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16 March 2005

Meeting Minutes

The meeting convened at 0936h in the Williams office, which we very much appreciated the opportunity to use.  Helen Jones and Tom Doll were not present due to other commitments.  The meeting opened with a public comment.  As there were no public comments, Vicki Herren of the BLM used the time to give a cheatgrass presentation.  Also present as visitors were Senator Michael VonFlatern from Campbell County, Aaron Waller with Resource Conservation and Development, and Steve Fairbairn with the USFWS in Sundance.

Vicki Herren, who is employed by BLM as a fire ecologist, made a cheatgrass presentation for Kit Laramore, who is a member of Wyoming Cheatgrass Task Force.  Vicki is the chair of this Task Force and involved because cheatgrass is associated with fire.  She convened a conference in February 2003, “Cheatgrass Awareness Conference,” after which the Task Force was formed.

Cheatgrass (Bromus tectorum) is a winter annual, and sprouts in the fall.  Herbicide to be used for its control is pre-emergent.  It goes through winter as a seed or little plant, than ripens early in the spring when the native grasses are just starting to be productive.  Cheatgrass cures out early, thereby presenting a fire danger in the hot, dry summer season.  Cheatgrass seeds are not viable in the soil for long periods, but usually sprout the following fall.  The plants are bigger when it is wet and smaller when it is dry.  There is some point where the cover of cheatgrass in the existing plant community in conjunction with disturbance leads to a cheatgrass invasion.

Because cheatgrass is fire-adapted, fire as a management tool may not be successful without also using herbicide and planting.  Plateau is the best herbicide around for cheatgrass.  Tom Whitson says you want to go for 100% control no matter what kind of control you use.  Cheatgrass is very plastic genetically and seems to be able to easily adapt to a variety of niches.  Grazing in fall after natives go dormant can be very effective in weakening the grass.  Early spring grazing for brief periods can be helpful.  However, cheatgrass control must be ongoing from year-to-year.

Be sure and be careful with seed that you buy, as even small percentages (like 2% = 163,200) can bring in lots of seed.  Good native competitors include western wheatgrass, streambank wheatgrass, thickspike wheatgrass, big blue grass, blue grama, buffalo grass, fringed sage.

The CAPS (Cooperative Agricultural Pest Survey) website will allow you to encode information about where cheatgrass has been found.  The website www.wy.blm.gov/cheatgrass is a repository for cheatgrass information.

Bob Harshbarger points out that June when the cheatgrass is purple and July when the cheatgrass is brown are good times to see it from the air.  He also associates prairie dog towns with cheatgrass.  He is leaning towards re-planting, except that the expense and extent is so great.

There was then discussion regarding the utility of Plateau, which does not appear to have a negative effect on native grasses.  Rapid response is the best way to attack weeds; which will be a focus of Wyoming Department of Agriculture seminars in the upcoming year.

Tim says, as we are working on sage-grouse habitat areas, we should also encourage identification of cheatgrass areas where WHIP monies might be applied for herbicide control.  Tom says sagebrush control appears to enhance cheatgrass production.  Vicki says, let’s team up.  Mickey suggests that maybe the sage-grouse group could help co-host a seminar?  We will also contact Rick Dunne about how to approach reducing the allowable percentage of cheatgrass seed in certified seed.  Steven Enlow (UW), Joe Volmer are other cheatgrass resource names.  The sage-grouse website will link to the cheatgrass website.  Tom also suggests that the conservation plan could include a section on cheatgrass control.  You can contact Vicki at 775-6120 or vicki_herren@blm.gov.  The next task force meeting is in June 2005.

Chukars eat cheatgrass seed; maybe so do Hungarians, but that is it.  Don says that both Tanya Daniels and Michelle Cook have volunteered to help.  Tom says that a lot of planting of falcata and use of the Lawson aerator will be done by Bob Berry on Wolf Creek near Sheridan.

The pilot habitat restoration work – Anadarko has purchased the Lawson aerator, which is primarily assigned to the Lake DeSmet Conservation District but will eventually be given to Game and Fish.  We may want to write them a letter.  Western Gas Resources (Lance) is making a sizable donation to the sage-grouse habitat restoration project.  They have also donated to University of Montana to look at intensive disturbance in the Indian Creek area where there are a lot of sage-grouse leks.  Tom says, in his opinion, and based on the Deseret model, that the Lawson aerator is very likely to be successful.  Deseret is just north of Evanston.  Deseret is going to host another field trip, which Tom says we try and make that field trip for the June meeting.  Tom also says that another field trip to compare and contrast good and bad sage-grouse habitat should also be on the agenda.  He is very pleased with the industry contribution to sage-grouse studies so far.

Tom also summarizes the presentation he made at the State Lands and Investments Board meeting on 10 February 2005.  Jim Whelen and Lynn Boomgaarden have committed to attending our meetings to receive our input on modifying State Lands requirements for sage-grouse conservation.  Tom was approached by a watch-dog for school funds (which come from State Lands) who reminded him that any reduction in funding would not be well-received.  Don says that he is talking to State Lands about over-head lines, where overhead is occurring on state lands and buried on private lands.

Bert Jellison met with John Kennedy, who holds the mineral lease on Bill Welles, who reported that the underground electric lines installed on that property were actually cheaper and installed more rapidly than overhead lines.  Don says Prion doesn’t seem very well known to most people.

Michael Von Flatern reported on the Wildlife Trust Fund and its final passage.  It will become active on 01 July 2005; with a limit of $30 million.  He also mentioned that the Governor will appoint board members.  He said that the House added an oversight layer to funding distributions, and that there were worries that it must not interfere with mineral development and could not be used to purchase land.  At one point in time the House added a $200,000 cap per year, unless specific legislative approval was obtained.  This may have been vetoed by Governor Freudenthal.  Maybe Bill Wichers can tell us about the details of that bill.  Michael V. says our group should work hard to have someone from our group or supported by our group appointed to the board.  There was general agreement that Gwyn McKee would be a good candidate.  Michael V. said he would talk to John Hines about his concerns.  Michael V. also suggested that a full copy of the bill be circulated to group members.  Mickey agreed to do this for the group members.

Tom reports on the WGA meeting on sage-grouse.  The most significant aspect of the meeting was encountering other group members for groups who have existed as long as 10 years.  These encounters made him realize that our group is unusually effective, thanks in part to our orientation procedures and the careful selection of group members.  He also found out about the importance of genetic variation, including ploidy as it affects terpene contents, and the effects of collection locale on the likelihood of success.

Wanda reports that the Powder River Coal Company project where 18 hens will be radio-collared and tracked is underway for the spring.

Tom M. says that Tom C (parenthetically Tom M says we have generally decided that the way to mitigate predation is to produce more grouse) was one of three biologists who scored predation low as a factor and got seriously criticized for it.  There was also criticism of the Wyoming hunting season restrictions.  Robert says, if we head down the path of predation, we should concentrate on non-controversial predator control such as skunks or invasive predators.

UW and other research work, especially under Dave Naugle, particularly habitat mapping, the effects of CBM and West Nile, are important topics for research.  Warren says our group could recommend a list of projects for research.  Sharp-tail grouse studies may be an emphasis.  Tom M. says he hopes to visit with them more.  Tom asked Jack Connolly, (Idaho Fish and Game, foremost sage-grouse researchers) “what is the most accurate and cheapest way to look at predation?”  He said following the broods is where to look for what predation does.

As Tom says, agronomic viability on private lands is the antidote to habitat reduction, so anything that adds to the continuation of livestock-based agricultural will help protect sage-grouse.  Wanda says one of the reasons for their program is to decide where best to allocate funds for protection.

Bob Krumm says investigating the factors that lead up to the demise of the chick, including poor nutrition, lack of cover, canid and other predator populations, access to water is really complicated.  Tim points out that, not only is the presence of sub-divisions a factor, but the way the humans use the landscape affect predation (example garbage dumps baiting corvids and watering locations enhancing raccoons).  According to Dan T., some predator studies have a control versus no-control set-up where predators are artificially reduced; but Tom says there has so far been no conclusive proof that predator control was having significant effect.

Tom met with Helen Jones yesterday, who confirmed we have been awarded around $7,000 from the state Animal Damage Management Board.  The coal industry has paid for the collection of this database, so they are substantially equal contributors.  First Bonnie, than Olin, than Talon, than Gwyn again, than UW will be the contractors contacted for their interest in analyzing the data.

Tom M. brought in some sage-grouse scat and crops to teach us how to recognize grouse scat and see how dependent sage-grouse are on sagebrush in the winter.  We then re-elected Tom as chairman of the Working Group.

Dan Thiele talked about identifying the locations where private land/private mineral ownership fall within key sage-grouse habitat areas.  State land ownership will also be associated with key habitats.  These will be mapped and quantified.  We will then use the information to contact the property owners (including the State) and educate them on what practices would be useful for protecting and enhancing sage-grouse.  We then started talking about currency of information on the Internet; particularly lek sites on the CBM Clearinghouse.  Tom Bills has this project under his wing and says that the lek information can be tied to well information, land ownership, and so forth.

Bob Krumm presented information about providing fish for eating mosquitoes and how we could establish them.  According to Paul Mavrakis, the Sheridan WGF Fisheries Supervisor, Plains Killifish is the preferred plains mosquite predator.  In Lander, Sollie Cadman, who is in their public works department, says they raise them on their golf course and that they are wonderful mosquito controllers.  Mr. Cadman says the criterion they use is a dip net survey (8 or more per dip) they bring in the fish.  After the fish, which are surface feeders, are established they get 1 mosquito per 8 or 9 dips.  Because mosquito larva respire from their anus at the surface, the killifish, which because of their small size can also get back to shallow hard-to-reach areas, are very effective.

The fish are 4” at maturity and very aggressive to mosquitoes but they can’t compete in multi-species fish environments.  They over-winter fairly well in ponds that do not freeze to the bottom and do better in muddy, warm ponds.  The stock was first obtained on intermittent streams.  They tend to leave ponds from overflows, they are attractive, and Dave Dufec said a Chapter 10 and Chapter 33 permit is needed to raise them.  Apparently there is a lot of interest throughout the State in these killifish by weed and pest and municipalities.   Jim Bennage is in charge of the Sheridan aquaculture project.  Bob Krumm talked to him about the prospect of beginning to raise them and he said it would get them going for shipping them in from Lander and feeding them – in essence less than $1,000 to get them going.  The WGF fish truck might be used for delivery.

Tom asked what else do they eat?  Robert B. asked what water quality was necessary to support them?  Bob K. says about 100 per pond is enough to get started.

There is a certified source of fatheads in Casper.  Fatheads can out-compete killifish.  Sheridan College would raise these too.  Tim B. says killifish may not be the best option to support sport fish, but would be preferred for mosquitoes.  Some discussion occurred about how the fish might draw undesirable species such as raccoons.  There was then discussion about the need for permitting and who would obtain them.

Tom M. proposes that we do some field work with killifish and fatheads to see how a pilot program could be worked into the current research work on mosquitoes being done by UW.  This would be done in conjunction with Tom B. and might eventually work into some control measures and practices.  Robert Brug volunteered to start a pilot project on his place.  We talked about funding; what the next step would be, and who would be the project lead.  The Sheridan College could be a source of growing the fish.  We need to be sure and have a monitoring plan, a real study plan, and coordination with ongoing research.  Tom M. will communicate with Dr. Naugle on this project.

Tom M. now brings up Helen’s meeting with the Governor.  The main talking points for Helen will be:

1) cost sharing of recommended practices, particularly seed costs

2) importance of Lawson aerator (but remember Anadarko has now purchased one so we don’t need to buy one) – a good example of industry cooperation to emphasize

3) use of Wildlife Trust Fund money for research and field projects

4) remind him of the State Land Board process and keeping moving forward on it

5) based on NEW population declines we should have a “first among equals” for funding.  See the graphs below, which I will also send to Helen for her meeting on 29th.

According to Tom M., Helen mentioned that one of our letter recipients was pleased with receipt of the letter.

We agreed to start a “scorecard’ to keep track of our projects and quantify our results.  We also started a Powerpoint for communication and education purposes, which we will work on as a group.  We agreed to put getting in touch with WDC for the BAG connection on the task list.  Tracy will send an electronic version of funding opportunities to Mickey for putting up on the website.



Jim Whelen of State Lands may participate for the next meeting.  The next meeting is April 26th at the Gillette College Campus at 0930h with an optional field tour to the Napier Road lek meeting.  The May meeting will be in Newcastle at 0930h at the NRCS office.

www.PawneeButtesSeed.com for seed mix prices if you are interested.
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