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Northeast Wyoming Sage Grouse Working Group

February 9, 2005 Meeting

MEETING MINUTES

Bozeman Trail Steakhouse & Conference Center, Buffalo
0938  Meeting began.  Present were Bert Jellison, Don Spellman, Dan Thiele, Tom Maechtle, Tracy Pinter, Warren Mischke, Tom Bills, Tim Byer, Tom Doll, Robert Harshbarger, Bob Krumm, Mickey Steward

0925  Public Comment Period.  There was none.

1000  Brug, Maechtle, Thiele, and Steward attended University of MT WNV/sage-grouse meeting held in Sheridan on 3 Feb.  Update group on research presented.

Tom Maechtle summarizes:  Dave Naugle gave an overview of his student’s activities, including the winter locations of the sage grouse (who seem to prefer a flatter environment rather than the rougher country for Johnson County; about 130 birds tagged).  He mentioned some advances in GIS and imagery for identifying potential development of West Nile virus habitat.

Terry Creekmore reported that West Nile virus was here to stay; the reason for low infection rates in 2004 had to do with the cold summer especially during July.  Mr. Creekmore also talked about amplification of the virus and transmission – some types of bird, like corvids, can both be infected and transmit the virus through amplification.  Some types of animals, such as horses and humans, can be infected but not directly transmit the virus (at least at the present time).  Work is being proposed to study the blood-filled mosquitoes to understand what their preferred targets are.  The USGS has a large program proposed to study the targets, which, in the opinion of Tom Maechtle, is not as direct and efficient as studying the mosquitoes.

Tom Bills talked about Brett Walker (survival and demographics) and how the emphasis of his study has changed to an emphasis on West Nile.  The focus of Kevin Doherty (another graduate student working around Buffalo) is on habitat use and habitat suitability, still with emphasis on CBM.  In the upcoming summer, Brett will not be working on Don’s place; but there will still be study of the mosquitoes there.  Dan Thiele mentioned the discussion from the meeting about how water management in the ponds could help reduce breeding habitat.

There were other items of potential management interest, such as reservoir design to minimize mosquito habitat.  Tim Byers talked about translating some of that information for Conservation Plan purposes.  Tom Maechtle also reminded the group that DEET is the only mosquito repellent that works against West Nile.  Bob Krumm says, for landowners who do have fish in their reservoirs, maybe the introduction of fathead minnows, or some species that specialize in eating mosquito larva will help control the mosquitoes and provide food source.  That is a “win-win” type of situation and would make a great conservation plan practice.

Tom Doll says that we need to educate the regulatory community about placement of outfalls about how that might contribute to development of mosquito habitat.  Bert says that working on fathead minnow stock might be a good task for the group; the other thing is to get the WGF to delineate suitability for release of fatheads.  It might be something to work with Sheridan College on raising them.  Bob Krumm “volunteered” to talk to someone at Sheridan College to further investigate this potential.

Don Spellman gave the group some information on the availability of Lawson Aerators for sale at Churchill Equipment in Manhattan, Montana (we subsequently were advised by Bert Jellsion that it have been sold); and also some seeding information from MSU, which we will incorporate in the website.  Robert Harshbarger brought in pictures of rangeland enhancement equipment that he is using.  Wanda Burget will be funding radio monitoring of grouse in her area, including Robert’s habitat modification areas.  Tim says, as part of habitat enhancement projects or reclamation work, could we please take “before” and “after” pictures.  Tom Doll says we need a biological baseline before a treatment is applied – similar to the “before” and “after” approach of Tim’s.  The biological baseline could also include collection of some data.

Tom Maechtle says the Deseret document is a really good recipe for conducting and documenting any enhancement and is a good model for how to conduct such activities. 

1030  Update on recent events, including contact (2 February 2005) from State Office of Lands and Investments re. our letter from 2 November. 2004.  We are invited to discuss our request with the board at their 10 February 2005 meeting.  Tom. Maechtle is scheduled to attend on his way to Reno and Western Governor’s Association sage-grouse meeting.

Tom will present four key points to the land board.  They are:

(1)  Endorse and employ the protection of s/g leks and nesting areas during spring and early summer breeding season as described in the Wyoming Greater Sage-Grouse Conservation Plan

(2)  Employ best management practices for reclamation activities; particularly conservation of topsoil and planting beneficial seed mixtures (mixes that benefit s/g and livestock).

(3)  Protect state lands from excessive off-road vehicle use

(4)  Require the use of grazing strategies that effectively manage the grass component and maintain diversity of plants including forbs that benefit s/g; in areas where sage grouse brood rearing occurs, and the use of water tank escape ramps (stock tanks are a benefit to sage grouse if they don’t drown them)

He will also have color handouts to emphasize his points.  The take-home message is that the State needs to be actively involved in sage grouse conservation practices to demonstrate commitment to s/g conservation and protect the economic interests of the State.  He will re-emphasize the diversity and representative nature of the group.

Tom Doll says that Tom Maechtle should start by emphasizing the nature of the group – representative of a broad spectrum of interest groups and works effectively by consensus.  Tom Bills reinforces this important point.  Tim Byers says not only is the group diverse, but the individuals themselves play multiple roles.  Tracy says be sure and make sure they know that the s/g working groups are region-specific and how to make that a positive point.  Tim says a goal for us should be to work SL&I into the conservation plan – maybe efforts on state lands as a sub-plan; Don says can the lessee be given more authority to help implement the objectives of the conservation plan?

Aaron mentions Tom’s presentation to the regional Wyoming Research Conservation and Development Board.  Following this, Tim says it would be good to have a pre-prepared presentation for all the group members to use; this could be on the website.  Bert has several base presentations that could be used and Bob Krumm’s articles could also be used as a base.  A communications sub-group that will develop this and the web site will work together after the next meeting.  Volunteers for this sub-group are welcome.  Tom Maechtle, by the way, wrote a, “thank-you and please continue with her help” email note to WGF management for Pam Belus’ very professional help to the group.  Bert volunteered to develop the base powerpoint with photos.  Tom Doll said include notes for the slides as part of the presentation.

11:00
Members report progress on assignments.

1) Dan Thiele: 2005 Hunting Season
The Wyoming Game and Fish Commission voted to have the Dept. revisit the 2005 sage grouse hunting season during the upcoming season setting process. This change will allow for continued public input on sage-grouse management. The group felt there is no reason to make s/g hunting more conservative (last year’s replacement higher than harvest; reduced bag limit, shorter, non-overlapping season with big game; the 2005 program will be unchanged). Closure to harvest might send the wrong message that hunting is causing the declines, which it doesn’t.

Should our group recommend to Commission that hunting seasons stay the same?  Tom Doll says let’s send a letter; Tim B. says region-by-region triggers should be reinforced in our support; Tom Maechtle says support in general the recommendations of the WGF biologists.  Tom Maechtle says he will write the letter and email it around – our letter would be part of the public comment.
Tom Maechtle : ADMB Project
 
Tom also reports that Thunderbird Wildlife may not be able to conduct the study just funded by the Animal Damage Management Board (ADMB); Tom suggests that we talk to WEST about conducting the study, but they may be too expensive.  Tim asks could we maybe get some money from WGF to match the funds received from ADMB?  A conversation ensued about this without any action plan.

2)  T. Pinter provided information on recent funding cuts and potential affect on sage-grouse habitat restoration.

Tracy says that USDA funding will be maintained approximately at its current levels; some cuts will be made to FSA-type programs, but not conservation programs.  Tim says the CSP might include dollars to lands located adjacent to Forest Service.  Tracy handed out a write-up on USDA Farm Bill Programs that could be helpful to s/g (Comment by Mickey:  This write up should go on our website).  Bob Harshbarger, says that government funding programs are slow and he, personally, prefers to go out and get things done within his means rather than waiting for funding to come in.

We need to pursue both ends – go out and do things but also do long-range planning so that dollars will start coming in for future programs.  Bert Jellison says agency personnel should work on getting funding because that is harder than signing up landowners to spend it.  Tom Maechtle likes the idea of partnering with existing organizations.  Further discussion was held on how we would work with other groups to get funding for s/g.  The idea is the Working Group should not be a fund-seeking entity.  With respect to RC&D, Tracy says Aaron proposes work areas to his board, which now includes s/g conservation.

Mickey suggests that presentations to Conservation District Board of Supervisors meetings, County Commissioners, and legislators at some level would be helpful.  Concerns were expressed about effectiveness of information transfer.  The presentations could be scheduled after a group-approved presentation has been developed.

3)  R. Krumm:  media articles.

The group reviewed and edited Bob’s proposed news release, which will be distributed to interested parties, including news media.  He has also written an article that will be published in the Billings Gazette on 09 February 2005.  The group edited this article, although it had already bee submitted, and agreed that, with small changes to be proposed by Bert, the group can use the Gazette article for wider distribution.

4)  D. Thiele:  commission request for review

Dan reported that some money will likely be made available for s/g projects from the State.  Tom Bills says Federal funding may be cut for programs like s/g.  Dan also provided a write-up for the group on the effects of harvest on greater sage-grouse.

5)  Bert Jellison reported:

Funding to purchase the Lawson Aerator may not be available for spring work.  He will find out about the aerator for sale in Montana.

6)  Robert Brug was not able to attend, but provided the following information:

Robert Brug contacted a representative of UW about the effects of chemicals on sage grouse.  This person is willing to give the group a presentation on a highly technical subject (However, nobody volunteered to set this up; we need to follow-up on this).  
7)  According to Don Spellman,

Tracy and Bert will be attending a sage-grouse workshop sponsored by NRCS in Casper 11-15 April.  The workshops will concentrate on providing training and information to those NRCS employees and their partners most involved with providing technical assistance to private landowners within the geographic range of the sage-grouse.

Also according to Don, landowners can bust up sod any time and location that they want, but if it is highly erodible land or a wet land they must have a conservation plan from the Conservation Service as to how to take care of it.  If they don’t they are subject to losing all farm program moneys (each plan may be different).  As far as CRP programs, each sign-up is different, but first you must be accepted by a point system.  The more that you do for wildlife, the more points you get and that includes seeding.  Not all applicants for CRP are accepted.  The FSA may only have a certain amount of money and if you have a lot of points you may be accepted and with a few points you may not.  Tracy agreed to checking with FSA to see if using the Lawson Aerator might constitute sod busting. (Use of aerator does not constitute sod busting. Planting to an annual crop is when sod busting has occurred. Even if it was plowed and never planted, it’s still not technically sod busting according to FSA.)
8)  Tom Bills reported on the CBNG Wildlife Task Force meeting 07 February 2005 in Gillette.

It was a coordination meeting and informal open house.  Tom Doll gave a presentation on the working group’s activities.  Tom Doll talked about the capacity of CBNG to enhance s/g habitat as part of their efforts to restore lands disturbed as part of their operations.  Tom Doll reported that some O/G operators have created their own sage-grouse working group (headed up by Tom Clayson of Anadarko) that is working in conjunction with the Bates Hole LWG.  This O/G group has reviewed the BLM Information Memorandum on sage-grouse and will soon have their own Conservation Plan, which Tom says will clarify industry direction on sage-grouse.

Other group members contributed comments as part of the general discussion.

3: 30    Scheduling of April meeting for 26 APRIL 2005 in Gillette, location to be determined.

4:00     Adjournment

REMINDER:  Next Meeting is 16 March 2005 at the Williams Production Office
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