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(760) 932-5538  FAX (760) 932-5531 

  

 

Shannon Kendall, Clerk of the Board 

 

April 20, 2021 
 

Via email and U.S. Mail 

Cynthia McClain-Hill, President 

Los Angeles Department of Water and Power 

Board of Commissioners 

PO Box 51111 

Los Angeles, CA 90051-0100 

 

Mr. Paul Souza, Regional Director 

United States Fish and Wildlife Service 

2800 Cottage Way 

Sacramento, CA 95825 

 

RE: LADWP’s Adaptive Management Plan for the Bi-State Sage Grouse in Long Valley  

 

Honorable President McClain-Hill and Mr. Souza: 

 

On April 6, 2021, the Mono County Board of Supervisors received a presentation from its 

staff regarding LADWP’s Adaptive Management Plan for the Bi-State Sage-Grouse Brood-

Rearing Habitat on Los Angeles Department of Water and Power Lands in Long Valley (the 

AMP).  The Board commends LADWP for its attention to this critical issue, and for the speed 

with which the plan was developed – LADWP staff commenced work on the plan in late July 

2020, and submitted what it describes as the final document to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 

(USFWS) near the end of December 2020.   

 

As background to these comments, Mono County has been involved in efforts to preserve 

the Bi-State Distinct Population Segment of the greater sage grouse (“Bi-State Sage Grouse” or 

“Sage Grouse”) for nearly two decades.  As a member of the Bi-State Local Area Working 

Group (Bi-State LAWG) along with federal, state and local agencies, nonprofit organizations and 

tribal representatives, Mono was a partner in the development of the first Bi-State Sage Grouse 

conservation plan in 2004.  Thereafter, the County participated in the development, and now 

implementation, of the 2012 Bi-State Conservation Action Plan (the “2012 Action Plan”) and is 

a signatory to the multi-agency Memorandum of Understanding for Bi-State Sage Grouse 

conservation.  The measures called for in the 2012 Action Plan, along with the $45 million dollar 

commitment to implement those measures (including $5.9 million committed by Mono County), 

have resulted in significant gains for the Sage Grouse and its habitat.   
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One area of particular focus in the preservation of the Bi-State Sage Grouse, and the 

subject of LADWP’s AMP, is Long Valley in southern Mono County, which supports 

approximately 30% of California’s entire population.  Much of this important habitat is on land 

owned and operated by the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power (LADWP) – land that 

would be designated as critical habitat if the Bi-State Sage Grouse were listed under the 

Endangered Species Act. 

 

Having now reviewed the AMP, this Board notes that, perhaps as a result of the 

expedited timeline, important issues require further clarification or revision.  The following 

comments and suggestions are intended to address these issues so that the AMP can serve what 

appears to be the purpose for its development – to set forth specific actions and commitments to 

preserve Bi-State Sage Grouse habitat on LADWP-owned lands in Long Valley.  

 

1. The plan does not address or explain how it correlates to historic irrigation practices in 

Long Valley which have long sustained the Bi-State Sage Grouse.   

 

In 2018, when irrigation water to ranch lessees in Long Valley was significantly reduced 

to levels mimicking a drought (despite runoff that year being approximately 80% of average) 

there was a correspondingly precipitous decline in the Bi-State Sage Grouse population – from 

152 males counted in the Spring of 2018, to 105 males in the Spring 2019.  This is a loss of more 

than 40 individuals in a single year.  The next largest decline in recent history was a decrease of 

27 birds following the devastating five-year drought ending in 2016.  The Bi-State population in 

Long Valley has otherwise remained relatively stable since at least 2012. 

 

The same historic irrigation practices that sustain the Bi-State Sage Grouse have created 

ecologically significant meadow and wetland habitat and support a variety of species and 

conditions critical to a healthy ecosystem. Recognizing the potential impact on the environment 

which would result from a modification to historic irrigation practices, in March of 2021, the 

Alameda Superior Court ruled that LADWP must maintain historic irrigation in Long Valley and 

Little Round Valley until such time as it complies with the California Environmental Quality Act 

(CEQA).  The Court’s ruling allows for annual variations in water delivery based on snowpack 

and runoff conditions, around a historic average of 3.2 AF/acre.   

 

Because the AMP does not address how it will operate in relationship to historic 

irrigation and water spreading practices, there is a lack of clarity regarding what will actually 

occur on the ground – this season or in future years.  Will water be provided only as described in 

the AMP (i.e., through McGee and Convict Creek diversions and only to Lek3) or will it 

continue to be provided to other regions in Long Valley that also support Sage Grouse and 

contain leks?  

 

The AMP should be clarified to explain its relationship to historic irrigation practices and 

water deliveries so that those concerned with Sage Grouse preservation (including wildlife 

managers) and the preservation of other natural resources can understand its actual impact on Bi-

State Sage Grouse population and habitat in Long Valley. 
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2. The plan does not state whether it applies in all year types or only in the driest years 

when there is a need to prioritize water deliveries to the most critical areas. 

 

Mono County staff participating in plan development understood from that process that 

the AMP seeks to lay out a strategy for prioritizing water deliveries in years of low water 

availability.  In other words, when there is limited water, the AMP describes how those scarce 

water supplies would be allocated to ensure the greatest positive impact on areas which scientific 

data confirms to be important for Sage Grouse brood rearing (see section 3 below regarding 

scientific, versus historical data and knowledge).  This approach was supported by County staff 

during the process.  However, the December AMP does not confirm that understanding and, 

perhaps by omission, appears to be proposing that only a minimal amount of water (i.e., smaller 

deliveries through fewer ditches, and on a much smaller land area) would be provided regardless 

of water-year type or water availability.   

 

If it is not the intention of the AMP to reduce water deliveries and thereby risk impacting 

habitat for the Bi-State Sage Grouse even during years where water is available, then the AMP 

should be revised or clarified to specifically state that it sets forth a backstop strategy for dry 

years only (and to specify the water availability thresholds that would trigger its 

implementation).  With that clarification, the issues raised in section 3 below should also be 

addressed. 

 

Alternatively, if such clarification is not made, then the conclusion must be drawn that 

the AMP proposes a new management regime that involves a severe curtailment of water 

deliveries to much of the Long Valley region, potentially shrinking Bi-State Sage Grouse habitat 

and risking unintended consequences for lekking and brood rearing areas.  As such, the AMP 

would not only violate the Alameda Court’s March 8, 2021 ruling, but would reflect a new 

project requiring environmental review under CEQA.  The Board of Supervisors does not believe 

that to be the intention. 

 

3. The AMP should include a description of historic practices and resulting habitat 

conditions and provide measures to protect habitat resulting from those practices. 

 

The AMP strives to identify the most beneficial timing for water distribution and the 

most valuable areas for brood-rearing on LADWP lands in Long Valley.  Recognizing that there 

is a lack of current science on both of these issues, the AMP commits to future scientific study to 

improve understanding.  The Board of Supervisors supports additional research and data 

development, but cautions that it should not be pursued to the exclusion of existing on-the 

ground knowledge and experience regarding Sage Grouse prevalence and the measures 

necessary for preservation of those populations. 

 

LADWP lands in Long Valley have long been managed by private lessees on behalf of 

LADWP with beneficial results for the Bi-State Sage Grouse and without comprehensive 

scientific study or analysis.  As expressed (and loosely paraphrased here) by biologists working 

in the area from more than one wildlife management agency – “We don’t know what the 

ranchers do with the water, but what they have done has worked well for the sage grouse.”  
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While further data is developed through scientific studies, historically successful land and water 

management strategies should not be ignored or abandoned on the basis that they are not 

“scientific data.”  Indeed, that approach could harm the Bi-State population while purportedly 

seeking to protect it and therefore undermine future efforts to develop scientific information by 

inadvertently altering important habitat before it is identified.  

 

For example, several regions in Long Valley which are known to support Bi-State Sage 

Grouse (regardless of whether radio telemetry has confirmed their presence) are not addressed by 

the AMP at all.  These include Hot Creek and the Upper Owens River.  The AMP does not 

provide for water deliveries to or include management strategies for these regions, despite the 

existence of historical knowledge confirming their use by Bi-State Sage Grouse.  Measures to 

preserve Sage Grouse in areas where the birds are known to exist, regardless of whether science 

has yet re-confirmed that knowledge, must be undertaken or, ironically, additional species 

decline could result from a plan that seeks on its face to protect the species. 

 

4. Underlying assumptions and premises in the AMP unduly limit its effectiveness in 

protecting the Bi-State Sage Grouse in Long Valley. 

 

Perhaps again due to the short timeframe in which the plan was developed, the AMP 

excludes the possibility of improving existing water conveyance systems in Long Valley to 

benefit the Bi-State Sage Grouse or the building of new conveyance systems. And the AMP 

acknowledges that “new water systems may be needed or existing ones [may need to be] 

improved [sic]”.  Such improvements should not be categorically excluded, and if they remain 

options in the future, that should be stated in the AMP. 

 

As just one example, water in the Owens River could be delivered and spread when other 

creek flows are too low to be used.  Current Owens River diversions already create mesic habitat, 

and the river is not vulnerable to low water conditions, as are Convict and McGee.  Bi-State Sage 

Grouse are found in the Upper Owens River area and in the sagebrush to the west around Little 

Hot Creek. Additional habitat could be provided in these areas even in lower water years through 

expansion and improvement of water conveyance facilities utilizing Owens River water.  

 

In closing, the Mono County Board of Supervisors again commends LADWP for its 

attention to the preservation of Bi-State Sage Grouse on LADWP-owned lands in Mono County 

and for the speed with which the AMP was drafted.  Ultimately, with some clarifications and 

additions, it is hoped that the AMP could be an effective tool in the preservation of Sage Grouse 

habitat in Long Valley.  

 

    Sincerely, 

 

 

    Jennifer Kreitz, Chair 

    Mono County Board of Supervisors 

   

 

Cc: Los Angeles Department of Water and Power Commissioners 

Jennifer Kreitz (Apr 20, 2021 13:19 PDT)

https://monocounty.na2.echosign.com/verifier?tx=CBJCHBCAABAAczXeUwd2LeyzmSA1-uP24OZfv2ms5EqK
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Charlton Bonham, Director, California Department of Fish and Wildlife (CDFW) 

 Scott Gardner, CDFW 

 AMP Technical Working Group 

 Keep Long Valley Green Coalition 

Eastern Sierra Audubon Society 

Sierra Club Range of Light Group 
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