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Dear M§- les:

1 wanted to thank you for the productive meeting February 9 regarding coordination of ,
endangered species 1ssues between Region 2 of the U.S. Forest Service (Forest Service) and the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service), Region 6. Tam writing to followup on some of our
discussions and recommendations made during the meeting to expand black-footed ferret (ferret)
recovery opportunities on other National Grasslands across the central plains.

Previous Forest Service commitments 10 ferret recovery and its success at Conata Basin
significantly advancec. the overall ferret recovery. No other reintroduction effort has yet
achieved the level of success of Conata Basin, and given current habitat extent and presence of
plague over much of the westem prairie habitats, there are few sites that can realistically hope to
match that success tocay. Moreover, Conata Basin is an essential donor source for wild born
ferret kits and has helped injtiate and/or bolster reintroduction efforts at three other sites in South
Dakota, as well as recovery sites in three other States. The Forest Service’s contribution to ferret
recovery is enormous and deserving of recognition and appreciation of the Service and all of the

other partners involved in ferret recovery.

However, despite considerable recovery progress since the mid-1980s, the ferret remains a
critically endangered species. Potential recovery sites across North America are limited.
Perhaps no other agercy or identity can contribute to more assured and rapid recovery of the
ferret than the Forest Service. Ferret recovery cannot be achieved on National Grasslands alone,
but likewise, the establishment of adequate numbers of ferret populations across the historical
range of the species (1 recovery plan objective) may not be possible without concerted support
by the Forest Service and expansion of field recovery efforts across more of the Forest Service’s
vast western holdings. Even with more focused Forest Service management and development of
additional sites for prairie wildlife, the amount of managed land actually required to meet these
needs would represert a small percentage of the almost 4 million acres of National Grasslands.

The Forest Service manages more lands distributed over plague-free, high-value black-tailed
prairie dog habitat than any other State or Federal agency (i.e., in North and South Dakota).
There may be excellent opportunities to exp and reintroduction efforts into portions of other
National Grasslands ‘n Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Texas, and Wyoming. I
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have enclosed a draft “recovery site” evaluation table currently being finalized by the
Conservation Subcommittee of the Black-footed Ferret Recovery Implementation Team. That
document is designed to identify existing and potential recovery areas; it shows that National
Grasslands throughout the Plains States represent the greatest long-range potential to expand
ferret recovery. We understand that many Forest Service sites are highly fragmented in Forest
Service/private ownership and that plague is present at many as well. It may or may not be
feasible in some cases to consolidate land ownership in a similar manner as was accomplished at
Conata Basin. Still, the Service and other recovery partners are pursuing establishment of
smaller “nursery” populations and d:velopment of plague management capabilities with a view
that successful distribution of small sites in the near term may be crucial to spreading population
extinction risk, while simultaneously increasing numbers and distribution in the wild. Moreover,
we are working on some innovative administrative procedures (via Endangered Species Act
section 10(A)(1)(a)) whereby we can implement experimental recovery actions in a more timely
and cost effective manner (as opposzd to requiring a costly and protracted 10() rulemaking )
process, while still ensuring the proiections afforded by 10(j) on adjacent landowners). Our hope
is that we can get more small populitions started and maintained, while simultaneous efforts can
be made to manage for expanding habitat base and consolidating land ownership.

Tt is important then that the Forest Service examine all possible opportunities to expand recovery
efforts across grassland units. While habitats the size and quality of Conata Basin are certainly
desirable, we understand that such t.abitat development is not possible for most units, and that
actual development of suitable praitie dog habitats for ferrets may take considerable time to
accomplish. Nevertheless, the planing for recovery sites/grassland unit should be initiated as
soon as feasible. Wherever possiblz (especially on plague free units), small nursery populations
of ferrets should be established on cuitable complexes where 1,500 to 3,000 acres of prairie dogs
occur and can be maintained and managed for ferret recovery.

Finally, it is important to understand where the recovery program stands with respect to
jmplementation and monitoring of ’erret projects. Recovery partners are now trying to establish
as many populations as possible as broadly as possible across the ferret’s historical range.
Funding for monitoring and research that was typically involved in earlier recovery efforts is
largely unavailable today. Conseq iently, we are looking at more *hands-off” approaches to
recovery that entail only basic monitoring requirements (e.g., one fall spotlight effort/year for the
first 3 years, perthaps only every 3-5 years thereafter). We know that the cost of implementing
recovery actions is becoming a greater problem for partners and it has become more important
from a recovery perspective to establish more and better distnbuted populations.

I look forward to working more closely with you and your staff on ferret recovery and other
issues of mutual interest. If you would like to discuss any of these concepts further, please
contact me at 303-236-7920; Mike Stempel, Assistant Regional Director, at 303-236-4510; or
Mike Lockhart, Black-footed Ferret Recovery Coordinator, at 307-760-8605.

Sincerely,

Deputy Regional Director

Enclosure
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