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context, ultimately hindering long–term success. 
Working Lands for Wildlife (WLFW) has developed 
spatial tools to help conservation planners better 
mitigate risks using soil data.2 WLFW science 
has also quantified the elevational ascent and 
spread of annual grassland transitions, showing 
movement upslope at 200 to 330 feet per 
decade.3 This ascent and spread contribute to an 
alarming six–fold increase in annual grassland 
area from 1986–2019 in the U.S. Great Basin. 

       nvasive annual grasses represent one of the 
       largest threats to the health and resilience of 
       western rangelands.1 Invading annual grasses 
increase wildfire risk and shorten return intervals, 
exacerbate drought, reduce forage for wildlife 
and livestock, and have long–term negative 
implications for carbon and climate. 

Past efforts to control invasive annual grasses 
were often done reactively, at small scales, in 
areas of intense infestation, and void of regional 
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In Brief: WLFW science has spurred biome–wide application of 
geospatial data to proactively address the conversion of native 
rangelands to annual grasslands.
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Great Basin is largely predictable based on 
accumulating fuel conditions and drought.4 
Over the last three decades, about 80 percent 
of burned area has occurred on a quarter of the 
Basin and the annual burned area is increasing 
in some areas. This science supports a call to 
action where accelerated intervention is critically 
needed to conserve rangelands in the face of 
an ever–growing distribution of annual grasses 
fueling megafires.5 WLFW, with public and private 
partners, has introduced an innovative approach 
to tackle this problem and address the conversion 
of sagebrush rangelands to annual grasslands.

Invasive species control is more effective and 
cost–efficient when done early, before infestations 
become widespread, and when management 
is informed by the surrounding landscape. This 
science spurred WLFW’s new spatial targeting 
strategy for tackling this threat; a proactive 
management approach—Defend the Core, Grow 
the Core, Mitigate Impacts—that is embedded 
in WLFW’s Sagebrush Biome Framework for 
Conservation Action. 

Fire probability maps built on data from the 
Rangeland Analysis Platform (RAP) demonstrate 
fine fuels like annual grasses are a primary 
predictor of large fires. Fire activity in the 
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The Rangeland Analysis Platform has mapped invasive annual 
grasses across western grazing lands (1,3).

Fire probability in 2017 for the Great Basin. These largely RAP–
based seasonal fire probability maps help managers prepare 
for where and when ignitions are likely to result in large and 
damaging wildfires. Insets depict in purple the perimeters of 
wildfires >1,000 acres that burned in 2017 (4).

Invasive species control is more effective and cost–efficient when 
done early and at biologically large scales. Mapping of invasive 
grasses in the Rangeland Analysis Platform spurred a new spatial 
targeting strategy of ‘Defend the Core, Grow the Core’.

https://wlfw.rangelands.app/sagebrush/
https://wlfw.rangelands.app/sagebrush/
https://rangelands.app
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Core areas with minimal annual grass invasion 
serve as anchors for conservation where efforts 
are most likely to be successful and cost–
effective. Defending and growing those cores 
through conservation actions and partnerships 
is prioritized and invasion impacts are mitigated 
in areas where annual grasses have a strong 
foothold. This spatial strategy relies on 
comprehensive geographic data of annual grass 
cover and interannual variability, and WLFW’s 
early investment in remote sensing and mapping 
technologies is paying dividends. 

No state has been hit harder by cheatgrass than 
Idaho, which is why USDA’s Natural Resources 
Conservation Service (NRCS) in Idaho worked 

closely with ranchers and partners to launch the 
Cheatgrass Challenge, a proactive strategy for 
tackling exotic annual grasses. Using RAP data and 
considering assessments of sagebrush ecosystem 
resilience and resistance,2 the strategy identified 
relatively uninvaded areas in Idaho and guided 
conservation efforts. Following Idaho’s lead, 
the Western Governors’ Association–appointed 
Western Invasive Species Council convened a 
cheatgrass committee. The committee stretched 
across agencies, created an integrated annual 
herbaceous cover map,6 and developed a new 
toolkit for invasive annual grass management 
across the West that incorporated WLFW’s spatial 
targeting strategy and RAP data.
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https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detailfull/id/newsroom/?cid=nrcseprd1534028
https://rangelands.app/cheatgrass/
https://rangelands.app/cheatgrass/
https://westgov.org/images/editor/FINAL_Cheatgrass_Toolkit_July_2020.pdf
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Capitalizing on a network of partners, new 
geospatial data from RAP, and insights from 
cutting–edge science NRCS and WLFW have 
spurred uptake and application of this new 
innovative strategy to address the deterioration 
of sagebrush rangelands.
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