JH Sage Grouse Working Group #11                          
Sept 29, 2005


Jackson Sage Grouse Working Group

Meeting #11 Minutes

Wyoming Game and Fish Offices

9/29/05  8:00-12:00

Members in Attendance: Joe Bohne, Eric Cole, Sue Wolff

Members not in Attendance: Paul Bruun, Franz Camenzind, Doug Johnston, Larry Jorgenson, Lance Koch, Bob Lucas, Bert Raynes, Randy Williams, Doug Wachob 

Facilitator: Jason Wilmot

Also Present: Tom Christiansen ,WGF;  Barbara Hauge, Center for Resolution

8:10 Convene

The group discussed the next meeting date:  The best option is the morning of October 25th (8:00- 12:00), and as a second, less preferable option, the afternoon of October 20th (1:00- 4:30 pm). Jason will contact the group with these potential times to start it off, and then presumably, Barbara Hauge will follow up.

Everyone approved of minutes from meeting #10

The group discussed a letter to the legislature, following the suggested template sent around by Tom Christiansen.  This letter is to reinforce and encourage the Wyoming legislature to support funding for sage grouse conservation activities. Sue will write a draft, which will be sent around to group for approval.  Joe suggested that in this contact, we could mention the opportunity for our legislators to visit our working group or make an effort to get together. Who are the relevant representatives?  Mark Gocke has a map. We need to remember the geographic scope of his group, which includes the Star Valley and down the Hoback.

Riverton Forum Report (Tom and Joe)

Notes from the forum breakout sessions were sent to all participants.
The forum included 1 day of panel discussions, and was co-sponsored by the Dept of Agriculture. These folks had a goal of generating interest in sage grouse issues in the ag community. There was a panel discussion with NGO groups (Ag mostly). It was upbeat and supportive of the process. Good sharing of who is doing what statewide. Our group was well represented by Joe. Statewide, the most productive group is the NE Wyoming group. This group interacts with a large number of landowners, and has large areas of mature sagebrush with depleted understory. They have an active landscape scale habitat management plan, and are taking the state land board to task on management of state lands. They have issues including oil and gas on state lands, BMPs for grazing and reclamation on state lands.  They are showing strong leadership. The Big Horn Basin group has identified some projects and inventory work, and had an intern this summer, mapping, and doing some field work on brood rearing areas, and mowing projects specific to sage grouse.  The Casper group is working with a lek with high visibility adjacent to Casper, which is being subdivided. This group is doing radio-collaring work (WGF and Casper College). The Bates Hole group is the furthest along in the plan process, and have sections drafted. Statewide discussion should continue, specifically on what plans should look like.  Next week WGF reps will be meeting in Lander for this process. 

The 2nd day of the Riverton forum was mostly research talks. Tom has copies of the powerpoints if people are interested. The governor spoke about mitigation for energy development. Oil and gas activities will provide Lots of funding for wildlife.

What applies to this group? This group is totally different than the other groups around the state. We have an airport issue, and we have no vast herds of domestic ungulates, but do have large herds of wild ungulates.

This group has a year to have a draft plan to the commission.

Joe thinks we could write a draft plan together based on what we have. People need to be able to react to something to move forward. Joe is responsible for drafting a draft plan. Then the group will respond to it and wordsmith it. Also, our group should have an annual report submitted. This will form the basis for the “status” section in our plan.

Joe mentioned some small issues with data between park and WGF. Joe took the high count. Some of data is not connected to dates (park data). Sue will get dates of the GTNP surveys for Joe.  This data needs to be reconciled. Lek counts are THE primary data set around here.  The National Elk Refuge started coordinating their lek counts with similar protocols to the park this year. Overall, there could be an underestimate of lek counts. Collectively, we need to look at trends at the leks, to establish a baseline.  We also need the dates, times, and who surveyed at each count. Also, there is a fluctuation of birds from lek to lek during the breeding season.

After meeting on the 5th, Joe will have a better idea on what and when for a draft plan. 

He will get a template to help our group focus discussions. This will be a priority agenda item for the next meeting.  Also, we will deal with this at each meeting from here on out. Now is time to get to work on this. 

The group briefly discussed the pathways comments submitted by Lance Koch on behalf of the group.  Everyone did have an opportunity to comment and review.

The group briefly discussed what to do about representation on our group from the Ag community. Marty McGory’s name was mentioned at the last meeting. Our group did not decide on if this is the person to pull in to represent Ag interests. He may not be the representative to call.

Eric suggested that in all practicality, this may not be an issue, since there are fewer and fewer ranchers around here. However the Gros Ventre area may be one to consider since there are some allotments on sage grouse areas. There are only Glenn Taylor on lower Gros Ventre or Rudy Stanko. The way forward is to invite in Glenn Taylor if appropriate.  The group deferred this decision until more of group is present to decide. If we decide to contact Glenn, Joe is happy to talk with him. Randy Williams’ representation might help in this regard. We are obligated to talk with affected interests. Apparently, Bob Lucas may be moving to Dubois.

It was mentioned that we should focus on how to be successful. Also, there are issues with the future and practical applications of the Wildlife Trust Fund. How will it play out? There are similar issues with state Sage Grouse funding.

Regarding the Park pathways, there will be an internal GTNP meeting next month regarding the alignment. Jason will send Tom the letter that Lance submitted on behalf of group.

Airport issue

The EA scoping meeting is Oct 14 or 15.  The EA is supposed to address current actions at airport, and to renew current levels of management. This is an internal park meeting to scope out what will be in the EA.  As of yesterday, the airport does want to expand the north part of the runway. The lease has to be renewed before runway expansion can be proposed. This will probably go into an EIS process. 

The sage grouse strike this summer precipitated conversation on what to do, including the option of moving the lek. Joe talked with Wildlife Services. This person has experience in other areas. It sounds like habitat modification an option (making adjacent sagebrush less suitable). Does this mean that a buffer around airport will eliminate sagebrush?  

Eliminating a segment of this local sage grouse population is something this group could not embrace. Sage grouse are not the only birds threatening planes. 

This group will put together a press release. Angus Theurmer at the News and Guide is interested in sage grouse as it relates to the airport. Joe gave him a brief overview. Angus never caught wind of the sage grouse strike. There is a legitimate role for this group to help come up with a solution. Kriske is planning to do an EA on threats, assessment, and what to do. Last conversation with Doug Johnston is that it is a human safety issue. Removal of this lek is going to be a problem for local sage grouse. Runway expansion will totally obliterate the existing lek.  It is a sage grouse issue and a safety issue. The runway safety zone was expanded to north in recent years. Birds shifted slightly north into that area. We could try to move them. The park will be writing an EIS in the next couple of years.  Also, Sue wants to talk about projects that park has done, and invite a Wildlife Services representative to come to our group. Doug Johnston will probably have a meeting with Wildlife Services, with GTNP there. Sue will keep abreast of that.

Garry Pollock is the airport liaison for GTNP. He previously did not know that Wildlife Services was coming to the airport for this study.

A Press Release NOW is good timing for just talking about our group. LATER, our group can talk about the airport issue. We can now toot our horn on project as approved.

The group can finalize this at the next meeting. Also, we should invite a WS person to come talk to group. We need to have Doug participate too. Our group needs to know what information we have in terms of the airport. What is our role? We are information gathering. If asked, we have no position, since there is nothing formally proposed.

Possible language related to the airport grouse issue could include, “We recognize this as a conservation and safety issue. We are interested in the conservation of sage grouse and ensuring human safety. No particulars right now. We are still in an information gathering phase”.

Regarding data, we have long-term data on lek numbers. We need at least minimal info on plane/bird conflicts. Right now, the tower only takes info when there is a near-miss or a complaint. There might be a need to have the tower have an established protocol for data collection. Some folks anecdotally claim that there are few collisions.

Regarding a Press Release, there is a template from other groups we can use. We could add language about our successfully funded proposal. Eric will do it. His draft will be sent around. To be finalized at next meeting.
Break 10:00-10:20

10:20 Discussion

New Facilitator discussion

We discussed how to make the transition to a new facilitator. Barbara Hauge from the Center for Resolution is interested. The only thing to work through is whether it fits with Tom’s budget. It was mentioned that this group needs a facilitator to keep the group on track, and deal with housekeeping items.  Tom asked if there was anything that Barbara needs to know, and what her perspectives are on this group, and ideas on what her involvement will be. She suggested that the biggest issue of this group is attendance, and engagement of all the members. This group also provides opportunity for collaboration on other community issues (e.g. Airport). Issues could arise with the airport, it will be important to keep everyone involved all the way through, and figure out how to sustain membership. Jason will send Barbara the hours he spent on this, so she can estimate what her costs will be. 

Joe suggested that the next meeting should set a timetable and general format for the completion of the plan.

We are looking at projects to enhance SG habitat in areas in valley other than adjacent to the airport.

Sue mentioned that Kelly McClosky is doing some restoration on Kelly Hayfields this fall, including placing an experimental plot on the east side of Blacktail Butte. This is a park service project.  Could this group tie into this? Eric mentioned that the whole of Blacktail Butte is to be restored to native habitat. This will be good for grouse. Sue could mention to Kelly that 1) SG Working group is interested, 2) might have some tools available.  We could probably tie into this project to some degree. Right now she is not focusing on sage brush. Sue needs to take a look at a plan to get a better idea on how we might plug in. It is possible that this group could facilitate some funding for Kelly. Sue could ask her to present or discuss with this group.  Maybe habitat restoration on Blacktail Butte or other areas could be a mitigation option for the airport issue

Tom has a CD of a restoration manual of sage brush habitats that outlines details, techniques, etc. Sue and Eric are interested in receiving copies of this.

Project Details

The big project proposed by the group has been approved. Tom needs more details on

how to make an agreement with NER, regarding how to move the funds to the project. NER/USGS bill WGF?  

Eric reported that the USGS is doing preliminary vegetation monitoring right now. The plots were set up July 05. This was not part of funding request. The winter aspect of this monitoring is partnership related. Most money outlined in the proposal is to be spent in the summer of 2006. The WGF fiscal year is June 30, so right now, there is no rush. Eric should communicate with Tom when it comes to time to work out grant agreement (sometime over this winter).

Satellite imagery interpretation is part of this proposal. Will the analysis of remote sensed data occur this fall? Timing might be wrong. Need to identify who is going to do this analysis. We need to acquire the imagery to cover what the areas we are focusing on. Kilpatrick has an idea on what it will take, and how to do it.  Joe will talk with Steve to get clarity on how to move forward. Sue will stay alert if she needs to help find human resources to help.

Joe brought up his interest in flying in the helicopter for the winter survey. He needs to let Sue know about this flight so she can get squared away with the Park

Evaluation. All good.

Tom mentioned that there exists a new map of what this group is concerned with. Our area now includes the Star Valley.  Tom has shapefiles of the area, and Sue would like a copy.

11:30 Meeting adjourned

Tasks as outlined throughout the meeting

Sue

1) Prepare a presentation on what the park might know about the airport issues. Including an invite. Will have more information after EA. Relate clarity on who doing what EA, EIS, etc. in regards to the airport. Stay involved with Park communications with airport and Wildlife Services

2) Reconcile lek data with Joe, and provide dates of GTNP lek surveys

3) Write a draft letter to the legislature following the template provided.

4) Talk with Kelly McClosky about coming in and talking to the group, and explore potential tie-in with our group.

Eric

1) Write a press release on behalf of the group.  This will be a basic introduction to this group, and what we do, and focus on our recently approved project. Eric will either send it around via email or have a draft in time for the next meeting.  At this meeting the group will finalize this for submittal to the paper.

2) Later on this winter, get together with Tom on the nuts and bolts of the grant agreement for the funded proposal.

Joe

1) Contact Wildlife services person to potentially present to the working group (later on, when appropriate, according to this person).

2) Reconcile data with Sue

3) Start the annual report for this group, summarize data, 

4) Start on and establish a timeframe for completion of the conservation plan

5) WGF rep meeting in Lander on Oct. 5th.

6) Track down Kilpatrick to get clarity on satellite imagery interpretation

7) Will get with other game surveyors so that if they randomly see grouse, they will transfer the information to WGF and this group.

8) Let Sue know details on helicopter flight (where, when), so she can communicate with Rangers and others in Park who might have some concern. 

Jason

1) Contact all regarding the next meeting with 2 options.

2) Contact Doug Johnston. View working group as a problem-solving tool. Airport board communication with JHSGWG. Go talk to Doug personally. Night meeting, or smaller group. Whatever works for him.

3) Send hour estimate to Barbara.

4) Send working group email list to Barbara.

5) Send Lance Koch’s letter to Tom Christiansen

Tom

1) Mail CD of SB habitat restoration to Eric and Sue

2) Work with Barbara to decide if she will become facilitator

3) Copy of shapefiles of the Jackson Working Group area to Sue Wolff

Barbara

1) Will give estimate of costs to Tom, and get squared away with him on her involvement.

Agenda next meeting

· Set up a work plan for hammering out the overall conservation plan for our area

· Finalize a letter to the legislature

· Finalize press release

· Airport discussion with Doug

· Decide on whether to invite Glen Taylor to participate in group

· Potential visitors, including state legislators, Wildlife Services, Kelly McLosky
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