
FIVE VALLEYS AUDUBON SOCIETY
P.O. BOX 8425   
MISSOULA, MT  59807 

Lisa Coverdale
State Conservationist
USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service
10 East Babcock Street, Room 443
Bozeman, MT 59715

May 7, 2015

Dear Ms Coverdale:

We are writing to support acquisition of funding for a conservation easement on the Open 
Cross Ranch. The importance and significance of the grasslands on this ranch became 
apparent to us after we conducted a bird survey there on April 27, 2015. Our survey 
focused on the grasslands using a Long-billed Curlew sampling protocol modified by 
Montana Audubon from USFWS Curlew Monitoring Guidelines. At seven sampling 
points on two grassland sections we observed 13 Long-billed Curlews that included 5 
breeding pairs. We were able to view about 60 percent of the area supporting curlews. 
Based on this we estimated that 20 to 25 curlews were utilizing these two sections. 
Although too early for some migrants Western Meadowlarks and Horned Larks were 
common on the area. The grasslands elsewhere on the more rolling terrain appeared to be 
less utilized by curlews but meadowlarks and Horned Larks were present as well as Red-
tailed Hawks and three Golden Eagles apparently hunting ground squirrels on the area.

An impressive display of Cous biscuitroot and Hood’s phlox blanketed much of the 
grasslands. Other notable plant species included cutleaf fleabane, fringed sage, waxleaf 
penstemon and hare’s-foot locoweed. Common grasses were bluebunch wheatgrass, 
Idaho fescue, Sandberg bluegrass, prairie junegrass, western wheatgrass and bottlebrush 
squirreltail.

We observed that the grasslands on this ranch support a diversity of plant and animal 
species including species of conservation concern that characterize fully functioning 
prairie grasslands. Thus the Open Cross Ranch grasslands have special significance and 
certainly merit protection.

Sincerely, 

Rose Leach
Chapter President


