Big Horn Basin Local Sage-grouse Working Group

Meeting Notes

December 5, 2005


Town Hall--Greybull

Working Group Members Present:

· Kathleen Jachowski, (Chair) Executive Director, Guardians of the Range, Cody 

· Tom Easterly, Wildlife Biologist, Wyoming Game & Fish Department, Greybull

· Keith Hamilton, Rancher, Hyattville

· Marvin Blakesley, Adv. HES Professional, Marathon Oil Company, Cody

· Matt Call, Environmental Specialist, WyoBen (Bentonite), Greybull

· Tim Stephens, Wildlife Biologist, Bureau of Land Management, Worland

· Chris Pfister, Rancher/Falconer, Worland

· Lee Campbell, Hot Springs County Planner, Thermopolis 

· Bill Alldredge, Rancher (Retired Professor-CSU), Thermopolis
Working Group Members Absent:

· Carl Meyer, Member at Large
· Jim Mischke, District Conservationist, Nat’l Resource Conservation District, 


      Thermopolis

Facilitator 

· Dennie Hammer, Wyoming Game and Fish Department

Note Taker:


None-facilitator recorded 

Observer:


Marian Dickinson, sage-grouse lek counts volunteer

Approval of Previous Minutes-Dennie Hammer

· Dennie reviewed the day’s agenda and asked for corrections to the minutes of the November 7 meeting.  It was noted that Kathleen did not complete the task of drafting a “thank you” letter for the Basin’s legislators. She will now complete this task by the end of December. The minutes were approved for posting.

Focus Activity-Dennie

· Dennie asked each group member to use one word to describe the first year of the working group effort, and to do the same for the upcoming year. The following words were listed.

· First Year: Educational, Informative, Success, Formation, Focusing, Momentum, Slow, Cohesive, Progressive

· Next Year: Progressive, Action, Hesitant, Cruising, Opportunity, Focusing, Productive

Media

· Tom Easterly passed around an article from the Casper Star Tribune, which covered some work being done in the Powder River Basin working groups area.

Winter Distribution Flights

· Tom stated that he had received word from Tom Christiansen that there would be some money available for fixed-wing and helicopter winter distribution flights this year.
· Survey flights will probably include the Little Mountain/Devil’s Canyon area, the Blue Mesa, and other areas. Tom Easterly will get with Tim Stevens to discuss priority areas and will write up a justification to submit to Tom Christiansen. 
Draft Risk Assessment Model narrative

· Bill Alldredge reviewed the draft that he, Chris Pfister, Tom Easterly and Tim Stevens collaborated on.

· Tom Christiansen informed Bill that there was mostly positive feedback and some negative received on the idea.

· Bill is awaiting the feedback from Tom Christiansen for further explanation.

· The biggest negative identified was one that Bill had already pondered, that is, the temptation to use a risk assessment model for habitat to predict changes in sage-grouse populations. Only changes in habitat can be predicted with such a model.

· Bill has had some offers to further brainstorm the idea with his Colorado State University colleagues. Bill is giving a presentation at CSU and will discuss the idea in more detail then and share the results of that discussion with the working group in January.

Review of draft conservation objectives- All

· Matt explained that he had not had an opportunity to discuss with his peers the two objectives relative to sagebrush establishment and reclamation bonds and the objective relative to surface occupancy near leks. He will discuss both objectives prior to the January meeting and provide the results of his discussion to the working group at that time.

· The working group picked up where it left off in November, discussing the draft objectives.

The continued discussion of draft conservation goals and objectives follows. 

· Text in blue and red is text under group consideration and needs further discussion. 

· Text highlighted in yellow signifies numbers that need further consideration. 

DRAFT CONSERVATION GOALS 

Draft statement for plan: 

The purpose of this plan is to conserve sage-grouse populations and habitats in the Bighorn Basin while including socio-economic/human uses of sage-grouse habitat through the following goals:

1. MAINTAIN, ENHANCE, AND/OR RESTORE QUALITY HABITAT FOR SAGE-GROUSE BY:  

A) Promoting livestock grazing practices that maintain healthy sagebrush habitats on federal, state, and private land in the Bighorn Basin,

· Objective: Conduct two Big Horn Basin workshops/ field tours by 2008 to demonstrate that livestock management can be beneficial to sage grouse habitat. 

· Objective: Request that BLM land use plans contain grazing standards that result in herbaceous vegetation in nesting habitat of known sage-grouse leks. (This needs special discussion with range conservationists/biologists, possible presenters (who might contact in parens) include: Jim Wolf (Tim S.) Ken Stinson (Tim S.), Mike Smith (Keith), Paul Meiman (Lee), Matt Holleran (Tom E.), Dick Loper (Kathleen), Joe Bohne (Chris.)

(i) We are looking into the possibility of a livestock grazing management standard for sage grouse nesting habitat

1. What are some of the considerations for making a recommendation

B) Considering impacts on sage-grouse when developing population objectives and strategies for other wildlife species,

· Objective: Submit a letter by October 2006 to the Regional Wildlife Supervisors and GF Commissioner asking that when developing population objectives for big game, that the impacts of those game animals on sage-grouse be considered. 


· Objective: Request that Game & Fish Dept. monitor use of vegetation by big game in areas important to sage-grouse (nesting, brood-rearing, winter) and address big game population levels if overuse is degrading grouse habitats. (Should this also include stubble heights as well? Tom Easterly will discuss this with Jerry Altermatt)

C) Working with BLM to assure that feral horse populations are maintained at acceptable carrying capacities and impacts to sage-grouse caused by feral horses are minimized,

· Objective: Request “Interested Party” status for the Big Horn Basin Local Working Group on all actions on the McCullough Peaks and 15-Mile horse herds through the life of the working group. The request will be made to the Cody and Worland BLM resource management areas by May 1, 2006.


· Objective: Request that BLM create standards that result in residual stubble heights of at least 4”-8” herbaceous vegetation in nesting habitat within 3 miles of known sage-grouse leks, monitor use of vegetation by feral horses in areas important to sage-grouse (nesting, brood-rearing, winter), and address horse population levels if overuse is degrading grouse habitats. (Needs further discussion as suggested above)

D) Working with private and governmental land mangers to assure that vegetation management/treatments benefit those habitat characteristics required for various life stages of sage-grouse, while considering ecological, economic and cumulative impacts,

· Objective: Ask the GF-BLM-NRCS-FS-USGS to create a GIS data layer that encompass all of the available habitat treatments that have taken place basin-wide for use in assessing cumulative impacts and guidance on future habitat treatments at the February 1, 2006 annual winter coordination meeting.


· Objective: The BHBLSGWG will host a coordination meeting to provide a platform for communication among all of the agency personnel involved in habitat treatments that may affect sage-grouse in the Big Horn Basin. The meeting would take place by February 2007. (Jim will draft a letter to the NRCS supervisor for the working group to endorse at the November meeting)

· Objective: Ask for a meeting with the Governor to request funding for a proposal to solicit funding to develop a state of the art risk assessment model to evaluate cumulative impacts of all potential sagebrush habitat. The pilot projects should be in the Big Horn Basin. 
 

· Objective: Request land managers earmark future funds for personnel to coordinate, maintain, and implement use of the GIS overlays and risk assessment tools once completed


· Objective: Submit comments to the BLM to include language in land use plans so that sagebrush habitats are managed to institutionalize habitat recommendation guidelines for sage-grouse: a) provide approximately 1/3 early, 1/3 mid, and 1/3 late seral stages on a landscape scale; b) provide sagebrush densities of 15-25% in nesting, brood-rearing, and winter habitats; c) no more than 1/3 of a breeding habitat in a given area is treated in any 10-year period; (need to discuss the ecological parameters, Tom E will discuss with Jerry Altermatt, WGFD)  

E) Minimizing negative impacts of exploration and/or development of mineral resource on sage-grouse habitat and encourage reclamation that restores or improves sage-grouse habitats,

Objective: Conduct at least one workshop/field tour to present successful low impact exploration/production/reclamation techniques that could be used throughout the basin by June 2006. (Marvin and Matt to organize)


· Objective:  Submit comments to the BLM to retain language in land use plans and mineral leases that lessen impacts to sagebrush and sage grouse habitat a) ensure no surface occupancy within ¼ mile of all known sage-grouse leks; b) timing stipulations to exclude surface disturbance during the breeding, nesting and early brood rearing periods February 1 to July 31 (dates need further discussion) 


· Objective: When loss of sage-grouse habitat is unavoidable, encourage industry to use off-site mitigation to produce similar habitat values.  


· Objective: Work with permitting agencies to: a) require “sage-grouse friendly” (define more appropriately) seed mixes (which include forbs) on all reclamation sites within known sage-grouse use areas; b) on reclaimed sites within sagebrush habitats, allow distribution of topsoil to allow deeper soil sites which are more conducive to sagebrush establishment; c) allow and promote development of reservoirs on mined lands in areas with limited water; d) in sagebrush habitats important to sage-grouse require establishment of sagebrush on XX% of reclaimed sites before a company is released from reclamation bonds( reword)………(table until Matt discusses with peers)

F) Mitigating the introduction of invasive plants in sage-grouse habitat and promoting control and reduction of infestations,

· Objective: Assist the Weed and Pest Control in the distribution of educational materials.


· Objective: Request to the wildlife/land management agencies to evaluate habitat treatments that have taken place in sage-grouse habitat within the past five years to determine if follow-up invasive plant control is necessary by July 2006. 


· Objective: Identify at least one area every three years in or near sage grouse habitat that could be enhanced through invasive plant control and work with Weed and Pest and land managers/owners to secure funding and conduct treatments; no later than 2010.


· Objective: Submit a letter to the statewide steering committee requesting that all treatment projects submitted for funding to the Governor’s sage-grouse budget includes a monetary component for noxious weed monitoring and control.  Additional ranking criteria for weed monitoring and control should be included in project evaluations.

G) Promoting farming operations that are compatible with maintenance and enhancement of sage-grouse habitat.

· Objective: Develop a brochure on farming for sage grouse, coordinated with UW Extension by December 2007.


· Objective: Request that the NRCS state agronomist contact the Bridger Plant Materials Center to develop sage-grouse friendly seed mixes from existing plant materials for the Big Horn Basin by March 2006. (Jim will draft a letter for endorsement at the November meeting).


H) Provide adequate water for sage-grouse and other wildlife and livestock

· Objective: Send a letter in 2006 to the BLM and NRCS, requesting that new water developments in sage grouse habitats, provide water access for sage-grouse and where possible, retro-fit existing water developments to provide access to water. This letter will include a statement regarding compliance with this specification and solicit funding for continued monitoring and maintenance. 

· Objective: Through the life of the working group, the group will help facilitate funding to complete at least one water project per year with specific sage-grouse benefits. Agencies are expected to continue efforts each year to achieve this objective.


· Objective: Write and submit a letter as appropriate, to the WDEQ & Region 8, EPA stating the working group’s support for continued historic (pre-1975), conventional oil field surface discharges of water in sage grouse habitats that meet the needs of wildlife and livestock without bioaccumulation of contaminants at levels that would be hazardous to human health and the environment. (Draft to be written by Marvin by January meeting)
2. RESEARCH TO BETTER UNDERSTAND THE DYNAMICS OF SAGE GROUSE POPULATIONS AND THEIR HABITATS BY:

A) Objective: To support, propose, and seek funding for sage-grouse research in the Big Horn Basin in the following research areas;

· Determining a reliable estimate of the sage grouse population in the Big Horn Basin, to be used in establishing minimum population goals,

· Evaluating the impacts of predators (especially “new” predators) and implement accordingly,

· Evaluating grazing regimes that have potential to benefit sage-grouse habitats,

· Assess impacts of weather on sage-grouse and their habitats.

· Monitoring and evaluating the impacts of disease of sage-grouse populations, 

3. EDUCATE THE PUBLIC ON PRACTICES THAT IMPACT SAGE-GROUSE AND RECOMMEND BEST MANAGEMENT PRACTICES BY:

A) Introduce young people in the Bighorn Basin to sage-grouse.

· Objective: The working group will contact the coordinators of Project Learning Tree and WILD About OREO to discuss the development of a workshop to introduce teachers/students to the importance of sage-grouse and the sagebrush steppe in Wyoming in 2006. This workshop could include coordinating field trips to view sage-grouse leks.


B) Support adjusting hunting regulations as needed with population levels

· Objective: Submit a letter to the GF Commission stating that the BHBLWG supports hunting regulations that are responsive to fluctuations in sage-grouse population levels by May 2006.

C) Educate rural and subdivision residents on ways to diminish human impacts on sage-grouse.

· Objective: Contact the Conservation District in Cody to discuss the possibility of including this topic in the “Living on a Few Acres” program. (Kathleen will contact Pete)
Next Meeting: Agenda/Date/Location

· The agenda for the next meeting will include;

· Review and discussion of the objectives regarding reclamation and surface occupancy (Matt Call)

· Review and discussion of a draft letter to WDEQ/EPA (Marvin Blakesly)

· Review and discussion of the draft risk assessment idea (Bill Alldredge)

· Review and discussion of the inclusion of the Living on a Few Acres (Kathleen Jachowski)

· Presentation by tentative guest speakers on current use of grazing standards and their recommendations for nesting sage-grouse (Jim Wolf and Jack Manoney)

· Group discussion on grazing standards (All) 

· Selection criteria (All)

· The next meeting will take place on January 30, from 9 a.m. till 4.p.m. at the Big Horn Federal Savings Bank. 

