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INTRODUCTION

This special issue presents short-term ecological effects of
restoration treatments imposed as part of the Sagebrush Steppe
Treatment Evaluation Project (SageSTEP), and summarizes
public attitude survey results related to restoration efforts.
Funded by the US Joint Fire Science Program (JFSP; 2005–
2011), the Bureau of Land Management (BLM; 2011 to
present), the National Interagency Fire Center (2011 to
present), and the US Fish and Wildlife Service (2010),
SageSTEP was designed and implemented to provide treat-
ment-related information to managers concerned about the
rapidly changing condition of sagebrush steppe ecosystems in
the US Interior West (McIver et al. 2010). At lower elevations,
cheatgrass has become more dominant at the expense of native
perennial bunchgrasses, in some locations shifting fire return
intervals from .50–100 yr to , 20 yr, and greatly increasing
mean fire size (Whisenant 1990; Miller et al. 2011; Balch et al.
2012). At higher elevations, piñon pine and juniper woodlands
have expanded and displaced sagebrush and other shrubs, in
some places shifting fire return intervals from 10–50 yr
to .. 50 yr, and significantly increasing mean fire severity
(Miller and Heyerdahl 2008).

Federal, state, and private land managers and owners have
for many years attempted to arrest the conversion of sagebrush
steppe communities into woodland and annual grassland and
to restore native herbaceous communities by applying treat-
ments such as prescribed fire, mowing, chaining, cutting,
mastication, or herbicides. Substantial published information
exists on the efficacy of such treatments in sagebrush steppe,
but most studies are site-specific, short-term (Miller et al.
2013), and focused on few variables. Recognizing this, the
BLM, in collaboration with the JFSP, solicited sagebrush steppe
scientists and managers to design SageSTEP, a study that
provides multisite, multidisciplinary, long-term information on
treatment outcomes over a range of ecological conditions, and
that also provides insight on cost and public acceptance of

management practices. A planning grant was provided by JFSP
in 2003 to design SageSTEP, and the study was ultimately
funded by JFSP in 2005.

SageSTEP addresses four principle objectives, each linked to
one or more of the design features of the study:

1) Evaluate ecological effects and identify abiotic and biotic

thresholds in sagebrush-steppe communities under a variety

of site conditions, related to threats posed by cheatgrass

invasion and piñon-juniper expansion.

This objective was addressed by designing two experiments
that evaluated response to woody vegetation removal over
gradients of cheatgrass invasion and piñon-juniper expansion.
The ‘‘sage-cheat’’ experiment included seven Wyoming Big
sagebrush sites located in five states (Fig. 1), each comprising a
statistical block of four 20–80 ha plots. Each plot served as
either an unmanipulated control, or received a prescribed fire,
mowing, or broadleaf herbicide treatment. Active treatments
were applied in 2006, 2007, and 2008 (Table 1), and were
intended to reduce the sagebrush overstory by about 50% in an
effort to alter the competitive balance between perennial
bunchgrasses and cheatgrass in the understory. Although
treatments that reduce sagebrush may seem to contradict the
management goal of preserving sagebrush steppe ecosystems,
they may lead to more desirable vegetation states, if they
stimulate native perennial herbaceous plants relative to exotic
annual plants. Within each plot, between 18 and 24 subplots
(0.1 ha) were established, within which we measured most
response variables. The pre-emergent herbicide imazapic was
applied after plot-level treatments to one-half of the subplots
within each plot, in an effort to directly decrease cheatgrass
cover. The ‘‘woodland’’ experiment examined piñon and
juniper expansion at 14 higher elevation sites located in five
states (Fig. 1), each comprising a statistical block of three or
four 10–25 ha plots. Each plot served as either an unmanip-
ulated control, or received a prescribed fire, clear-felling, or
mastication (Utah only) treatment. Active treatments were
applied in 2006, 2007, and 2008, and were intended to remove
trees (all treatments) and reduced shrubs (prescribed fire only),
in an effort to stimulate the shrub (mechanical treatment only)
and herbaceous understory (all treatments). Within each plot,
15 measurement subplots (0.1 ha) were established, spanning a
condition gradient defined by the relative pretreatment
dominance of trees within each subplot. For both experiments,
we measured the vegetation, soils, and butterfly communities;
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for the woodland experiment, we also studied sagebrush-

obligate bird communities and hydrological response.

2) Document how alternative treatments altered fuel beds

across the principle invasion gradients (cheatgrass invasion

and piñon-juniper expansion), and for different site

conditions.

This objective was addressed by measuring live and woody

fuel mass within each subplot in both experiments.

3) Identify the principle tradeoffs among variables (desirable

outcomes for some ecosystem components, undesirable for

others), for both fire and fire surrogate treatments,

particularly those that might be expected to influence

management decisions.

SageSTEP was designed as a multivariate study, and analysis

of response to treatment for different variables measured at the

same time and place allows for identification of key tradeoffs

among variables.

4) Determine the social acceptance of alternative restoration

treatments in sagebrush steppe.

Figure 1. Location of Sagebrush Steppe Treatment Evaluation Project study sites in Great Basin and surrounding sagebrush steppe lands, within major land
resource areas (Natural Resources Conservation Service).
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To address this objective, we conducted longitudinal surveys
of Great Basin residents, regarding their acceptance of the same
alternative restoration treatments applied in the SageSTEP
study, and also assessed their levels of trust in management
agencies to implement them.

IMPLICATIONS

This Special Issue includes 11 articles that together address
many aspects of the study objectives. The issue begins with a
contribution from Chambers et al., which evaluates how
ecological site type influenced both resistance to invasion and
resilience after treatment. Working at six Wyoming big
sagebrush sites, Pyke et al. examines how fire, mowing, and
imazapic treatments influenced plant communities at six of the
seven lower elevation Wyoming big sagebrush sites. Miller et
al. examines the influence of prescribed fire and cutting
treatments on vegetation functional groups, bare ground, litter,
and biological crusts, and factors in the influence of pretreat-
ment vegetation composition and structure. Roundy et al.
extend the results of Miller and Chambers to discover how
different levels of tree infilling influence vegetation response.
Vegetation recovery after treatment will depend in part on how
surviving plants compete to capture the water and nutrient
resources made available by the disturbance. Roundy et al.
report how much additional water is made available by
removal of woody vegetation at woodland expansion sites.
Rau et al. extend the soil water work of Roundy to lower
elevation sage-cheat sites, report on how treatments influence
nitrogen availability, and describe the influence of soil texture
on vegetation response. Hydrological work by Pierson et al.
explores site-level variation in how alternative fuel reduction
treatments influence runoff and erosion in the short-term. For
the fauna, McIver and Macke examine butterfly response to
treatment, and link response to the herbaceous vegetation.
Knick et al. examine avian response at woodland sites, with a
focus on the extent to which treatments influence the
sagebrush-obligate bird community. While intensive, field-
based studies like SageSTEP are necessary to provide reliable
information on ecological response to restoration treatments,
managers need less expensive assessment tools to determine
when and where to apply treatments. Hulet et al. describe how
remote sensing can be used to evaluate longevity of fuel
treatments, and to determine the spatial distribution of
horizontal fuel structure across large landscapes. Gordon et
al. evaluate public acceptance of restoration treatments, and
assess the extent to which the public trusts management
agencies to implement them. The Special Issue concludes with a
synopsis of short-term effects, which focuses on findings from
the 11 preceding articles, but also includes information from
other published SageSTEP work.

Finally, it is important to note that SageSTEP was designed
as a long-term study. This Special Issue reports only short-term
results (2–3 yr posttreatment), and while these results do
provide an early indication of treatment effects, we predict that
it will take at least 10 yr to understand how treatments have
influenced most of the measured variables. Therefore, we plan
to continue measuring plots until at least 2018, at which time
10 yr will have elapsed since treatment at all of our sites.
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