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For details on assessment and ranking methodology, see: Conservation Status Assessment Definitions, Process, 

Rank Factors, and Calculation of State Ranks for Montana Species 

 

Rarity and Trends 

Rank Factor 
Date 

Assessed 

Value 

Factor Rating 
Score 

Data 
Source 

Comments 

 

Rarity 

Range Extent 2024-03-15 
300262.3 km² 

G = 200,000-
2,500,000 km² 

4.710 
MTNHP 
Range 
Maps 

None 

Area of Occupancy 2024-03-15 

29753 | 4km² 
cells 

I = > 12,500 4-km² 
grid cells 

5.500 
MTNHP 

Modeling 
None 

Number of 
Occurrences 

  -  Factor not used in ranking. 

Population Size   -  Factor not used in ranking. 

# of Occurrences in 
Good Condition 

  -  Factor not used in ranking. 

% of Area Occupied 
in Good Condition 

  -  Factor not used in ranking. 

Environmental 
Specificity 

2009-01-30 

Moderate 

C = Moderate; 
generalist or 

community with 
some key 

requirements 
scarce 

- 

MTNHP 
Species 

Rank Data 
Table 

Factor not used in ranking. A variety of 
grassland/shrubland and some savannah 
habitats. | Methodology: NS (2003) | Original 
Score: C 

 

Rarity is calculated by averaging weighted factor scores: 
( (4.71 × 1) + (5.50 × 2) ) / 3 = 5.24 

 
 

Trends 

Short-term Trend 2023-12-20 
-22.5% 

F = Decline of 10 - 
30% 

-0.070 BBS 
High credibility BBS scores with mean expanded 
to 10yr interval"-Point Estimate" 

Long-term Trend 2009-01-30 
* 

E = Decline of 30 - 
50% 

-0.140 

MTNHP 
Species 

Rank Data 
Table 

Sagebrush and grassland habitats have been 
drastically reduced since European arrival. | 
Methodology: NS (2003) | Original Score: D 

 

Trends score is calculated by summing weighted short and long-term trend scores: 
( (-0.07 × 2) + (-0.14 × 1) ) = -0.28 

 

*Values may be absent if not precisely estimated; factors may still be assessed for rank if a Factor Rating can be assigned.  

https://mtnhp.mt.gov/docs/Montana_State_Rank_Criteria_20211201.pdf
https://mtnhp.mt.gov/docs/Montana_State_Rank_Criteria_20211201.pdf


Threats 

Rank Factor 
Date 

Assessed 

Value 

Factor Rating 
Score 

Data 
Source 

Comments 

 

Threats 

Overall Threat 
Impact 

 
High 

B = High 
1.830  Habitat loss, grazing, mowing. 

Intrinsic 
Vulnerability 

2009-01-30 

Not intrinsically 
vulnerable 

C = Not intrinsically 
vulnerable 

- 

MTNHP 
Species 

Rank Data 
Table 

Factor not used in ranking. Methodology: NS 
(2003) | Original Score: C 

 

Threat score is calculated from Overall Threat Impact when available or Intrinsic Vulnerability if not: 
( 1.83 ) = 1.83 

 

 
Individual Threats Data 

Threat Category 
Date 

Assessed 
Impact 
Score 

Scope Severity Immediacy Comments 

 

Agriculture & 
Aquaculture 

2024-11-18 High Large Serious High 
Conversion of native grassland habitat 
to agriculture 

Energy Production 
& Mining 

2026-04-09 Low Restricted Moderate Moderate 

Degradation, conversion, and 
fragmentation of grassland habitat 
due to oil and gas structures and 
activity associated with drilling can 
decrease breeding habitat. Lark 
buntings are negatively affected by 
the infrastructure associated with oil 
and gas and the habitat fragmentation 
that it creates. Keinath and Kauffman 
(2014) indicated that lark buntings 
were among the top 20 of 156 ranked 
species of conservation concern for 
exposure to wind, oil, and gas 
developments. 

Natural System 
Modifications 

2026-04-09 Low Large Slight High 

Altered fire regimes and fire 
suppression in grassland landscapes 
can alter the vegetation structure and 
composition of native prairies which 
can degrade habitat for grassland 
birds. Fire suppression in Lark bunting 
in breeding grounds can lead to 
increase of woody vegetation 
encroachment, invasive species 
encroachment, and unsuitable 
vegetation composition for nesting. 
Burning effects vary on local 
conditions, avoid burning of all brush 
cover which lark buntings use to perch 
(Dechant et al 2002). 

Invasive & Other 
Problematic 

Species, Genes & 
Diseases 

2026-04-09 Low Restricted Moderate Moderate 

Encroachment of non-native 
vegetative species (e.g. crested 
wheatgrass, smooth brome, annual 
bromes), particularly non-native 
grasses or forbs that tend to form 
monocultures within grasslands, 



create unfavorable habitat for 
grassland birds. 

Climate Change & 
Severe Weather 

2024-11-18 Medium Pervasive Moderate Moderate 
Climate change leading to periods of 
drought which impacts prey 
availability 

 

Threat Tally: 0 - Very High, 1 - High, 1 - Medium, 3 - Low  
Overall Threat Impact* = High 

 

*See Conservation Status Assessment Definitions, Process, Rank Factors, and Calculation of State Ranks for Montana Species for 

calculation of Overall Threat Impact based on the number and impact of individual threats. 
  

https://mtnhp.mt.gov/docs/Montana_State_Rank_Criteria_20211201.pdf


Conservation Status Rank Calculation 

Raw score 

Rarity: (5.24 × 70%) + Threats: (1.83 × 30%) + Trends: (-0.28) = 3.94 

Calculated Rank: S4 

 

Accepted Rank  S4B 

Author(s) Dan Bachen 

Rank Approved By Montana Natural Heritage Program 

State Rank Reason 
Species is relatively common in grassland habitats in eastern Montana. Populations 
are stable or declining. It faces significant threat from habitat degradation and loss 
due to conversion to agriculture and drought.  

 

 

Supplementary Information 

Montana Natural Heritage Program. 2021. Conservation Status Assessment Definitions, Process, Rank Factors, 

and Calculation of State Ranks for Montana Species. 18 p. 

https://mtnhp.mt.gov/docs/Montana_State_Rank_Criteria_20211201.pdf 

 

Montana Field Guide Species Account: 

https://fieldguide.mt.gov/speciesDetail.aspx?elcode=ABPBX98010 

 

Predicted Suitable Habitat Model: 

https://mtnhp.mt.gov/resources/models/?elcode=ABPBX98010 

  

https://mtnhp.mt.gov/docs/Montana_State_Rank_Criteria_20211201.pdf
https://fieldguide.mt.gov/speciesDetail.aspx?elcode=ABPBX98010
https://mtnhp.mt.gov/resources/models/?elcode=ABPBX98010


Information Needs 

Information needs are assessed by considering the availability of factors used to assess species status as well as 
the quality of these assessments. Current information availability and quality to inform Conservation Status Rank 
for this species are highlighted. 
 

Rank 

Factor 

Assessment 

Category 
Value Criteria 

    

General 

Status 
Status Quality 

Adequate 
Calculated rank has low uncertainty and is represented by a single rank (e.g. S3); accepted rank may be 

adjusted to a range rank (e.g. S2S3) 

Poor 
Rank assessed as SU or calculated rank has notable uncertainty and corresponds to a range rank with 2 

or more values (e.g. S2?, S1S3, or S4S5) 

Rarity 

Range Quality 

Adequate 

Range polygon adequately represents area of probable occupancy and does not include substantial 

unoccupied areas; range may be adequately defined and still include areas of unsuitable habitat  

(e.g. mountain ranges for plains species) 

Marginal 
Range polygon defined, but may include or exclude notable areas where the species may or may not 

occur on the landscape 

Poor Range polygon not defined 

Habitat Quality 

Adequate Species-habitat relationship is well-defined (e.g. relevant literature or robust habitat model available)  

Marginal 

Understanding of species-habitat relationship is adequate among some but not all habitats  

(e.g. literature covers similar habitats outside of Montana or habitat model performance is only 

somewhat adequate) 

Poor Species-habitat relationship is not well understood 

Threats Threat Quality 

Adequate Threat Impact is a single value (including “Unthreatened”) 

Marginal Threat Impact assessed at more than one value (e.g. “High - Medium”) 

Poor Threat Impact is Unknown but Intrinsic Vulnerability is assessed 

Unknown Threat Impact is Unknown and Intrinsic Vulnerability is not assessed 

Trends 

Recency 

Current Short-term Trend assessment date less than 10 years old 

Out of Date but 

Adequate 
Short-term Trend assessment date is more than 10 years old or Unknown, but species is Unthreatened  

Out of Date Short-term Trend assessment date more than 10 years old 

Not Available Short-term Trend data are not available 

Trend Quality 

Sufficient 
Short-term Trend assessed at a single value or multiple values with a minimum trend greater than -10% 

(stable or increasing) 

Unknown but 

Sufficient 
Short-term Trend is Unknown, but species is Unthreatened 

Poor Short-term Trend is less than -10% (in decline) with two or more values selected 

Unknown Short-term Trend is Unknown 

 
Summary of Information Availability 

All information to assess status are available. 

 

Summary of Information Needs 

Species should continue to be monitored as it faces significant threats. 

  



Additional Threat Details 

The table below contains the complete threats assessment for this species. While the Conservation Status Rank 

Calculation is based on cumulative, broadly categorized (Level 1) threats data, threats are assessed and tracked 

for more specifically categorized (Level 2) threats when available. 

 

Threat Category 
Date 

Assessed 

Assessed 

By 

Data 

Source 
Scope Severity 

Imme-

diacy 
Comments 

 

Agriculture & Aquaculture 
- 2.1 - Annual & Perennial 
Non-Timber Crops 

2024-11-18 Dan Bachen 

MTNHP 
Data and 
WWF 
Plow Print 
Tool 

Large Serious High 
Conversion of native grassland 
habitat to agriculture 

Energy Production & 
Mining - 3.1 - Oil & Gas 
Drilling 

2026-04-09 Dan Bachen 
SWAP 
Assessme
nt 

Restricted Moderate 
Moderat
e 

Degradation, conversion, and 
fragmentation of grassland habitat 
due to oil and gas structures and 
activity associated with drilling can 
decrease breeding habitat. Lark 
buntings are negatively affected by 
the infrastructure associated with oil 
and gas and the habitat 
fragmentation that it creates. 
Keinath and Kauffman (2014) 
indicated that lark buntings were 
among the top 20 of 156 ranked 
species of conservation concern for 
exposure to wind, oil, and gas 
developments. 

Natural System 
Modifications - 7.1 - Fire & 
Fire Suppression 

2026-04-09 Dan Bachen 
SWAP 
Assessme
nt 

Large Slight High 

Altered fire regimes and fire 
suppression in grassland landscapes 
can alter the vegetation structure 
and composition of native prairies 
which can degrade habitat for 
grassland birds. Fire suppression in 
Lark bunting in breeding grounds can 
lead to increase of woody vegetation 
encroachment, invasive species 
encroachment, and unsuitable 
vegetation composition for nesting. 
Burning effects vary on local 
conditions, avoid burning of all brush 
cover which lark buntings use to 
perch (Dechant et al 2002). 

Invasive & Other 
Problematic Species, 
Genes & Diseases - 8.1 - 
Invasive Non-Native/Alien 
Species/Diseases 

2026-04-09 Dan Bachen 
SWAP 
Assessme
nt 

Restricted Moderate 
Moderat
e 

Encroachment of non-native 
vegetative species (e.g. crested 
wheatgrass, smooth brome, annual 
bromes), particularly non-native 
grasses or forbs that tend to form 
monocultures within grasslands, 
create unfavorable habitat for 
grassland birds. 

Pollution - 9.3 - 
Agricultural & Forestry 
Effluents 

2026-04-09 Dan Bachen 
SWAP 
Assessme
nt 

Large Unknown High 

Herbicide/ pesticide spraying, use, 
and runoff may impact invertebrate 
abundance and species health. Lark 
buntings rely greatly on 
grasshoppers as a food source during 
the breeding season, when spraying 
occurs the species can be directly 
affected through prey ingestion and 
indirectly through pesticide runoff. 
Abundance of insect prey is likely 
reduced from widespread use of 
insecticides, including neonicotinoids 
seed treatments. 

Climate Change & Severe 
Weather - 11.2 - Droughts 

2024-11-18 Dan Bachen 
COSEWIC 
2017 

Pervasive Moderate 
Moderat
e 

Climate change leading to periods of 
drought which impacts prey 
availability 



 

Rank report version 2.1 – revised 9 Apr 2026 


