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26 April 2005

Gillette, Wyoming

The meeting began with Bert Jellison talking about his proposal to the Governor’s Office for funds from the Supplemental Budget Appropriation for Sage-grouse for the sage-grouse habitat project in Johnson County.  Phil Gonzalez makes a presentation on habitat issues for the sage grouse project in Johnson County.  He refers to a designation of the Powder River Basin as an “industrial landscape” and therefore private funding was needed to describe habitat needs.  He talks about the importance of the observations of the private landowner for gaining information on sage-grouse on their own property.  Wanda also observes that private landowners must foot the bill for habitat characterization in her area.

Tom Bills asks Phil about the security of his Federal funding for this sage-grouse project.  He also asks if Bert’s time can serve as Payment In Kind for funding for his contractor.  Phil points out that his funding can be extended over a long period of time, particularly for administration and project management.  However, he says funds for on-the-ground work are limited.  He reinforces the use of the aerator as the tool of choice for habitat improvement.  Phil says his point of view is that the landowner should not be required to pay for benefits strictly wildlife (as they are the property of the state), but only for agronomic benefit.  Phil is looking for funds to implement habitat improvement.  WGF funds are not being considered for sage-grouse work because the Governor has set aside funds specifically for sage-grouse.  Bert points out that the emphasis on North East Working Sage Grouse Group is to help to funnel funds to the Lake DeSmet project.  Phil’s project cannot “stack” Federal dollars.

Robert Brug asks about the reduction expected in livestock numbers as a result of this project, will deferment, livestock reduction, reduced pasture utilization be required?  Phil says, probably all, but the drought has reduced numbers anyway.  He talks about a change in Natural Resource Conservation Service focus to get away from reducing sagebrush, such as burning.  Phil invites the group to come to Buffalo and sit down with them as they work with the landowners.  Phil says no new tools will be needed for habitat improvement, but that existing tools need to be managed in a different way.  He gives inter-seeding as an example.  He believes that renovation is the tool to improve diversity in the brush.  He believes that livestock management will be the real too for habitat improvement.

Don Spellman asks could he come and see what is going on right now.  Bert mentions the news release made by Phil and Nikki Lohse about the availability of the program.  Robert Harshbarger talks about his program where he has good sage grouse in a pasture he grazes every year without change.  He says he needs to keep grazing his land and can’t completely stop grazing to save sagebrush and sage grouse.  Mickey mentions that some clarification of the meaning of livestock management – does it mean complete deferral, does it mean livestock reduction, does it mean change in timing?  Phil says the emphasis is not only on timing but on leaving residual in appropriate timings (take 50 leave 50).  Knowing where the sage grouse are nesting can help the rancher by adding that consideration into his mix.  Phil continues to emphasize the landowner as the centerpiece in the management effort.

Wanda asks about the cost of adding infrastructure.  Phil replies that Federal funding is available for some of those developments.  Mickey mentions that small changes in grazing management are very important, even the slightest bit of timing change.  Tim Byers reinforces with some comments and examples from the Thunder Basin grassland.  He suggests that maybe some recommendations on grazing management would be useful to come out of the group.  Phil cautions there are no “cookie cutter” solutions but that there are some general management strategies that might be worthy of formalizing in writing.

There was some general discussion about percentage of habitat types for optimizing sage grouse.  Phil says we need to manage for the landscape, the “ecosystem,” and then the sage grouse will benefit.  He reminds us that ranching is (or should be) an economic enterprise, including the harvesting of livestock and wildlife – really harvesting the forage.

NRCS says they need a change in mindset to move away from managing for maximum production, instead of what they now understand as managing for the optimum, which is diversity and stability.  We need to move away from the production mentality.  We will schedule a Buffalo meeting so we can have a filed trip.

Bob Krumm makes reference to the comments on percentage of habitat type for sage grouse – he has found there is a lot of habitat overlap between nesting, brood rearing, and wintering – they make multiple use of a variety of types.  He says it seems that grazing seems to benefit some of the habitats and maintain diversity.

Bert Jellison says that everyone has a copy of the proposal, let him know about comments.  However, the timeframe to finalize is very short.  The Governor’s fund of $425K is what we will be shooting for.

Tanya Daniels mentioned that the Extension Agent resources are available to the group should we like to take advantage of it.

Robert Brug says he has talked to some of the energy companies about the killifish idea.  He has talked to Huber, Baker, Williams, Pinnacle Companies; they are all interested in trying out the fish.  Robert has found out that nobody is raising the fish – Sheridan College will raise them, if they could be reimbursed expenses, using an approved source from the Lander golf ponds.  Tim Byer says that the 85K required by the grant proposal could maybe come from the Governor’s sage grouse money.  Tom Maechtle says that because this is probably an economically viable alternative to larvicide, etc., we probably will be able to come up with funds without tapping the Governor’s money.  Wanda mentions the probability that starting a viable fish population on on-channel reservoirs could change the designation of a stream channel to a higher level and therefore more stringent discharge requirements.  At present there is no formal exemption for stream designations.  She also mentions a problem with non-native designation on the killifish, a discussion of which then followed.  Robert Brug seems to becoming a de facto contact with industry on this topic.  Tom M. would like to know more about the total cost of larvicide application.

James Whelen, who prefers to be called Jim, with the Office of State Lands and Investment, came to the meeting to visit with the group on State Lands practices for sage grouse protection and reclamation.  Tom summarizes the main points of the letter that was submitted by the consensus of the group to State Lands.  He elaborated freely on the initial letter points, and then handed the stage over to Jim.

Jim makes some introductory remarks, mentioning Tom’s meeting with the State Land Board in Cheyenne in February 2005.  There are about 3.6 million acres of Trust Land in Wyoming.  He mentions specifically Peabody and identifies special use permits, mineral use lessees, and surface lessees.  He says the program of stewardship is voluntary; they do not dictate how Don Spellman, for example, manages his livestock.  As long as the surface is maintained in “good condition”, the State does not have required management practices.  He does mention some interactions with grazing lessees where drought has caused deterioration of the Trust Lands.  The Board was reluctant to adopt the proposed management practices proposed by North East Working Sage Grouse Working Group because, as Phil Gonzalez called it, the “cookie cutter” approach does not work.  They would like to find some Resource Management Plans that would work on State lands, but they want to work with all the sage grouse groups.  They would like to come back to the board in October with some recommendations.  He feels that actual RMPs are not necessary.

Bob Krumm asks how frequently the leases are renewed.  Answer, 10 years.  How often are leases denied?  Never.  How many field staff members do they have – 6 appraisers.  How often are the lands inspected? – Very seldom, if ever.  Inspections are conducted only in response to complaints.  Tom Bills asked about the level of involvement ahead of time for CBM development – Jim says they are supposed to ask for plan and agreement prior to entry.  They expect the surface lessee to oversee development.  The Board reduced the 50% split to 40% for the first $5K, then 30% for the next $5K, etc.  This is a kind of dis-incentive program.  Bob Krumm mentions the presentation we saw about the difference between private land management and State land management and says the State needs more on-the-ground presence.

Mickey asks if State Lands could use the resources of other State agencies to help implement management practices.  Robert Brug and Don Spellman both feel the lessor is not meeting their responsibility as a landowner.  The Legislature did fund State Lands with $750,000 for reclamation and other unspecified activities.  Robert Harshbarger is very enthused about the potential availability of this funding.  Improvements must be approved by the Board.  This first one is an artesian well with a broken casing.  They are going to go in and fix it.  We had some discussion about condition of State Land, policy statements, go blue, etc.

Tom then brought the discussion back to the requirement on page 52 about regulatory controls that protect potentially endangered species.  How can State Lands improve the conservation of sage grouse without affecting the economic viability of the State Lands.  Dan Thiele points out that about 10% of the leks in PRB are on State Lands.  He gives an example of breeding period restrictions, things of that nature.  Jim says he has place some stipulations for wildlife on oil and gas leases.  He says it is difficult to put stipulations on leases after the leases are in place.  He likes the positive approach with industry, etc.  He asks for the lek locations on GIS so they can be added to State Lands.  Tim asks if the State has conditions of approval?  Not really says Jim.  Don Spellman says, in general, the companies are pretty good about moving well sites.

Tom Bills says, even using a quarter-mile buffer, it is hard to see the leks for the well locations.  He asks about stipulations on the leasing, which he considers meaningless because the lease is often approved 10 years before development actually occurs.  As a BLM representative he feels that requirements are appropriately placed at the time development occurs, not at the time leasing occurs.  Jim gives some examples, based on a question by Tim about instances when stipulations for wildlife have occurred.

Dan Thiele says, keeping grouse off the list help income flow continue from State Lands.  Tom Bills says there will be designing a CBM project.  Rick Marvel is working on that.

Helen mentions that multiple use, more correctly called compatible use (says Wyoming Oil & Gas Conservation Commission Jim Whelen), must continue on State Lands, not one use at the expense of another.

Helen briefly mentions that a “pop-up” proposal by Rick Dunne (President, Society for Range Management) to the Board of Commissioners of the Department of Agriculture to list cheatgrass as a secondary noxious weed, which would allow the percent of cheat grass seed in certified seed to be reduced from 2% to 1%.  While most of the work group was in favor of this, there are several potential negative ramifications as cheatgrass is so pervasive and such a listing might affect the ability to feed hay, use different seed sources, and control costs.  For this reason, the Department of Agriculture has undertaken further study of this proposal.

Further discussion ensued with Jim Whelen on the future of sage grouse habitat improvement on State Lands.  Much of it centered on uncontrolled use of State Lands.  To wrap the discussion up, we asked to provide input to Jim as he writes up his position on an action plan for State Lands with respect to sage-grouse.

Greg Johnson and Melissa Kuckler (Montana State University) have made a proposal to evaluate the predation efficacy of native Wyoming fish on mosquitoes in the Powder River Basin, Wyoming.  This proposal will be submitted to various sources for funding, but needs to get started.  Tim Byer mentioned that killifish over-winter in the Cheyenne River Drainage.  The laboratory study would help determine stocking rates based on larva consumption.  Field studies would help to ascertain the different habitats, artificial as well as natural.  This study was solicited by the Working Group, which was generally supported by the members.  Some regulatory issues associated with stocking fish in drainages which were mentioned above were discussed further.  Wanda Burget will pursue this issue, preparing a letter of inquiry and meeting with DEQ-WQD.  The letter itself would come from the working group.

In addition to this short proposal, some interest was expressed, particularly by Bob Krumm, who has contacted Sheridan College, to grow killifish ($3 - $5K) and stock them.  It is possible that Wyoming Game and Fish could transport the fish from Lander and provide food.  Bob Krumm will continue to negotiate all this.  Jim Bennage at the college is the contact, who will give us a write-up on his proposed stocking and growing program.  Weed and Pest Departments might be interested in participating in this project.  We will seek partnerships with industry as well.  We will seek funding for both projects as seed money for these pilot programs.  A short summary will be prepared by Bob Krumm, which will be used by the group to pursue funding and regulatory issues.  Let’s not forget the human health and safety issues which could accelerate the funding process to help with control this summer.  Tim Byer will provide some natural history information on the killifish to help us all become more informed.

We viewed the Powerpoint explaining the North East Wyoming Sage Grouse Working Group and made corrections.  The group then discussed sage-grouse numbers in Wyoming, with Tom Christianson reporting increased numbers, although no information is available from Pinedale or North East Wyoming  as yet.  Johnson County is looking some better according to Dan Thiele, he doesn’t know about the rest of the basin.  Thunder Basin Grassland Prairie Ecosystem Association is seeing about double the number of grouse this year as last year.  Don Spellman has no grouse; Tom Maechtle says the Spotted Horse area has very low grouse populations.

Check with Bonnie on her status, work schedule, how will she collect the data, is she set up for payment, please send a work e-mail.

Deseret tour, need to RSVP; Local working group meeting in late August, give Tom Christianson your comments and suggestions

Agenda for local working group meeting – cheat grass update, legislator subcommittee on state lands funding, 
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