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1. Species: Sage Sparrow (= Sagebrush Sparrow) (Amphispiza belli (= Artemisiospiza 
nevadensis)) 
 

2. Status:  Table 1 summarizes the current status of this species or subspecies by various 
ranking entity and defines the meaning of the status. 

 
Table 1.  Current status of Amphispiza belli 
Entity Status Status Definition 
NatureServe G5 Species is Secure 

At very low risk or extinction or elimination due to a very extensive range, 
abundant populations or occurrences, and little to no concern from declines or 
threats. 

CNHP S3B Species is Vulnerable 
At moderate risk of extinction or elimination due to a fairly restricted range, 
relatively few populations or occurrences, recent and widespread declines, 
threats, or other factors. (B=Breeding Only) 

Colorado 
State List 
Status 

SGCN, Tier 2 
 

Species of Greatest Conservation Need 

USDA Forest 
Service 

R2 Sensitive Region 2 Regional Forester’s Sensitive Species 

USDI FWSb N/A  
a Colorado Natural Heritage Program. 
b US Department of Interior Fish and Wildlife Service. 

 
The 2012 U.S. Forest Service Planning Rule defines Species of Conservation Concern (SCC) as 
“a species, other than federally recognized threatened, endangered, proposed, or candidate 
species, that is known to occur in the plan area and for which the regional forester has determined 
that the best available scientific information indicates substantial concern about the species' 
capability to persist over the long-term in the plan area” (36 CFR 219.9). This overview was 
developed to summarize information relating to this species’ consideration to be listed as a SCC 
on the Rio Grande National Forest, and to aid in the development of plan components and 
monitoring objectives. 
 
3. Taxonomy 
 
Genus/species Amphispiza belli is accepted as valid (ITIS 2015). 
 
Based on differences in mitochondrial DNA, morphology, and ecology, this species was recently 
split, with two species resulting:  Bell's Sparrow (Artemisiospiza belli) and Sagebrush Sparrow 
(Artemisiospiza nevadensis). See the 54th Supplement of the AOU Checklist for details (Martin 
and Carlson 1998, updated).  
 
4. Distribution, abundance, and population trend on the planning unit [12.53.2,3,4]: 
 
Rangewide breeding distribution includes portions of Washington, Oregon, California, Nevada, 
Idaho, Wyoming, western Colorado, and northwestern New Mexico. Migrants from Colorado 
winter in Arizona, New Mexico, southern Nevada and northern Mexico (CPW 2005). 
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There are no reported occurrences of this species in the planning area. Colorado Parks and 
Wildlife (2005) show the closest expected distribution occurs in the San Luis Valley. Rocky 
Mountain Bird Observatory observation database (RMBO 2015) shows no occurrences within the 
planning area, and only one reported occurrence (2008) for the San Luis Valley, although one on-
Forest observation was reported for 2004 (Rawinski 2004) outside these databases. 
 
Potential suitable habitat (i.e. sagebrush) totals 976 acres within the planning area. 
 
Table 2. Known Occurrence Frequency within the Planning Area (NRIS database) 

Known Occurrences in the past 20 years 0* 
Year Last Observed N/A 

*one incidental on-Forest observation was reported by Rawinksi (2004) 
 
5. Brief description of natural history and key ecological functions [basis for other 12.53 

components]:  
 
Sage sparrows arrive in Colorado to breed from February to late April and depart around mid-
October. They nest primarily in shrubs, but will occasionally nest on the ground, usually early in 
the breeding season. They can produce up to 3 clutches in a breeding season, with 3 to 5 eggs in a 
clutch (Andrews and Righter 1992; Righter et al. 2004, Martin and Carlson 1998, all cited in 
CPW 2005).  
 
Sage sparrows are categorized as a ground-foraging omnivore during breeding season, and as a 
ground-gleaning granivore during nonbreeding period (DeGraaf et al. 1985, Polis 1991 cited in 
Martin and Carlson 1998). Foods taken during breeding season include adult and larval insects, 
spiders, seeds, small fruits, and succulent vegetation. Fall, winter, and early-spring foods include 
small seeds, plant material, and insects when available. 

 
6. Overview of ecological conditions for recovery, conservation, and viability [12.53 7, 9?, 

10, 11, 12]: 
 
This species is considered a sagebrush obligate. Colorado Breeding Bird Atlas (Lambeth 1998 
cited in CPW 20005) reported about 82 percent of sage sparrow occurrences in big sagebrush 
habitats and 18 percent in other shrubland types or pinyon-juniper woodlands. Breakdowns of 
occurrences are as follows: 
 

64% - lowland sagebrush shrubland 
18% - mountain sagebrush shrubland 
11% - tall desert shrubland 
4% - pinyon-juniper woodlands 
3% - mountain shrubland 

 
Petersen and Best (1985) found that mean canopy coverage of sagebrush shrubs around nest sites 
was significantly lower, height of nest shrubs was significantly taller, and shrubs around sage 
sparrow nest sites were significantly more clumped than representative samples from the study 
area. Mean sagebrush canopy cover was 23 ± 9percent, mean nest shrub height was 26 ± 5 inches, 
mean herbaceous plant cover was 9 ± 12 percent, mean litter cover was 6 ± 8 percent, and mean 
bare ground percentage was 51 ± 30. Ninety-six percent of nests were placed in shrubs that with 
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75 percent or more living branches, and nests were never placed in dead portions of shrubs (CPW 
2005). 
 
7. Threats and Risk Factors 
 
For sage sparrows in the shrublands of the Intermountain West, loss, fragmentation, and 
degradation of sagebrush habitat are primary concerns (Knick et al. 2003; Knick and Rotenberry 
2002). 
 
In the Colorado sagebrush assessment area, where sagebrush makes up about 74 percent of sage 
sparrow suitable habitat, threats to sagebrush are major concerns also. Sage sparrow sagebrush 
habitat in the assessment area is at risk of four widespread threats modeled in the Colorado 
sagebrush conservation assessment and strategy. These are, in decreasing order of magnitude: 
encroachment by invasive herbaceous plants, energy development, pinyon-juniper encroachment, 
and residential development (CPW 2005). In addition, sage sparrows are known hosts for brown-
headed cowbird parasitism (Holmes 2003).  
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9. Map of Known Occurrences  
 
No occurrences are reported for the planning area. Sagebrush habitats potentially suitable for this 
species total 976 acres within the planning area. 

Figure 1. Sage Sparrow Modeled Habitat and Known Occurrences (NRIS database). 


