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The Rocky Mountain Front Conservation Area is in northwestern Montana.  The Conservation Area is a part of the National Wildlife Refuge System, managed by the Benton Lake NWR Complex staff headquartered in Great Falls.  It is a central part of a landscape conservation strategy to protect a unique, highly diverse and largely un-fragmented ecosystem within the “Crown of the Continent .”





 
 Focal Species 
 
 Grizzly bear - a key focal 

species that may also 
captures the habitat needs of 
several of the other key trust 
species. 
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In planning for the expansion of the Conservation Area, we utilized the key elements of strategic habitat conservation.  Grizzly bears serve as a good focal species.  They are an important part of this ecosystem, valued by many partners, and are also a focal species of the Great Northern Landscape Conservation Cooperative.   

We assume that grizzly bears are a good umbrella species for other grassland-dependent trust species of concern on the RMF including long-billed curlews, McCown’s longspurs, perhaps Sprague’s pipit,  as well as riparian dependent species such as west-slope cutthroat trout and other riparian dependent birds.  It is also a species for which we have readily available information. 




Population Objectives for Grizzly Bear 
Bears in the RMF CA are part of the Northern Continental Divide 
Ecosystem (NCDE) recovery zone.  
 
As a listed species, recovery objectives were already formulated.  

Ten females with cubs inside 
Glacier National Park, and twelve 
females with cubs outside GNP 
over a running 6-year average, 
both inside the recovery zone, and 
within a surrounding 10-mile 
area… etc… 
 
Grizzly Bear Recovery  

      Plan, USFWS 1993 
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A key component of Biological Planning involves setting population objectives for target species.

As a listed species under the ESA, population objectives have been defined in a 1993 Recovery Plan (soon to be re-evaluated).   We show just one facet of the recovery objectives here; another deals with the level of human-caused mortality.  



Limiting Factors 
Habitat development and habitat 
fragmentation are biggest threats. 
Both lead to an increase in human 
interactions  human-caused 
mortality 
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An increase in development  leads to more frequent conflicts between bears and people due in large part to the increased presence of bear attractants. 
Minimizing attractants on private lands and limiting subdivision are keys to reducing this threat to grizzly bears. 
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In the Conservation Design phase, the Service used a Cumulative Effects model developed specifically for the eastern side of the NCDE recovery zone by a multi-agency working group. 

The model considered several habitat characteristics, indices of disturbance and human activity, and actual locations of grizzly bears to predict seasonal resource selections by grizzlies (Mace et al. 1999). 

A resource selection function (RSF) value of greater than 8 indicated high probability of use and was a threshold suggested by partner groups and experts.

The model did not reach to the eastern edge of the area outlined here, so we supplemented our knowledge with the raw data of bear telemetry locations in that portion of the area.  




Formulation of Habitat Objectives 
 
•The CEM helped us target valuable habitats for protection. 
 
•We could see the development and fragmentation occurring. 
 

•We knew we needed to focus on: 
• protecting intact habitat and connectivity and  
•minimizing potential for fragmentation and human interaction   
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In addition to addressing those limiting factors for grizzlies, maintaining large, unfragmented blocks is also thought to be our best strategy for climate change adaptation in this area.



Priority Areas 

• We used GIS analysis to rank 
potential easement areas based 
on CEM habitat value, potential 
to preserve connectivity, and 
size of block. 

•Even with the model, we 
cannot quantitatively determine 
how many grizzly bears can be 
added to the population or 
prevented from dying per acre 
of easements. 
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So, we used GIS to rank parcels based on their grizzly bear habitat value (CEM model), the potential to build connectivity with existing protected land,and the size of habitat block.  

So while we can’t say at this time exactly how many acres will definitively achieve the population objective, or, how much more fragmentation or development could occur without affecting mortality and population stability ,

To improve our iterative strategic habitat conservation model, we need to expand the spatial extent of the model and refine the model to better predict impacts on the grizzly bear population as a function of our habitat protection (Conservation Delivery through easements).  

In the meantime, with partners we will keep monitoring bear population levels and work in an iterative process to refine and tighten our acquisition approach. 





LWCF                                            $1,870,000 
Richard K. Mellon Foundation $1,630,000 
The Nature Conservancy              $1,000,000 
Private donation                $500,000 
TOTAL                                                  $5,000,000 
 

 

Working with our partners…  
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Moving into the Conservation Delivery key element, we should note that this phase is TRULY a partnership endeavor.  FWS can’t do it alone.  The Nature Conservancy, The Conservation Fund, Richard King Mellon Foundation, Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation, Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks, Boone & Crocket Club, and private landowners have all been key partners. 

This particular easement was one of our recent purchases – resulting in the protection of over 12,000 acres in a single transaction. This is the largest conservation easement in the lower 48.

The Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program has been key in initiating the landowner contacts to make purchasing conservation easements possible.  They are key to building trust through win-win projects such as invasive species, habitat restoration, and grazing management.  Many of our first projects with these landowners who eventually entered into easement agreements began working with us first on control of invasive weeds.



Also a partnership: 
MTFWP, USGS - 

population size/trend, 
distribution, linkage 
areas, mortality and 
survivorship 

Great Northern LCC - 
grizzly bears as a focal 
species 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The last key elements of the SHC cycle – both are also a partnership endeavor in this area.  MTFWP and USGS are monitoring the bears so we can understand what is happening to the population as we continue conservation delivery.  The GN LCC has selected grizzly as a focal species, and there are opportunities for the LCC to assist us in refining our modeling efforts so we can continually improve our targeting of the highest priority easements.   
Also, a potential role for the LCC is to assist in determining whether or not our assumption is true that meeting habitat needs of grizzly bears will also meet needs for those other species.
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As we go back to our first slide, you can see how the landscape of the Rocky Mountain Front also feeds into a larger landscape that is often called the “Crown of the Continent.”  Other Refuge projects such as the Blackfoot Valley Conservation Area and the proposed Swan Valley project complement the Rocky Mountain Front, the Bob Marshall Wilderness Area, and various Forest Service lands spanning the continental divide.  
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