Big Horn Basin Local Sage-grouse Working Group

Meeting Notes

May 24, 2006


Bank of Greybull -- Greybull

Working Group Members Present:
· 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 Pfhister, Rancher/Falconer, Worland

· Bill Alldredge, Rancher (Retired Professor-CSU), Thermopolis
· Rory Karhu, District Conservationist, Natural Resource Conservation District, Worland
Working Group Members Absent:

· Kathleen Jachowski, (Chair) Executive Director, Guardians of the Range, Cody
· Lee Campbell, Hot Springs County Planner, Thermopolis 

· Carl Meyer, Member at Large
Facilitator 

· Dennie Hammer, Wyoming Game and Fish Department

Note Taker:


None-facilitator recorded 

Observers/Presenters:

· Lyle King, private consultant

· Tom Christiansen, WGFD

· Rick Dunne, Wind River Seed Company

Approval of Agenda and Previous Minutes-Dennie Hammer

· Dennie stated Kathleen, Lee, and Carl would not be present for today’s meeting.
· The agenda for today’s meeting was not sent due to some miscommunication.
· Dennie reviewed the day’s agenda and asked for corrections to the minutes of the April 19, 2006 meeting.  It was noted that under the heading “Overall Effects of Mining Analysis—Overview of Meeting” that the indented bullets are not necessary and should be deleted. In addition, on page 2, under the Goal F, Objective 2,F,c,ii, the sentence should read “plant sagebrush seed on the soil, not in the soil.

Goal F, Objective 2 (draft conservation plan outline)

· Discussion of this objective prompted the elimination of the percentage of sagebrush and the inclusion of best management practices.
· The new objective under goal F now reads;
F) 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: Recommend to industry and permitting agencies that sagebrush habitat be established on disturbed sites previously occupied by sagebrush by:
a. Developing reservoirs, wetlands, or other water sources on mined lands in areas with limited water,

b. Require use of forbs and sagebrush seed along with perennial grass species in reclamation seed mixes,

c. Recognizing the difficulties in establishing sagebrush, we recommend the us of these best management practices (BMP’s) that may increase the likelihood of establishment of sagebrush

i. Distribution of topsoil to allow deeper soil sites,

ii. Plant sagebrush seed on deep soils,

iii. Reduce grass seed in areas planted to sagebrush

iv. Using soil enhancements (straw, manure, compost, fertilizer)

v. Fence reclamation areas to allow for controlled, limited, or no livestock use,

vi. Separate out the topsoil from subsoil

vii. Produce micro-environments by creating varied topography

viii. Seed in late fall and winter

ix. Broadcast seed when possible, especially sagebrush

x. Target sagebrush seed where moisture is greatest

New Working Group Member

· Dennie informed the group that Kathleen had sent him an email the previous day stating that Rory Karhu, the new Worland district conservationist for the Natural Resource Conservation Service will be replacing Jim Mischke on the working group. Rory officially begins his duties in June; however, he is present today to begin the transition. 

· Tom Christiansen suggested that Rory and Jim get together to transfer notebooks and other previously distributed materials.

Clarification of Objectives

· Rory stated that he had reviewed the meeting minutes sent him by Dennie and that he would like some clarification on some of the objectives. Discussion with the working group ensued.

· Dennie stated that he had re-formatted the goals and objectives and handed draft copies out to everyone. (Attachment 1.)

· Suggested changes as a result of the discussion were:

· Objective E should be changed to point 4. under the Industry objective.

· Change the word in to use.


· Under 4.4- use the wording (certified weed free….)

· Objective B.I. add, “to showcase specific livestock management practices that can be beneficial.”

· The changes were made and incorporated into (Attachment 1.)

Update on Growing Sagebrush Tips- Matt Call

· Matt followed up on his assignment and passed out two email replies he had received. Dennie will send copies to Kathleen, Lee, and Carl. The group reviewed the information and reclamation BMP’s that Matt listed. The group discussed information and suggested that a glossary of terms be included and that the BMP’s be divided into those recommended for growing sagebrush and those for reclamation.

· Matt agreed to revise the BMP’s and to reformat using bullets and make them available for the next meeting.

· Matt did not hear back from Jerry Schumann and will contact him one more time.

Marathon Oil Company Donation- Marvin Blakesley

· Marvin stated that his company had donated another $10,000 to the Wildlife Heritage Foundation of Wyoming to be used benefit sage-grouse. 

· One thousand dollars of the donation has been earmarked for the Feraud Reservoir Rehabilitation Project.

· Marvin stated that he would like the working group to be involved in determining how the remaining $9,000 will be spent.

· Tom Easterly suggested that the money not be tied directly to the implementation of the Big Horn Basin sage-grouse conservation plan, the group agreed.

· Tim Stephens suggested the money could be used for a water project, utilizing a water well that Hunt Oil Company has drilled on the north side of Tatman Mountain. The well will is due to be capped if no alternative uses are approved. Tim will investigate the process and costs associated with producing water for sage-grouse from the well.

· Marvin stated he would contact Mo Brown of the Heritage Foundation to inform her of the group’s intentions.

· The group also directed Dennie to contact Jerry Altermatt, GF habitat biologist, to arrange for him to give a presentation to the group on sagebrush projects, successes, and potential projects at the next meeting. One-hour will be allocated.

· The group decided that everyone should be thinking of a potential project(s) to discuss at the next meeting regarding the $9,000.

Governor’s Sage-grouse Money- Tom Christiansen

· Tom informed the group that the decision was made to divide the money equally among seven of the eight working groups. The Jackson group would get a smaller piece of the pie.

· Each group will receive between $65,000 and 70,000 each year for two consecutive years. 

· The money may be spent yearly or frontloaded for a two year period. 

· The primary purpose of the money is for conservation plan implementation 

· There will be no matching funds requirement, but it is encouraged.
· The working group has the final determination on how to spend the money to implement their action items.
· The financial guidelines of the State of Wyoming must be followed when disbursing the funds.
· The Governor’s money becomes available July 1, 2006. The working groups have essentially two years to spend the money.
· Tom indicated that the working groups could solicit for proposals, but the proposals to tie directly to the conservation plans.
· There will be no statewide call for proposals this year.
· Tom informed the group that there was approximately $250,000 in the federal Landowner Incentive Program, which requires a 50:50 match. The Governor’s money can be used in matching this money. The LIP program is to be used on private lands to improve or maintain sagebrush habitats.
Review of draft data collection letter to WGFD & BLM – Tom Easterly

· Tom drafted a letter for the chair to promote the collection of sage-grouse data by Game and Fish Department and Bureau of Land Management personnel.
· The group reviewed the draft, agreed with its message, and approved it. 
· The letter will be sent via the chair. (Attachment 2.)
General Discussion


· Tom Christiansen informed the group that the upcoming Roy Roth grazing workshops are already funded and that these could address one of the group’s objectives.

· Rick Dunne and Lyle King were asked several questions regarding reclamation of bentonite mine pits and the ability to grow shrubs, grasses, and sagebrush. Both speakers were extremely knowledgeable and had many years of collective “on the ground” experience. 


Field Trip-Bentonite Mine Reclamation Sites

· All of the working group members and guests present at the meeting participated in an afternoon field trip of several bentonite mine reclamation sites northeast of Greybull. The purpose of the trip was to engage in a discussion of reclamation best management practices, grass and shrub establishment, and to observe reclaimed areas (both recent and historical).

Next Meeting Date & Location

· Due to scheduling conflicts, there will be no June meeting.

· The next meeting will take place in Meeteetse, July 18. Dennie will try to reserve the meeting hall of the Meeteetse Recreation District.

 Attachment: Thoughts on Sagebrush Establishment-Rick Dunne and Lyle King (amended to minutes October 26, 2006)

Thoughts on sagebrush establishment presented to the Big Horn Basin Sage Grouse Working Group

Summer/Fall, 2006

Prepared by Rick Dunne and Lyle King

· the track record for sagebrush establishment from seed on Wyoming reclamation efforts is not favorable, especially for bentonite reclamation in the Big Horn Basin. Sagebrush establishment in nature is cyclic and, even under favorable conditions, success can be anticipated in only 1 of 5 years.

· Consideration should be given to substituting adapted native shrub species with proven success in Big Horn Basin reclamation seedings for sagebrush.  These include four-wing saltbush, greasewood, shadscale saltbush and rubber rabbitbrush. Consideration should also be given to diversity and numbers of insect species associated with each of these species, as related to potential use for sage grouse food during brood rearing. 

· Consideration should be given to investigating establishment potentials of additional sagebrush species (other than Artemisia tridentata) and potential use of these alternative species by sage grouse. These may include fringed sagewort (Artemisia frigida), silver sagebrush (Artemisia cana), budsage (Artemisia spinescens) (not likely to be collected due to low stature and low seed producing nature), and others.

· Current practices of most bentonite companies includes: Combining sagebrush seed in a common reclamation mixture with several other species, usually including competitive rhizomatous grasses that out-compete sagebrush seed for water, light and nutrients and result in poor sagebrush seedling germination and establishment.  Reclamation work done by several specialists in the coal industry have shown that seeding sagebrush alone into areas without competing species enhances sagebrush establishment. Or reduced grass seed rate of 5 pls lbs/acre or so. This means multiple seedings on a given area but it may be necessary to increase sage establishment. Drill seeding with bunchgrasses such as squirreltail, bluebunch or sandberg bluegrass may allow for concurrent grass establishment without significantly reducing sagebrush establishment.  Study is needed on this as seeding only sage increases the risk of complete failure.  
· At least portions of reclamation topography should be designed and constructed specifically to enhance probabilities for sagebrush establishment.  At a minimum, this should include locations and gradients of drainages, gradients/aspects/lengths of reconstructed slopes, micro-topographic depressions, soil types and soil depths.  Favorable sites should be intentionally designed and constructed to maximize site suitability for sagebrush establishment, particularly leeward depressions likely to trap snow.

· Consideration should be given to important additional seasonal sage grouse needs that must be provided for in successful reclamation. These include variable seasonal needs for water, cover and food. Successful brood rearing is enhanced by the perennial forb component within the plant community. However, seed of only a very few native, adapted perennial forbs are available for reclamation use in the Big Horn Basin.  Potential short-term solutions to this dilemma are limited.  Regulatory and management agencies along with industry and other interested parties need to establish forums for promoting development of commercial sources of adapted (and useful) perennial native forb species for use in mine-land reclamation in the Big Horn Basin. 

· Typical reclamation protocols in Big Horn Basin reclamation efforts have usually involved implementing a seeding/reclamation effort with very limited formal monitoring and assessment to establish a database summarizing successful vs. unsuccessful techniques.  Almost all assessments of reclamation cultural practices in the Big Horn Basin are based on informal observations and not empirical data and review. Formal assessment and monitoring programs should be established to create a database of conditions when specific reclamation protocols are successful.

