South Central Local Sage Grouse Working Group

November 30, 2004

Draft Meeting Summary

This was the third meeting of the South Central Local Sage Grouse Working Group. The majority of the meeting was devoted to presentations, including GIS mapping of the south central area and the relationship between conservation planning and the Endangered Species Act. Other items for discussion included project ideas and information, the mission statement, and future meeting topics. Future meeting dates and a list of participants are included at the end of this summary. Action items are included throughout the summary. 

November 30, 2004 Meeting Agenda

1. Welcome, Introductions, Agenda Review, and Approval of November 4 Meeting Summary

2. Public Comment

3. Presentation on GIS Based Cumulative Impacts Project

4. Presentation on Sage Grouse GIS Mapping for the South Central area

5. Presentation on Conservation Planning and the Endangered Species Act

6. South Central LWG Projects

7. Meeting Logistics 

8. Public Comment 

9. Meeting Evaluation 

10. Adjournment

1. Welcome, Introductions, Agenda Review, and Approval of November 30 Meeting Summary 

To open the meeting, South Central Local Sage Grouse Working Group (SCLSGWG) members introduced themselves and welcomed Bill Nation, representing Carbon County, to the group. 

After introductions, Julie McKay, facilitator, reviewed the agenda. The group approved it and the November 4th meeting summary. Tom Christiansen distributed several articles for inclusion in the participants’ reference guide. 

2. Public Comment

No public comments were made during the comment period. 

3. Presentation on GIS Based Cumulative Impacts Project 

Ken Dreise, Wyoming Geographic Information Science Center, presented on the GIS based cumulative impacts project he has been working on with the University of Wyoming Cooperative Extension since 2002. The project is supported by the WGFD, BLM, FS, USFWS, Mule Deer Foundation, and Elk Foundation. His presentation included the project history, objectives, study area, project activities, and database development process. He also provided a “tour” of the data base and its different information/mapping categories, including boundaries, transportation, cities and subdivisions, hydrology, remote sensing, vegetation, managed areas (including land ownership), treatments, minerals and oil and gas, geology and soils, wildlife, and other geographic data. To conclude his presentation, Dreise discussed next steps for the project and how the data will be updated and maintained.

After the presentation, group members discussed the nature of the data (i.e. what are the data sources? How current, complete, and comprehensive is the data?), how to access it, and how it can be used by the group in its work. Dreise suggested that the group could use the database to further consider the characteristics of sage grouse habitat and to identify areas where a more detailed look would be useful. The group could also look at the change data when discussing impacts. Group members suggested that the database be used as an ongoing resource. For example, the group may decide to do an initial assessment of treatment options for a specific area. The database could be used to help determine the likely effectiveness of a certain treatment approach. Another use could be to more closely examine the decrease in the number of sage grouse leks over time.  

Ken Driese can be contacted by email at kdriese@uwyo.edu.

4. Presentation on Sage Grouse GIS Mapping 

Kelli Taylor, WGFD GIS technician, presented draft maps for the South Central area. They included maps of land ownership, potential sage grouse habitat, surface development and potential development (oil & gas, coal bed methane), sage grouse breeding/nesting point data, maximum male lek attendance, late brood-rearing point data, winter point data, yearlong point data, and combined point data. 

Group Discussion 

After asking questions of clarification about the various maps, working group members divided into pairs to consider the morning presentations and identify issues that should be further considered by the group. They then reported back to the whole group, suggesting that the working group should: 

· Examine lek density− over time what has happened to big leks? why did they drop? It would be helpful to identify specific habitat areas in relation to these questions.

· Map climate/precipitation data, including adding existing drought severity data. This information could be used to identify possible water projects.

· Explore the relationship between surface water and leks− is there data that shows the correlation between the two? This would be helpful, particularly in identifying possible water projects.

· Consider the nutritional value of sage and other nutrition sources, e.g. insects.

· Consider clover− Wind River Seed (and other plant material centers) as a possible approach to reclamation.  

· Use mapping data to identify specific areas for habitat improvement. 

· Gather historic data (prior to 1990), if possible.

· Discuss oil and gas data− there is a need to discuss/analyze what the oil and gas mapping data means, including well densities in relation to state regulations for spacing, acreage consumption (ratio). It is important to have an in-depth depiction of oil and gas activities.

· Develop recommendations for oil and gas− this group should develop recommendations for interim/short term reclamation with specific time frames.

· Look at the issue of nesting areas because 87% of sage grouse are lost in the first two weeks of like. 

· Develop the mapping data so that it is more comprehensive, i.e. the maps need to include more “dots” and include explanations. For example, what studies does the breeding/nesting map reflect? In general, it is important to have enough studies (there needs to be more) and to understand what the mapping data means, including having conclusions from existing studies. 

· Use the Dixon Airport as an example to look at water-based factors that influence vegetation, habitat, etc. There is a need to link water to forbes.

· Conduct more studies on brooding areas− what needs to happen to sustain them?

· Use the Dixon Airport as a starting point to look at places where there have been big changes.

· Address power lines− what is the significance of power lines? How are they mapped? 

· Look at leks− where they used to be, where they are now, why there have been changes over time. In doing so, it is important to recognize what the mapping information says and what it doesn’t say.

· Use the mapping data, i.e. the “dots,” as a starting point for questions and discussion, although be careful about what conclusions can be drawn.

· Use (and decide how to use) data to consider habitat, with the guiding question being, “What can we do to help benefit habitat?” It would be helpful to know more about habitat mitigation− what has been done? What has been effective? What efforts have been made over time? For example, from a historical perspective, what has been the relationship between water and the presence of sage grouse? It is important to have agreement on what we should and should not do, recognizing the differences and similarities between areas. It is also important to achieve consistency in results.

· Consider alfalfa- why did we lose it?

· Use the mapping information for broad guidelines.

· Address oil and gas issues− there is a need to identify where leks are in relation to oil and gas activities and focus here. There is a need to identify what can be done to protect/mitigate and be creative in looking at options for creating and maintaining habitat. For example, there may be opportunities to work with private landowners if funding is available. Education is another approach.      

5. Presentation on Presentation on Conservation Planning and the Endangered Species Act 

Pat Diebert, USFWS Wyoming Field Office Biologist, gave a presentation titled, “Conservation Planning, the Endangered Species Act, and the Greater Sage Grouse.” It included an overview of the listing process, including the possible outcomes of a petition review and the factors to be considered in a listing action; the USFW policy for the evaluation of conservation planning efforts, including implementation and effectiveness; and a status review for the sage grouse, focusing on the structured analysis process that is being used to inform the listing decision, which is due on December 29, 2004. Diebert also emphasized that the different threats to sage grouse are localized and that local plans should address them.  

At the end of the discussion, in addition to clarifying questions, working group members asked the following (Diebert’s responses follow): 

· Are there USFWS recommendations for other species that could apply to sage grouse? No, the USFWS is looking at the sage grouse independently. 
· From USFWS perspective, is it more important to have a conservation plan or specific projects? Both are important when the USFWS evaluates conservation planning efforts.
· Does the USFWS have examples of other projects that are beneficial? Because there are no monitoring results, the USFWS does not have specific examples to provide. However, the agency has seen a lot of restoration projects in specific areas, particularly related to Pinyon-Juniper and Cheat Grass.  
· Does the USFWS listing decision have to be range wide or can it address specific areas? The current decision must address sage grouse on a range wide basis.
· Will there be any critical habitat designations as part of the current process? No, identifying and considering critical habitat areas would happen later, if necessary.
In conclusion, Diebert emphasized that conservation planning at the local level is critical to meet the long term interest of species conservation.    

6. South Central LWG Projects 

At the beginning of the discussion, Tom Christiansen distributed the handout, “WGF Recommended Projects for Local Sage-Grouse Working Group Consideration.” Frank Blomquist announced that the BLM’s National Sage-Grouse Habitat Conservation Strategy is available at http://www.blm.gov/nhp/spotlight/sage_grouse/docs/Sage-Grouse_Strategy.pdf. 

The working group shared information about several projects in the area. They include: 

· Buck Draw Water Well− Mike Cuin and Bill Nation provided an overview of the project, including its goal to provide year-long water for wildlife and meet grazing needs in the project area. The working group indicated that there may be project opportunities here, particularly if it would directly benefit sage grouse/leks in the area and if it included a monitoring program. 

· Upper Stewart Creek Riparian Project− Andy Warren, BLM, provided an overview of the project. The working group agreed that it would be willing to indicate its support for the effort. Glen Leavengood will work with Karen Larsen to develop a letter for this purpose.  

· USFWS/Conservation District Vegetation Treatment Opportunities− Glen Leavengood updated the group on the project. He has a videotape that he would like the group to view at its next meeting. 

· Additional water projects (Hidden Springs, riparian development, and Fennis Mountain) − Mike Cuin shared information about other water projects in the area. Group members can contact Mike for more information about them.   

During the discussion, group members suggested that the group track the different water projects in the area and consider them in relation to sage grouse. The purpose of doing so would be to identify existing efforts and identify places (gaps) where other projects may be needed.  

SCLSGWG Informational Brochure 

Tom Clayson presented a draft of the informational brochure to the group for review. Overall, the group indicated support for the content and layout, noting the need to review it more thoroughly for specific changes. 

Action Item:

· Group members should give their suggested changes to the brochure to Tom Clayson who will revise and distribute it to the working group for review before the next meeting. 
Mission Statement 

The working group discussed its Mission Statement, to be used in the brochure and for other purposes. The group considered draft text and indicated that it would like the statement to include the concept of balanced multiple use, acknowledge that the group would like to prevent listing, ensure sustainable sage grouse populations/habitat, and benefit other wildlife. The group would also like the statement to be straightforward and concise.  

Action Item:

· Barbara Parsons will revise the Mission Statement and distribute it to the working group for review before the next meeting. 
7. Meeting Logistics

Future Meeting Dates

The working group confirmed its next meeting, which will be the first meeting in 2005:

· Thursday, January 13, 2005, 8:30 a.m. – 3:30 p.m.

The group identified the following date for its February meeting:

· Tuesday, February 15, 2005

The group will confirm the February 15 meeting at its meeting on January 13. Both meetings will be held at the Bureau of Land Management office, 1300 North Third, Rawlins, in the RFO large conference room. 

At the January meeting, the group will also set meeting dates through the spring. Michelle Zitek, WGFD, will be transitioning into the facilitator role after the new year. 
Agenda for January 13 Meeting  
With the goal of focusing on specific issues and having more group discussion, the group identified the following agenda items for its next meeting:  

· Group prioritization of sage grouse conservation issues

· Legislative issues

· Vegetation treatment options video (Glen Leavengood)

· Oil and gas, including water issues and possible recommendations 

The group also agreed to have a working lunch at the January 13 meeting. 

Action Item:

· Julie McKay and Karen Larsen will develop a draft agenda for the January 13 meeting and distribute it to the group for review. 

8. Public Comment 

No public comments were made during the comment period. 

9. Meeting Evaluation 

At the end of the meeting, group members provided written feedback on what worked about the meeting and what could have been done differently. Responses included:

· The working lunch was good (3 comments)

· Staying to timelines worked well

· Ending the meeting at 3:00-3:30 p.m. worked well

· The round table discussion went well

· Better round robin involvement from the group this time

· Continue to go around the table at least once a meeting for input

· Would like to focus in on objectives/blue print for conservation plan

· Focus more toward projects, problems, things to make a difference 

· Probably need to start focusing on objectives (not working as well) 

10. Adjournment 
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