek IBA species
accounts.
Species

COSEWIC and
Alberta
The
RENEW
Status
Birds of
Report
North
Status
Recovery
America
Report
Plan
Burrowing
Haug and
Hjertaas Wellicome Haug et
Owl
Didiuk
et al.
(1997)
al. (1993)
(1991),
(1995)
Wellicome
and Haug
(1995)
Ferruginous Schmutz and Schmutz
Schmutz
Bechard
Hawk
Schmutz
(1999)
(1999)
and
(1980),
Schmutz
Schmutz
(1995)
(1995)
Loggerhead
Cadman
Johns et
Prescott
Yosef
Shrike
(1985),
al. (1994)
and
(1996)
(Prairie
Cadman
Bjorge
Populations)
(1990)
(1999)
Long-billed
DeSmet
Hill (1998)
Curlew
(1992)
Mountain
Wershler
Plover
and Wallis
(1986)
Sage Grouse
McAdam
In prep.
Aldridge Schroeder
(1997)
(1997)
et al.
(1999)
Sage
Cannings
Reynolds
Thrasher
(1992)
et al.
(1999)
Short-Eared
Clayton
Owl
(2000)
Sprague’s
Prescott and Johns et
Prescott
Robbins
Pipit
Davies
al. (1994)
(1997)
and Dale
(1999)
(1999)

In western North America, Burrowing Owl populations are reported
to be in decline in many states (Wellicome and Haug 1995). Breeding
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populations in the interior of British Columbia have all but disappeared, and
are currently only maintained in the Kamloops area through the release of
captive reared birds. In the Prairie Provinces, Burrowing Owl populations
have declined dramatically over the last thirty years. This decline has been
accompanied by a contraction in distribution along the eastern, northern and
western peripheries of its range (Wellicome 1997).
Historically, Burrowing Owls were sparsely distributed
throughout the fescue grassland, mixed grass, and drymixed grass ecoregions, and the southern portion of the
aspen parkland in Alberta as far north as Wainwright
(Wedgewood 1978). However, over the last forty years,
the range has contracted southward and eastward and
birds are rarely reported from the fescue grasslands or
aspen parkland. The current breeding population is
estimated at 842 pairs (Schmutz 1996), which is down
from an estimated 1,000 pairs in 1990 (Haug and Didiuk
1993), and 1,500 pairs in 1978 (Wellicome and Haug
1995). The Sage Creek IBA lies at the core of the species’ range in Alberta
(Salt and Salt 1976, Semenchuk 1992, Wellicome 1997). However, population
surveys conducted in 1993 (Schmutz 1993), and 1994 and 1995 (Schmutz
1996) suggest that Burrowing Owls may be more sparsely distributed in the
Sage Creek IBA than elsewhere in the province. Ten or more breeding pairs
occupy the Onefour Experimental Station (I. Walker, pers. comm.).

Habitat

The specific characteristics of breeding habitat vary across the
species’ range. However, three basic attributes of nesting habitat appear to
include the availability of nest burrows, short or sparse vegetation in the
vicinity of the nest burrow, and open terrain (Zarn 1974). The type of
vegetation around the nest site does not appear to be important as long as it
is kept short by soil or climatic conditions, grazing, haying, mowing or
burning. The diet of the Burrowing Owl consists primarily of insects and
small rodents. During the breeding season, small rodents comprise the
majority of their caloric intake (Schmutz et al. 1991), and nest success is
correlated with the availability of small mammals (Wellicome 1997). Small
mammals are generally captured during nocturnal foraging flights. Radiotelemetry studies conducted in Saskatchewan revealed that nocturnal foraging
activities were generally centred around tall grass habitats (Haug and
Oliphant 1990), which have been shown to support higher densities of small
rodents than shorter grass habitats and cropland (Wellicome 1997). The
availability of tall grass foraging areas may therefore be another important
habitat attribute for Burrowing Owls nesting in mixed grass and dry-mixed
grass ecoregions.

Arrival in
Spring

Burrowing Owls typically arrive in Alberta between early April and
early May. Soon after arrival, males select a nest burrow and begin calling to
attract a mate. Nest are located in the abandoned burrows of ground
squirrels, prairie dogs and badgers. The pair lines the nest chamber and
tunnel with dried manure. In Alberta, egg laying begins between late April
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and late May, depending on arrival times. In western Canada, clutch size
ranges between six and eleven eggs. The first egg hatches about thirty days
after clutch initiation. Last eggs hatch between two and six days after the first
egg. Young begin moving to nearby burrows when they are about 25 days of
age, and are capable of sustained flight at 50 days. They become independent
of the adults between 60 and 70 days after hatching. Following fledging
young disperse up to 25 km away from the nest site. Males also disperse away
from the nest, but generally not as far as juveniles. The female generally
remains near the nest site during the post-fledging period. Burrowing owls
migrate from Alberta between early September and mid-October.
The greatest threat faced by the Burrowing Owl is habitat loss, fragmentation
and degradation on breeding and wintering grounds and along migration
corridors (Wellicome 1997). In areas with high road densities, vehicle
collisions can also be a high source of annual mortality (Wellicome 1997).
Pesticide use and shooting are other potential threats to the species.

4.2.2 Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis)
The Ferruginous Hawk is one of three buteos or “soaring hawks”
that breed in the prairies of southern Canada. It is the largest of the three
(males 977-1347 g, females 1501-2074 g). Two different colour forms occur.
About 90% of birds are represented by the light form, which has a mixture
of rusty, brown and grey feathers on the back, legs, wings and occasionally
on the throat, white to greyish tail, and white underparts. In flight, these
birds appear white below with a dark V formed by the legs pointing to the
tail. The dark form has black on the belly, back and wings, with a greyish tail.
The Ferruginous Hawk breeds exclusively within the Great Plains
and inter-mountain valleys of North America from the southern prairie
provinces to northern Arizona and New Mexico (Bechard
and Schmutz 1995). Its winter range generally extends
from northern California, east to southwestern Nebraska,
south to east-central Texas, central Mexico and Baja
California (Bechard and Schmutz 1995). The majority of
Ferruginous Hawks that breed in Alberta winter in Texas
(Schmutz and Fyfe 1987). Over the last several decades,
Ferruginous Hawk populations have declined throughout
their range, largely as a result of habitat loss and alteration
(Bechard and Schmutz 1995). Historically, the species bred
in the prairies and central parkland of Alberta as far north
as Edmonton and Lloydminister. However, over the last
several decades its range has been reduced by about 40% and has contracted
to southeastern Alberta (Schmutz 1999). Accurate historic population
estimates do not exist, however, based on the accounts of early naturalists,
Schmutz and Schmutz (1980) estimate that the numbers of Ferruginous
Hawk have been reduced by half since the 1920s. Surveys conducted in 1982,
1987 and 1992 indicate that Ferruginous Hawk populations are stable in the

Ferruginous
Hawk
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province (Schmutz 1999). It is estimated that there currently are about 1,800
breeding pairs of Ferruginous Hawks in the province.

Habitat

The Ferruginous Hawk is a bird of the “open country” occurring in
desert shrub and grassland habitats in areas where grazing is the dominant
land use or where the open landscape is relatively wild. Nesting densities
decrease consistently as cultivation increases. However small amounts of
cultivation in grassland dominated areas may actually result in higher nesting
densities (Schmutz 1993).

Arrival in
Spring

Ferruginous Hawks arrive in Alberta in late March and early April
(Schmutz et al. 1980). Pairing takes place before or soon after arrival on the
nesting grounds. Nest building starts in April and females lay one to five eggs
(mean 3.6, Schmutz and Hungle 1989) in April or early May. Typically
Ferruginous Hawks nest in trees or tall shrubs or other elevated substrates
such as sheds or boulders. Nests are also occasionally built on cliffs or
eroded stream banks, and even relatively flat ground when prey but no other
nest sites are available. Ground nesting was likely more prevalent in the past
because the availability of trees and shrubs increased with post-settlement
fire suppression and the planting of shelterbelts (Bechard and Schmutz
1995). The species also readily uses artificial nest platforms placed on tall
poles. Eggs generally hatch in late May or early June. Fledgling and adults
generally remain near the nest for one month, or may move a short distance
to favorite hunting areas within the territory. In August, young drift away
from breeding territories and begin their migration. Adults follow later,
remaining on the nesting area as late as mid-October (Bechard and Schmutz
1995).

Diet

Throughout its range, the Ferruginous Hawk primarily relies on two
families of rodents and lagomorphs, Leporidae (hares and rabbits) and
Sciuridae (ground squirrels and prairie dogs), for the majority of its prey. In
Alberta, however, the major prey species is the Richardson’s Ground Squirrel
(Schmutz et al. 1980). Breeding densities and reproductive success are closely
tied to ground squirrel abundance (Schmutz 1999).

Habitat
Alterations

Post-settlement habitat alterations have impacted Ferruginous Hawk
populations in three ways. First, the conversion of native grassland to
cropland has rendered these areas unsuitable for the species. Second, fire
suppression has led to the expansion of woodland habitats and replacement
of grassland habitats in some parts of the Ferruginous Hawk’s range
(Houston and Bechard 1983). Third, as a consequence of an increase in the
amount of woody vegetation on prairie landscapes, Swainson’s and Redtailed hawks have expanded their range and can come into direct competition
with Ferruginous Hawks for space, food and nest sites (Schmutz et al. 1980).
The ecology of the Ferruginous Hawk is closely linked to ground squirrels in
Alberta. Programs aimed at eradicating ground squirrels could therefore also
have detrimental effects on Ferruginous Hawks. Ferruginous Hawks are also
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vulnerable to disturbances around the nest site during the nest-building and
hatching stages (White and Thurow 1985).

4.2.3 Loggerhead Shrike (Lanius ludiovicianus excubitorides)
The Loggerhead Shrike is a striking, medium sized (22-23 cm)
songbird that is slightly smaller than a Robin. The back and crown are slate
grey, the wings are black and white, the chest and belly are white, and the tail
is white with white stripes along the side. A notable field mark is the “mask”,
a black stripe around the eyes that extends right across the forehead. This
mask is thought to reduce glare that might impair the birds ability to see prey
in bright sunlight. Although they are songbirds, shrikes possess beaks similar
to birds of prey, with a hook at the end and tooth like structures on the
upper mandible. They use this bill to kill their prey, which includes insects
and small rodents, making shrikes the only truly predatory songbird. Shrikes
are also widely known for their habit of impaling prey on the branches and
thorns of shrubs and on barbed wire. This habit has earned the species the
name “butcher bird”. By this ingenious method, shrikes compensate for the
lack of talons with which birds of prey hold their prey as they tear off edible
chunks.

Loggerhead
Shrike

The Loggerhead Shrike breeds over much of southern North
America from California, eastern Oregon, eastern Washington, central
Alberta, central Saskatchewan, southern Manitoba, southern Ontario,
southwestern Quebec, central New York and Pennsylvania south to Baja
California Mexico, the Gulf Coast and southern Florida. The winter range is
generally restricted to southern portion of the breeding range south of
Canada where snow does not cover the ground for more than ten days of the
year (Miller 1931). Populations have declined dramatically throughout much
of the specie’s range over the last thirty or forty years, with declines most
pronounced in the eastern provinces and northeastern United States
(Cadman 1985). A status report on the Loggerhead Shrike was prepared in
1985 (Cadman 1985), and a national recovery plan was prepared in 1994
(Johns et al. 1994). The Committee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in
Canada is currently preparing a revised status report for prairie populations
of the Loggerhead Shrike. A management plan for the Loggerhead Shrike in
Alberta was prepared in 1991 (Smith 1991).

Breeding
Range

Historically, the Loggerhead Shrike nested locally in the central
parkland, foothills and prairies of southern Alberta (Salt and Salt 1976).
Populations were probably concentrated along the southern fringe of the
central parkland and in the valleys of the prairies (Farley 1932). Populations
increased following settlement in Alberta as forested areas were cleared and
trees and shrubs were planted on the prairies. These activities resulted in an
increase in populations in the south and an expansion of the range northward
(Brown 1948, Rand 1948). By 1952, the species had reached the Peace River
area (Salt and Wilk 1958). Over the last thirty years, the range of the

Nesting
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Loggerhead Shrikes has decreased dramatically and since the mid-1980s there
have been few records as far west as Calgary or north to Edmonton (Smith
1991). Breeding Bird Survey Data collected between 1970-1991 revealed that
the Loggerhead Shrike in the southern prairie provinces exhibited the highest
negative, long-term trend in mean annual change in population (-8.2%) of
any passerine in Canada (Collister 1994). Based on a 1987 roadside survey,
and subsequent field-work during 1988 and 1989, Smith (1991) and Wershler
(1989) estimated that there were 350 breeding pairs of Loggerhead Shrikes in
Alberta as of 1989. As a consequence of these population estimates the
Loggerhead Shrike was designated as a “Red List” species in 1991 (Alberta
Wildlife Management Division 1996). These surveys also
revealed that the area between Manyberries and Wildhorse,
within the Sage Creek IBA, contained relatively high
concentrations of breeding Loggerhead Shrikes. Data
collected between 1987 and 1991 for the Alberta Breeding
Bird Atlas (Semenchuk 1992), however, indicated that the
species was more widely distributed and more rigorous
studies, conducted during the 1993 breeding season, revealed that Alberta
might host in excess of 3,000 breeding pairs of Loggerhead Shrikes (Bjorge
and Prescott 1996). Based on these results, the status of the species in
Alberta was downlisted to “Yellow A” (Alberta Wildlife Management
Division 1996). Based on a 1998 survey, populations appear to be stable in
the province (R. Bjorge, pers. comm.).

Breeding
Range

The Loggerhead Shrike breeds in open areas with scattered shrubs
and trees, including savanna, desert scrub and open woodlands. Forested
areas and areas with extensive shrub cover appear to be avoided by breeding
birds. In southeastern Alberta, Loggerhead Shrikes typically nest in lone
shrubs, small shrub patches or hedgerows surrounded by grass (Collister
1994, Bjorge and Prescott 1996). Thorny Buffaloberry, Willow and Caragana
are favoured nest substrates (Collister 1994, Bjorge and Prescott 1996).
Prescott and Collister (1993) showed that in the mixed grass ecoregion of
southeastern Alberta, Loggerhead Shrikes selected breeding territories with a
higher percentage of tall (> 20 cm) grass with a higher mean height of grass
than adjacent unoccupied sites.

Arrival in
Spring

In Alberta, Loggerhead Shrikes begin arriving in late March to early
April, however, the bulk of the population does not usually appear until midApril (Smith 1991). Males appear to arrive first to set up breeding territories
(Smith 1991). Nesting occurs in May (Smith 1991, Collister 1994). Between 4
to 9 eggs are laid, and the modal clutch size in Alberta is 7 eggs (Smith 1991,
Collister 1994). Nests are generally bulky structures made of twigs, with a
tightly woven grass cup lined with hair and feathers. A loose roof-like
structure of twigs may be built over the nest. In southern Alberta, most nests
are built approximately 1m above the ground. Most birds have left the
province by late August, although the occasional individual may linger until
mid-September (Smith 1991).
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The cause of the range-wide decline in Loggerhead Shrike populations is not
known. However the following factors may have contributed: long-term land
use changes have converted former native grassland and human-made
pastures to cropland or to brushland and forest on both the breeding and
wintering grounds; intensive management of these grasslands, including the
use of pesticides, may have increased mortality in migratory shrikes; and
dissection of breeding and wintering areas may have increased mortality
resulting from automobile collisions (Johns et al. 1994). Eggs and young are
also susceptible to cold weather and heavy rainfall.

Habitat
Decline

4.2.4 Long-billed Curlew (Numenius americanus)
The Long-billed Curlew is the largest shorebird, and most southerly
breeding curlew in North America. About the size of a chicken, it is
distinguished by its long blue grey legs, and long (11-15 cm.) down-curved
bill. It has a white throat, buffy head and neck streaked with brownish black,
pale cinnamon underparts with buffy feather margins, and buffy cinnamon
wings spotted with brownish black. Its distinctive curlee call is often heard as
it flies past human intruders entering its breeding territory.

Long-billed
Curlew

Although classified as a shorebird, this term is somewhat misleading
as the Long-billed Curlew typically occupies upland areas in large expanses of
prairies during the breeding season, which are often away from water bodies.
Its breeding range formerly included grassland regions in the southern parts
of the four western provinces and south into the United States west of the
Mississippi River (Hill 1998). However, since the turn of the century it has
disappeared as a breeding species in Manitoba, southeastern Saskatchewan,
Michigan, Iowa, Minnesota, Wisconsin, Illinois and eastern Nebraska (Hill
1998). It winters from central California, southern Arizona, southern New
Mexico and Louisiana, south to Mexico, and Central and South America (Hill
1998). Wintering populations also occur along coastal South Carolina,
Georgia, and Florida (Hill 1998).

Habitats

In Alberta, the Long-billed Curlew primarily breeds in the prairies of
southern Alberta, although breeding has been reported in the Central
Parkland (Salt and Salt 1976, Semenchuk 1992) Changes in population size
have not been well documented. However, a possible decline in curlew
numbers was detected within the province during drought conditions in the
1980s (DeSmet 1992). Currently, populations are believed to be low and
possibly declining (Semenchuk 1992). Nonetheless, numbers of curlews in
Alberta are generally greater than elsewhere in Canada (DeSmet 1992).
Breeding Bird Survey Data indicate that Alberta populations declined 2.9%
annually between 1980 and 1996, although this trend was not significant
because of the small number of routes surveyed (Sauer et al. 1997).

Populations

The breeding habitat of Long-billed Curlews is typically described as
short-grass or mixed grass native prairie, but varies from moist meadows to

Breeding
Range
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very dry grasslands (Hill 1998). In general, the species prefers to nest in areas
with large open expanses and relatively low vegetation (Pampush and
Anthony 1993). Moderate livestock grazing tends to maintain the low
vegetation profile required for breeding (Hill 1998) Curlews tend to be
eliminated from areas of extensive cultivation (Renaud 1980). Curlews will
occasionally nest in fallow or stubble fields or in tame pasture planted to
Crested Wheatgrass (Pampush and Anthony 1993, Prescott and Bilyk 1996),
however, nesting densities are often much lower in these habitats than in
native grasslands (Owens and Myres 1973, Prescott and Bilyk 1996).
Long-billed Curlews arrive in southern Alberta in mid- to late- April
(Sadler and Myres 1976, Pinel et al. 1991). Nests are built in a scrape
excavated in the ground and are lined with grasses, straw and plant stems.
Clutch size is usually four eggs, although three and five egg clutches have
also been reported (Sadler and Maher 1976). Incubation begins after the last
egg is laid and is shared by both parents for 27 to 30 days. Females incubate
during the day and males incubate at night (Allen 1980). Young curlews are
able to walk and feed themselves shortly after hatching. Adults lead chicks to
areas of denser vegetation cover shortly after
hatching (Maher 1973). Insects, particularly
grasshoppers, constitute the majority of the diet of
adults and young (Cannings et al. 1987). Adult
curlews may also feed upon nestling birds and
amphibians (Hill 1998). Females abandon broods
two to three weeks after hatching (Allen 1980).
Thereafter, the male cares for the young until they
reach independence 41 to 45 days after hatching
(Allen 1980, Fitzner 1978). In July and August,
adults and juveniles form post-breeding flocks
before migration, and most birds have left the province by the end of August
(Pinel et al. 1991).
At the turn of the century, Long-billed Curlew populations were
decimated by sport and market hunting in many parts of their range (Allen
1980). However, habitat loss and fragmentation, resulting from the
conversion of native prairie to cropland and urban development, has been
identified as the single greatest cause of population declines (Hill 1998).
Heavy grazing, particularly during droughts, may eliminate important brood
rearing habitat (Hill 1998). Human activity near nest sites may cause nest
dissertion. Pesticide use may also impact curlew breeding success, either
through direct ingestion of chemicals or through a reduction in the
invertebrate prey that constitute the curlew’s diet (De Smet 1992). The loss
of wetland habitat in wintering areas may also adversely effect provincial
curlew populations (Hill 1998).

4.2.5 Mountain Plover (Charadrius montanus)
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The Mountain Plover is a medium-sized shorebird (23 cm), which is
about the size of a Killdeer. In summer plumage it has a greyish-brown back
and wings, grey-buff breast, dull white under parts, thin dark bill, white
forehead, black forecrown, thin black eye-line and light legs. The name of
this species is somewhat misleading as it does not occur in mountainous
areas. Rather, it inhabits dry upland prairies of western North America. The
breeding range of the species extends from southeastern Alberta and
southern Saskatchewan south through eastern Wyoming, western Nebraska,
Colorado and western Kansas to central and southeastern New Mexico,
western Texas, western Oklahoma and western Missouri. It winters from
central California, southern Arizona and central and coastal Texas, south to
southern Baja California and northern Mexico.

Mountain
Plover

The species reaches the northern limits of its range in extreme
southeastern Alberta and its range in Alberta is somewhat restricted with
most reports from the Onefour and Wildhorse areas. Until
1979, there had been few recent reports of the species in
Alberta. Coues (1878) reported that Mountain Plovers were
fairly common along the Canada – U.S. border adjoining
southeastern Alberta and southwestern Saskatchewan. The
exact location of many of those specimens is unclear, but all
were collected within 50 km of the border and some along
the boundary itself. Soper (1941) found four birds near
Wildhorse on 22 June 1941. There were no further reports
until 12 June 1966 when two birds were observed near
Elkwater (Wallis and Wershler 1981). Breeding was not
suspected because of the lack of suitable habitat in the area.
Salt and Salt (1976) documented a report of two birds observed a few
kilometres north of the international boundary about 30 kilometers west of
Wildhorse on 5 July 1971. One bird was also observed near Wildhorse in
1986 (Wershler and Wallis 1987). On 30 September 1977, five birds, possibly
representing a family group, were observed northeast of Onefour. Three
nests were found in the Onefour area in 1979 (Wallis and Wershler 1981,
Wallis and Loewen 1980). Since then, a few Mountain Plovers have been
observed in most years in the Onefour area (Wershler and Wallis 1987,
Semenchuk 1992).
The Mountain Plover is highly specialized in its choice of breeding
habitat, preferring unbroken, dry, short prairie with patches of bare earth,
where native grasses such as Blue Grama (Buoteloua gracilis) and Buffalo Grass
(Buchloe dactyloides) have recently been burned or heavily grazed (Wershler and
Wallis 1987). Nests observed in the Onefour area have been located in
heavily grazed winter pasture and recently burned areas (Wallis and Wershler
1981, Wershler and Wallis 1987). Birds are also frequently observed standing
on small manure piles in the Onefour area during the summer in an area
largely devoid of grass where cattle are fed hay in the winter (Ian Walker,
pers. comm.). Management of this species may require the maintenance of

Breeding
Habitat
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heavily grazed pastures and burned areas (Wershler and Wallis 1987). In
Alberta, nesting occurs in May and June (Wallis and Wershler 1987). Nests
are generally situated in small depressions on the ground lined with grass or
manure. Typically three eggs are laid. Often two clutches are laid during the
breeding season. The first clutch is incubated by the male and the second by
the female.

Habitat
Decline

Mountain Plover populations have declined markedly over much of
the species range during the last century (Wershler and Wallis 1987). Habitat
loss and fragmentation, resulting from the conversion of large expansive
prairie habitats to cropland and tame pastures, are believed to be the major
causes of these declines (Wershler and Wallis 1987). Human disturbance
around nest sites may also lead to the abandonment of nest sites (Wershler
and Wallis 1987). This is a particular concern at the Onefour Experimental
Station(Wershler and Wallis 1986). The area has become better known for its
rare flora and fauna, and there has been a marked increase in the number of
visitors. Off-road travel and increased travel on trails that were previously
little use has also created a large network of trails in the vicinity of Mountain
Plover nesting areas. Climate may also be a limiting factor for the species
because Mountain Plovers feed on insects, which can become less abundant
during periods of drought. Food scarcity can lower both egg production and
nesting success. Historic evidence suggests that Mountain Plover populations
in southeastern Alberta, which is at the northern periphery, have always been
scarce and locally distributed.

4.2.6 Greater Sage Grouse (Centrocercus urophasianus urophasianus)

Greater
Sage Grouse

The Greater Sage Grouse is the largest of all North American grouse
(males wigh 1700-2900 g and females 1000-1800 g) and is
about half the size of a Wild Turkey. The male has a grey
crown and hindneck delicately marked with black; grey
back and wings, and all feathers except the primaries are
finely barred or splotched with buff and black; face throat
and foreneck are black with small white marks; upper
breast and sides of necks covered with stiff white feathers,
and underlying these are large gular sacs that are inflated
during the spring dance; thin, long black plumes are on the
side of the neck; the lower breast and abdomen are black,
which is a distinctive field mark; sides are a mixture of
black, buff and white; also distinctive are the long pointed
tail feathers, which are finely barred with black, buffy and white; legs are grey
and feathered to the base of the toes. The smaller female is similar in
appearance but is more buffy above, has a white throat, the foreneck and
upper breast are mostly grey with fine black marks and it lacks distentable
gular sacs. In 2000, the American Onithologists Union agreed that a new
species of Sage Grouse, the Gunnison Sage Grouse (Centrocercus minimus), had
been identified in Colorado and Utah. The remaining Sage Grouse has since
been renamed the Greater Sage Grouse.
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Habitat

The species is found almost exclusively where sagebrush-grasslands
occur. Historically, Greater Sage Grouse occurred in the Great Plains from
New Mexico to Saskatchewan and California to British Columbia.
Populations have been lost from along the edges of much of its range, and
populations have declined or disappeared within the core of its range. In
Canada, Greater Sage Grouse no longer occur in B.C., and remain on only
30% of its former range in Saskatchewan and Alberta. Historically, in Alberta
it ranged from the Montana border west to Lethbridge, northeast towards
Brooks and Empress. Since 1968, active leks have only been reported within
a 4,000 km2 area centred south and east of Manyberries in extreme southeast
Alberta. Thirty-three leks have been reported in this area since 1968, but only
eight of these leks have been active since 1997. Similarly, there has been a
decline in the number of cocks present on leks between the 1980s and 1997,
when the total number of cocks was estimated to be 122. One historic, but
inactive lek is located on the Onefour Experimental Station (J. Nicholson,
pers. comm.).
Greater Sage Grouse populations generally have small home ranges
and may make seasonal movements between breeding, summer and winter
areas, depending on food supply and weather conditions. Greater Sage
Grouse are one of many lekking bird species where males assemble together
on a dancing ground during the breeding season. Leks are typically flat, open
sites such as dried mud flats or valley bottoms that are slightly lower than
surrounding areas and usually near small creeks. The leks themselves contain
little vegetation, but are surrounded by sagebrush flats that are important as
feeding and roosting sites. Leks range in size from 0.04 ha to as large as 4 ha,
and are very traditional, with some remaining active for upwards of 100
years.

Populations

Males begin returning to dancing grounds in late winter, and begin
displaying and establishing territories on leks as soon as snow begins to
disappear. Males attend and display at leks at both dusk and dawn (Johnsgard
1983), but activity peaks during the hour surrounding sunrise. The male
display is used both to attract females and to defend a territory from other
males. The display consists of a series of “struts”, in which the male fans his
tail feathers, inflates his esophageal bag, and puffs his white chest feathers
while displaying his olive green-yellow gular sacs. He then flaps his drawn
wings and produces a brushing sound, which finishes with a characteristic
“plopping” noise that is produced from the release of air from the
esophageal bag. Older cocks arrive first, and obtain the most central
territories on the lek. Peak female attendance occurs in late Aprill to early
May in Alberta (Aldridge 1997). Each female attends a lek for a period of two
to three days each spring, mating only once, usually with one of the
dominant cocks.

Mating
Behaviour
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Following mating, females move to nesting areas, primarily associated
with sagebrush flats, located near leks. Nests are typically placed under tall
sagebrush plants (Artenesia spp.), in areas with fairly dense canopy cover. Egg
laying occurs a few days after mating. Egg laying and incubation together last
about 37 days, with 1.3 days elapsing between the laying of successive eggs.
Average clutch size is usually seven to nine eggs, and in Alberta, peak
hatching occurs in June.
Shortly after hatching, broods move to areas with dense forb cover,
which often includes areas near wetlands and wet meadow habitats. In late
summer and fall, Greater Sage Grouse congregate in flocks that are sexually
segregated, although some flocks may consist of both females and immature
males. In some areas, Greater Sage Grouse are reported to move to winter
ranges between September and December. In other areas, they remain
resident in an area over the course of the year. Little is known about the
dispersal of Greater Sage Grouse during the winter in Alberta, but it is
suspected that populations are largely non-migratory (Aldridge 1998).

Diet

Diet varies seasonally, but sagebrush constitutes a large percentage of
the year-round diet and makes up most of the winter diet. Lush forbs make
up a large percentage of the late summer diet, and also appear to be an
important component of the diet of pre-laying hens and chicks <12 weeks of
age. Insects are also an important component of the diet of juveniles, and
may make up as much as 60% of the food intake of chicks less than one
week old.

Habitat
Decline

The decline of Greater Sage Grouse populations across its former
range can largely be attributed to the loss, fragmentation and deterioration of
sagebrush-grassland habitats. Cultivation of sagebrush-grasslands has
contributed to a range-wide decrease in available habitat. Overgrazing of
sagebrush-grasslands can result in the reduced cover, which can impact
Greater Sage Grouse populations by reducing habitat suitability, or increasing
the exposure of birds and nests to predators and extreme weather. The
removal of vegetation for well sites, access roads, and associated facilities can
also fragment and reduce the availability of suitable habitat. Furthermore,
human and mechanical disturbance at well sites may disrupt breeding
activities. Road development and increased vehicle traffic can contribute to
habitat fragmentation, cause direct mortality of birds, and increase human
disturbance around leks. The presence of tall vertical structures near leks can
also be detrimental, because these structures can be used as perches for
predatory birds and lead to increased predation of birds on the lek (C.
Aldridge, pers. comm.). Cam Aldridge and Dr. Mark Boyce of the University
of Alberta are currently conducting research on Greater Sage Grouse in the
Sage Creek IBA.
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4.2.7 Short-Eared Owl (Asio flammeus)
The Short-eared Owl is a medium sized owl (33-40 cm, males 315 g,
females 378 g), which is slightly smaller than a crow. The plumage varies
from light brownish-orange to buffy white, with a white facial disk, darkly
ringed eyes, and a dark wrist patch on the underwing. As its name suggest, it
has short, inconspicuous ear tufts on the top of its head.
The species has a worldwide distribution, occurring
on every continent except Australia and Antarctica. In North
America, it breeds throughout the northern parts of the
continent and migrates as far south as Mexico and West
Indies. In Alberta, it occurs throughout the non-mountainous
regions of the province. Most reports are from south of a line
running between Peace River, Lesser Slave Lake and Cold
Lake, however, the lack of records from northern parts may
reflect the limited survey effort in the region. Little
information is available on the size or trend of Short-eared
Owl populations in North America. Serious population declines are believed
to have occurred in the northeastern United States and California. Breeding
Bird Survey (BBS) data reveals that the species has declined significantly
across Canada, including the Prairie Provinces, and in some of the western
states. Christmas Bird Count data reveals that wintering populations have
declined at a significant 1.8% annual rate across North America over the last
thirty years. BBS data indicates the species has experienced a long-term, but
not significant, decline in Alberta. In 1996, concern over population declines
and a lack of information on this species in Alberta led to its inclusion on the
“Blue List” of provincial “at risk” species.
Throughout its range, the Short-eared Owl is typically associated with
open habitats including arctic tundra, clear cuts, peat lands, fresh and saltwater marshes, grasslands, cropland, and shrub-steppe. The species nests on
the ground. In the Prairie Provinces and Montana nests are most often
reported from drier areas in grasslands, grain stubble, hayfields and short
shrubs (e.g. Buckbrush, Symphoricarpos occidentalis) (Houston 1997). Small
mammals, particularly voles (Microtus spp.), dominate the diet of the Shorteared Owl in North America, and rodent densities, rather than habitat
availability, dictate breeding and, perhaps, wintering densities of the species.
Consequently, the species is very irruptive, reaching high densities when vole
populations are high, and becoming uncommon or even absence from an
area when vole populations are low.

Habitats

Small numbers of Short-eared Owls often overwinter in Alberta.
However, Alberta populations are largely migratory, and the first spring
migrants arrive in March and early April. Nests consist of a scrape in the
ground lined with grass and feathers. Egg laying occurs from early May
through June. Clutch size range from 1-11 eggs, and average 8.6 eggs in

Overwintering
and
migration
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Manitoba (Houston 1997). The female incubates the eggs for 24 to 29 days.
The female also solely broods nestlings following hatching. Young develop
rapidly, wandering up to 200 m from the nest by 14 days of age and fledging
at 28 to 35 days.
Declines in Short-eared Owl populations have been equated in some
areas to habitat loss and degradation resulting from agriculture, grazing,
recreation, and development. Overgrazing of rangelands may have lead to
declines in the western U.S. (Houston 1997).

4.2.8 Sprague’s Pipit (Anthus spragueii)

Sprague’s
Pipit

Sprague’s Pipit is a small (15 to 17 cm, 23 to 25 g), drab, groundnesting songbird that breeds in the northern Great Plains of Canada and the
United States. It is similar in appearance to a sparrow, with brownish black
and pale buff streaked upperparts, greyish brown wings, pale buff cheeks and
underparts, sparsely streaked with light brown on the breast and becoming
almost white on the abdomen. The tail is brownish black with the two outer
feathers on either side white. It is somewhat secretive and is rarely seen on
the ground. However, it has a distinctive thin metallic song, which the male
sings during the breeding season as it flies overhead.
The species is relatively common in suitable habitat over
much of its range, but populations have been declining in many
areas, largely as a result of habitat loss. It breeds in prairie and
parkland regions of central and southern Alberta and
Saskatchewan, through west-central and southern Manitoba
south to southern Montana, south-central South Dakota, and
northwestern Minnesota. It winters from south-central and
southeastern New Mexico, central and eastern Texas,
northwestern Mississippi, and southern Louisiana south through Mexico as
far as Michocan, Puebla and Veracruz. Throughout its range, Sprague’s Pipit
shows a strong affinity for native prairie, and avoids areas with introduced
grasses and cultivated land. In parkland and prairie regions of western
Canada it appears to prefer grasslands that are intermediate in terms of
vegetation height and litter depth, and tends to avoid areas with extensive
shrub cover. The highest breeding densities generally occur on ungrazed to
moderately grazed native rangeland.

Breeding
Range

Sprague’s Pipit arrive on the breeding grounds in late April and early
May. On the Canadian prairies nest building has been observed as early as
the second week of May. Egg laying has been reported from the second week
of May until the end of July. Some females may raise two broods in a season.
Nests are often built in small depressions below ground level, concealed by
overhanging grass. Nests are most often placed in areas with relatively dense
and tall grass, with a low density of forbs and little bare ground. Four or fiveegg clutches are typical, but clutches of six eggs have been reported.
Incubation, which is done almost exclusively by the female, lasts from ten to

Habitat
Decline
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eleven days. The female is also primarily, if not exclusively, responsible for
tending to the chicks. Birds depart for wintering grounds from midSeptember to early October.

Populations

In suitable habitat, Sprague’s Pipit is one of the most common
breeding species over much of its range. However, Breeding Bird Survey data
reveals that between 1966 and 1997, populations in Canada declined at an
annual rate of 7.3%, and on a continent-wide basis populations have declined
at an annual rate of 4.6%. Several factors appear to be contributing to the
decline. Perhaps the greatest contributing factor has been habitat loss
resulting from the conversion of native rangeland to cropland. Cattle grazing
may also impact the species. In dryer areas, such as the dry mixed grass
prairie in the Sage Creek IBA, heavy grazing may create unfavourable
conditions. In more productive areas, Sprague’s Pipit may avoid lightly
grazed or idled grasslands where vegetation has become matted. Haying and
burning also have short-term adverse effects on the abundance of Sprague’s
Pipits. However, populations may increase in abundance following such
activities as a result of a reduction in litter accumulation and shrub densities.
Provincial (http://www.gov.ab.ca/env/fw/status/reports/birds/index.html;
Prescott 1997) and national (Prescott and Davies 1999) status reports and a
national recovery plan (Johns et al. 1994) have been prepared for the species.
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5.0

5.0 OTHER ELEMENTS OF HIGH
CONSERVATION VALUE
In addition to the bird life found in the Sage Creek IBA, there are
other plants and animals that contribute to the unique ecological value of the
area. The southeastern corner of Alberta represents the northern extent of
many species ranges (e.g., Eastern Short-Horned Lizard [Phrynosoma douglassii
brevirostre], Prairie Rattlesnake [Crotalus viridis]), and hence, in many cases is
part of a very limited Canadian representation for some species. In other
cases, because the area represents the edge of a major biome, there are
several unique species complexes. The limited ranges of these species or
species complexes, combined with increased human activity in the area, have
frequently resulted in fragile populations and conservation status. A list of
these “at risk” wildlife species, including their provincial and national status,
is presented in Table 5.1. A list of status reports and recovery plans prepared
for these species is presented in Table 5.2. These documents were used to
develop the species accounts presented below. Several species, including the
Black-footed Ferret (Mustela nigripes), Plains Grizzly Bear (Ursus horribilis),
Plains Bison (Bison bison), Elk (Cervus elaphus), and Swift Fox (Vulpes velox)
have been extirpated from the area. A Swift Fox reintroduction program is
currently under way and Elk occasionally wander into the area from the
Cypress and Sweetgrass Hills.
Table 5.1 Nationally or provincially designated “at risk” species known to
occur in the Sage Creek IBA.
COSEWIC
Status of Alberta
Alberta Wildlife
(May 2000)
Wildlife (1996)
Act (May 2000)

Species
Mammals
Swift Fox
Amphibians
Great Plains Toad
Northern Leopard Frog
Spadefoot Toad
Reptiles
Western Hognose Snake
Eastern Short-Horned Lizard
Prairie Rattlesnake
Insects
Monarch Butterfly

Endangered

Red

Endangered

Special Concern
Special Concern

Red
Red
Blue

No Special Status
No Special Status
No Special Status

Not At Risk
Special Concern
Not At Risk

Blue
Blue
Blue

No Special Status
No Special Status
Seasonal Protection

Special Concern

No Special Status

No Special Status

Table 5.2 A summary of national and provincial status reports, and national
recovery plans prepared for “at risk” species known to occur in the Sage
Creek IBA.
Species

National Status
Report

Recovery Plan Alberta Status
Report
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Mammals
Swift Fox

COSEWIC
(1978)

Brechtel et al.
(1996)

Amphibians
Great Plains
Toad
Northern
Leopard Frog
Plains Spadefoot
Reptiles
Western Hognose
Snake
Prairie
Rattlesnake
Eastern Shorthorned Lizard
Insects
Monarch
Butterfly

Cotterill (1997)
James (1998),
Wershler and
Smith (1990)
Wagner (1997)
Lauzon (1999)
Wright (1998)

Powell and
Russell (1992)

Watson and
Russell (1997)
James et al. (1997)

Crolla and
Lafontaine.
(1996)

5.1 THE SWIFT FOX (VULPES VELOX)
Historically, the Swift Fox occupied rangelands west of the Rocky
Mountains from the Prairie Provinces south to northern Texas, southeastern
New Mexicos and the Oklahoma panhandle. The Swift Fox is native to short
and mixed-grass prairie regions. Typically, the species prefers short or mixed
grass prairie with flat to gently rolling terrain and sparse vegetation that allow
for good mobility and visibility (Russell and Scotter 1984).
The species suffered range-wide population declines as
a result of intensive predator control programs, poisoning,
trapping, climatic conditions, increasing Coyote populations,
and habitat loss (caused by the cultivation of native rangeland)
in the late 1800s and early 1900s. Swift Fox were extirpated
from Canada by the late 1930s. To recover Swift Fox
populations, a privately run captive breeding program began in
Alberta in 1973 (Reynolds 1983). This initiative expanded into
an intensive reintroduction project involving federal and
provincial agencies, academic and non-government
organisations. Swift Foxes were first released into Alberta in
1983 (Reynolds 1983). By 1996, a minimum of 855 animals
had been released across the Canadian Prairies, including 478 foxes released
in the Alberta/Saskatchewan border area (Carbyn 1996).

Swift Fox
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Through the reintroduction efforts, small populations have become
ReIntroductions established in the border area of southeastern Alberta and southwestern

Saskatchewan (Carbyn 1996). Reproduction is now occurring in these wild
populations, and the majority of the current populations are wild-born
offspring of released animals. A census conducted during the winter of 19961997, estimated the Alberta/Saskatchewan border population as
approximately 192 foxes, and the Canadian population as 289 foxes (Cotterill
1997). Despite the re-establishment of Swift Foxes in Alberta and
Saskatchewan, several factors may limit the expansion of the species’ range.
Increasing abundance and predation by Coyotes, as well as habitat loss
combined with small population size make the existing Swift Fox
populations susceptible to collapse (Carbyn 1996).

5.2 THE NORTHERN LEOPARD FROG (RANA
PIPIENS)
Northern
Leopard
Frog

The Northern Leopard frog was once the most widespread frog
species in North America. In Alberta, the species was widely distributed and
locally abundant in the prairies, foothills and central parkland in the southern
half of the province.
Beginning in the early 1970s, sudden and massive population declines
were observed in the upper Midwestern states. A similar pattern of abrupt
decline was observed in the Prairie Provinces and some western states in the
following years. Populations appeared to remain healthy in Alberta until
1979. In that year, limited surveys in the prairies and parkland suggested that
the species had experienced widespread population
declines in the province. Subsequent surveys in the
1980s and 1990s revealed that the species was no
longer present at many historical sites where it was
once common, and that most of the remaining
populations were found along the lower reaches of the
South Saskatchewan and Milk River drainage basins.
Between 1981 and 1997, Northern Leopard Frogs
have been reported to occur at 84 locations in the
province. Breeding evidence has been reported from a 27 sites (including one
site in the Sage Creek IBA), however only seven of these sites appear to
support major breeding populations. Survey data suggests that populations at
three of these major breeding populations are stable. Small population
recoveries have been noted recently in Saskatchewan and Manitoba,
providing promise that recoveries may also occur in Alberta (Wagner 1997).

Sage Creek IBA Draft Conservation Plan · Page 33 of 88

5.3 THE PLAINS SPADEFOOT TOAD (SCAPHIOPUS
BOMBIFRONS)
The Plains Spadefoot Toad generally occurs in the prairie region of
North America, and is at the northern extent of its range in
Alberta, where it occupies the southeastern portion of the
province. It is nocturnal and spends most of its time
underground, only emerging to breed during favourable
conditions or to feed. Consequently, observational records are
rare. There is no evidence to suggest that the range of the
Plains Spadefoot Toad is contracting, however, the lack of
historical records makes it difficult to accurately assess population trends.
Alteration and destruction of its habitat potentially threaten the Plains
Spadefoot Toad population (Wershler and Smith 1992); however, basic
information on the ecology of the species is necessary before the impacts of
human use of its habitat can be fully assessed.

Plains
Spadefoot

5.4 THE GREAT PLAINS TOAD (BUFO COGNATUS)
The Great Plains Toad is found in tall and short grass prairie in
western North America. In Alberta, these toads are at the northern extreme
of their range and are restricted to the southeast corner of the province, with
a large number of recent reports from the Onefour area (James 1998). There
has been no long-term monitoring and management of Great Plains Toad
populations in the province, and consequently population trends have not
been well documented (Butler and Roberts 1987). However, there is some
conjecture that populations have declined as much as 50%
since the 1970s (Butler and Roberts 1987). Wet conditions
experienced during the 1990s may have been beneficial to
the toads and has likely resulted in an increase in the
population (Wershler and Smith 1992). There is concern
that limiting factors such as drought, predation, habitat
alteration and destruction, hydrological changes, road kills
and oil and gas exploration and development threaten the
long-term well-being of the Great Plains Toad in the province (Butler and
Roberts 1987). However, until regular monitoring of population levels takes
place, it will be difficult to make an accurate assessment of the impact of
these factors on population size and trend.

Great Plains
Toad

5.5 THE EASTERN SHORT-HORNED LIZARD
(PHRYNOSOMA DOUGLASSII BREVIROSTRE)
The Eastern Short-horned Lizard is Alberta's only native lizard
species and is at the northern extreme of the species' range. In Alberta, the

Eastern
Short-Horned
Lizard
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species generally inhabit sparsely vegetated south-facing
slopes of coulees and canyons, along the interface between
the prairie grassland and the coulee bottom. Population size
and trends have not been accurately assessed in the
province, but limited survey data suggest that populations in
many areas of Alberta may have declined over the last
fifteen to twenty years. Currently, populations in Alberta are
generally found in areas that are free from extensive human
disturbance, and are probably limited by natural factors such as climate.
However, there are a number of human-related factors, such as urbanisation,
motorised traffic, agricultural operations, and activities associated with oil
and gas development, which may threaten the viability of populations (James
1998).

5.6 THE PLAINS HOGNOSE SNAKE (HETERODON
NASICUS NASICUS)
Plains
Hognose
Snake

The Plains Hognose Snake, a subspecies of the Western Hognose
Snake, occurs in prairie regions from Alberta and Saskatchewan south to
northern Texas and west-central New Mexico. In Alberta, it is restricted to
the southeast corner of the province, including the Sage Creek IBA. Most
records from the province have been from areas dominated by sandhills or
sandy soils. Although recent data suggests that the species may occur in a
variety of other habitats including open plains
with light to moderate grazing pressure near
wetlands, gravelly, glacial till plains and
riparian areas (Wright and Didiuk 1998). The
species may also be closely tied to the
distribution of the Northern Pocket Gopher,
possibly using its burrows as overwintering
habitat.
There is only limited data on the distribution and range of the species
in Alberta. Changes in distribution of population levels are therefore poorly
understood. There is little data on the range of the Plains Hognose Snake;
therefore, changes in distribution or population levels are poorly understood
(Wright 1998). Factors that may be limiting to Plains Hognose Snake
populations in Alberta include agricultural activities, roads, and the
availability of suitable habitat. However, there is little understanding of the
exact impacts of these factors. Some findings suggest that the Plains
Hognose Snake population in Alberta may be stable and perceptions of rarity
may be the result of the species’ secretive nature and lack of search effort
(Wright 1998). This suggests that more research and population monitoring
are need before status can be assessed with any confidence.
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5.7 THE PRAIRIE RATTLESNAKE (CROTALUS VIRIDIS)
Prairie
Rattlesnake

The Prairie Rattlesnake is found throughout much of western North
America. However, populations of rattlesnakes appear to be decreasing in
numbers in many areas throughout its range, likely because of intense
persecution and extensive habitat alteration cause by human activities. The
Prairie Rattlesnake is at the northern edge of its range in Alberta, and is
probably restricted from extending further north in its continental range
because of the lack of suitable overwintering hibernacula
(Gannon 1978). Historically, the species was found as far
north as Trochu, and as far west as Calgary (Fowler
1934). This distribution has contracted towards the east
and south, though the current range has remained
relatively the same since 1977 (Cottonwood Consultants
1987). Within this range, the Prairie Rattlesnake is
primarily found along major river drainages. Two "large"
populations have been found within the Canadian
Forces Base Suffield (of which 440 km2 has been proposed as a National
Wildlife Area), and on the Onefour Experimental Farm, but there is evidence
that populations at many den sites have experienced recent or long-term
decline in numbers (Cottonwood Consultants 1987). These populations have
probably been threatened by the loss or alteration of native grassland habitat,
mortality associated with roads and pipeline construction, and intentional
killing of snakes and vandalism of den sites (Cottonwood Consultants 1987).
Unfortunately, the species has a low reproductive potential, and would be
slow to recover from population declines.

5.8 THE MONARCH BUTTERFLY (DANAUS
PLEXIPPUS)
The Monarch is widely distributed from Central America to southern
Canada, and from coast to coast. The eastern population of the Monarch is
the largest of three major populations, and includes all Monarchs that occur
east of the Rocky Mountains, from the Gulf coast to southern Canada, and
from the Great Plain States and Prairie Provinces east to the Atlantic coast.
Presently the eastern population numbers in the tens of millions (Crolla and
Lafontaine 1996). However, the population size varies
dramatically from year to year, depending on the climatic
conditions (Crolla and Lafontaine 1996). In Canada
Monarchs exist primarily wherever milkweed (Asclepias
spp.) and wildflowers (such as goldenrods, asters, and
Purple Loosestrife) exist. This includes abandoned
farmland, along roadsides, and other open spaces where
these plants grow (Taylor 1998). The distribution of the
Monarch has gradually shifted eastward over the past
century, due to a combination of clearing of deciduous

Monarch
Butterfly
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forests in the eastern USA and southeastern Canada, and loss of habitat to
agricultural development in the Prairies. The eastern population of the
Monarch appears to be limited by loss of habitat to logging, human
disturbance, and predation, especially while wintering in Mexico (Crolla and
Lafontaine 1996). Widespread and increasing use of herbicides in North
America is another significant threat, which kills both the milkweed needed
by the caterpillars and the nectar-producing wildflowers needed by the adults.
The survival of the Monarch is dependent on protection of the overwintering
sites in California and Mexico, and the availability of breeding areas rich in
milkweed plants, in Canada. Milkweed is currently considered a noxious
weed in most areas of Canada, because some species are poisonous to
livestock (Taylor 1998). Common Milkweed (Asclepias syriaai) is one of the
least toxic milkweed species and it occurs in many areas not used by
livestock.

5.9 RARE AND ENDANGERED PLANTS
Endangered
Plants

The status of most plant species in the Sage Creek area has not been
determined. Endangered or unique plant species in the area are listed in
Table 5.3. This information was derived from the Alberta Natural History
Information Centre (ANHIC) plant tracking list. Information on rare and
endangered plants is not available for all townships, and consequently this list
is fairly incomplete. ANHIC uses a universal ranking scheme, outlined in
Table 4. Most plants species are globally secure under present conditions,
but have 20 or fewer occurrences within the province.
In addition to the plants listed in Table 5.3, Wallis (1991) lists
Awned Mousetail (Myosurus aristatus), Bahia (Bahia oppositifolia), and One-spike
Oat-grass (Danthonia unispicata) as other rare plant species occurring in the
Sage Creek IBA.
Table 5.3 Vascular and Non-vascular plants species of concern in the Sage
Creek IBA.
Species (Latin Name)
Species (Common
S
G Rank
Name)
Rank
Ambrosia acanthicarpa
bur ragweed
S2
G5
Anagallis minima
chaffweed
S1S2
G5
Asclepias viridiflora
green milkweed
S1
G5
Astragalus lotiflorus
low milk vetch
S2
G5
Astragalus purshii
Pursh's milk vetch
S2
G5
Atriplex canescens
saltbush
SU
G5
Atriplex truncata
saltbush
S1
G5
Boisduvalia glabella
smooth boisduvalia
S2
G5
Calylophus serrulatus
shrubby eveningS2
G5
primrose
Camissonia andina
upland eveningS1
G4
primrose
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Castilleja sessiliflora
Chenopodium desiccatum
Chenopodium subglabrum
Crepis atribarba
Crepis occidentalis
Cryptantha macounii
Didymodon fallax
Erigeron radicatus
Eriogonum cernuum
Jaffueliobryum wrightii
Lecanora crenulata
Lilaea scilloides
Linanthus septentrionalis
Marsilea vestita
Nothocalais cuspidata
Oenothera flava
Orobanche ludoviciana
Oryzopsis micrantha
Parietaria pensylvanica
Picradeniopsis oppositifolia
Polygonum polygaloides ssp
confertiflorum
Potentilla paradoxa
Psilocarphus elatior
Shinnersoseris rostrata
Sisyrinchium septentrionale
Spergularia salina
Sphenopholis obtusata
Stephanomeria runcinata
Suaeda moquinii
Suckleya suckleyana
Townsendia exscapa
Tripterocalyx micranthus
Yucca glauca

downy paintbrush
goosefoot
smooth narrow-leaved
goosefoot
hawk's-beard
small-flowered hawk'sbeard
Macoun's cryptanthe
fallacious screw moss
dwarf fleabane
nodding umbrella-plant
flowering-quillwort
linanthus
hairy pepperwort
prairie false dandelion
low yellow eveningprimrose
Louisiana broom-rape
little-seed rice grass
American pellitory
picradeniopsis
Watson's knotweed
bushy cinquefoil
woollyheads
annual skeletonweed
pale blue-eyed grass
salt-marsh sand spurry
prairie wedge grass
rush-pink
Moquin's sea-blite
poison suckleya
low townsendia
sand verbena
soapweed

S1
S1S2
S1

G5
G5
G3G4

S2
S2

G5
G5

S2
S2
S2
S2
S2
S1
S1
S2
S2
S1
S2

G3G5
G5
G3
G5
G3G4
G?
G5?
G5
G5
G5
G5

S2
S2
S2
S1
S2

G5
G5
G5
G5?
G4G5T3
T4
S2
G5
S2
G4Q
S2
G5?
S2S3 G3G4
S2
G5
S2
G5
S2
G5
S2
G5
S1
G5
S2
G5
S2
G5
S1
G5

Table 5.4 Elements are evaluated and ranked on their global (G) and
provincial (S) status using a system developed by the Nature Conservancy.
This system is used throughout North America. Ranking is based on the
number of occurrences.
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G Rank
G1
G2

S Rank Explanation of Status
S1
< 5 occurrences or only a few remaining individuals.
S2
6-20 occurrences or with many individuals in fewer
occurrences.
G3
S3
21-100 occurrences may be rare and local throughout its
range, or in a restricted range (may be abundant in some
locations or may be vulnerable to extirpation because of
some factor of its biology).
G4
S4
apparently secure under present conditions, typically
>100 occurrences but may be fewer with many large
populations; may be rare in parts of its range, especially
peripherally.
G5
S5
demonstrably secure under present conditions, > 100
occurrences, may be rare in parts of its range, especially
peripherally.
GU
SU
status uncertain often because of low search effort or
cryptic nature of the element; possibly in peril,
unrankable, more information needed.
GH
SH
historically known, may be relocated in the future.
Other codes are:
E
exotic species established, may be native to nearby
regions
HYB
hybrid taxon that is recurrent in the landscape
P
potentially exists; may have occurred historically (but
having not been persuasively documented)
Q
taxonomic questions or problems
R
reported but lacking sufficient documentation to accept
or reject
RD
report dubious
RF
reported falsely
T_
rank for a subspecific taxon
X
believed to be extirpated
G? OR
not yet ranked
s?
_?
rank questionable

5.10 PLANT COMMUNITIES
Communities
In addition to individual plant species, ANHIC also tracks plant
communities.
The plant communities in the Sage Creek IBA have not been
and Habitats
thoroughly documented and the status of many communities is unknown.
ANHIC has plans to continue to describe, document and track many of
these communities within the region over the next few years, but the speed
of the process is highly dependent on the participation of volunteers.
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Wallis (1991a) identified the following important habitat types or
landscape features as occurring in the Manyberries Creek Badlands and Sage
Creek Environmentally Significant Areas within the Sage Creek IBA.

5.10.1 Manyberries Creek Badlands
•
•
•

Extensive grasslands and badlands with intriguing juniper
patterning on sandier soils.
Extensive riparian tall shrubbery along southeastern drainages
Saline springs with diverse butterfly populations

5.10.2 Sage Creek
•
•
•
•

Extensive mixed grasslands and ephemeral saline wetlands
Minor badlands and tall shrub riparian habitats along streams
Productive wetlands in wetter years, including Milk River (Wild
Horse) Lake
Large esker ridges.

5.11 SPECIES OF ECONOMIC BENEFIT
Hunting, and some limited trapping and fishing occur at various
locations within the Sage Creek IBA. These activities provide various
economic benefits for the residents of the area and consequently
conservation and management of the concerned species is of importance to
the local community. For instance, annually, over 1700 individuals hunt deer
within the area and approximately another 350 individuals hunt waterfowl of
upland game bird (Alberta Fish and Wildlife Division 1995). Table 5.5
shows the 1995 harvest and effort by resident big game hunters. For
management of hunting, the province is divided into Wildlife Management
Units (WMUs). The Sage Creek IBA is predominated by WMUs 102 and
118. Big game animals with open seasons in the WMUs include White-tailed
Deer (Odocoileus virginianus), Pronghorn Antelope (Antilocapra americana), and
Mule Deer. (Odocoileus hermionus) Upland game birds with open seasons
include Ringed-Neck Pheasant (Phasianus colchius), Grey Partridge (Perdix
perdix), and Sharp-tailed Grouse (Tympanichus phasianellus). Mourning Doves
(Zenaida macoura) are occasionally hunted as well. There are also several
species of waterfowl with open seasons within the region, including all
species of ducks, Snow Geese (Anser caerulescens), Canada Geese (Branta
canadensis), White-fronted Geese (Anser albifrons frontalis), and Ross' Geese
(Anser rossi).

Economic
Species

Among the Big Game species in the Sage Creek IBA, Pronghorn
Antelope are of particular interest because they are at the northern extremity
of their range. In this portion of their range populations have always
fluctuated widely (between 6,000 and 32,000 over the last 30 years) usually as

Pronghorn
Antelope
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a result of mass emigration or high mortality in winter. Poor production
following tough winters and high mortality of kids exposed to spring storms
are also common problems. In response, Alberta Environment has kept the
number of licences for adult females low to maintain a high proportion of
these animals in the herd and enable a rapid recovery if conditions allow.
However, there were substantial losses over the winter of 1995-96. A survey
in the summer of 1996 estimated a drop to 9,600 antelope in the province
(excluding Canadian Forces Base, Suffield). As a result, only a minimal
number of non-trophy antelope licences were issued for the 1996 season. In
spite of the severe winter in 1996-97, which caused further declines in some
areas, the overall provincial population improved marginally by the summer
of 1997. With the mild winter in 1997-98, further improvements in the herd
size are anticipated. However, as outlined in the provincial Antelope
Management Plan, the non-trophy antelope season will remain closed to
enable population growth until a target of 11,300 animals is reached.

Trapping
and Fishing

Trapping and fishing activities are uncommon in the Sage Creek IBA.
Many water bodies are ephemeral and do not support reliable stocks of fish.
Those water bodies that do contain fish year round may have species such as
Yellow Perch (Perca flavenscens), Northern Pike (Esox lucius), Rainbow Trout
(Salmo gairdneri), Lake Whitefish (Coregonus clupeaformis), Walleye (Stizostedium
vitreum), and Burbot (Lota lota). There are no registered trap lines in the area,
though some residential trapping occurs. Species that are of some trapping
value in the region include Beaver (Castor canadensis), Muskrat (Ondatra
zibethicus), Red Squirrel (Tamiasciurus hudsonicus), Badger (Taxidea taxus), Mink
(Mustela vison), Least Weasel (Mustela nivalis), Long-tailed Weasel (Mustela
frenata), Coyote (Canis latrans), and Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes). Wolves (Canis
lupus) and Lynx (Lynx canadensis) occasionally make there way up from the
United States but are not trapped. It is current Alberta Environment policy
to make each trapper responsible for managing the furbearers within the area
that they trap. Trappers are generally concerned with the well-being of the
resource and ensure that the wild populations can replace the harvest.

Table 5.5 1995 Harvest/effort (Alberta Fish and Wildlife Division 1995).
Estimated
Hunter
Days/
Species
WMU
Hunters
Estimated Harvest
Success
Animal
Male Female Young Total
White-tailed Deer
102
364
65
82
9
156
43%
7
118
385
81
33
2
116
30%
10.6
Mule Deer
102
393
115
127
19
261
66%
5.5
118
622
171
279
1
451
73%
4.8
Pronghorn Antelope
2301
436
1298 107
1841
70%
2.3
WMU
Hunters
Estimated Harvest
Birds Per Day
Ducks
102
31
206
2.5
118
53
31
0.1
Geese
102
42
94
1.5
118
42
42
0.2
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Grey Partridge
Ring-neck Pheasant
Sharp-tailed Grouse

102
118
102
118
102
118

59
21
29
9
69
16

107
10
116
18
233
26

0.4
0.1
1.5
2
0.9
0.6
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6.0 LAND OWNERSHIP AND USE
6.1 LAND OWNERSHIP

6.0

The Sage Creek IBA falls within the municipal jurisdictions of
County of Forty Mile (No. 8) and Cypress County. These two districts,
roughly a third of which are covered by the Sage Creek IBA, support a
population of less than 10, 000 people (Statistics Canada 1996). Despite the
size of the IBA site, only one hamlet (Manyberries) and four localities (Wild
Horse, Onefour, Bain, and Cressday) fall within the site boundaries (see
Figure 6.1). The largest of these (Manyberries) has a permanent population
of little more than 100 people. The majority of the Sage Creek IBA land base
is held under lease from the Crown (see Figure 3.2 in Section 3.0);
approximately 5% is privately owned (these sections are primarily restricted
to the north and northeastern edges of the site, however). Leased lands in the
IBA include small holdings of only few sections each, large-scale leases of
over two townships of land (upwards of 400 km2), and large co-operative
leases.
Holders of grazing leases in Alberta are considered to have a general
right to limit recreational access and provide consent for access to users;
however, the extent of their legal control over the lands they lease is not clear
(Alberta Agriculture, Food, and Rural Development 1999). These
leaseholders cannot use the Petty Trespass Act to deal with trespassers, for
instance. However, they do have a right to restrict entry to resource
companies (e.g., gravel companies, oil and gas companies). There is no appeal
process for these companies should a leaseholder decide to restrict access.
Although petroleum companies currently pay only a nominal fee to the
province for exploration on grazing leases, amendments to the Public Lands
Act have been suggested which would entitle the government to receive
compensation for such activities.

Leaseholders’
Rights

Two large grazing reserves are found within the Sage Creek IBA. The
Sage Creek and Pinhorn (East Block) Grazing Reserves are the largest two
such Reserves in the province, together totaling almost 95,000 acres (Alberta
Public Lands 2000; if the West Block of the Pinhorn Reserve is included, the
total acreage exceeds 150,000). On April 1, 1999, the responsibility for the
care, handling and management of livestock and the forage resources on all
provincial grazing reserves was transferred from government to grazing
reserve associations. Use of the grazing reserves by the associations is
authorized by grazing management agreements. These agreements state the
responsibilities of the Alberta Government and each grazing reserve
association to meet the Provincial Grazing Reserve Program's mission, vision
and goals (which include sustainable resource management, resource and
wildlife conservation, and public access).

Grazing
Reserves
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All lands within the Sage Creek IBA are subject to Alberta
Environment’s “Use Respect Program” (Alberta Environment, 2000). This
provincial program uses signage to encourage an accepted code of conduct
while on private, public and leased lands. The intention of the program is to
minimize conflict between recreational land users, other user groups and
landowners.
The major leaseholders and management bodies in the Sage Creek
IBA are listed in Table 8.1 in Section 8.0 (Stakeholder Group Activity).

6.2 LAND USE
6.2.1 Historical and Pre-Historical

Human
Inhabitation

Human inhabitation of the Sage Creek IBA likely stretches back as
much as 10,000 years. DjOn-26, an important multi-component
archaeological site excavated on the Alberta side of the Cypress Hills
Interprovincial Park in the 1970s, was radio-carbon dated to 7100 BP. Prior
to European contact, four Aboriginal groups (the Gros Ventre, Cree,
Assiniboine, and Blackfoot) habitually utilized the area, while others
occasionally passed through (Brumley 1981). There are currently no First
Nations reserves in the Sage Creek IBA.

European
Contact

Although traders sporadically visited the area prior to 1870, a
permanent European presence was first established between 1868-72 with
the construction of five “whiskey trading” posts, including the notorious
Fort Whoop-Up. The Cypress Hills Massacre of 1873, in which a group of
Assiniboines were killed by American traders for the alleged theft of some
horses, led to the formation by Parliament of the North West Mounted
Police. In 1875, Fort Walsh, one of a series of NWMP outposts strung across
the West, put an end to the whiskey trading period in the area (Hildebrant
and Hubner 1994).

First Nations

The Qu’Appelle Treaty (Treaty 4) was signed in 1874 by the
Canadian government and the so-called “Downstream People” (various
Assiniboine, Salteaux, and Plains Cree bands who had moved into the area,
along with Métis groups, following the disappearance of the bison). Four
Treaty 4 bands, led by Piapot, Lucky Man, Carry the Kettle, and Nekaneet
(Foremost Man), occupied the area around Fort Walsh before its
abandonment in 1883, when three of them were forcibly relocated to
reserves. Only Nekaneet’s band refused to move, and the lands occupied by
his descendents were eventually designated a Reserve in 1913 (Bonnichsen
and Baldwin 1978; Brumley 1981; Hildebrandt and Hubner 1994).
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6.2.2 Agricultural History
Since Confederation, Agriculture has been important to Southern
Alberta. As Canada’s industrial heartland grew, business looked to the West
for new development opportunities. After the Hudson’s Bay Company
purchase of Rupert’s Land and the repression of the Métis and Aboriginal
populations in the 1860's and 1870’s, the Dominion of Canada sought to
settle lands of the West. Agricultural settlers came to Southern Alberta.
However, the dry climate and relatively short growing season caused concern
for the agricultural viability of the region.
The slow agricultural development in Alberta’s dry southeastern
corner instigated a search for techniques to increase agricultural production.
Genetic experimentation, summer fallowing (weed/soil moisture control)
and irrigation projects resulted. Mechanization of farming led to increased
efficiency. The land became more productive under these programs, and
settlement continued. As settlement increased, so did the slaughter of the
bison. The rapid extirpation of the bison threatened native ecosystems and
the livelihood of the plains First Nations. Expanded settlement was later
achieved through large scale ranching on leased land. Political protection of
farmers since the 1920s has entrenched the presence of agriculture in this
region.

Agriculture

6.2.3 Current Land Uses
The Sage Creek IBA remains dominated by ranching. According to
the Canada Land Inventory, rough grazing and rangeland dominate the Sage
Creek IBA. There is a limited amount of cropland and improved pasture in
this region of Southeastern Alberta. Other limited secondary uses include
recreation and built areas (roads and towns).

Ranching

Human use, crop production, and the ranching industry compete for
scarce water supplies in the Sage Creek IBA area. Water is generally supplied
to local ranches by on-site wells, which are sometimes extended into small
scale irrigation projects. To this day, however, government-run irrigation
(under the authority of the Alberta Irrigation Council) does not extend into
the Sage Creek IBA area (see Figure 6.2). In addition, the area includes both
the Lost River and Milk River Lake. These two sources, as well as smaller,
localized wetlands, provide habitat for staging and breeding for a variety of
waterfowl. The Lost River and Milk River Lake also support recreational
activities, such as wildlife viewing of birds, reptiles, and carnivores (Alberta
Environment 1999).

Water

The townships immediately adjacent to Manyberries, in the
northwestern corner of the Sage Creek IBA, have recently seen an increase in
development relating to petroleum extraction (see Figure 6.3). Although
nearly 750 wells (both active and capped) occur throughout the IBA (at an

Oil and Gas
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average density of roughly one well every 4 km2), over half of these occur
within a ten kilometre radius of the hamlet of Manyberries (Christine Brown,
Alberta Energy and Utilities Board, pers. comm.). Access roads and seismic
lines have therefore proliferated throughout the region, potentially
threatening native habitats and species. Much of the Sage Creek IBA has not
been subject to similar exploration, however (densities of less than 5 wells
per township are not uncommon throughout large sections of the IBA).

Tourism

There is a limited amount of tourism and recreation activity in the
Sage Creek IBA. This area falls within the Travel Alberta’s Southern Tourism
Destination Region (TDR). Total visitation to the area is approximately three
million person visits annually (Alberta Economic Development 1999). These
tourists originate largely from within Alberta; this region experiences only a
small amount of international visitation. Most international activity originates
from Montana and other United States points of origin. Tourists have a short
mean length of stay (2.7 days/person/visit) and limited visitor spending
(Alberta Economic Development 1998).
The Alberta South Tourism Destination Region is divided into
Southwest and Southeast Districts. The Southwest District captures over
sixty percent of total visitation (Alberta Economic Development 1999). The
main purpose of visit in this region is visiting friends and relatives. Pleasure
and business travel are secondary reasons for travel within Southeastern
Alberta. Writing-on-Stone Provincial Park and Cypress Hills Interprovincial
Park account for the main draw of overnight pleasure travel and day trip
recreation in the area. The main tourist route in this zone is the Red Coat
Trail, which cuts through the Sage Creek IBA. Onefour and the surrounding
area are not popular tourist areas. Often tourism can be used as a means for
conservation; however, there are only limited accommodations providers
within the Sage Creek IBA (most of which are restricted to the hamlet of
Manyberries).

6.2.4 Zoning and Other Restrictions

Zoning

The Sage Creek IBA is subject to the Cypress County General
Development Plan’s land use policies, which relate generally to the increase
of intensive agriculture. The IBA site is also within the County of Forty
Mile; there is no general development plan for this county. Onefour
Agricultural Research Station has a separate management plan, exclusive of
the Cypress County General Development Plan. This plan, discussed in the
next section, dictates the nature and extent of land use at Onefour.
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Onefour
Station

6.2.5 Onefour Agricultural Research Station
The Onefour Agricultural Research Station encloses 17,000 ha
(42,000 acres) of native dry mixed grass prairie in the south-central heart of
the Sage Creek IBA. It is run by the Lethbridge Research Centre in
Lethbridge, Alberta (Lethbridge Research Centre 1998-1999 Annual
Research Update, Agriculture and Agri-food Canada). The mandate of the
Research Centre, and of the Onefour Station in particular, is to increase beef
production, sales, and quality through promotion of sustainable ranching
practices (Agriculture Canada, 2000.) There are currently between 400 and
450 cows on site (Steve Morgan Jones, Ag. and Agri-Foods Canada, pers.
comm.). The main areas of research at the station are: beef genetics,
reproductive efficiency, and range management. The dry climate at Onefour
provides a challenging environment for testing different range management
techniques.
The Onefour Station is presently diversifying its research interests
beyond beef production. Recognizing the rare species present on the site,
Agriculture Canada sees the opportunities for other forms of scientific
research (i.e., ornithology, entomology) to occur (Ian Walker, Ag. and AgriFoods Canada, pers. comm.).
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7.0

7.0 CONSERVATION ACHIEVED TO DATE
7.1 INTRODUCTION
The following sections outline the conservation initiatives to date in
the Sage Creek IBA area. As will be immediately apparent, numerous
initiatives (both governmental and non-governmental) have focused their
efforts in the area because of the unique nature of the Sage Creek native
grassland ecosystem. The interactions between and amongst the following
initiatives are not well understood; considerable room for co-ordination and
dovetailing of different projects having similar goals exists, however. Where
possible, the goals of these initiatives have been incorporated into the Goals
and Objectives (Section 11.0) of this Draft Conservation Plan.

7.2 SPECIAL PLACES 2000
Special
Places 2000

The Special Places program strives to complete a network of
protected areas to safeguard the environmental diversity of the province's six
natural regions and twenty subregions. The program balances conservation
with three other key goals: heritage appreciation, outdoor recreation, and
tourism/economic development.
The provincial government initiated the Special Places program in
1995 with the designation of 29 new protected areas and invited all Albertans
to nominate additional parcels of provincial Crown land. Cooperation
between IBA and Special Places 2000 exists on the local level. In the Special
Places 2000 program, local resident volunteer committees are asked to
examine candidate sites and provide advice on
boundary options, site-specific management
guidelines, and appropriate land use activities.
Local committees ensure community
involvement by gathering input and
combining this with detailed site information
to prepare recommendations for the Minister.
Once new sites are established, using one of
the existing legislative or policy options, a detailed management plan is
prepared using recommendations from the local committee. Albertans are
given a further opportunity to provide input in protecting our shared natural
heritage when draft versions of the plan are made available for comment.

Sage Creek
IBA

Within the Sage Creek IBA, two areas have been identified for
Special Places designation (see Figure 6.1). These include the eastern
portions of the Sage Creek Grazing Reserve and the lower 15 sections of the
Onefour Experimental Station. A local committee reviewing these sites has
submitted its recommendations to the Minister of Environment. The area
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will most likely be designated as a Heritage Rangeland. This will allow for
cattle grazing within the area, but will prohibit further oil and gas exploration
and other industrial activities and non-research-based motorised activities. In
addition to the recommendations from the local committee, the Special
Places program will attempt to incorporate the recommendations from the
Sage Creek IBA Conservation Plan into the protected area management plan.

7.3 THE PRAIRIE CONSERVATION ACTION PLAN
(PCAP)
In the mid 1980s, World Wildlife Fund Canada initiated its Wild
West program to promote the conservation of Canada’s prairie wildlife and
wild places. One aspect of this program was the development and release of
the Prairie Conservation Action Plan (PCAP) (World Wildlife Fund Canada
1989), which was produced through the co-operative efforts of numerous
stakeholder groups in the Prairie
Provinces. The plan, which was
supported by the provincial
governments of the three prairie
provinces, provided a blueprint for
the identification and conservation
of prairie and parkland landscapes, communities and species between 1989
and 1994. The plan identified the Lost River area in the southern portion of
the Sage Creek IBA as an important prairie landscape that should be
preserved.
In Alberta, a large multi-stakeholder group, known as the Prairie
Conservation Coordinating Committee was established to guide
implementation of the PCAP. In 1994, the last year in the 5-year term of the
PCAP, the Prairie Conservation Coordinating Committee decided that a new
5-year conservation strategy should be developed to continue the prairie
conservation agenda, building on the impetus and success of the PCAP. The
Prairie Conservation Coordinating Committee was also renamed as the
Prairie Conservation Forum in 1994. It was assigned the mandate of
encouraging the effective implementation of the Prairie Conservation Action
Plan in Alberta, and to provide an ongoing profile for prairie and parkland
conservation initiatives. To accomplish its mandate, the group focuses on
three key elements: 1) networking and information exchange; 2) steering
Prairie Conservation Action Plan Implementation; and 3) public awareness
and education.
In 1996, the Prairie Conservation Forum released the Alberta Prairie
Conservation Action Plan, which provides a framework for directing prairie
conservation until 2000. The Alberta PCAP consists of several key elements:
a vision statement, guiding principles and four broad goals. These goals are
as follows:
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•

Advance the identification, understanding and use of information
about Alberta's prairie ecosystems.

•

Ensure governments at all levels have in place policies, programs
and regulations that favour the conservation of Alberta's native
prairie ecosystem.

•

Adopt land use management practices and protective strategies
across the whole prairie landscape that sustain diverse
ecosystems.

•

Increase awareness of the values and importance of Alberta's
native prairie ecosystem.

An updated Alberta Prairie Conservation Action Plan was released in
December 2000, and provides direction for prairie conservation in the
province over the next five years.

7.4 DUCKS UNLIMITED CANADA
Ducks
Unlimited

There are five main mechanisms that Ducks Unlimited Canada
(DUC) uses to achieve its conservation objectives:

7.4.1 Alberta Prairie CARE

CARE

DUC has recently begun to apply its business-like approach to
improving much-needed upland nesting cover in the critical waterfowl
production areas of the province. This new upland nesting cover program is
called Alberta Prairie CARE (APC). APC is being co-delivered by DUC and
DUC partners in Alberta Forestry, Lands and Wildlife activity supported by
all the partners of the North American Waterfowl Management Plan
(NAWMP). The NAWMP is an international co-operative effort to restore
waterfowl populations to the healthier levels of the 1970s. APC's options
include purchase and lease of marginal cultivated lands to convert them back
to grass for duck nesting cover and promotion of agricultural techniques that
improve nesting cover while protecting and conserving soil resources. APC is
particularly active in the pothole moraines of Alberta parklands where
densities of 100 breeding pairs of ducks per square mile are not uncommon.

7.4.2 Irrigation

Irrigation

Southern Alberta's extensive system of Irrigation Districts provides a
unique opportunity for Northern Pintail recovery. DUC co-operates with
Irrigation Districts and local government agencies to store, manage and
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recycle surplus water. DUC then creates and develops prime wetlands that
are productive each year, drought or no drought. The prairie landscape plans
incorporate mutli-use, irrigation -fed wetland complexes and APC upland
programs like planned grazing systems. The irrigation landscape recovery
programs continue under the auspices of the NAWMP. This irrigation
program results in a substantial annual increase in drought-proof productive
prairie habitat.

7.4.3 Wetland Restoration through Water Control
DUC is working at reversing decades of wetland drainage through
use of inexpensive earth plugs and simple water controls on private and
Crown lands. Using such techniques, DUC develops seasonal pair habitat,
brood marshes and backflood irrigation projects where they are necessary for
producing viable duck populations, but are missing. Many of these projects
also provide stock watering and forage benefits to landowners.

Water
Control

7.4.4 Key Wetlands
DUC has identified more than 220 large wetlands province-wide that
they consider "key" wetlands because of their special values to waterfowl spring and fall staging, summer molting and production. Millions of
waterfowl use these wetlands each year. Under their NAWMP partnership
they continue to protect, preserve and enhance where necessary, each and
every one of them.

Key
Wetlands

7.4.5 Outreach
Since Ducks Unlimited Canada began, they have worked closely with
farmers, ranchers, private individuals and all levels of government. DUC staff
sits on many different committees and task forces and they are regularly
asked to provide input into relevant policy and program matters. They have
an effective presence in the provincial community and they have recently
taken a leadership role in education.

Outreach

7.5 RECOVERY PROGRAMS
Alberta has been, and presently is, involved in supporting programs
which assist in the protection of endangered species. These programs include
Prairie for Tomorrow (funded equally by Alberta Environmental Protection
and World Wildlife Fund) and the Endangered Species Recovery Fund
(funded equally by Environment Canada and World Wildlife Fund). Species
recovery plans, resulting from these programs, have been developed and
implemented by government in co-operation with national, provincial and
local non-government organisations. The following sections outline the
progress of some of these recovery plans.

Recovery
Programs
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7.5.1 Swift Fox

Swift Fox

The Recovery Plan for Swift Fox was approved in 1995. The goal of
the Plan was to achieve a viable, self-sustaining population of Swift Foxes,
well distributed across suitable habitats on the Canadian prairies, which
would result in its removal from the Endangered category. After
implementing the Plan and completing a five-year release program, further
releases were deferred in 1998/99 to allow analysis of the health and growth
of the wild population. The census to assess the health of the core
population on the Alberta/Saskatchewan border area indicated a stable to
increasing population and healthy reproduction. At least 80% of the
population is comprised of the wild-borne offspring of released animals. The
central population in the core area is growing and the range is slowly
expanding into adjacent areas.

7.5.2 Burrowing Owl

Burrowing
Owl

The Recovery Plan for Burrowing Owls was approved 1995. The
goal of the was to increase populations of this species in Canada to selfsustaining levels, such that the species is no longer considered Endangered or
Threatened. In 1987 Operation Grasslands Community was launched in
Alberta to involve landowners in the protection of nesting habitats.
Monitoring efforts have documented the Burrowing Owl's significant decline
in Canada in the past decade, as the species has been extirpated from BC and
is in danger of being extirpated from Manitoba as well. Ongoing postfledging survival studies have found that 44% of those studied died in the
second half of the summer. Population models show that low productivity
may be the major factor driving the decline of this species, but high mortality
and/or unknown dispersal of juveniles may also be implicated.

Operation
Burrowing
Owl

The number of protected sites has increased slightly in recent years.
Operation Burrowing Owl and Operation Grasslands Community currently
involves over 700 landowners in Alberta and Saskatchewan and protects
50,000 ha of nesting habitat. In 1998, experimental releases of captive-bred
owls resulted in pairings with wild owls in southern Saskatchewan and BC.

7.5.3 Mountain Plover

Mountain
Plover

Currently the Mountain Plover is protected under the Migratory
Birds Convention Act of 1917, and the Alberta Wildlife Act of 1991.

7.5.4 Greater Sage Grouse

Greater
A Greater Sage Grouse recovery team for the Prairie population has
Sage Grouse been formed outside the auspices of RENEW, with representation from a
very broad cross-section of stakeholders in Alberta and Saskatchewan. The
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team is following the general structure and format of previous RENEW
recovery plans in the development of the Greater Sage Grouse plan. In
February 1999, a working group provided an initial draft of the recovery plan
to the full recovery team for review.

7.5.5 Ferruginous Hawk
A recovery plan for the Ferruginous Hawk was approved in 1993.
The goal of the recovery plan is to restore and maintain a viable, selfsustaining population of Ferruginous Hawks which is well distributed across
the current breeding range of the species. The first two of three objectives
were met in Canada in 1994, when the population was found to be stable and
greater than the target of 2500 nesting pairs. Hawk numbers showed
continued signs of increasing in 1995. The same year, the species was
downlisted to special concern and the recovery team disbanded.
Management, habitat protection, and public education are ongoing across the
species' range.

Ferruginous
Hawk

7.5.6 Long-billed Curlew
The Long-billed Curlew is protected under the federal Migratory
Birds Convention Act of 1917.

Curlew

7.5.7 Northern Leopard Frog
The Declining Amphibian Populations Task Force, established by the
World Conservation Union (IUCN) in 1991, is charged with addressing the
population declines of many amphibian species around the world. The
natural variation in amphibian population sizes from year to year makes it
difficult to document declines in amphibian populations by systematic
monitoring. Instead, the frequency of loss or extinction of populations has
been used to assess the severity of the declines. In western North America,
the rate of extinction of amphibian populations has significantly increased,
while in eastern North America the amphibian populations appear to be
healthy. The Canadian working group (DAPCAN) of the IUCN task force is
striving to understand and forestall losses of amphibian populations in
Canada.

Northern
Leopard
Frog

7.5.8 Great Plains Toad
In Alberta, the Great Plains Toad is afforded complete protection as
a non-game animal. It cannot be killed for any reason, cannot be bought or
sold, and a permit is required for holding one in captivity for educational or
scientific purposes.

Great Plains
Toad
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7.6 COWS AND FISH
Cows and
Fish

The Alberta Cows and Fish Program was established in 1992 through
a partnership between the Alberta Cattle Commission; Trout Unlimited
Canada; the Canadian Cattlemen's Association; Alberta Environment;
Alberta Agriculture, Food and Rural Development; and Fisheries and Oceans
Canada. The cows and fish partners are working together with ranch families
to foster a better understanding of how improvements in grazing
management on riparian areas can enhance landscape health and
productivity, for the benefit of ranchers and others who use and value
riparian areas. The success of the program is largely owing to the cooperation of eleven southern Alberta ranches that have applied riparian
grazing strategies to restore riparian condition, or have shared existing
grazing practices that have been effective in maintaining riparian health.

Riparian
Areas

A key feature that has empowered the Cows and Fish project has
been a declaration of ownership of riparian grazing issue by cattlemen,
through the Alberta Cattle Commission (ACC) and Canadian Cattlemen's
Association. This declaration came before the program’s inception through
the ACC's environmental risk assessment, which identified riparian areas as a
potential area of concern for Alberta cattle producers. More recently, this
ownership has been expressed through community leaders that have taken an
active role in steering the project and spreading the message.
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8.0 IBA STAKEHOLDER GROUP ACTIVITY
8.1 OVERVIEW OF IBA STAKEHOLDER APPROACH

8.0

In the past, resource management in Canada was controlled almost
exclusively by government agencies. Decisions would
Agency-Based Management Model
frequently be made without the direct input of local
stakeholders. This type of management is sometimes
Interest A
Interest B
referred to as the “command and control” or “decide,
announce, and defend” model. Although local “townAgency
hall” meetings might be held and brochures distributed
after the decision was made, governments were generally
Interest C
Interest D
not bound by any concerns raised by local groups.
Decision
Sometimes, the first indication a local stakeholder might
have concern regarding a new set of rules was when he
Policy
or she was charged for violating one of them.
Nevertheless, some of the longest lasting and most
successful conservation initiatives (such as the Migratory Birds Act or the
National Parks Act) were developed entirely by governments.
Increasingly, however, it has been recognized by both government
agencies and non-governmental organizations that better decisions can
sometimes be made if the affected groups are meaningfully involved in the
decision-making process. A very effective way of involving stakeholders in
decision-making is called the “partnership-based
Partnership-Based Management Model
management model”. Briefly, the partnershipInterest B
based approach involves building consensus
among the affected stakeholders dealing with a
Interest C
Interest A
particular problem or initiative. Representatives of
Consensus
all affected stakeholders are invited to sit down
Decision
together as a team and develop co-operative
Agency
Interest D
solutions to the particular management problem
that meet their underlying needs and desires.
Policy
Importantly, government agencies are just another
stakeholder in the partnership-based process. Although governments may
still be largely responsible for implementing the decisions made by the
planning team, they have no special status at the table.
The IBA program is an excellent example of a partnership-based
approach to conservation. IBA conservation plans “are written for, and with
the assistance of communities located close to the IBA” (de Forest 1999:5).
Each IBA program is driven from the grass-roots level; the desires and longterm visions of the stakeholder group are integral components of each
conservation plan.

IBA Program

Benefits
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What are the benefits of a partnership-based approach? There are
various reasons why a partnership-based planning framework might provide
better solutions in the case of bird conservation in the Sage Creek IBA.
•

The partnership approach emphasizes mutual respect for the
different backgrounds, needs, and interests of all stakeholders, and
would therefore result in improved long-term relationships between
all stakeholders (as a result, future projects involving the same
stakeholders could be more easily developed)

•

Solutions created through a partnership approach tend to be longerlasting, and are more likely to be acceptable and satisfying to all
stakeholders (compliance with suggested management strategies is
therefore likely to be higher than with traditional planning
approaches)

•

Because a variety of stakeholders will be involved, the creativity and
flexibility of the management solutions is likely to be higher than with
traditional planning approaches

•

Stakeholders in a partnership approach have “ownership” of the
planning process, and have a very real voice in how decisions are
made

Finally, it should be recognized that the IBA approach to
Adaptive
planning is one of constant evolution. An IBA conservation
Management conservation
plan is never truly “finished”. Rather, the plans evolve over time in response
to such stimuli as changing environmental conditions, changes within the
stakeholder group, and other social or political changes. An iterative, selfanalyzing monitoring process (often referred to as “adaptive management”)
is built into the operational policies of each stakeholder group. Periodically,
the stakeholder group will employ mechanisms (i.e., bird population counts,
habitat evaluations, etc.) to evaluate whether its past actions have had the
desired conservation results. If goals and objectives are not being met, this
adaptive framework allows groups to change their actions to better suit
existing conditions.

8.2 INITIAL SAGE CREEK IBA STAKEHOLDER GROUP
Stakeholder
Group

As of December 11, 2000, the following individuals comprise the
initial Sage Creek IBA Stakeholder Group:
•

Walter Willms (Onefour Agricultural Research Station;
Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada)
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•

Ian Walker (Onefour Agricultural Research Station; Agriculture
and Agri-Food Canada)

•

Joel Nicholson (Natural Resources Service; Alberta
Environment)

•

Dawn Dickinson (Society of Grassland Naturalists)

•

Brenda Dale (Canadian Wildlife Service; Environment Canada)

The interests and concerns of these individuals were instrumental in
developing the goals and objectives of this Draft Conservation Plan. To date,
the geographic extent of the Stakeholder Group is limited to the Onefour
Agricultural Research Station. As a result, many of the actions listed in
section 11.0 are specific to that area. Over time, it is expected that the
Stakeholder Group will seek to expand participation in the Sage Creek IBA
beyond the borders of the Onefour Station. While the Stakeholder Group
has only met once to date to develop the outline for this document, further
meetings are expected in the near future.
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9.0 OPPORTUNITIES
9.1 ECOSYSTEM MANAGEMENT AND SUSTAINABLE
RANCHING
Rangelands

The extensive tracts of public and private rangelands in east central
Alberta and the Palliser Triangle support a largely intact native mixed grass
prairie ecosystem and a ranching community that provides a livelihood and
lifestyle as well as contributing significantly to the Alberta economy.
Maintaining native prairie rangelands under long-term stewardship as the
highest and best land use is critical to the success of prairie conservation in
the province. Success, however, will depend on an enlightened understanding
of ecological and economic relationships and an ability to resist short-term
pressures to fragment and intensify land use (Prairie Conservation Forum
1997).

Ecosystems
and Ranching

Fortunately, there is growing recognition that ranching and prairie
ecosystem management are compatible and interdependent. The objective of
ranching is to maximize red-meat production on a sustainable long-term
basis. To meet this objective, ranchers attempt to maximize forage
production, and hence beef production, on native rangelands over time. This
is achieved through wise range management practices that recognize the
ecological requirements of prairie grass species, and involves the use of
rotational grazing systems, the provisioning of water and salt, and application
of appropriate stocking densities relative to the carrying capacity of the
landscape. Current range management strives for moderate grazing intensity
and uniform distribution of use to maintain rangelands in “fair” to “good”
condition and to avoid degradation of areas where livestock may concentrate,
such as riparian areas. Although certain grazing systems can increase the
homogeneity of grassland architecture by concentrating livestock, in practice,
most systems are applied with moderate grazing intensities that permit
selective grazing, and the creation of overgrazed and undergrazed patches
which contribute to landscape heterogeneity on a relatively small scale.
Furthermore, the use of grazing systems will allow the creation of planned
heterogeneity on a large scale by controlling grazing intensity and the timing
of grazing within pastures.

Grazing

Prairie wildlife have evolved and adapted to variations in grazing
intensity and timing (Kantrud and Kologiski 1983). Some species such as
McCown’s Longspur and Mountain Plover are primarily found in heavily
grazed or burned grasslands. Other species such as Baird’s Sparrow,
Sprague’s Pipit and Meadow Vole, frequent rangelands that are lightly grazed.
Most wildlife species, however, are adapted to moderate levels of grazing
(Figure 9.1). Similarly, plant biodiversity is generally greatest under moderate
levels of grazing as reflected by pastures maintained in “fair” to “good” range
condition. Judicious grazing management practices can be used to create the

9.0
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habitat heterogeneity necessary for biodiversity conservation, while
maintaining high rangeland productivity to maximize red meat production.
Because prairie conservation and ranching are compatible,
opportunities exist to promote both in the areas of government legislation
and policy, economic development and environmental sustainability.
Figure 9.1 Grassland Bird Species Presence and Abundance Relative to
Grazing Intensity (adapted from Bock et al 1993; Prescott et al 1994).
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Upland sandpiper
Lark bunting
Grasshopper sparrow
Bobolink
Red-winged black bird
Savannah sparrow
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Northern harrier
Short-eared owl
Yellow throat
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9.2 OTHER ECONOMIC BENEFITS
Economic
Benefits

In 1996, 88.9% of Albertans participated in a wide-range of nature
related activities, spending nearly $1.2 billion in Alberta and Canada. Nearly
4% of the population were involved with hunting and 18.6% participated in
wildlife viewing activities. These figures point out the potential economic
significance of conserving wildlife in the province for consumptive and nonconsumptive purposes.
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10.0 THREATS
Several activities or changes in government policy could be
detrimental to bird populations and biodiversity conservation in the Sage
Creek IBA. These activities or changes in government policy are of concern
because of the potential for habitat loss and fragmentation, habitat
degradation, disturbance, and increased mortality effects. The following list
identifies potential threats to biodiversity conservation in the Sage Creek
IBA.

10.0

10.1 GOVERNMENT POLICY
Much of the land base in the Sage Creek IBA is federal or provincial
crown land, which historically has been maintained as native rangeland to
support cattle grazing or agricultural research. Increasingly, the value of these
areas for conservation is being recognized (Prairie Conservation Forum
1997), and provisions exist for protecting biodiversity values on these lands.
However, changes in government policy that would allow for the conversion
of these lands to cropland or other uses not compatible with biodiversity
values could result in habitat loss or fragmentation in the region and lessen
the areas value for wildlife conservation.

Government
Policy

10.2 OVERGRAZING
Although a variety of bird species, such as Mountain Plover and
McCown’s Longspur, are dependent on burnt or heavily grazed areas with
limited grass and litter cover, overgrazing by cattle on a widespread basis
would diminish biodiversity values in the region. For example, overgrazing of
sagebrush flats may be one of the factors responsible for the decline of
Greater Sage Grouse populations in the Sage Creek IBA (Aldridge 1998).
Overgrazing of riparian areas can also diminish wildlife habitat values.

Overgrazing

10.3 TRAILS AND ROADS
Currently, road and trail development is relatively limited in the Sage
Creek IBA. The expansion of roads for public transportation or expansion of
trails across native rangelands to facilitate recreational activities or access to
oil and gas infrastructure could result in the loss and fragmentation of prairie
ecosystems; habitat degradation through increased soil erosion, soil
compaction and the introduction of non-native species; increased
disturbance to critical wildlife habitats; and increased wildlife mortality as a
result of wildlife/vehicle collisions. The expansion of trails stemming from
increased visitor use has been observed at the Onefour Experimental Station

Trails and
Roads
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and has been identified as a potential threat to Mountain Plover habitat in the
area (Wallis and Wershler 1981)

10.4 FIRE
Fire

Fire is a natural part of prairie ecosystems. However, unplanned and
uncontrolled fires can potentially have serious consequences for wildlife and
their habitats, and for ranching operations. Prairie landscapes can become
tinder dry during the summer and readily set aflame. Visitors to the Onefour
Experimental Station, occasionally unintentionally start fires by lighting
campfires, improperly disposing of cigarettes and parking vehicles on grassy
areas. Informing recreational users about the potential fire hazard in
grassland habitats and encouraging them carry fire fighting equipment could
decrease the incidences of accidental fires in the region.

10.5 DISTURBANCE
Disturbance

Increasing numbers of people visit the Sage Creek area to pursue
wildlife viewing activities. However, the presence of large numbers of people
can impact wildlife species. Human disturbance during critical times of the
year can result in the abandonment of nests and dens, and reduced
productivity. For example, photographers have recently been observed on
Greater Sage Grouse leks during the breeding season, and could potentially
disrupt breeding at these sites. Wallis and Wershler (1981) also identify the
presence of large numbers of people viewing Mountain Plovers as a potential
threat to that species, and Ferruginous Hawks are known to be sensitive to
disturbance around nest sites (White and Thurow 1985). Oil and gas
development activities near critical wildlife habitats during critical times of
the year can also potentially impact wildlife.
Alberta Environment and Environment Canada, in conjunction with
a variety of stakeholder groups, are currently developing setback and timing
guidelines for resource development and recreational activities in relation to
“at risk” species and critical wildlife habitats. The adoption of these
guidelines by industry and recreational users in the area could serve to limit
disturbance to wildlife.

10.6 VERTICAL STRUCTURES
Vertical
Structures

Vertical structures such as trees, buildings or power poles often
provide perches for raptorial birds to search for prey and placing these
structures near Greater Sage Grouse leks provides predatory birds with
increased opportunities to prey on courting grouse. Efforts should therefore
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be made to move existing structures away from active and historical leks, and
in the future to have such structures built away from leks.

10.7 INTRODUCTION OF NON-NATIVE SPECIES
The introduction of non-native species is one of the greatest threats
to biodiversity worldwide. Many weedy plant species have been introduced
into western Canada, and threaten both agricultural crops and native
rangelands. Most of these species are subject to control programs
administered by local municipalities. Routine monitoring of these weed
species and the implementation of effective control programs should limit
the spread of these species on native rangelands.

Non-Native
Species

Non-native plant species can also be introduced through reclamation
activities. For example, Crested Wheat Grass has been extensively used in
southern Alberta to reclaim pipeline rights-of-ways, well sites, and road
ditches. From these locations this species often spreads down wind, changing
the vegetation composition of native rangelands and reducing available
habitat for species such as Sprague’s Pipit. These problems could be reduced
if oil and gas companies were encouraged to use certified native seed
mixtures to reclaim areas on native rangelands

10.8 GROUND SQUIRREL ERADICATION
There has been a long tradition of eradicating ground squirrels from
agricultural and ranching areas of western Canada because of economic
losses stemming from the consumption of crops and the injury of livestock,
and health concerns related to disease transmission and damage to horses
and riders travelling across rangeland. Ground squirrels, however, play an
integral role in the ecology of prairie ecosystems. They are a major food item
for many species of birds, mammals and snakes, and their burrows provide
nesting habitat for species such as the Burrowing Owl and possibly
hibernaculum for snake species. They may also play an important role in
nutrient cycling and plant succession on the prairies. The ecological
importance of ground squirrels must therefore by weighed in relation to
economic and safety concerns when eradication programs are being
considered.

Ground
Squirrels

10.9 CLIMATE CHANGE
Global climate and the forces that affect it are incredibly complex.
Predictions about the future outcome of the green house effect and its
impact on climate, ecosystems and biodiversity are uncertain. Nonetheless,
climate change has potential ramifications for prairie ecosystems and long-

Climate
Change
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term planning should give consideration to monitoring the changes that
might occur, and to devising strategies for response. One possible outcome
of climate change on the prairies is an increase in the incidence of drought. If
this occurs, the implementation of sound grazing management practices,
including reductions in stocking levels, may be the best means to ensure the
long-term sustainability of ranching in the area and integrity of prairie
ecosystems.

10.10 PESTICIDES AND HERBICIDES
Pesticides
and
Herbicides

More than 30 registered pesticides used agriculturally and domestically in
Canada can affect birds. Most of these are cholinesterase-inhibiting
organophosphates and carbamates that work well against a broad range of
insects and are often not expensive to use. Unfortunately, they are also highly
toxic to birds and other animals. They also break down quickly, and often
need to be applied to crops more than once per season. When accidentally
eaten or absorbed by a bird, they are detoxified rapidly and excreted (unless
the bird dies first). Mammals are much better than birds at detoxifying
organophosphates and carbamates. For example, birds are 100 times more
sensitive than mammals to the common insecticide diazinon (Canadian
Wildlife Service: http://www.cws-scf.ec.gc.ca/hwwfap/pesticides/pest.html). The extent of the use of pesticides in the Sage
Creek IBA area has not been determined.
Organochlorine insecticides (e.g., DDT) also work well against a broad range
of insects, but have longer lasting effects. Although most organochlorines
were discontinued in Canada in the 1970s after causing population declines
in various bird species, traces are still found in the environment. A dose that
was effective against insects was not necessarily directly toxic to birds;
however, because the pesticides persisted for decades and accumulated in the
food chain, it was possible for birds, especially predatory species, to
accumulate a lethal dose over time. Persistent organochlorines are still legally
used in some southern hemisphere countries visited by Canadian migratory
birds.
Herbicides can also affect bird population in the Sage Creek area. Depending
on the species of plants targeted by the herbicides, habitat losses and
depletion of food resources are possible. However, since the Sage Creek area
is largely used as rangeland, herbicides are not routinely applied by ranchers.
The extent of the use of herbicides to control weeds by farmers, ranchers,
and along roadways (i.e., by the Alberta Roads & Highways Division) in the
Sage Creek IBA has not been determined.
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11.0 CONSERVATION GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
The goals and objectives for the Sage Creek IBA Conservation Plan,
outlined in this section, were developed by the graduate student team from
the University of Calgary in co-operation with individuals and organizations
interested in native biodiversity conservation in the Sage Creek area.
Participants included representatives from the Onefour Experimental
Station, the Canadian Wildlife Service, Alberta Environment, the Alberta
Conservation Association, and the Society of Grassland Naturalists (in some
cases, input was made following the initial drafting of the Plan). The
consultation process involved an identification of threats (Section 10.0) and
opportunities (Section 9.0) related to native bird and biodiversity
conservation in the region. The goals and objectives were developed in
accordance with the habitat and life history requirements of “at risk” birds
(Section 4.2), other wildlife, and plant species in the region (Section 5.0),
and an understanding of current land use activities in the area (Section 6.2).
In forming these goals and objectives, extensive reference was made to
existing prairie conservation initiatives, particularly the Alberta Prairie
Conservation Action Plan (Prairie Conservation Forum 1997), and the
provincial and national status reports and recovery plans for “at risk” plant
and wildlife species occurring in the region. The Local Committee
Recommendations for the OneFour Special Places 2000 were also used in
forming the goals and objectives; however, these recommendations were
meant to be applied to the southern fifteen sections of the OneFour Station
only.

11.0

The following list of goals, objectives, and action items provides a
framework for implementation of the Sage Creek IBA Conservation Plan by
the Stakeholder Group. These goals fall into four broad categories:
1) Education and Information Sharing;
2) Monitoring and Research;
3) Bird and Habitat Conservation; and
4) Expanding the Scope of the Conservation Plan.
In this document goals are defined as desired future outcomes (results that
the Stakeholder Group would like to achieve). Objectives are statements
outlining how these goals will be achieved. Consequently, objectives should
be both feasible and measurable. Action items represent specific tasks that
will be undertaken to achieve an objective. Location Specific Action items
refer to actions that will be implemented at a specific location (in this
document, the Onefour Experimental Station).

Framework

The goals and objectives for the Sage Creek IBA Conservation Plan
may grow and change as new participants are brought into the program and
as other issues come to light through additional research or changing socioeconomic conditions. Many conservation and land management
organizations are currently active in the Sage Creek IBA, and implementation

Goals and
Objectives
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of the items listed may fall to other agencies or be done in a coordinated
fashion with other organizations.

11.1 MISSION STATEMENT
Because the Sage Creek IBA represents one of the largest contiguous
blocks of dry mixed grass prairie in North America and supports a variety of
“at risk” bird species, the Sage Creek IBA Stakeholder Group will work to
maintain both the long-term ecological health and biodiversity of this unique
prairie ecosystem, and the associated ranching community.

11.2 GOALS AND OBJECTIVES

GOAL 1

GOAL 1

Share information about the Sage Creek IBA with landowners,
leaseholders, and other stakeholders in the IBA. This goal is
consistent with Goal 1 of the Alberta Prairie Conservation Action
Plan (Prairie Conservation Forum 1997:11-12) and will be
implemented in accordance with the IBA Communications
Manual.

Objective 1.1 Develop and distribute information about the Sage Creek
IBA Conservation Plan to regional landowners and
leaseholders, and other individuals and organizations that
have or might have an interest in the plan and the IBA
program identified above.

Action 1.1.1








Using a variety of media, inform interested parties
about the Sage Creek IBA. This could include:
developing literature (brochures) about the Sage
Creek IBA, and making it readily available through
mail outs or distributing it through Provincial Parks
(Cypress Hills Interprovincial Park, Writing-On-Stone
Provincial Park, Fort Walsh National Historic Park),
local and regional government offices, tourism
agencies, and local merchants in the region.
Developing a web page about the Sage Creek IBA.
Making presentations in local communities
Highlighting the project through existing interpretive
programs in the region
Preparing articles for local newspapers and natural
history publications
Publishing the results of monitoring and research
programs in the scientific literature.
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Information should be updated on an ongoing basis
as required.

Location Specific Action 1.1.2
Develop a visitor information
package for the Onefour Experimental Station. This
would be in the form of a brochure providing
information about the Sage Creek IBA and birds in
the Onefour area, as well as guidelines for visitor use
of the area. Funding for the development of such
brochures may be available through the IBA
Community Action Fund
(http://www.ibacanada.com/main.htm).
Action 1.1.3

Distribute copies of the Sage Creek IBA
Conservation Plan to stakeholders outside the
Stakeholder group, including landowners and
leaseholders in the region.

Objective 1.2 Develop demonstration sites within the Sage Creek IBA to
allow observation of birds, their habitats, and grazing
practices that can be used to enhance and conserve them
in the region.

Location Specific Action 1.2.1
Working with staff from
Agriculture and Agri-foods Canada, develop a plan to
use the Onefour Experimental Station as an IBA
demonstration site. Because of the diverse range of
grazing practices employed, the site could readily be
used to demonstrate habitat use by birds, and how
grazing practices can be used to conserve birds and
their habitats in the region. Plan development must,
however, recognize that the Onefour Experimental
Station is a research facility, and that some research
activities may conflict with bird and habitat
conservation objectives.
GOAL 2 Promote research, monitoring, and restoration activities aimed at
the conservation of biodiversity, and birds, particularly “at risk”
species, and their habitats in the Sage Creek IBA. This goal is
consistent with Goal 1 of the Alberta Prairie Conservation Action
Plan (Prairie Conservation Forum 1997: 11-12).
Objective 2.1 In conjunction with other conservation organizations,
establish links with scientific and technical authorities to
identify procedures and priorities for researching,
monitoring, and restoring bird populations and their
habitats in the Sage Creek IBA.

GOAL 2
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Action 2.1.1

Make a list of scientific and technical authorities and
contact them for advice about research, monitoring and
restoration activities in the Sage Creek IBA.

Action 2.1.2

In conjunction with other conservation organizations,
identify existing information gaps related to biodiversity
and bird conservation in the Sage Creek IBA and identify
means by which these information gaps can be addressed.

Action 2.1.3

In conjunction with other conservation organizations,
identify research, monitoring, and restoration priorities for
biodiversity and bird conservation in the Sage Creek IBA.

Action 2.1.4

Recruit volunteers to participate in and establish programs
to monitor bird populations and their habitats in the Sage
Creek IBA. This could include participation in established
programs such as Christmas Bird Counts, May Day
Species Counts, Breeding Bird Surveys, Prairie Nest
Records Scheme, Atlas Projects, and the Alberta Bird List
Project.

Action 2.1.5

In conjunction with other conservation organizations
identify existing programs and additional resources and
funding sources that could be applied to implement
research, monitoring, and restoration priorities in the Sage
Creek IBA.

Action 2.1.6

In conjunction with other conservation organizations,
identify critical wildlife habitat areas in the Sage Creek
IBA.

Action 2.1.7

Adopt an adaptive management framework for the Sage
Creek IBA conservation plan that ensures that
conservation actions are continually evaluated on the basis
of monitoring and research activities conducted in the
Sage Creek IBA and elsewhere.

Action 2.1.8

Distribute the results of research, monitoring and
restoration programs to stakeholders in the Sage Creek
IBA, particularly landowners and lease holders.

Location Specific Action 2.1.9 Inventory bird populations and
identify critical bird habitats at the Onefour Experimental
Station and outline land use activities that would be
detrimental to the preservation of these areas.
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GOAL 3

GOAL 3 Protect and conserve native biodiversity, focusing on bird
populations and “at risk” species, and their habitats in the Sage
Creek IBA. This goal consists of preventing or reducing four
types of impacts that may adversely affect bird populations: A)
habitat loss, fragmentation, deterioration, and alienation; B)
disturbance; C) invasion of non-native species; and D) direct
mortality.
A. Habitat Loss, Fragmentation, Deterioration, and Alienation
Objective 3.1 Support existing and proposed legislation and policy that
favour prairie conservation (e.g., the Special Places 2000
Local Committee Recommendations) and identify
legislation and policy that is detrimental to prairie
conservation. This objective is consistent with objectives
under Goal 2 of the Alberta Prairie Conservation Action
Plan (Prairie Conservation Forum 1997: 14-16).

Action 3.1.1

Work cooperatively with other conservation
organizations under an umbrella group (e.g., Prairie
Conservation Forum) to bring legislation and policies
that are both beneficial and detrimental to prairie
conservation, particularly as they apply to the Sage
Creek IBA, to the attention of the responsible
government agencies.

Objective 3.2 Promote programs that provide information on and
funding or support for wise range management practices
(e.g., range inventory courses, Cows and Fish program),
land stewardship, and prairie conservation in the Sage
Creek IBA.

Action 3.2.1

Compile on an ongoing basis, information on such
programs. This information can then be disseminated
to regional landowners and leaseholders to assist
them in securing funds for such programs.

Objective 3.3 Inform people about the potential impacts to bird habitats
(and ranching operations) resulting from off-road vehicle
travel and unapproved access within the Sage Creek IBA.

Action 3.3.1

Develop a variety of media to encourage individuals
and groups using the Sage Creek IBA to use existing
roads and trails, and to seek landowner permission to
access land.

Location Specific Action 3.3.2
Inventory off road vehicle use
within the Onefour Experimental Station, and
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identify the impacts of such traffic. Using brochures,
word of mouth, and, possibly signs provide
information to users of the station about the effects
of off road vehicle use and encourage them to use
existing trails when traveling across native rangelands
at the station. Also, encourage users to carry firefighting equipment (e.g., fire extinguishers, Wajax
backpacks, shovels, and brooms) during dry periods
when the fire hazard is high. Funding for the
development of brochures could possibly be obtained
through the IBA Community Action Fund
(http://www.ibacanada.com/main.htm).
Objective 3.4 Discourage the development of new roads and trails in the
region. This objective is supported by the Special Places
2000 Local Committee Recommendations, and by the
Alberta Energy and Utilities Board “Petroleum Industry
Activity on Native Prairie” guidelines.

Action 3.4.1

Establish liaisons with Alberta Transportation,
Alberta Environment, local municipalities and the oil
and gas industry to increase the awareness of the
potential effects of road development on bird habitats
and ensure that any new road and trail development
that does occur gives consideration to the location of
critical bird habitats or within the designated Special
Places sites.

Action 3.4.2 Work with oil and gas companies to identify means to
manage service access to well sites to limit the
formation of new trails across native rangeland.
Objective 3.5 On a landscape basis, encourage grazing and other range
management practices that provide a variety of range
conditions important to biodiversity and bird conservation
in the Sage Creek IBA. This is commensurate with the
Special Places 2000 Local Committee Recommendations
to continue domestic grazing as the primary management
tool to maintain the ecological integrity of the native
prairie.

Action 3.5.1

Using a variety of media, inform stakeholders,
particularly landowners and lease holders, about the
habitat requirements of various species, including “at
risk species, and outline how grazing management
practices can be used to conserve and enhance bird
habitat.
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Location Specific Action 3.5.2
Use the Onefour
Experimental Station as a demonstration site to show
how range management practices can be used to
conserve and enhance bird habitat.
Objective 3.6 Recognizing that environmental conditions in the Sage
Creek IBA might change as a result of climate change,
promote range management practices that maintain
rangeland in healthy condition during drought.

Action 3.6.1

Using a variety of media, inform stakeholders,
particularly landowners and lease holders about
grazing management practices that would sustain
healthy grassland ecosystems during periods of
drought.

Objective 3.7 Promote seismic and drilling practices that minimize land
disturbance.

Action 3.7.1

In conjunction with other conservation organizations
and oil and gas agencies such as the Canadian
Association of Petroleum Producer and the National
Energy Board identify means to minimize land
disturbance resulting from seismic and drilling
activities

Action 3.7.2 Compile a list of oil and gas companies active in the
Sage Creek IBA, and distribute information
identifying means by which they can minimize land
disturbance during seismic and drilling operations.
B. Disturbance
Objective 3.8 Limit vehicle and pedestrian access to important bird
habitats (e.g., Greater Sage Grouse and Sharp-tailed
Grouse leks, raptor nest sites) to minimize disturbance to
bird populations during critical times in their annual life
history cycle.

Action 3.8.1

Using a variety of media, prepare and distribute
guidelines for birdwatchers, photographers and other
users of the Sage Creek IBA outlining the potential
effects of disturbing certain species during critical
periods of the year, and identifying appropriate
distances for viewing wildlife at these times of year.
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Location Specific Action 3.8.2
Identify critical wildlife
habitats in the Sage Creek IBA and establish seasonal
use guidelines for these areas to minimize direct
disturbance to bird populations.
Objective 3.9 Encourage the development and approval of setback and
timing guidelines for resource development and
recreational activities for critical wildlife habitat, including
nest sites, leks, dens and hibernacula, by responsible
government agencies in the Sage Creek IBA.

Action 3.9.1

In conjunction with other conservation organizations,
encourage government agencies to develop and
implement setback and timing guidelines to regulate
resource development and recreational activities on
crown lands in the Sage Creek IBA.

C. Invasion of Non-Native Species
Objective 3.10

Limit and prevent the spread of invasive plant species
in the IBA.

Action 3.10.1 Working with local municipalities, encourage the
inventory and control of noxious weeds in the Sage
Creek IBA.
Action 3.10.2 Working with the oil and gas industry, encourage the
use of certified native seed mixtures for reclamation
of well sites and pipeline rights-of-ways
D. Direct Mortality
Objective 3.11

Limit or modify human activities that result in direct
mortality to birds in the Sage Creek IBA.

Action 3.11.1 In conjunction with other conservation organizations,
encourage the development of guidelines restricting
the establishment of vertical structures near Greater
Sage Grouse leks.
Action 3.11.2 Determine the extent of pesticide and herbicide use in
the Sage Creek IBA.
Location Specific Action 3.11.3
Document the occurrence of
bird drownings in stock watering tanks at the
Onefour Experimental Station, and experiment with
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deflective or escape structures to minimize the
occurrence of bird drownings.
GOAL 4 Over time, expand the number of participants (particularly
landowners and lease holders) in the Sage Creek IBA
Conservation Plan.
Objective 4.1 Establish formalized group by outlining its roles and
responsibilities and adopting operational practices (i.e.,
establishing codes of conduct, regular meeting times, etc.).

Action 4.1.1

Hold an initial participants meeting to establish
formal operating practices and identify timelines, roles
and responsibilities.

Objective 4.2 Establish a formal process for inviting stakeholders
(particularly land owners and lease holders) to participate
in the Sage Creek IBA Group.

Action 4.2.1

Over time, use a variety of media to inform
landowners and lease holders, and other interested
parties about the Sage Creek IBA program and
encourage participation in the program. Face to face
meetings may ultimately be the best means to bring
stakeholders onside.

GOAL 4
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12.0

12.0 EVALUATING SUCCESS
Monitoring and the evaluation of success are integral aspects of the
Sage Creek IBA Draft Conservation Plan. The IBA approach to conservation
planning is iterative; the Plans are never truly “finished”. Instead, the Plans
are fine-tuned and adapted to changing circumstances and periodically
updated (including changes in the Stakeholder Group, changes in the
environment, and other socio-economic changes that occur within the Sage
Creek IBA). The following sections outline how success will be evaluated.

12.1 ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT
Adaptive
Management

Key to the evaluation of success will be the implementation by the
Stakeholder Group of an adaptive management framework (this is explicitly
recognized as an Action under Goal 2 in Section 11.0). In essence, adaptive
management recognizes that change is an essential element of conservation
planning and management. In this case, the Stakeholder Group would,
during its year-end review (see 12.3 below), evaluate the successes and
failures of each of the actions it had undertaken the previous year. The
following criteria might be used in this evaluation:
•

Ecological criteria (such as population increases, habitat increases,
cessation of disturbance effects, etc., as defined in each goal)

•

Financial criteria (i.e., as the Sage Creek IBA will likely operate on
a minimal budget, did the action represent the best use of
available funds?)

•

Labour criteria (i.e., as the Sage Creek IBA will likely be heavily
reliant on volunteer labour, did the action represent the best use
of this labour?)

Should the results of a particular action fail to meet these criteria, the
Stakeholder Group will develop new actions (and possibly objectives)
designed to achieve the same goal from a different perspective. In this
manner, the Stakeholder Group will, over time, learn from its successes and
failures and strive towards developing a Conservation Plan best suited to
conserving birds and their habitats in the Sage Creek IBA at a given point in
time.

12.2 RESEARCH AND MONITORING
Research

Several of the goals and objectives suggested in this Draft Plan are
heavily dependent on scientific research (i.e., the monitoring of bird
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populations and habitats over time). As suggested in Goal 2 (Objective 2.1)
of Section 11.0, the Stakeholder Group will establish links with the scientific
and research communities to enable effective research and monitoring. The
Stakeholder Group may form a research subcommittee to review the goals
and objectives of the Plan, in order to identify information gaps and the most
appropriate scientific means by which to fill them. This subcommittee may
be seen to be operating in parallel to the main Stakeholder Group, serving to
address technical issues when they arise.

12.3 ANNUAL REPORT
A yearly evaluation of the research and monitoring aspects of the
Sage Creek IBA is also suggested by the IBA Conservation Planning Manual.
At the end of each year, the leader of the Sage Creek IBA Stakeholder Group
will submit a brief progress report to the Alberta IBA Co-ordinator, listing
the following information:
•

A summary of general progress by the Stakeholder Group.

•

An update on goals, objectives, and actions (including an
explanation of any changes in these which might have occurred).

•

Any changes in the threats affecting the IBA site or select species
within the site.

•

Copies of any media coverage or other information produced
during the year.

•

An updated list of individuals and organizations involved in the
Stakeholder Group.

•

A summary of successes and failures during the year.

•

A summary of expenses and projected expenses for the coming
year.

As suggested in the IBA Conservation Planning Manual, these reports will be
incorporated into later versions of the Sage Creek IBA Conservation Plan. In
addition to the annual reports, the Stakeholder Group could distribute
updates of general progress to stakeholders in the IBA if and when needed
(for instance, when major objectives are realized).

Annual
Report
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APPENDIX A: IBA PARTNERS
BIRDLIFE INTERNATIONAL
A pioneer in its field, BirdLife International (BL) is the first nongovernment organization dedicated to promoting world-wide interest in and
concern for the conservation of all birds and the special contribution they
make to global biodiversity. BirdLife operates as a partnership of nongovernmental conservation organizations, grouped together within
geographic regions (e.g., Europe, Africa, Americas) for the purpose of
planning and implementing regional programs. These organizations provide a
link to on-the-ground conservation projects that involve local people with
local expertise and knowledge. There are currently 20 countries involved in
the Americas program throughout North, Central, and South America.

BirdLife
International

For further information about BirdLife International, check the
following web site: http://www.birdlife.net/.
The Canadian Important Bird Areas Program has been undertaken
by a partnership of two lead agencies. The Canadian Nature Federation and
Bird Studies Canada are the Canadian BirdLife International partners.

THE CANADIAN NATURE FEDERATION (CNF)
The Canadian Nature Federation is a national conservation
organization with a mission to be Canada's voice for the protection of nature,
its diversity, and the processes that sustain it. The CNF represents the
naturalist community and works closely with our provincial, territorial and
local affiliated naturalists organizations to directly reach 100,000 Canadians.
The strength of our grassroots naturalists' network allows us to work
effectively and knowledgeably on national conservation issues that affect a
diversity of ecosystems and human populations in Canada. The CNF also
works in partnership with other environmental organizations, government
and industry, wherever possible.

Canadian
Nature
Federation

Our approach is open and cooperative while remaining firm in our
goal of developing ecologically-sound solutions to conservation problems.
CNF’s web site is http://www.cnf.ca/.

BIRD STUDIES CANADA (BSC)
The mission of Bird Studies Canada is to advance the understanding,
appreciation and conservation of wild birds and their habitats, in Canada and
elsewhere, through studies that engage the skills, enthusiasm and support of

Bird Studies
Canada
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its members, volunteers, staff and the interested public. Bird Studies Canada
believes that thousands of volunteers working together, with the guidance of
a small group of professionals, can accomplish much more than could the
two groups working independently. Current programs collectively involve
over 10,000 volunteer participants from across Canada.
Bird Studies Canada is recognized nation-wide as a leading and
respected not-for-profit conservation organization dedicated to the study and
understanding of wild birds and their habitats. Bird Studies Canada's web site
is http://www.bsc-eoc.org/.

FEDERATION OF ALBERTA NATURALISTS
Federation
of Alberta
Naturalists

The Federation of Alberta Naturalists (FAN) is a provincial conservation
organization founded in 1970. FAN is an affiliate of the Canadian Nature
Federation and is composed of corporate clubs and individual members. The
objectives of FAN are:
•

To encourage Albertans to increase knowledge and understanding of
natural history and ecological processes;

•

To provide a unified voice for naturalists on conservation issues;

•

To promote field meetings, conferences, nature camps, research
symposia, and other activities; and

•

To promote the exchange of information among clubs and societies.

•

FAN publishes Alberta Naturalist four times a year.

Phone: (780) 427-8124
Fax: (780) 422-2663
Website: http://www.fanweb.ca/

