JH Sage Grouse Working Group #12                          
October 31, 2005


Jackson Sage Grouse Working Group

Meeting #12 Minutes

Wyoming Game and Fish Conference Room 

10/31/05     8:00 am-12:10 pm

Members Present:  Joe Bohne, Franz Camenzind, Eric Cole, Lance Koch, 

Doug Wachob Sue Wolff

Members Absent:  Paul Bruun, Doug Johnston, Larry Jorgenson, Bob Lucas, 

Bert Raynes, Randy Williams, 

Guests:  None

Observers:  Jason Fearneyhough, Natural Resource Consultant, WY Dept. of Agriculture

Facilitator:  Barbara Hauge, Center for Resolution

Also Present:  Tom Christiansen ,WGF
Administrative Matters

Members approved the minutes from Meeting #11 Sept 29th meeting. 

Monday December 19th was selected as a target date for the next meeting with that afternoon, the following Tuesday morning and Wednesday afternoon as alternate dates.

In order to address the missing representative of agricultural interests, Barbara will ask Randy to ask the Teton County Cattle and Horse Association if they want to offer someone to represent them or whether Randy will represent them. Randy will be asked to point out that the working group seeks someone who can be a productive member of a group that operates on consensus.

Airport Update

Sue reported that Grand Teton National Park is starting their EA process.  The EA will renew their existing agreement with the Park and airport without a lot of changes. The airport will propose to extend runway after the EA, so our LWG needs to keep this in mind in the conservation plan.  The EA doesn't talk much about sage-grouse. There were five reported hits this summer that were made known by FAA personnel telling the Park. The Park wants better communication from FAA about strikes.

Sue is still working on her data analysis and will have it done by the next working group. We need to keep Doug Johnston in the loop.  Barbara should check his availability so as to include him, and check whether he is missing meetings because he has any concerns about the sage-grouse issue.  (The FAA may want sage-grouse removed and Wildlife Services is concerned about lethal removal of grouse, so it might be on Doug’s radar screen that this is a controversial issue.)  The group wants to invite Wildlife Services for an initial brainstorming session in the early winter, since this issue will be addressed in the plan.  Joe will contact Sam Crow to see if he can attend our first meeting in 2006 or if he proposes another way to approach this issue.

Letter to Legislature

Sue asked for comments on her draft letter by November 4th so she can send it on that date.

Press Release/Publicity

Eric will adapt the draft release to stress the relevance of this project for the public and submit it to the media by Friday, November 4th.  Franz asked that in future requests for LWG input to a draft that 1) a timeline be clear and 2) members be advised that non-comment will be interpreted as approval.  The group will defer writing a broader article until background discussions have been made about airport issues and the group has made some progress on the plan. 

Conservation Plan

(Doug joined the meeting.)

Joe recommended that we set a target date of summer 2006 for completing the plan. Like other groups, we were sidetracked by the need to identify a project for funds that came available.

The group reviewed the Big Horn Basin outline of the conservation plan and “Appendix #10” in the notebook. Joe said we have a good, though incomplete, data set and a lot of other work is already done.  We have a good idea of the distribution of sage-grouse in Jackson Hole (a small group in the Gros Ventre and two other peripheral populations) and a pretty good idea of where there are leks. We could contact Idaho Fish and Game about Star Valley birds, and reference their data and planning process.  We do not know much about the few birds observed in the Hoback as there were never any marked birds or lek surveys.  Lance will ask the BTNF Big Piney district to see if there is any information on the birds.  Maybe the plan will say that more information is needed.  We can contact the Pinedale working group to see if they have info on the Hoback birds. There is no connection between Hoback and Salt River (Idaho) groups. Hoback birds are presumably related to Upper Green population. If we don’t include the Hoback birds, the Pinedale group may not do it either. Joe will report back to the group on this.  

The group agreed to proceed with a plan for the Jackson Hole sage-grouse and refer to the small groups in Star Valley and the Hoback as peripheral, giving whatever information is known.  Joe will draft sections of the plan and offer them to the group for further work to produce the group document.

Issues, Threats and Limiting Factors.
The group brainstormed and then ranked the issues, threats/ limiting factors, producing the following draft list in order of greatest to least threats using the average of values given by individuals:

10.0 - Vegetation Management


 prescribed burns, habitat connectivity, conifer invasion, wildfires, past farming 

 practices,  restoration of old farmlands in  GTNP,  refuge farming for wildlife, 

 planting alfalfa-nitrogen fixing/food plots for sage-grouse broods, agency fire 

 mgmt plans,  timber harvest  and potential for new road development through 

 sagebrush habitats to reach  timber, potential conflict with agency missions, 

 subdivision/development on  private lands  (North Gros Ventre Butte, Game 

 Creek, etc)

8.3 - Weather


global warning, drought impacts on sage-grouse habitat and its effects on other 

            land management activities, winter range limitations for the Jackson population

6.9 - Invasive Plants


Looming significant threat: cheatgrass on southwest slopes & disturbed areas, 

dry sites NER,  spotted knapweed on road & riparian corridors,  old burns on 

GTNP,  hayfield restoration in GTNP

6.3 - Conflicting Wildlife Management


overuse and mechanical damage by elk and bison on  winter ranges, expansion 

of elk feedground areas to deal with disease issues will result in the loss of 

sagebrush on feeding sites.

5.8 - Residential Development


subdivisions, roads and power lines on private lands,  mapping of seasonal

ranges for land use plans, provide recommendation to the County to manage 

subdivision development in important sage-grouse habitat,  focus conservation 

easements to protect sage-grouse habitat.

5.7 - Infrastructure Development


airport management/expansion, highway expansion, north bridge access to 

Teton Village from Gros Ventre junction, power lines

4.7 - Recreation


pathways in GTNP,  ORV use on National Forest lands,  winter recreation 

activities conflicts/disturbances from sage-grouse viewing at leks

4.5 - Livestock Grazing


USFS Fish Creek allotment, Breakneck Flat lek,  State section near Kelly Warm 

Springs,  horse grazing in GTNP, Moose Head, Triangle X,  unresolved issue of 

cattle grazing in GTNP,  horses on private lands in Gros Ventre & private lands 

in Teton County in general, grassbanking

4.0 - Predation


Holloran’s thesis: badger & ravens were the important predators identified in the 

study,  higher raven and coyote population  in JH due to number of large 

ungulates wintering in the valley. and Refuge mgmt, low fox population, but 

increasing, (see minutes of past discussion of this issue), high raven numbers 

also due to available food in dumpsters?

3.7 - Land Trades


potential for loss of public lands protection for sage-grouse winter habitat in 

trades, particularly south of Jackson

3.2 - Parasites & Disease


West Nile Virus, Bird Flu, invasive disease, need to monitor for diseases-test 

dead birds, contagion via international airport passengers

 2.2 - Mineral Development


leasing in Hoback,  possibility of leasing in other areas that will be addressed in 

Forest Plan revision, Refuge mineral rights issues uncertain,  gravel mining on 

public and private lands in Teton County

 – Hunting

     Closed to hunting.

 - Wild Horses 

           
 Not applicable.

Various group members pointed out the overlap of the goals of this plan with the work of other groups: Doug believed Teton County would be interested in knowing about wintering sites so they could take them into consideration in planning approvals for residential development (e.g.: East Gros Ventre Butte.)   Franz mentioned the Alliance’s Natural Resource Overlay mapping project, that would include sage-grouse information.  In turn, the information can help provide focus for conservation easements.  Currently, the county’s least important habitat is sagebrush, so information on sagebrush stands and their importance could be helpful.  The goals of this plan should also be of interest to the BTNF, which is engaged in a forest plan revision process, particularly regarding the subject of mineral development.  Franz mentioned that the Mormon Row area is important, and that Grand Teton National Park’s general management plan revision will follow the completion of the sage-grouse conservation plan, yet it is important that the conservation plan affect the restoration of sagebrush.  The group agreed that all agencies should have sage-grouse habitat as an issue in their land use plan and should have the goal of maintaining and enhancing habitat.

Doug asked how we will get public buy-in for the goals of this plan. Usually the public buys in because they have an interest in hunting, but they don't do that in Jackson Hole. He asked if public buy-in could be considered a threat?   Joe responded that that issue could be addressed elsewhere in the plan. 

Sue suggested that funding might be a limiting factor.  Joe said funding will come up in the implementation part of plan.

The group agreed to revisit ranked threats at the next meeting and then to address goal statements.

Other Issues

Sue will ask Kelly McClosky, who is working on the Kelly hayfield restoration project, to come to the Monday Dec 19th. Meeting.  Eric will be ready with information on weed mapping if Kelly comes.

Most working groups have identified livestock grazing as an issue. Joe reported that he is part of a statewide group that is developing best grazing practices that enhance sage-grouse habitat and address the practicality of range management. The dilemma is how best to do this with the WY Agriculture Department, the Society of Range Management, BLM and USFS, considering the FACA regulation: how do you manage a collaborative approach if some options are possible and some not?  If a government group proposes best practices, there is a lot of skepticism, yet collaboration is very time consuming.  Is there some way to put out an informal draft proposal?  

They are attempting to set up a process by eco-region, so there is an ecological basis that produces a focus on best practice by plant communities.  The Deseret Ranch tour was impressive. How can we adapt the lessons learned to other places?  Montana has a landowner incentive program paying ranchers to change from continuous to rest-rotation grazing to benefit upland game bird habitat.  Funding comes from a game bird habitat fund focusing on sage-grouse areas.  Joe will get those details. This could provide options for sustainable grazing while also doing good things for habitat. 

Public Comment

Jason hopes to attend future meetings of this group along with the Southwest and Upper Green groups.

The meeting adjourned at 12:10 pm.  The next regular meeting is proposed to be Monday, December 19th, 8 am -12 noon.
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