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Bates Hole/Shirley Basin Sage Grouse Working Group

Monday, Aug. 21, 2006
Participants: Stacey Scott, Jerry Jasmer, Barbara Dobos, Ron Heward, Pete Garrett, Kristi Brown, Robin Kepple

Absent: Daryl Lutz, Alison Holloran, Sarah Bucklin-Comiskey, Dean Dick, Donna Wichers

Guests: Brian Jensen, NRCS; Christy Hemken, Wyoming Livestock Roundup; Phillips Oestreich, NRCS; Brian Christiansen, NRCS

Guest Speaker: Dr. Roy Roath - born in Cody. Great Granddad was first teacher in Platte Co. Before the town of Wheatland was established. 23 years in Colorado.  He worked TX, SD, MT, and WY. Animal nutrition and grazing systems, Ecololgy and management of grazing lands.

Johnson County has more grouse than Western Guidelines would predict.  It has less sagebrush and more herbaceous cover. Yet it has some of the highest densities anywhere.

Dr. Roath asked each participant what they would like to get from today’s discussion:

Pete - Group concern about putting rigid numbers in the conservation plan regarding habitat structure.

Stacy - General belief that nesting habitat is not limiting but that early brood rearing habitat is especially their need for insects and forbs.  

Jerry – livestock grazing is the most economical, practical, widespread management tool available.  How can we provide guidelines that will help ranchers use the tool to benefit grouse without communicating that there is a silver bullet way to manage all lands according to one “system.”

Brian Jensen (NRCS) - wants some concrete guidelines (to help grouse and prevent listing) without appearing to the ranchers that those guidelines are too strict and impractical.

Barb – can we design research projects to gain information so that the LWG can judge existing and new projects as being successful vs. not, good proposals vs. not?

Roy – importance of monitoring to avoid making the same mistakes over and over.

Brian C. (NRCS) – would like info in how to get a good forb community.

Stacy – how do you manage for different cover types in close proximity to one another? (brood rearing & nesting) for example.

Phil – Needing to help ranchers manage for drought to survive.

Robin – wants to get information that will help the group come to consensus about the contents of the conservation plan.

SRM and WAFWA will sponsor - July 11-13? 2007 – will have a symposium in Park City UT.

Ron – Why did we have very good grouse numbers in the 1960s vs. now?  Changed from sheep to cattle. Numbers are increasing during drought.

Roy – Sheep issue – people who want fat lambs can’t graze their country too hard.  Must move sheep to fresh ground frequently. Sheep tend not to concentrate on riparian areas.   Will naturally bed on the higher ridges. Graze the slopes. Riparian areas are better on sheep operations than on cattle. Grouse are very influenced by quality of riparian areas.

Dry site











Wyoming 
all gen. less than 12-14” and shallow soils

Low sage
less than 600 lbs. low capability to produce forbs

Black

forbs present will be very ephemeral, low diversity, structure.

Provides nesting and early brood rearing.  Late brood rearing is somewhat marginal.  Heaving grazing of such areas will have a dramatic negative effect on the plant community and grouse.

Rotational grazing is important, as is moderate or light use.

Once canopy cover is over 20%, understory production and diversity is very low.  The drier the site the quicker the understory is lost as canopy cover increases.  This is independent of grazing management.

If you want understory you want then you want less than 20% sage canopy cover.

Management is needed to get the canopy cover down.

Deep perc. Favors woody plants.  Dormant season precipitation areas does not favor herbaceous cover  (Shirley basin vs. Johnson Co.)

Low sage A. longiloba – Baggs area – shallow clay soils even lower production less than 300 lbs./acre.  During early brood rearing used heavily.  

Basin Big Sage – moderate moisture, but deep soils.  Uses the best sites available. Strong competitor unless moisture is not limiting.  Will also eliminate understory plants including shrubs.  Pretty important to grouse because they use during deep snow winters.   Also roost in them.  This site has great potential for increasing forbs by grazing management and reduction in canopy cover of Basin Big Sagebrush results in creation/improvement of early brood rearing habitat.  

Lots of forbs and lots of insects must be near the nesting areas.  Large block treatments are not helpful.  Must have numerous small treatment areas.  

Gregg OR sage grouse nutrition study. – Forb availability to hen before and during nesting is important – gives heavy eggs – gives larger chicks (probably better mobility) – gives better survival.  

Very early forbs important – biscuit root, wild onion, shooting stars, clovers, 

Moist

Mountain Big Sagrbrush up to the aspens. Can have better understory in heavier canopy cover.  Because of better moisture conditions. These sites are more resilient to moderate to heavy grazing.

Forbs generally require more moisture than grasses.  Activities to increase moisture should favor forbs.   More ground cover, plants, and residue, increases infiltration.  


Study showed that continuous heavy grazing captured about 20% of rainfall from beginning of growing season to end.  Rotational moderate grazing captured 60%.

Increasing infiltration increases deep peculation, with will contribute to stream recharge.  Snow banks contribute also to deep perc. And stream flow.

Nesting occurs predominately on south and west facing slopes, avoiding snow bank areas, with course soil textures. With slopes less than 5%.

Plant re-growth is a function of grazing frequency, intensity (amount of leaf material remaining), and plant opportunity for re-growth.

Grazing Response Index discussion – provide a copy of the paper to group. Goal is to get a positive score each year. Adjust grazing period for full energy storage in growth or full energy storage in re-growth. If you get a negative number, ask why and what could be done differently. Revise program based on grazing response index.

Grouse move from dry end to moist end – mobility. Nesting sites have repetitive use, but will see pioneering of young hens or groups of hens moving to a new area or re-establishing an old lek.

The drier the site the lower the peak canopy. As get into higher canopy you have less diversity. So more open canopy = greater diversity.

Grouse don’t just choose sagebrush for nesting. Will nest under other brush as well. 

Mobility – grouse will nest in medium density stand. Once chicks hatch they move to best food source close to the nest site. 60% - 80% of chicks perish in first 14 days. The drier the site the higher the mortality. 

Mobility is small in young birds, so treatments have to match the mobility of the birds. After they are about 3 weeks old mobility increases greatly. 

Nutrition: Michael Greg, PhD, did nutrition study on grouse. Forb availability to hen before nesting and on nest makes bigger eggs. 

Heavy eggs = larger chicks = better survival. So forbs are more important during nesting season.

Areas between dry and moist – what grazing does will be much more responsive than either dry or moist area. Forbs require more moisture than grass. Anything to make the environment moister would favor forbs. 

The more groundcover the greater the infiltration rate and greater capture of moisture. Does grazing have an influence on this? Yes.

How to do it: Use some, leave some, re-grow some.

Heavily grazed areas captured 20% of moisture; moderately grazed areas captured 60% of moisture. How we manage water has a big impact. If capture more water = more forbs.

Build forbs in nesting portion of habitat by managing height of structure and soil cover.

Went through Roath’s table of Sage Grouse Physiological phase.  Modified for BHSB.

Discussed development of monitoring protocol at length.  Reviewed and edited new language in Livestock grazing section.

The next meeting will be at 8:30 a.m. Friday, Oct. 13.




Original photograph by Greg Bergquist
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