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ABsTRACT—The decline in abundance of the newly recognized Gunnison sage grouse (Ceniro-
cercus minimus) in southwestern Colorado is thought to be linked to loss and fragmentation of its
habitat, sagebrush (Artemisia) vegetation. We documented changes in sagebrush-dominated areas
between the 1950s and 1990s by comparing low level aerial photographs taken in these time
periods. We documented a loss of 20% or 155,673 ha of sagebrush-dominated areas in south-
western Colorado between 1958 and 1998. The amount of sagebrush-dominated area was much
higher and loss rates were much lower in the Gunnison Basin. We also found that 37% of plots
sampled underwent substantial fragmentation of sagebrush vegetation. If current trends of habitat
loss and fragmentation continue, Gunnison sage grouse (and perhaps other sagebrush-steppe
obligates) may become extinct. Protecting the remaining habitat from further loss and fragmen-
tation is paramount to the survival of this species.

RESUMEN—La declinacién en la abundancia del recientemente reconocido gallo Centrocercus
minimus en el suroeste de Colorado (USA) se considera estar conectada a la pérdida y fragmen-
tacién del habitat de la vegetacién artemisa (Artemisia). Documentamos los cambios en areas
dominadas por artemisa entre 1950s y 1990s comparando fotografias aéreas a baja altura durante
estos periodos. Documentamos la pérdida de 20% o 155,673 ha de dreas dominadas por artemisa
en el suroeste de Colorado entre 1958 y 1993, La cantidad del drea dominada por artemisa fue
mas alta y la taza de pérdida fue mucho menor en Gunnison Basin. También encontramos que
87% de los sitios muestreados sufrieron una fragmentacién sustancial de vegetacién artemisa. Si
las tendencias actuales de pérdida de habitat y fragmentacién contintian, el gallo Centrocercus
minimus (y quizds otros que viven solamente en estepa-artemisa) podrian desaparecer. Proteger el
habitat restante de mas pérdida y fragmentacién es primordial para la sobrevivencia de esta es-
pecie.

In Colorado, Cary (1911:246) described
sagebrush-steppe vegetation as “omnipresent
on the higher plains of western Colorado and
also in most of the higher mountain parks up
to 10,000 feet.” In southwestern Colorado,
sagebrush areas ranged from Debeque to Wol-
cott in the north, the Uncompagre Plateau in
the west, Leadville to Saguache in the east, and
Bayfield in the south (Cary, 1911). Rogers
(1964) described the distribution of sagebrush
in Colorado and reported that all sagebrush
areas listed by Cary (1911) still contained some
sagebrush in the early 1960s, yet due to human
activities, many no longer were dominated by

sagebrush. Human activities mentioned by
Rogers (1964) included overgrazing, irrigation
projects, and dry-farming. Braun (1995) com-
pared the distribution of sage grouse in 1993-
1994 to the range of sagebrush described by
Rogers in 1964 and advocated that human-in-
duced changes in sagebrush vegetation have
negatively impacted sage grouse (Centrocercus
urophasianus), a sagebrush-steppe obligate.

In Colorado, sage grouse have been extir-
pated from 12 of the 27 counties in which they
occurred in the 1900s and populations in 9 of
the remaining 15 counties are thought to num-
ber less than 500 breeding birds (Braun,






