NEW Sage Grouse Working Group Meeting

Williams Production Office

17 January 2006

Meeting convened at 0930h

Attending

Tom Maechtle

Tracy Pinter

Wanda Burget

Dan Thiele

Tim Byer

Helen Jones

Tom Doll

Bob Krumm

Robert Brug

Warren Mischke

Aaron Waller

Guests

Abby Varner – Abby Varner

Justin Williams – Wyoming Department of Agriculture (jwilli7@state.wy.us)

Priscilla Welles - Landowner

Tom Christianson mentions the $1.1 requested by Governor Freudenthal of the legislature for Sage grouse research for the upcoming biennium.  We need a support letter from NEWSGWG to all NEW legislators ASAP; Tom sent a draft letter to group heads about a month ago.  He suggests we use that; the group felt that the letter should mention some of our successes and request that the funding be allocated.

Dan Thiele reviews the open co-funded (WGF and NRCS) Habitat Extension biologist positions, of which there are two.  WGF is looking at creating 2 new habitat biologist positions, but NEW is not on the list for consideration.  Dan thinks we should lobby to have one of those positions assigned to NEW.  He notes that the Casper group had lobbied successfully, and thinks that we can have a similar effect.  The lack of access to private lands is considered one of the obstacles to placing the biologist here.  He says the letter needs to be written and submitted right away; and should be based on the successful Casper letter.

Tracy Pinter says that it would be helpful for the CCCD to send a letter to the State Conservationist, Adolpho Herez, supporting allocation of the position to NEW.  Tom Doll mentions that Kristin Mackey will be representing Tom Doll at the Sheridan College meeting on 19 January 2005.

Dan Thiele makes a progress update on the NEW Conservation Plan; they are looking for comments on what isn’t included that needs to be included and what is included that needs modification.  Mickey mentions that the impression from the Table of Contents is that Conservation Goal 1, with its attendant objectives, is more important than Conservation Goal 2, which actually contains what has so far been the emphasis of the group.  Conservation Goal 2 contains farming, invasive plants, livestock grazing, coal/mineral, oil and gas, recreation, vegetation management, residential land use, and State Lands.  The group agreed to switch Conservation Goal 1 and Conservation Goal 2.

Wanda believes that there are both positive and negative factors influencing Sage grouse success, but that our Conservation Plan presents factors in such a way that they are negative.  She also reiterates that the Coal Mining section is read better in its entirety and feels that support from the industry would be difficult to obtain if the information is presented in a piecemeal fashion.

Tom says that, as far as PAW is concerned, excerpting from the industry document is acceptable.  Robert Brug asks, “What is this plan for?”  Tom Maechtle says that it is a concise presentation of local direction and “how-to” for Sage grouse conservation; which Tim Byer says will be used by BLM and USFS to provide specific emphasis.  Tom Christianson invokes the review and approval power of the USFWS, which will be looking for concrete specifics and commitments in the Conservation Plans.  He reminds us that it is a “living document” and changes will continue to be made.

We have a long, complicated discussion on how to include information in the Conservation Plan, and arrive at the concept of “white papers” by the different focus groups.  We talk a lot on this.  Tom C. says that public input will be received, but clarifies that consensus on public input is not necessary.  However, incorporation of “white papers” in their entirety must be by consensus.  They can then be referenced in the primary text.  What “white papers” will be incorporated and when?  Deadlines for the other white papers are:  Agriculture (Helen Jones) in early June; Oil/Gas (Tom Doll) in late April, local government in late April; and for Federal Government (Tim Byer/Tom Bills) in late April.

Tom Maechtle indicates that more reference might be made to the scientific literature.  We talk a little about the incorporation of BMPs in the white papers, using the coal mining white paper as an example.  Wanda says that coal mining-specific BMPs are included in the coal mining white paper.  Dan says that re-statement of BMPs might be presented in two locations as the document has a section on BMPs, as do some of the white papers.

Tom Doll mentions the, perhaps, inadvertent inclusion of Sand and Gravel Mining in the Oil and Gas BMP section.  He said he will look into practices, but we will split the BMPs out.  Bob Krumm says that small gravel mines, particularly scoria and bentonite, are common throughout the basin, although they have limited regulatory oversight if they are under 10 acres.  He also mentions the importance of increasing public awareness and education and gives some examples of how limited public awareness is.  He says that examples of BMPs and their implementation would make good articles for public awareness.  The group is very supportive of ongoing news articles in general.

On the maps in the conservation plan, we need to clarify lek status in each of the figure headings.  Where did the table of information in Figure 3 come from asks Helen?  It is WGF says Dan.  Helen says put the reference to WGF in the Figure title.  Tim says a map showing occupied, unoccupied, and inactive to help target areas of activity for conservation might be helpful.  Helen asks about the sentence on page 18, “No reliable method exists. . . . . and asks for a revision of that statement to say something like, “Attendance of males at leks is the best indication of Sage-grouse populations in use at this time.”

After an excellent lunch provided by Williams, we began the process of rating limiting factors to assist in the preparation of the conservation plan and to help us prioritize activities and funding allocations.  We had a conversation about how perception affects the presentation of information; for example, “factors influencing” rather than “limiting factors” with the explanation how taking action or not taking action can affect Sage-grouse conservation.  We need to take an optimistic, opportunistic take on the conservation plan.

Revisiting the development of “white papers”, Tom Maechtle reminds Tom Christianson that some of the white papers will be submitted to the group as late as June and asks how this will affect submittal of the Conservation Plan to the WGF Commission.  Tom C. replies that the Commission meeting addressing the SG Conservation Plans is scheduled for July.  Thus, the NEWSGWG Conservation Plan needs to be submitted to the commissioners in mid-June for their review.  Helen reports that, with the help of Justin Williams, WyDoA, the agriculture white paper will probably be ready by the end of April.

More discussion ensued regarding the presentation and tone of the white papers.  Dan asks Wanda about the degree to which the highly regulated environment in which the coalmines operate is something that should be highlighted as an important positive contribution to the Conservation Plan or simply a contributing factor that also points out that significant regulation already exists as part of the conservation environment.

Dan reiterates that the plan must highlight the good things we are committed to do RIGHT NOW for Sage-grouse.  The coalmine contributions, as well as those of agriculture, should be highlighted as current contributions.

Tom M. asks about more editing comments from the group.  Dan reminded us that we will need May for receiving public comments.  We talked quite a bit about how to present numbers of reservoirs and the effects of reservoirs.

Page 27 on livestock grazing should acknowledge that the amount of residual is affected by drought as well as by amount of grazing, the type of grazing program or system employed, and the economic environment.

Pages 36 and 37 – Insert an acknowledgement of the role Predator Boards play in control of Sage-grouse predators.  A discussion followed about what constitutes information that can be used to document Sage-grouse trends.  Some members of the group asked about incorporating personal observations in this section, acknowledging that ranchers and long-time residents believe they have seen predator control having a positive effect on Sage-grouse.  Helen will get some predator control statistics.  Tom M. would like to see more studies of this.  We will also put information about the Two Ravens analysis of the coal mine data.  Predators and Sage-grouse generated a very lively discussion.

Page 35 second paragraph, second sentence has a word or phrase missing.  Page 60 point 11; is a cumbersome BMP.  Tracy points out we should have consistence in our use of abbreviations and terminology.

Aaron presents the results of the survey he made for us.  The forms were circulated in the meeting.  Three members (Don Spellman, Bob Harshbarger, Tom Bills), who did not attend the meeting, need to complete the survey.  This may result in changes to the following summary table.  There were some questions regarding the spread of the numbers that are shown as averages in the table.

	Category
	Impact
	Action/Effect
	Combined Average

	Conflicting Wildlife Management
	1.8
	2.5
	2.15

	Farming
	1.9
	2.1
	2.0

	Invasive Plants
	1.4
	1.9
	1.65

	Livestock Grazing
	3.0
	3.4
	3.2

	Oil and Gas/CBM
	4.4
	4.0
	4.2

	Coal and Mining
	3.0
	2.8
	2.9

	Parasites/Disease
	3.4
	3.0
	3.2

	Herbicides/Pesticides
	2.4
	2.8
	2.6

	Predation
	3.1
	3.0
	3.05

	Recreation
	2.2
	2.7
	2.45

	Local Land Use/Residential Development
	3.4
	3.7
	3.55

	State Land
	2.9
	3.2
	3.05

	Weather
	4.2
	1.3
	2.75


We talked more about the editing effort; Tom reminds us that changes to the document must receive consensus.  We might keep the comments in color.
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