Big Horn Basin Local Sage-grouse Working Group

Meeting Notes

February 23, 2006


Best Western—Thermopolis 

Working Group Members Present:

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

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

· Carl Meyer, Member at Large
· 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 Pfhister, Rancher/Falconer, Worland

· Bill Alldredge, Rancher (Retired Professor-CSU), Thermopolis
· Lee Campbell, Hot Springs County Planner, Thermopolis 

Working Group Members Absent:

· Jim Mischke, District Conservationist, Nat’l Resource Conservation District, 


      Thermopolis

Facilitator 

· Dennie Hammer, Wyoming Game and Fish Department

Note Taker:


None-facilitator recorded 

Observers/Presenters:


Steve Jones, landowner/permittee


Tom Christiansen, WGFD

Approval of Previous Minutes-Dennie Hammer

· Dennie reviewed the day’s agenda and asked for corrections to the minutes of the December 5 meeting.  The minutes were approved for posting.

· The facilitator will meet with Kathleen and Tom on February 21 to finalize the agenda for today.

Feedback from Jim Wolf and Dennis Saville (BLM)

· Dennie explained that at the last meeting, the group had asked the BLM presenters for feedback on their proposed objectives, relative to livestock grazing.

· Jim Wolf and Dennis Saville both provided comments. Nothing was received from Jack Mononi. 

Feedback from Dick Loper (State of Wyoming Livestock Grazing Board)

· Kathleen had asked Dick for feedback on the proposed objectives and read his email to her.
· Dick does not support the idea of proposing grazing standards but rather guidelines
· He does support the 3 mile buffer around leks for surface disturbance, however, he does not feel that the buffer should be circular, but rather a polygon, which only includes sage-grouse nesting habitat.
· He does not support the use of residual stubble height as an indicator of habitat quality.

Livestock Grazing Objectives Discussion

· Tim Stephens stated that he had talked to Jack Mononi, who apologized for not responding. Jack did review both Jim’s and Dennis’s comments. 

· Tim passed out copies of the Record of Decision, Grass Creek land use plan and indicated that pages 14, 20, and 22 were relevant to the group’s effort.

· He stated that Jack Mononi had wondered why the group wanted to separate out feral horses from other forms of livestock. He felt the group should address all grazers.

· Jack also felt that using a stubble height measurement, taken from under the sage brush would be ok for determining habitat suitability for nesting.
· The group discussed standards vs. guidelines and opted to use the wording from standards to guidelines where it appears in the objectives.
· The group also agreed to use some of the feedback that Jim, Dick, and Dennis provided. It is incorporated in the objectives noted from this meeting.
· Tom Christiansen was asked to develop a GIS overlay of feral horse areas with known sage-grouse leks in the Big Horn Basin.
· Tim also referenced the sagebrush management guidelines and Tom Christiansen stated that there will be an addendum to the guidelines specific to sage-grouse. He has a draft that was put together by Tom Rinkes (BLM), Joe Bohne and Steve Kilpatrick (WGFD). Tom will send the draft out for review.
Public Comment Period

· Steve Jones

· He stated that he was impressed with the way the Big Horn Basin working group is working together to address the issues
· He favors the use of grazing guidelines over grazing standards and would encourage the group to use this language in the plan
· He stated that because of some past experience, he does not necessarily trust the BLM and is concerned with the use of stubble height as a measure of grouse nesting suitability
· He does support the use of 50% utilization as a guideline for adequate residual cover for nesting 

Tom Christiansen (WGFD)

· Tom explained that there is $1.1 million in the Governor’s budget for the biennium. He believes that the money may be distributed differently next fiscal year than it was this past year. 

· The money may be used to focus on conservation plan implementation, so having projects prioritized will be very important.

· He also stated that the first three working groups that were initiated may hold some form of open house meeting to discuss their plans with the public before they are brought before the commission.

Draft Risk Assessment Model update- Bill Alldredge

· Bill said that he had spoken with Vicki Herren (BLM), state office, regarding the model and found out that BLM has about $50 million to develop a similar model through their LANDFIRE Program

· He does not think, based on his discussion, that the data necessary to utilize the model is available for the Big Horn Basin.

· He stated that we may be out ahead of the curve and would suggest we not pursue model development through the conservation plan.

· Bill suggested that the working group could;

· Possibly do a workshop where by we get the people doing habitat treatments together to share what they are learning by doing habitat work. It appears that some of the institutional memory is being lost as people retire or move on and no one is monitoring the treatments.

· Possibly design a means to hire some one to literally go into the field and take physical measurements of how the treatments are responding to develop a point in time reference.

Mining and Reclamation draft conservation objectives 

· There was a great deal of discussion as to whether or not “requiring” specific reclamation practices should be included in this objective.

· Similarly, a great deal of discussion ensued regarding the concept of requiring the establishment of a percentage of sagebrush on reclaimed land before reclamation bonds should be released.

· The objective was tabled for now. The working group decided to move the field trip relative to reclamation ahead from June 2006 to April 2006, and to discuss the concerns in the field with mine representatives most associated with the issue.

· Tom Easterly passed out a copy of a letter the WGFD had sent to the BLM asking them to address the loss of sagebrush habitat during the mining of Bentonite.

“Living on a Few Acres”-Natural Resources Conservation Service workshop

· Kathleen Jachowski will be presenting at this year’s Cody workshop scheduled for February 25.  She begins her presentation at 9 a.m. Kathleen would welcome assistance from other members of the working group.

Homework Assignment 

· Dennie asked the group to review all of the objectives that have been written, edited, and agreed upon to date to determine if there is anything more that should be added or rewritten.

· Kathleen suggested the working group members review the funding sources paper that Tom Christiansen provided and come back and report on their findings. The group agreed. The following assignments were made.

· Tom Easterly: 

· Wyoming Wildlife & Natural Resources Trust Account

· Wyoming Game & Fish Dept. Trust Fund

· WGFD/US FWS—Landowner Incentive Program (LIP)

· WGFD/WY State General Fund—WY Sage-Grouse Conservation Fund

· Keith Hamilton 

· WY Animal Damage Management Board

· Bill Alldredge

· Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program

· Private Stewardship Program

· Rocky Mountain Elk Foundation

· Kathleen Jachowski

· Cooperative Conservation Initiative

· Cooperative Project Funding

· Partnership Resource Center

· Marvin Blakesley

· Multistate Conservation Grant Program

· Wildlife Heritage Foundation of Wyoming

· Chris Phister

· Conservation Grants

· National Fish & Wildlife Foundation-Native Plant Conservation Initiative

· North American Grouse Partnership

· Jim Mischke

· Conservation Innovation Grants

· Conservation Reserve Program

· Conservation Technical Assistance

· Environmental Quality Incentives Program

· Grasslands Reserve Program

· Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program

· Lee Campbell

· Sage-grouse Restoration Project

· National Fish and Wildlife Foundation-Pulling Together Initiative

· Tim Stephens

· Challenge Cost Share

· Cooperative Conservation Initiative

· Mule Deer Foundation

· One Shot Antelope Foundation- Water for Wildlife

· Carl Meyer

· Wyoming Governor’s Big Game License Coalition

· National Fish and Wildlife Foundation-General Matching Grant Program

· Matt Call

· Intermountain West Joint Venture-Joint Venture Cost Share

· The Nature Conservancy

Next Meeting Date & Location

· Kathleen suggested meeting every three weeks instead of once per month. Some discussion followed, most of the working group felt that spring was probably not the best time to start this type of scheduling. The group will revisit the idea in the future.

· The next meeting will take place in Worland on March 17, at the Bureau of Land Management office.

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 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. 

· In sage grouse habitat that experience significant grazing use during the growing season, manage grazing to allow a combined forage utilization of 30% to 50% of the current years growth.

· In sage grouse habitat that is grazed when plants are dormant, manage grazing to allow combined forage utilization up to 60% of the current years growth.    

· Combined forage utilization includes all types of consumption or destruction of vegetation by livestock, wildlife, wild horses, etc. Utilization would be evaluated over time in the context of other rangeland health monitoring.  Although utilization might vary form year to year levels consistently exceeding those described would not be expected to meet watershed, sage grouse, and other multiple use requirements.  Utilization monitoring provides an index to the amount of the current year’s standing crop that remains on the range following grazing and is only one tool to help determine if management objectives are being met.  Specialized livestock grazing, such as short duration- high intensity grazing, may require a different approach to monitoring utilization and residual forage. 

· Objective: Request that BLM land use plans contain measurable grazing guidelines that result in healthy herbaceous vegetation in nesting habitat of known sage-grouse leks. Healthy sagebrush communities would contain the kinds and amounts of plans appropriate for the site and would have adequate an herbaceous standing crop to provide for multiple use and sage grouse habitat needs.

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 the WGFD, in cooperation with federal state, local government and private landowners, monitor vegetation use by big game wildlife in areas identified as important sage grouse habitat and identify any resulting negative effects to sage grouse habitat likely being caused by other wildlife. Areas where specific habitat problems are occurring should be identified and prioritized for corrective management actions to be taken that will reduce or eliminate negative impacts to sage grouse.

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. And follow up by evaluating current herd unit plans and key area locations. Existing sage grouse working group should routinely network with congressional delegations for amendment to wild horse and burro act to mitigate funding and language problems.


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 2007 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: 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, cited in the most recent edition of the “Wyoming Guidelines for Managing Sagebrush Communities with Emphasis on Fire Management.” It is important to provide a mix of early, mid, and late seral vegetative stages on a landscape scale. (The group will read the addendum to the Wyoming Guidelines for Managing Sagebrush…. Specifically for sage-grouse) 

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: 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” seed mixes on all reclamation sites within known sage-grouse use areas; b) on reclaimed sites within sagebrush habitats, promote the distribution of topsoil to allow deeper soil sites which are more conducive to sagebrush establishment; c) 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( table until the field trip discussion in April)  

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. 


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.  
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 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 annually in the “Living on a Few Acres” program. 

