
 

 

 

 

SCOPING NOTICE 
 
Proposed Sage Grouse Habitat Stewardship Fund Project – Julie Burke Conservation Easement  
 
July 11, 2016 
 
The Montana Sage Grouse Oversight Team (MSGOT) is soliciting comments and concerns on 
requested use of the Montana Sage Grouse Habitat Stewardship Fund to support the Julie Burke 
Conservation Easement Project.     
 
The Nature Conservancy (TNC), an IRS 501(c)(3) non-profit organization, sponsored and presented an 
application for the Julie Burke Conservation Easement to MSGOT for funding from the Habitat 
Stewardship Fund (Fund) (MCA 76-22-101 et seq.) during MSGOT’s meeting on May 24, 2016.  TNC 
requested $422,000 from the Fund, which would be matched with TNC’s contribution of $175,000.  The 
estimated value of the easement is $597,000.  MSGOT approved the Julie Burke Conservation 
Easement proposal to move to the next stages of the granting process, administrative procedures, and 
preparation of an environmental assessment under the Montana Environmental Policy Act.      
 
TNC is proposing to purchase a 2,596 acre perpetual conservation easement on a portion of a multi-
generational ranch owned by Julie Burke in Phillips and Valley counties.  The proposed easement 
property is located within the South Phillips Sage Grouse Core Area, approximately 35 miles south of 
Saco, Montana.   
 
About 1,896 acres of the proposed easement are sagebrush grassland and about 700 acres was 
formerly utilized as a hay meadow and is now seeded to native and introduced forage.  Approximately 
70% of the property has the potential to be converted to cropland due to the soil types. 
 
The proposed easement area has a minimum of 5-6 sage grouse leks located within four miles of the 
Julie Burke parcel proposed for permanent easement and 21 leks within 12 miles.  The long-term 
average lek counts are among the top 25% in Montana.  The parcel contains winter habitat.  Sage 
grouse were recorded migrating to this area from the North Valley [County] Core Area, which lies to the 
north. 
 
The U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service identified the following threats to sage grouse in this part of 
Montana:  conversion of sagebrush grassland to cropland; energy development due to oil and gas and 
wind; energy development and maintenance related infrastructure, and surface mining. 



 

 

 
The terms of the conservation easement would permit the following:  continued historic use for livestock 
grazing and production; maintenance of ranching related infrastructure like fences, reservoirs, spreader 
dikes in the former hay meadow, and a corral; stock water development; haying on existing hay land; 
and control of noxious weeds.   
 
The easement would prohibit the following:  cropland conversion; construction of new buildings and 
residences; subdivision; oil and gas development or surface mining; industrial / commercial uses (e.g. 
wind farm, major energy transmission lines, other commercials uses and energy infrastructure); 
dumping; and sagebrush removal exceeding that incidental to other allowable uses. 
 
This notice has been sent to individuals or organizations who may have interest in the proposal area. In 
accordance with the Montana Environmental Policy Act, public concerns about the project and potential 
environmental impacts must be considered and analyzed prior to making the decision of whether to 
grant the funding to TNC. 
 
Interested parties have until July 21, 2016 to submit concerns or comments relating to this project.  Mail 
written comments to Carolyn Sime, Sage Grouse Habitat Conservation Program, 1625 11th Ave, 
Helena, MT 59620.  Written comments must be postmarked and mailed on or before July 21.  Submit 
comments electronically and attach documents through the public comment web application tool 
located on the MSGOT webpage at https://sagegrouse.mt.gov/msgot.html.  Electronic comments must 
be received by 11:59 p.m. on July 21, 2016.   
 
To be added to the interested parties list for this project or future public scoping notices, please call 
Carolyn Sime 406-444-0554 or submit that request to the public comment web application tool at 
https://sagegrouse.mt.gov/msgot.html during this same period.  
 
To join the listserve and receive notices regarding all activities of the Montana Sage Grouse Habitat 
Conservation Program, visit www.sagegrouse.mt.gov.  Subscribe at the bottom of the column on the 
left side of the webpage. 
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