Jackson Sage Grouse Working Group

Meeting #10


Jackson Hole Sage-grouse Working Group

Meeting 10 Minutes

Wyoming Game and Fish Jackson Office

8/5/2005    8:00-12:00

Members in attendance: Eric Cole, Doug Wachob, Joe Bohne, Paul Bruun, Franz Camenzind, Sue Wolff, Lance Koch, Larry Jorgenson

Members not present: Bob Lucas, Doug Johnston, Bert Raynes, Randy Williams

Facilitator: Jason Wilmot

The meeting convened at 8:10 am.

All Meeting minutes from Meetings 7-9 were approved by the group.

Since it has been some time since this group convened, we reported on developments over the last few months.

Sue Wolff reported on her Reno trip, and provided some perspectives on it. She remarked that many other working groups have a host of issues that this group doesn’t have to deal with. There seem to be many issues with folks not trusting other working groups, and we are lucky to not have these issues. Most of the meeting focused on conflict resolution, and they were high energy. In contrast to this group, many others have issues on how make it so members of LWG show up to meetings, not because scheduling, but because of conflict and a lack of trust. There were few talks about research, but were mostly reporting on who doing what.

Joe commented that the intent was to fire people up and deal with stumbling blocks, how to deal with problems, and ideas for resolution. Personal dynamics played a part and there were some volatile comments, but overall it was very constructive.

Eric asked if there was any waning interest since grouse not listed.

Sue-not really, since the issue to list could come back up 

Franz asked if the rest of Wyoming has these types of conflict.

Joe mentioned that Wyoming has some of the same stuff. 

It was questioned what the influence of the local WG is. Industry didn’t know about working group, didn’t understand that the lwg best group to evaluate projects and funnel $ to good work.  LWG recommendations may not be “on the board”, and not all of it thought out. Decisions are made somewhere else, but LWGs figure in to some degree.  So far, LWGS are the source of project proposals, but suffer from not enough $ to implement projects.

Advisory Group Concept Discussion

It was brought up that there could be some sort of advisory group to look at grazing best management practices to keep sage habitats intact and more. This entity could set standards regarding sage brush habitat management and mitigation programs. 

Larry asked what the pressure point is since sage grouse were not listed.

Joe responded by mentioning the Sage Brush initiative.  It is led by the western states to cover a whole host of species that could be listed, and is a landscape-scale, big picture project. States have been stepping up to a degree, and this can be measured by how serious by state funding trends in near future. We do have momentum, and the hammer is still there essentially. It all depends on outcomes of the LWGs.

Larry commented that in general we need to capitalize on momentum now, will be too late in next iteration (if Sage grouse end up being warranted for listing in the future).

Doug commented that the quasi-independent advisory group idea has a lot of merit. It could provide a focal point for industry to give financial resources, and could lead to the development of a long-term vision of how to put sagebrush ecosystem back together. This group could lead efforts to cobble funds together, create a clearinghouse of information, and organize research. Industry would respond to a directed place to do something, multi-state, of multi-federal effort.

Joe commented that he is working on range-wide conservation strategy that includes research, monitoring, and assessments. To develop funding and further interest to do this, will take time.  Long term funding source for sage brush habitats looks daunting right now. The biggest potential source of funds is from industry.

Franz asked who is going to make this happen and where will the leadership come from. Also, would such a group have independence or authority? Is there a way to get this model started in Wyoming?

Joe mentioned that the Governors assoc. might be a good place to start, and no one has yet proposed such an idea, or approached the governor yet.  The group could be comprised of federal agency folks and those with state expertise.

Larry commented that when you get down to it, the BLM is the focal point for most sage brush habitat issues.  Paul agreed. 

Joe mentioned that WAFWA is a good place to seek out and find definitions for best management practice.  Setting up best practices would be a logical assignment for the consortium.

New Facilitator Discussion

The group then discussed how to find a new facilitator for the group. Mr. Kingwell might be an option, or we could approach consulting groups, the TSS PREE Students, or the conservation district. Sarah Flinter might be a possibility. Lance mentioned that the group should focus on an NRCC-type group or local individual invested locally.

Membership Discussion

The group then discussed membership and attendance. Bob Lucas and Doug Johnston simply have not been able to make it since the first meeting. It was discussed whether or not it was critical to have ranching representation.  Tony McGory was brought up as someone who might be one to ask to participate.

Jason will email and call everyone for two things:

1) facilitator

2) recruiting a new member from ranching community

Outreach Discussion

Larry commented that this group was good for reasons beyond just sage grouse.  Other projects and corollary coordination could result, and there is no doubt that enhanced learning is made possible through this group.

Lance said that this working group elevated our ability to put things on the ground, and made action via the cross-group collaboration.

Joe said that specifically, this group is the logical group to make recommendations on airport issues, and to put grouse on the agency radar screens.

It was asked what the lifespan of this group is. Joe commented that the agencies will stay involved, even though private, NGO and other group faces may change.

Larry asked if there is more that we can do locally in terms of education to stimulate interest in what we are doing. Is this an indicator species, how important is the bird here, for Jackson Hole? How could we publicize some of our issues?

The group discussed what should be done in terms of public outreach. Joe mentioned that he had been talking with Angus Thuermer of the News and Guide, and that we need to do a press release with a data summary.

The group then decided on the following Action Items:

1) Press Release-intro, maps, look what we’ve done, the timing of this will be according to airport issues, and be proactive rather than waiting to be reactive.

2) Find a new Facilitator

3) Discuss further and decide what to do to enhance and sustain membership and involvement with the group.

The next meeting will be the last week of September.

Airport Discussion

Jason then reported on a conversation he had with Doug Johnston at the airport. Birds continue to be on the runway. What should this group do in light of wildlife services presumed action or recommendations? It was brought up that in regards to the airport and the park, there are more issues that just grouse, and our involvement will highlight what the role of the group is in light of a larger governance issue. What options are there in terms of the airport?  Move the lek? Nuke the sagebrush? What about the other critters come with different habitats, runway sweeping activities, etc?  Is the idea of moving the lek a project for this group, and an opportunity for outreach? This group could come up with own recommendations, and articulate a sage grouse working group response to this issue.  We could provide a broader perspective on what any proposed intervention or habitat activity might mean for sage grouse in a broader context of sage grouse and sage habitats in Jackson Hole.

It was asked who owns the sage grouse?  Is it just the park service?  This is an issue of joint jurisdiction and WGF should say something about the grouse.  

Franz said that sage grouse in this valley are sensitive, they have been proposed for listing, and the population is going downhill in this valley. This is a national Park, and it is not acceptable to nuke something in a national park.

It was mentioned that any intervention on behalf of the airport could lead to the expansion of ancillary facilities, including an expanded leach field, moving of the  irrigation ditch, movement out of the previously agreed on sub zone, runway extension and runout zones. 

The comment was made that moving sage grouse not acceptable. It was asked what is the data of incidents over time, but weigh against if plane went down?  This is a serious issue, and human safety will always come first.

Lance said it is a foregone conclusion that something will happen, since this is a safety issue. It would helpful to have an analysis of the number of flights compared to sage grouse accidents. Who knows, we could find out that there are less collisions per flight than even some other airports with other bird collisions. 

Sue said we need to find out how get numbers on strikes and near misses. The tower folks are concerned about a lot of other issues too; maybe we can put pressure on FAA to collect that data?  Currently the airport does haze during low use periods.

The group could take this position:  If any management decisions are made based on lack of data, we need to establish how to gather data.

Joe and Doug brought up if it is possible to create alternative lek sites. There is a difference between moving a lek and some sort of action that would be designed to minimize grouse in area year round. The lek component is actually the easy one; it is the birds crossing and being in the runway area year-round that is really the issue.

Sue will send out a parks report from years ago that looked at the lek that saw no problems during strut at all. It saw higher potential later in fall and winter.  The strut is the 23rd of March into April, and it is low season between skiing and spring with theoretically less airport traffic. 

There are recommendations that somebody could make, this group or the park service.  We should make a recommendation, and evaluating this issue as a group, and then look at alternatives.

Paul said that this issue is not unique to Jackson; there is an example from California.

Sue said it would be helpful to get whatever data we have in our files. She could put together a quick presentation, ideas of what are on the table, for our group. She can summarize the options that we may have.

Franz said this would be a great idea, and to develop a list of alternatives. Any data the park has would be helpful. We should look at other airports in the state, and do more research.

Lance commented that there might be a way to help FAA to collect data, and the group could draft a position statement that the group has specific requests. Sue will talk with Doug again.

Joe had questions about the planned Wildlife Services study, since the park already has a lot of data. Sue commented that WS likes to gather their own data

Lance said it will be important to emphasize other wildlife beyond sage grouse.

Joe mentioned a consultant that worked at Mammoth, was brought in here.  Need to get her name. Sue will look in EA to find her name. Joe said we need to get the EA, Park information, and have Sue’s presentation. 

Eric mentioned that this issue should not be our focus, grouse as a problem is not something we should emphasize, outreach should be more positive. We should have outreach before we publicly react to airport issue. That said, we should try to be a part of process at airport.

Proposal Discussion

All group members in are in favor of the proposal as submitted by the group in July.

Lance commented that the project proposal is excellent in terms of setting up for establishing desired future conditions. And that so far there really is no understanding of how grouse are using habitats and where they are. Collectively, we are currently at a loss for management stuff.

Joe also mentioned the helicopter survey over potentially occupied SG habitats in valley.  

Group projects/products in consideration for funding:

1) helicopter surveys $                     winter survey (ties to main proposal)

2) WGF risk assessment for Jackson SG population.  $600 want this done well before EA. (highly relevant to airport issues)

3) Eric and Geneva proposal  (requested $26,250)

4) Mower-around the state, sagebrush treatments, recycle sagebrush stands, mow off decadent sagebrush, mosaic control with treatments, might have some application down the road, not necessarily immediately of high utility for us, have other info to compile first, Breakneck no really needed to be treated, but to make fuels less homogenous could do some strips or buffer in the future.

Sue will send the park lek data to Joe to compile information and build on the historical record. We still need to find info on historic leks in the valley.

Joe will write completion report end of August. Sue can get this info together in near future.  

Doug-where could mower be a better tool?  What about to create a lek?  Mower could be the tool, as it lends precision-don’t affect grasses, just take of the tops of decadent sage brush, don’t take out young sage brush.

Could Blacktail Butte be a new lek location?   Not yet, but if more patchy, maybe. It is an additional tool in the toolbox. Not deemed to have immediate utility. It should be fine as long as doesn’t impact our chances of other proposal.

Transportation Plan Discussion
Sue highly encourages folks to comment. The period is open until August 25th. The planned pathway will definitely take out sage brush and take out nests. It is also a vector for noxious weeds, will take out effective habitat use, and increase the zone of influence of the road corridor.

Franz offered the Alliance perspective. The proposed alternative is not acceptable. The momentum is there to build something, and no build option is about zero. The shoulder is not viewed as a safe enough corridor, Alliance OK with 21 miles of it, vs. 51 miles of asphalt to go all the way to Colter bay.  13,200 cars can be parked on this amount of pavement.  Seasonal and or nighttime closures

Paul offered that the pathway will not keep bikers off the highway, and asked what will happen in the winter.

Eric said the NER will be analyzing the impacts of the path along NER this fall. 97 EA is very vague. The preferred alt. is on east side of road. 

What is Sage Grouse position in regards to this?  It will impact sage grouse activity.  How much SB habitat is lost? (Sue- it is in the plan).  

It was brought up that the Kelly hayfields could be offered as restoration project, as a mitigation measure to the impacts from a pathway. 

Lance will make comments on behalf of the group, submit to group, send it around, Sue can provide more info.

To close the meeting, Paul Bruun showed some slides and described his visit to the Deseret Ranch. Here are some points from his talk:

· The ranch is known for its successful implementation of  “Holistic management”

· Bird watching is the biggest activity on the ranch outside of livestock production

· Their grazing program is time-controlled. They have 7-12 month pasture rests, and 90% of the livestock is on 10% of the property at any one time.

· They are trying to push forb production

· They have 100,000 of sage brush on the property, and 30-40 sage grouse are shot each year

· They do no predator control

· They went from 2 to 11 to 16 to 93 leks, and approximate that they have 200-500 males recently

· They use fire, discing, and aerator to enhance herbaceous cover, and do some localized spiking.  

· They focus on building structure and islands of various habitat types.

· Have had wonderful success so far for grazing and elk production

· Do some seeding

· They use birds as indicators

· “Conservation Doesn’t have to Cost”
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