WIND RIVER/SWEETWATER RIVER LOCAL SAGE-GROUSE WORKING GROUP 

September 19, 2006 MEETING MINUTES

ATTENDANCE: Tom Abernathy, Rob Philp, Sue Oberlie, Dave Vaughan, Jack Welch, Mickey Asbell, Dave Lieb, Brad Meyer, Steve Platt, Pat Hnilicka, Stan Harter, and Tom Christiansen.

ABSENT: Jim Haverkamp, Tony Malmberg, Bill Skelton, and Western Thayer.

PUBLIC: Tracy Frye of Wildlife Services, Dick Loper

Meeting began at 10:15 AM and ended about 3:15 PM and was held at the Riverton Library.

Group discussed the West Nile outbreak in Fremont County. Pat mentioned that 4 radio-collared sage grouse out of ~25 total radioed birds in the Wind River Reservation’s movements study may have died from WNV. They all died in August during the outbreak and all were at low elevation, consistent with WNV outbreak with warmer temperatures. Lab results are pending. Tom said the disease is endemic and will crop up annually when conditions are right (hot summer temperatures) and suggested taking blood samples from any birds captured in the future to test for antibodies. Jack suggested collecting samples from hunters, but Tom said they could only pick up antibodies from fresh blood and getting this from hunter killed birds was very difficult. When G&F tested hunter killed birds 2-3 years ago, they all came back negative. This was expected because when WNV kicks in during late summer, birds die quickly. During the hunting season in late September, WNV is not active and so birds that are present are “clean”.

Tom finalized the funding form and it’s available for the group to use if desired. The Northeast group’s final plan was presented to the Commission. All went well. The group will continue to meet and update plan (for example, recent research on Powder River Coalbed Natural Gas effects on sage grouse). Groups are to follow Adaptive Management, that is monitor their progress and make changes accordingly.

Sue passed along Bill’s information he’d gotten from Encana on their watering of reseeded sites. They have had good results using produced water, but it’s still early in process. They don’t know how long they need to water (1-2 years or longer?). Encana invited us to come down and see their reclamation efforts in the Jonah field. Sue has also tried to get a hold of Tim McKinney of the Yellowstone Ranch, no luck yet, to discuss potential knapweed eradication project along Beaver Creek. Lars Baker of Fremont Weed and Pest has been out there and is working with them. Jack talked with Lars and Lars mentioned that we should take out the knapweed and immediately replant with something to occupy that vacant niche, otherwise knapweed will come right back. We should get as many landowners along watershed to cooperate in order to be successful. Sue mentioned that Devon is interested in contributing money toward project.

Tracy Frye of Wildlife Services came in and gave us a presentation on his nest predator study and predator control efforts in the Muskrat Creek/Beaver Rim area. Tracy placed 6-8 brown chicken eggs in randomly located nests in sage grouse nesting cover and monitored them with IR high quality digital cameras. The idea was to make the nest appears as much like a sage grouse nest as possible. He made 10 nests and left them out for 1 week, then moved all 10 to new locations. This was done for 6 weeks and so there were 60 nests that could have been predated. About 25% of the nests were predated in 2005 of which nearly all were from ravens. When a nest was predated, all the eggs were taken. About 40% were predated in 2006 of which nearly all were from magpies. Not sure why the change in predator between years. In second part of study, Tracy removed coyotes from the southern ½ of Deer Area 90 (south of the Gas hills road to Beaver Rim) and had little control in the northern ½. He wants to compare counts of sage grouse males on leks and deer fawn ratios between areas to see if predator control makes any difference. Since October 2005, he has removed 305 coyotes from the control area. Of ~100 coyote stomachs, 8% had sage grouse and 9% had deer remains in them. Coyotes were eating a very wide range of things including plant and animal material (no high quality IR cameras were found though). This project will continue for at least 1 more year. Thanks Tracy for coming in. Mickey Asbell would like to contribute LWG money toward the project.

Group discussed grazing RMPs and other possible grazing related projects for the plan. Tom A. did not feel comfortable telling other landowners what could be done on their land. Dave V. was concerned that RMPs would become land regulations. Tom C. read the statement in the Northeast plan that states RMPs are totally voluntary and are not intended to infringe on any private property rights. Dave felt we should have this in our plan. Group agreed this was a good idea and that we should do this. All felt we could proceed with RMPs. The group spent much of the afternoon reviewing the Northeast group’s RMPs and deciding which to incorporate into our plan. 

Carrie Dobey, habitat biologist with Game & Fish presented her project proposal to do ~2,900 acres of sage and juniper treatments using mechanical and herbicide methods along the Lander slope. Group thought positively of it and will discuss at the next meeting to decide if we should fund the $10,000 that is requested. 

Next meeting is Thursday, November 2 at 9AM at the Lander BLM office. Agenda items include a review of To Dos from 9/15 that were not covered, further discussion on Recommended Management Practices and projects to include in our plan, selecting a new chair (Yes, Pat’s done his time!), and deciding whether to fund Carrie Dobey’s project.

To Do:

· Stan will send hardcopies of the Northeast group’s plan to all members for their review.

· Group is to review RMPs from the Northeast group’s plan, especially grazing and oil/gas ones, and provide comments back to Stan for those to include in our plan. Please send to Stan by October 23rd. 

· Review Carrie Dobey’s project proposal and decide if we should fund the requested amount of $10,000. 

