
Aridlands Grazing Network: Homework Assignment #3

Developing Measures of Success at Multiple Scales
for the 45 Ranch & Owyhee Canyonlands

Background
The Owyhee Canyonlands are an ecologically significant landscape within the intermountain
semi-desert of the northwestern United States.  This landscape has been identified as
containing one of the largest blocks of high quality shrub steppe habitat remaining in the
Columbia Plateau ecoregion (TNC 1997, Quigley et al. 1996) as well as the largest population
of California bighorn sheep in the United States, numerous endemic plant species, rare plant
communities and aquatic systems.  The Nature Conservancy acquired the 45 Ranch, in the
heart of the Owyhee Canyonlands, as a base from which to conduct conservation, research and
partner development within the broader Owyhee region.

Targets of Biodiversity Occur at Multiple Scales in Owyhee Canyonlands

Conservation targets of concern and interest occurring within the Owyhee Canyonlands
landscape occur at the local (<2,000 acres), intermediate (1,000-50,000 acres) and coarse or
regional scales (20,000 – 1,000,000+ acres), as defined by Poiani et al. 2000.  The following
table depicts the targets and the spatial scale of their occurrence on the Owyhee Canyonlands
landscape.

Table 1. Targets of biodiversity and their spatial scale within the Owyhee
Canyonlands

Species Terrestrial
Systems

Aquatic Systems

Regional scale
(20,000 –
1,000,000+ acres)

Sage grouse Shrub
Steppe

Redband trout

Intermediate scale
(1,000-50,000
acres)

River
terraces

Riparian systems

Local scale
(<2,000 acres)

Bighorn
sheep

Playas Springs/spring creeks

Another way of depicting the configuration of the conservation targets is using a nested
representation, which more accurately reveals how species, small and large patches
communities, and matrix systems might occur on the landscape.  Using this nested approach,
the targets of biodiversity for the 45 Ranch and the Owyhee Canyonlands are represented at
their various geographic scales (Figure 1).  This visual representation of the targets allows for
the consideration and development of strategies that address scale and can provide a more
meaningful visual picture to strategists and conservation practitioners on how to consider and
develop appropriate and specific actions.



Threats
The threats to the conservation targets occur at all scales, however the threats are
much the same from scale to scale.  Altered fire regimes, invasive species and improper
livestock grazing are considered the highest priority threats.  They threaten the shrub
steppe habitat, the river terraces and riparian systems, and the springs and spring creek
systems.  Unique threats, such as the effects of various diseases on California bighorn
sheep for example, are dictated more by the species or conservation target rather than
the issue of scale.

Conservation Strategies Occur at All Scales

The Nature Conservancy has been actively engaged in the Owyhee Canyonlands
landscape since the acquisition of the 45 Ranch in 1996.  We have conducted
inventories and assessments of the ranch and its 70,000 acre allotment, including
sponsoring research for sage birds and California bighorn sheep. We developed
partnerships throughout the landscape, including fostering the development of the
Owyhee Borderlands Trust, a nonprofit formed by local ranchers interested in partnering
with the Conservancy on range restoration projects and grassbank development. And
now we are engaged in the “Owyhee Initiative” collaborative process sponsored by the
Owyhee County Commissioners to attempt to resolve natural resource disputes and
management needs for the nearly 5 million acres of Owyhee county, including additional
conservation areas identified by the Conservancy through ecoregional planning.

This range of conservation activities can also be expressed spatially as depicted in
Figure 2.
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Figure 1. Owyhee Canyonlands Conservation Targets



Spatial Considerations for Developing Measures of Success: The Importance of Coarse
Scale Measures

Since biological diversity occurs at all spatial scales, measuring the health and trends in the
biodiversity needs to be scaled appropriately (Wiens 1989).  Similarly, since conservation action
can be taken at all scales, it follows that measuring the success of any action taken on behalf of
the conservation targets needs to consider the issue of scale.

That said, there are several reasons or arguments to be made for focusing our limited resources
and staff capacity on coarse or regional scale communities and matrix systems at this time.
These include:

• The Nature Conservancy has a history of working in local communities and focusing on
species conservation or other targets at the local scale.  The larger scales, including the
coarse and regional scales, are newer arenas and as such demand additional attention.

• In particular, coarse–filter conservation is difficult due to a lack of general and objective
measures of success or failure (Schwartz 1999). Schwartz (1999) states that resolving this
issue is “the greatest challenge for conservation biology during the coming decade.

• Similarly, the National Research Council has confirmed this challenge by stating:
"Rangeland assessments suffer from the lack of current, comprehensive, and statistically
representative data obtained in the field. Data collected by the same methods over time and
by a sampling design that allows aggregation of the data at the national level are not available
for assessing federal and nonfederal rangelands.”

• Our partners often lack the resources and flexibility to focus on regional scale monitoring
efforts, due in part to legal mandates to enforce compliance with laws and regulations.

Lastly, the shrub steppe habitat of the Owyhee Canyonlands was identified as a conservation
target with regional implications due to the fact it is one of largest and more intact blocks of this
habitat type left.  Thus, developing the tools and skills, and investing in the long-term monitoring
of this community type should be an immediate priority.
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