Bates Hole Sage Grouse Group

Tour of Hanna Area

May 17, 2005

Members who attended the tour: Pete Garrett, Stacey Scott, Dean Dick, Ron Heward, Jerry Jasmer, Daryl Lutz, Bob Lanka (Laramie G&F biologist), Jill Poldervaart, Robin Kepple

Tour of coal mines
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The group began the tour by visiting with Steve Skordas of the Arch Coal Company and Bill Hill of Kiewit Mining Group and Rosebud Coal Sales. The Rosebud mine was in operation from 1962-1999. Its claim to fame is that is the first totally reclaimed coalmine in Wyoming. Reclamation was completed at Rosebud in September of 1999 and the company is now attempting to get bonded. DEQ regulates the reclamation and the terms of the bond.

Jerry Jasmer explained the group’s goal is to minimize and mitigate the impacts of the energy industry.

Bill Hill explained how coal is extracted from the seams. Steve Skordas said Arch hopes to open a new area for mining sometime next year. Daryl can show the area of the proposed new mine on a map. Arch is attempting to obtain the necessary permits and capital to open the new surface and underground mine. It is expected to have a 30-year lifespan. Three things are needed to start a new coalmine: 1) Permit, 2) Timing just right and 3) Market requirement.

Steve Skordas said they have been successful in reseeding Wyoming big sagebrush. Bill Hill said there is no under-story and nothing grows under it. He said it takes about 10 years to see how the shrubs are going to do. Steve said they seed every acre with a shrub mix then let nature decide. They do broadcast seeding for shrub and drill seeing for other vegetation. They reported seeing some sage grouse colonization on the reclaimed areas and have active leks close to the reclaimed area. Bill also reported that big game numbers are way down and he believes the drought is to blame.

The group discussed the long-term plans for coal mining activity in the state. Steve Skordas said there is still some coal left in the basin but the coal market cannot be predicted for the future. If prices warrant, they may go back in and get more of the coal out in the future. Bill Hill said the coal industry is probably good for another 20-30 years until everything is converted to nuclear energy

Steve Skordas said he would like to know the group’s suggestions on seed mixes used to reestablish sage grouse habitat. He said they scrape the topsoil from newly disturbed ground and spread it out over reclaimed areas to get the benefits of the seeds in the soil. The miners also said they need a clear understanding of the rules as pertaining to sage grouse so they can figure out how to meet them and know what it will cost them. They said they are currently confounded and confused by the rules because they never stay the same.

Skordas said the coal industry would like to see an end to boundaries around leks that cannot be disturbed (lek boundaries). He said the industry would be interested in off-site mitigation and that such activity would probably not impact coal prices tremendously.

Bill Hill reported that in Montana, leks have been moved successfully using recordings, decoys, etc. Hill also said the coal industry has an interest in helping implement the sage grouse management plan. He said the sage grouse groups are much more beneficial than working under the Endangered Species Act.

The group took a driving tour of the reclaimed Rosebud mine and saw areas that had been reclaimed anywhere from 3 to 15 years ago. The Rosebud mine totals 5500 fenced off acres and it is in the final stages of reclamation.

Visit with local rancher

The group then stopped for a visit with local rancher Burt Palm. Mr. Palm said sage grouse numbers are coming back around his ranch but he does not know why. He said the BLM did some controlled burns in the area in the past and believes the burns may have played a role in the increase. They were mosaic burns and back-burns. Two burns in the past six years. He said the grass is slow coming back in the burned areas but contributes that to the drought. The burns were done in the fall to prevent the spread of cheat grass, which can establish quickly in the spring. Cheryl Newbury of the BLM office in Rawlins performed the burns.

Mr. Palm said he has recently installed 12 to 15 miles of new pipe for stock tanks. He said he has seen sage grouse perch on edge of stock tanks to drink. He tries to make his stock tanks wildlife friendly by installing ramps. He plans to do more water development on his ranch. He plans to do some minimal fencing (electric). He has tried to implement a grazing system but said he has not yet been successful. He attempts to rotate pastures but water is a limiting factor. He tries to hit each pasture twice a year, but none of them are totally rested for an entire season. Again, the drought is a major factor.

He said predator numbers are up some, but a new animal damage control officer has helped control predator numbers and the grouse have benefited. Badgers and coyotes are primary predators on the ranch. Two wolves have also been spotted passing through the area. 

Mr. Palm said the NRCS wildlife guidelines are helpful.

He said there are a few areas on the ranch that have dense canopy, probably in the burn areas. He said in winter months he sees more grouse where there is more grass and less sagebrush. During big storms he said the birds are out and about and not staying in the brush.  He said there is grouse habitat everywhere on the ranch and the birds are out there. They tend to go where there is water. 

Mr. Palm said he is willing to help to keep the grouse from becoming listed.

Wind turbine farm

The group then stopped at the Platte River Power turbine farm and looked at the wind turbines and discussed their potential impacts to sage grouse. 

Despite a sustained 185-mph wind (at least that’s what it felt like) the tour was fairly successful and gave the members an opportunity to see some sage grouse habitat and discuss some issues in an area that few knew anything about. 

