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   Bert Raynes
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WGF in attendance: Steve Kilpatrick
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Notes: Lydia Dixon

1:00 Housekeeping Details

· Jason Wilmot (group facilitator) asked folks to sign off on the charter, ground rules, and mission statement. 

· Jason asked for approval of meeting #4 minutes. There were no objections. 

· Jason discussed potential field trips: going up to the airport for a tour, and going to see the Moulton lek or up the Gros Ventre.

· Jason proposed the next meeting date for Friday, April 8, leaving around 5:30 am in order to get to the lek at dawn. 

· Sue Wolff went to the conference in Reno; she will report on this conference at a future meeting. 

Reporting on task assignments:

· Sue Wolff has been working on a map of lek locations, which we will look at later. She will work with Eric about coordination of data. Eric wants to coordinate lek survey dates.

· Tom Christiansen has a GIS tech who will be working on satellite imagery of winter range, which is the limiting factor on this population.

· Franz will gather data on additional leks. He has gone through his slides to see if he had information on the Gros Ventre junction lek. On Monday the 21st he will plow through the Historical Society files. 

· Lance is not here to report on leks points south. Jason reported that Joe and Steve have drawn preliminary polygons identifying nesting and winter range for sage grouse. 

Jason wanted to look at the group’s list of goals and prioritize activities, including dates to accomplish certain tasks. 

· In the Fall and Winter (now) the group should be identifying factors affecting sage grouse numbers and habitats and determining where specific threats are in this area.

· In spring 2005, the group should be identifying a conservation strategy, including project-specific goals, such as mapping and determining how sage grouse relate to other things, such as fire. Jason thinks we should start by prioritizing threats, and formalizing that list by May. 

· By spring 2006, the group should have a plan written and implemented, including the identification of some specific projects.

· Doug brought up the idea of doing a PVA for the local population. This would be a good student project, and Joe has made some efforts in this regard at Laramie (Univ. of WY). 

1:20 Discussion

Eric thought we should devote a sub-group to do financial planning, and thinks it is a difficult task since we haven’t identified specific projects yet. Doug thinks securing funding depends on what type of project is proposed, because funding sources are extremely different. 

Eric suggested the group proceeds by identifying limiting factors, then projects, then resources. Kevin suggested that once the threats are prioritized, we can determine where the projects would occur. They could include sage grouse design specs for other projects occurring in the same area, and piggyback on a project already on the table. 

Jason suggested that we should prioritize our threats and go from there. Eric suggested that based on Holloran’s work, winter range is a key factor. 

Mack said that most park fire projects proposed started out as much larger in scale, and based on sage grouse concerns, have shrunk to much smaller projects. 

Eric asked about creating a matrix of age classes. Mack suggested that the group needs to look at the current matrix, figure out where critical habitat is, where treatments have been, and what is being proposed. From a fire suppression standpoint, the more detail we have in identifying those areas, the more it will help with pre-planning on where to attack a fire, response protocols, etc. 

Eric would like to see a range of maps under different winter severity conditions, similar to what was done for ungulate winter range. These current maps don’t match sagebrush habitat, necessarily, but they are available for the greater Teton ecosystem. 

Dirk (BTNF) has been comparing summer satellite photos, and has found that it is difficult to differentiate habitat types from one another, and it changes from year to year, but hopefully the winter ones are easier. Doug asked if there was good habitat typing for what makes winter range. Eric said that when it is a limiting factor, it would be structural (age classes, size) factors and perhaps related to topography. 

Franz noted that if the group is to be successful, all of the available information needs to be compiled in a central location.

Eric suggested more research, such as a telemetry study, to identify key winter range areas. Bert said that mountain big is the preferred sage. Eric doesn’t know if three-tip sage is used. He thinks that basin big sage might also be important because they stick above the snow in heavy snowfall winters. 

Jason asked how we gain leverage on collecting information. If GIS could use the fire cooperation model, it would be a lot easier to do things. Jason wondered if the WGF person could compile all of the available information. For the sake of information, the group compiled a list of those with GIS expertise in the valley.

Kevin said we need to figure out what we want- a queriable map with all attributes included? Larry asked about a repository for EROS data. Mack said that the Park & Forest have purchased these; however, we should have one of those “expert-type folks” come in. 

Eric thought that ideally we would have a sage-grouse specific habitat map. Eric thought that habitat layers would be important to the Refuge. It would be good to juxtapose the NER info with the other places around here. Jason said that Tom has mentioned that they (WGF) have an available GIS resource. Franz asked if we should contract the work, using an initial grant. Mack said that every project in the past five years has been “no sage manipulation” because of sage grouse. He thinks that this is a conservative approach, but we have lightning strike fires in sage areas (i.e., Blacktail). This is a management v. preservation discussion. If what we have in terms of sagebrush habitat is critical, the fire folks still need to know where the most important areas are so they can save the habitat in case of a fire. Making a decision not to do anything is still a decision that could be detrimental to the stands of sagebrush. 

Mack asked if we could create our own layers based on local expertise, as a means to save effort in compiling GIS layers. Bert asked if we would specify which sagebrush types are being used. Mack said that identifying all of the sagebrush stands in the valley would be a great step. You could give this map to FM folks with red zones highlighted. Kevin thought that this would be a lasting product, shifting where critical habitat exists depending on burns, research, etc. 

Bert doesn’t think a flat no-burn policy is wise for all sagebrush. Bert has been reading about sagebrush, and he is sure birds only go to the ones they don’t like when they have to. Eric said that we have a limited sagebrush species complex here. 

Doug said that we need to look at how to improve habitat 20-30 years down the line. If we look at our existing sagebrush as a no-burn area, it could be that some of the most critical sage habitat was stuff burned in the last 15 years and would be critical in the next 20-30 years. 

Jason said that we need an interim plan. He asked if we should have a conservative approach, until we put something together more detailed or operationally helpful down the road. 

Franz thinks that this makes sense. Our population of grouse is not in good shape, and our sagebrush is limited. Doing anything to sagebrush, and getting a response we want, is years or decades down the line. We should do as little to the sage right now as possible until we collect data. Brood survival isn’t that great- there is something else going on. We might need a range person, or an insect specialist to talk to the group.

Mack said that the more we can identify critical areas, it can help guide the approach when the lightning strike does happen. How can we be aggressive with sage at the same time to minimize going back to seral stage zero (like the Blacktail fire)? The decision to not do anything is a decision we have to think through. Having critical areas defined gives a more focused response from a fire standpoint.

Doug said we should model habitat types depending on sage, and model through time depending on sage brush development, and model it again based on fire starts. Base it on past fires, and different scenarios. Is this helpful to determine the future of sagebrush habitat? Franz thought it would be helpful. But we should also look back- what trends have we seen? What kind of sage habitat have we lost? 

Jason proposed that for the interim we should proceed with caution, with caveats: what is critical habitat? Incorporate language that gives flexibility for fire safety, natural events/ human starts. We move more towards this detailed map over time that would be more functionally helpful.  

Doug thinks that “just say no” doesn’t mean it isn’t going to burn- we need to be pragmatic. We don’t want to screw up something that we don’t know much about, but there are forces of nature that might require some actions, such as small fires to isolate patches of habitat, so that they can be protected. There are dynamic conditions.

Kevin said we need to identify what makes a critical habitat- mosaic with edge? A certain percentage of a certain height or certain age? What does this management mean for grazing and noxious weeds, for example? 

Eric noted that we are in a debate about how to allocate resources- more information gathering? Or doing something with the best information we have? We can study this issue until there are no sage grouse left. Franz thought we should talk about what we can do to bring sagebrush back that is not habitat now. 

Steve said that Tom agreed to make light/moderate/severe winter snow cover maps one of Nyssa’s (new WGF GIS person) primary projects. She will also analyze sagebrush densities- sparse, moderate, etc. She will go all the way to Rock Springs with this project. She will look into satellite imagery (30 m) and aerial photography (infrared to 1 m). Steve doesn’t think she can do sage brush density unless she gets aerial photography to 1 m resolution. Tom also wants maps of seasonal ranges. 

Jason thought that at the next meeting we could have those maps at the meetings, and invite her to come over to Jackson to give a talk. 

The group moved on to a few other topics that could be threats, including invasive species, grazing and habitat conversion. Small, demo restoration projects were also briefly discussed.

2:40 Break 

3:00 Discussion

The group looked over the maps provided by Sue Wolff (Holloran maps and GTNP maps).  As part of this, the group had a discussion on Holloran’s 7.7 km buffer zone around nests, his proposed 2 km winter buffer zone, and other considerations such as nesting areas in relation to brood-rearing areas. It was suggested that we look up Steve Slater, who documented birds using a large burned area extensively. 

Mack noted that the west side of the Gros Ventre road is a continuous area of sagebrush with natives (and smooth brome). A fire start under Blacktail conditions could take sagebrush out. He would like to build access points to minimize threats in this area. 

Kevin presented what is in the LSA re: sage grouse. The Conservation Needs and Opportunities (2003) document talks about maintaining mosaic sagebrush. The next document, “Biological Resources,” is from a chapter summarizing opportunities and management implications. The shrub-brush ecosystem is going towards an older age class. Brush is getting older and expanding. In the valley, where there is more ag. & human development, there might be less brush habitat on the forest. When it burns there is no mosaic. The valley floor and forest are different. 

Kevin brought maps and charts, and provided a summary of what is planned 2005-2009 for fuels projects. They are approximate locations, acreage, and timing of projects of the last 30 years. 

There is a fair amount of winter range, which may be a key factor with the JIHI group planning treatments. This is a great opportunity for clarifying winter range- do we keep fire out of it? Can we change it to something more ideal with treatments? The FM folks really need to know the characteristics of critical areas. 

Steve said that in the sage grouse guidelines, you can treat up to 20% of winter habitat, but no more than that until it is recouped to taller plants. Steve thinks this group should fine tune the guidelines to the JH grouse population. The western states guidelines do allow for treatment of winter range. 

Franz asked if those guidelines apply to an island situation like this. Steve would be more conservative here than in other settings. Mack said that what he has heard from this group is to take a more conservative approach- don’t burn another stick of sagebrush. Kevin has not heard that things are that dire on the forest- they might be behind in needs assessment. They still have latitude to deal with the mosaic issue. He asked what characteristics the buffer should have.

Bert asked if there was a “reseed” policy for sagebrush in the Park. Mack said that immediately after the burn at Blacktail, they talked about reseeding with native seed (but not sagebrush). 

Mack presented his maps, detailing large burns since 1985 (both wild and prescribed). He noted that combined with the nest data shown earlier, some of the burn units not blackened are still viable habitat. The objectives of burning are to break up continuity of sage from a fuels perspective; here, habitat was secondary. 

Mack showed 1993 black and white photos. Over ten years, it would be good to build a model for the characteristics of sage regeneration. 

Regarding Lost Creek, Mack showed a map detailing the 1996 prescribed burn. Sage burned better under spring conditions. Mack also showed some of the layers from the new veg. map.  Mack noted that gaps are imperative in fire suppression for slowing or changing fire behavior. 

Mack said that for the projects he mentioned along the airport, he wants to be working with this group a lot. What makes sense? We need to create opportunities for suppression- an opportunity to save big stands. What is appropriate, and what limitations or parameters might be put on those types of projects? (Airport projects are scheduled for 2009-2012).

Doug wants to know if other people have the same “uncomfort” level with burning sagebrush. This could be a tool to be used specifically for habitat benefits. 

Franz wondered how specifically we help sage grouse. From a National Park standpoint, you look at it differently. We don’t know what the cause of sage grouse decline is. If it is natural, natural systems philosophy kicks in. He would like to know that if we burn, we have given it the best thought, and we’ll get the best out of it for sage grouse. 

Mack said that he hears talk of “cumulative effects.”  The other thing that is coming at the sage grouse is the pathways system, planned through known nesting locations adjacent to the outside road. This is going to fragment sage grouse habitat. Also, the elk/bison EIS wants to manipulate landscapes for the purpose of elk and bison, not grouse. 

Steve mentioned the interagency effort a few years back, looking at managing sagebrush for the good and the sake of sagebrush. They talked to ecologists about sagebrush, and put together management recommendations on a landscape scale for sagebrush. If we tell sage grouse folks what sagebrush needs- canopy cover, age classes, etc. there is a 60-70% overlap. As long as we evaluate both of those guidelines, and we fall some place in the overlap, we’re ok. We can’t burn everything that is burnable within a burn unit. We need to break up fuel continuity. Let’s recycle some of the sagebrush. We can’t promote a blanket prescription; we need to leave nesting habitat and winter range.

Mack tried to do that on a burn that Steve helped with, which subsequently reburned in the Blacktail Fire, though it did prevent the fire for getting up on the butte. However, they tried to leave some areas unburned and couldn’t. 

Eric asked what conditions historically led to this mosaic. Mack thought that large chunks of the valley had fire starts in sage and run into timber. 

The day was finished off with a discussion on how to achieve precision with habitat treatments, including prescriptive fire and/or mechanical treatments, and restoration through seeding. 

No public participation occurred during this meeting.

No one offered comments during the wrap-up evaluation.  

4:15 Meeting adjourned 
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