
Wyoming Landscape Conservation Initiative

Executive Committee Meeting

Rock Springs, WY 

September 4, 2008; 9:00 am - 3:30pm

White Mountain Library

Welcome, Introductions & Review Agenda
Meeting Goals/Decision Points 
· Revised MOU Signature Update

· Fund Management Agreement with Wildlife Heritage Foundation

· Science planning next steps

· Committee reports

· Local Project Development Team workshops summary

· 2009 projects

Old Business
  
WLCI MOU
John Emmerich

The final signed Charter MOU was presented to the Executive Committee (EC).  The Coordination Team will scan the original document and make it available on the website.  The original will be kept at the Rock Springs BLM field office.

Department of the Interior efforts re: HLI
Brian Kelly
Brian told the EC that changes will occur with a new federal administration in January, but the fundamentals for landscape conservation are in place with the 11-step process (handed out at last meeting), even if the name changes.  A recommendation was made that a 2 page handout be developed on landscape conservation that can be handed to the incoming administration.  The Coordination Team needs to prepare something that can be provided.

Executive Committee Round Robin
Executive Committee
Don Simpson (Bureau of Land Management) – Don talked about preparing for the new administration so they can be up to speed on landscape conservation approaches.

Steve Ferrell (Wyoming Game and Fish Department) – This was Steve’s first meeting, and he provided some information about his background, coming from Arizona.  He expressed his view of WLCI as a good model that sets a good example for the rest of the West.  He had John Emmerich provide an update from the last meeting, which included John’s work on the Charter MOU and the funding agreement.  Game and Fish has also been involved with creation of Project Development Teams at the ground level.

John Linn (County Commissioners) – John attended the local Project Development Team workshop in Pinedale.  He stressed that a major item that will need to be addressed is the capability to work through the NEPA process.

Brian Kelly (U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) – Brian noted that the Fish and Wildlife Service has hired two new employees that will start in October, using congressional funds provided through the WLCI.

Sharon Kyhl (U.S. Forest Service) – Sharon described her field tours of aspen treatment projects in the Sierra Madre/Little Snake area.  She stressed the importance of building strong partnerships.

Mary Thoman (Conservation Districts) – Mary attended the local Project Development Team workshop in Rock Springs.  She described the breakout groups and that they helped identify both projects as well as the process that needs to be developed.  Mary would like the EC to be more engaged in building partnerships.  She also thinks additional information is needed about easements prior to supporting them.  She had attended a regional conservation district meeting the previous day and a take home message was that projects should focus on habitat and other on-the-ground issues.  She recommended that conservation district local workgroups (where active) may be able to feed projects into the WLCI effort.  She also thought the NRCS could help with NEPA and archaeological clearances.

Max Ethridge (U.S. Geological Survey) – Max had attended a Cooperative Sagebrush Initiative meeting in Denver the previous day (as a federal non-voting member) and wanted to keep in touch with the group to see how cooperation could occur with WLCI.  Conservation credits and use of Candidate Conservation Agreements with Assurances were both discussed at the meeting.  He also told about a tour provided for USGS in the Pinedale area and thought it was successful in helping people understand more about the area.  The EC thought it would be good to have tours with additional people to help educate them about the area and issues.

John Etchepare (Wyoming Department of Agriculture) – John introduced Derek Grant, who the agency recently hired as its public information officer.

Private Fund Management Agreement Recommendation
John Emmerich

John walked the EC through the agreement and the flowchart that was developed to help describe the funding and accountability process for using private funds that have been donated to the WLCI program and held in restricted accounts by the Wildlife Heritage Foundation of Wyoming (WHFW).  There are two methods that are used for funding projects, the first through non-governmental groups (NGOs) and the second through agencies.  Projects with an NGO proponent would be funded through a project agreement with the Wyoming Heritage Foundation of Wyoming (WHFW) that includes specific project reporting requirements.  Projects with an agency proponent would be funded and accounted for through a grant agreement made between the WHFW and the proponent agency.  The government agency proponent would be responsible for project administration and accounting practices using the established practices of the agency.  There was clarification that science projects will go through the same process as described, with review by the EC, CT, except that the STAC would review the research proposals and provide input (the role of STAC and the CT are viewed similarly, based on the type of project).  Science and on-the-ground projects will be solicited in the same request for proposals (RFP).  Clarification was also made that only the state and local agency WLCI partners can approve (sign for) disbursements through the process because federal agencies will not be party to the funding agreement with the WHFW (due to legal concerns over allowing a federal agency to control how an NGO, such as the WHFW, uses funds).  The EC discussed the level of involvement that it would need to have in overseeing the funding and agreed that as long as the EC approves the amount of funding for a particular project, individual disbursement approvals will not require full EC action until the project is complete or additional funds are needed.  The project checklist will help ensure project deliverables are provided and that the project is properly prepared.  The Coordination Team will track overall funding provided for each project, and the WHFW will track expenses of contributed funds and which project they are directed to.  Government agencies will provide quarterly reports for any project for which the agency has received funds and for which the agency is the project lead.  All projects will require progress report(s) and a final report.  The Jonah Interagency Office model will be looked at to help with accounting processes.  USGS may be able to help with project tracking and accounting as it already has developed a project database.  Some minor edits were made to the form during the meeting (including project approval date and tracking number on the approval form).  There was clarification that restricted funds can be administered by the WHFW.  Acceptance of any NGO funds into a restricted account (e.g., toward a specific project) by the WHFW will be subject to EC approval.  John Emmerich will make the suggested revisions to the funding agreement and flowchart and send them for review.  Comments need to be submitted to him by the end of September.

Opportunity for Public Comments re: Old Business 
No public comments were provided
Team and Committee Reports  

Coordination Team
Renee Dana 



Activity update

The Coordination Team has been working on providing information about projects and keeping information updated.


Review/Finalization of Strategic Plan and Operation Plan 

The Coordination Team has not received comments yet and would like comments within 2 weeks (September 19).  The CT will make the changes prior to the next meeting, where finalization can occur.  John Emmerich asked about references in the Strategic Plan to managing sensitive species information.  The Data and Information Management Team has had some discussions and there may be options for the Wyoming Natural Diversity Database to hold data.  John also asked about leases and easements and wanted additional discussion.  He also wanted to develop monitoring/inventory timelines that would be more specific.  A lot of that information is in the Science and Management Integration Plan.  Some suggestions were made at the meeting, including development of an executive summary for the documents and creation of a document map that shows how the various WLCI documents relate to each other.  



Local Project Development Team workshops

Renee provided information about the four workshops that were held in August.  Several different issues and concerns were raised at the meetings.  Outreach and communication need to improve so participation can increase for key interests in the WLCI area.  Other forms of communication should be used other than just meetings.  Additional publications should be targeted for advertising the upcoming meetings.  The CT allowed for a lot of open structure for the teams to form, but the feedback was that initial direction and purpose is needed for the teams.  Participants are interested in formation of the teams, with the focus on having participation from the people that are most essential/interested.  The CT will provide 3 draft structures for the teams so they can decide how they want to function.  Venues for the meetings should be moved to a more neutral location, with potential hosting by other groups.  Participants are interested in looking at watersheds and using scientific information in project development.  Facilitation for the workshops was provided by the Ruckleshaus Institute from the University of Wyoming, and participants thought it would be valuable to continue use of a facilitator.  Funds will be needed for facilitation and communication products.  The EC thought a budget of $25,000 pulled from the participating agencies would be an appropriate way to start, and the EC will look at pulling together that level of funding.  The EC requested that a short PowerPoint presentation be made available for them and the CT to promote the WLCI.  The EC also discussed the importance of capacity for handling NEPA requirements for projects.  Potential solutions are for field offices to help do NEPA work, including funding in project proposals for NEPA, using a Jonah mitigation clearances team to help, and taking projects through the Support Subcommittee to determine how to conduct NEPA.  There was agreement that NEPA should be included in project development and taking a “big picture” look may help combine projects into fewer NEPA documents.  More information and training on NEPA may be needed.


FWS Partners Program Projects
Dan Blake

A handout was provided showing the FY08 FWS Partners for Fish and Wildlife program projects.  The program has been successful for the last 20 years and is a piece of the WLCI that focuses on private lands.  

STAC

Reg Rothwell

Nearly every agency has provided a name for participation on the Monitoring Team.  Goals and objectives of the Monitoring Team are out for review by the STAC and CT by September 15.  STAC is looking at having regular meetings/calls to keep things moving.  The May 2007 workshop may be revisited next year.


Science Team
Frank D’Ericha

The Science Team is meeting this month about FY08 work and is working on an annual science report.  STAC, the CT and others will be invited to a November meeting about the FY09 scopes of work.  The Science Strategies document is being reviewed.  The May 2007 workshop report is ready for publication.  USGS is providing a fact sheet that provides a snap shot of work done in FY08.  USGS is also looking at a workshop in May 2009 to follow up as a 2-year progress report of USGS and other science work and how it all fits into on-the-ground activities.  USGS is bringing in some of its program funding to support work in the WLCI area in addition to the $1.5 million designated for WLCI.  Mary raised a question about soil surveys and if USGS could contribute to their completion.  She is concerned that this basic information is not being addressed timely.  Renee recommended local project development teams can be used to determine specific priority areas for soil surveys.  USGS can incorporate some of its research to do basic soil samples, but the methodology is different from what NRCS uses.  Good coordination needs to occur between the two agencies.  Discussions may occur as soon as November.
Data Management Team (5 minutes)
Frank D’Erchia

USGS has hired Natalie LaTysh to focus on WLCI work.  USGS is producing a paper catalog with more than 200 data sets.  The information is available and will be updated on the web version of the catalog.  A wiki/intranet site is available to access information, and Frank thought Natalie may be able to do a presentation about that at the next meeting.  The public website is being updated, both the layout and the ability for the CT to edit.  Changes should be rolled out in mid-October.  The WLCI map with project points will be displayed on the public website.  The Data and Information Clearinghouse is being organized.

Support Subcommittee (5 minutes)
Lance Porter 

Lance noted that the last Support Subcommittee call was held to prepare for the local project development team workshops.

Opportunity for Public Comments re: Committee and Team Reports 

No public comments were provided
New Business 

Easements
Executive Committee

The EC decided to have a general discussion about easements prior to specific discussions about projects.  Initial comments were made by members of the EC, and additional comments were made by other participants during the discussion.  John Emmerich said he views easements as a tool and the Game and Fish supports them situationally.  John Linn explained the county commission viewpoint, including how zoning has been worked through in comprehensive plans to address development concerns, and that there are varying views of development versus conservation.  He expressed concern about having a sufficient supply of lands that can be developed so that land prices do not become excessively expensive.  He is concerned about WLCI promoting easements, but noted that 25% of the requested funding is for easements, and that may be a reasonable balance.  He recommends a scientific investigation as to whether conservation easements accomplish positive habitat benefits since he has seen the opposite in at least one case where an easement caused management to shift and the property could not be sold.  He recommends looking at term conservation easements as another option.  He thinks some groups are doing a good job using easements, but it can become a political tool.  Mary Thoman was at the Area 5 conservation district meeting the previous day and noted conservation districts are not opposed to conservation easements, but she was concerned that the easement projects had received too high of an initial rank and she was unsure about use of federal funds for easements.  She agreed with John Linn that some areas do not do well when placed under easements and there may be better options to benefit habitat.  She also had specific concerns about whether a Wyoming Game and Fish easement that targets benefits to wildlife will lead to comingling of livestock and game.  She sees the benefit of using conservation easements when core areas are protected, such as migration corridors.  Renee addressed a question about the legality of using Bureau of Land Management funds for easements.  There was concern that the Bureau could not use its funds for easements, but she has been checking with the solicitor on the issue.  Other states have more active easements programs that utilize Bureau funding.  If Bureau funds are used for easements, there will be a plan agreement, title checks and an appraisal (a concern had been raised about if appraisals had been done for the easements on the project list).  Any easements will need long-term monitoring.  Additional responses to questions about appraisals were provided by Kerry Olson, with the Wyoming Game and Fish Department, and Steve Jester, with The Nature Conservancy.  Appraisals vary as to who pays for them and timing can be difficult as the appraisal can get “stale” if it is done too soon prior to completion of the easement.  Don Simpson expressed potential concern about including federal funds toward a conservation easement because the federal process requirements then get included in the easement, which can lead to additional complexity.  He recommended 1) looking at using non-federal funding sources if federal funds will cause the easement to be overly complex, 2) knowing who holds the easement and what title requirements are if certain types of funding are used, and 3) looking at the bigger picture of how the easement fits into an area.  Finalization of funding conservation easements may be appropriate pending additional discussion.  John Emmerich noted that the intent of easements is to maintain existing operations and allow them to continue.  He said most of the concerns have been worked through for the easements that are at the top of the list (i.e., who holds the easement, etc.)  The EC requested that in the future the individual/group that would hold the easement be included in the spreadsheet of projects.  John Linn expressed his favor for term conservation easements as it addresses his concern about having land locked up “perpetually”.  A lot of ranches have not been interested in perpetual easements, and he thinks more would be interested in term easements.  He recommended use of innovation in helping support family-based agriculture.  Steve Jester noted that there is a lot of variability among easements, and the document can be structured to help form a working document that directs the easement to meet its conservation objectives.  Reg Rothwell noted that protection of habitats is one thing WLCI wants to do and he doesn’t want to restrict landowners.  Fencing and water development projects, like conservation easements, can also have some potential negatives.  Steve Ferrell said the Game and Fish Department supports conservation easements but he also thinks a diverse suit of projects is appropriate to pursue using WLCI funds.  There was a brief explanation about the congressional direction of funds that leads to certain amounts of funding for certain project types.  There was also a question whether the WLCI should be helping purchase conservation easements when several other groups are focused on use of the tool (i.e., should the WLCI be filling a gap in conservation or complementing conservation efforts already underway?).  The EC decided it will continue its conversation on conservation easements at its next meeting.  In preparation, it was requested that additional information be put together on the effectiveness of conservation easements in accomplishing their goals: Natalie LaTysh (USGS) will get some initial information through literature reviews.  Kerry Olson (WGFD) will talk to the Land Trust Alliance for existing information that they have available.  Renee to follow up with parameters for using federal funds.  The EC will also review the ranking criteria to determine if changes should be made that would reduce the apparent bias in the criteria toward conservation easements.  Monitoring of conservation easements will need to occur, and the U.S. Geological Survey is interested in helping assess the effectiveness of easements in meeting their conservation objectives.  Wally Johnson, Sweetwater County Commissioner, expressed his opinion that if public funds are used for easements, public access should also be provided, and perhaps it should be included in the ranking criteria.  Chuck Otto, BLM Pinedale, noted that the Conservation Reserve Program administered by the Natural Resources Conservation Service, allows limited access to enrolled lands.

2009 Project Review
Coordination Team
Renee Dana introduced the projects, noting that the projects on the list for FY09 are still considered “off-the-shelf”.  The projects went through the ranking criteria that were provided to the EC previously, and project summaries were included to help provide background information.  Research projects will be funded separately and are presented separately.  Some items were removed from previous lists since they were not ready for funding or received funding through other sources (additionally, the #6 ranked project was recently funded).  For projects being considered, NEPA work should be complete in time for timely project completion.  Pat Anderson showed the maps and explained how rankings were linked to geographic points.  The EC decided to review the projects using the maps and flag those that need additional review.  In general, the EC was comfortable with the process that had been followed and supported the Coordination Team in its rankings.  Mary Thoman wanted to position the EC to provide additional philosophical guidance instead of a “rubber stamp”.  She reiterated her concern about the legality of using funds for conservation easements.  Don Simpson wanted to asterisk the conservation easement projects to make sure use of WLCI funds is what the EC can/wants to do.  Questions were raised about how familiar the CT was with projects during the ranking process, and it was explained that the CT relied on project proponents and experts for getting the needed information.  John Linn wanted to see the seed propagation project receive a higher ranking (listed as #18).  He also thought the Currant Creek easement had been over-ranked.  Points were removed from the “threats and risks” criterion, dropping the project’s score from 125 to 115.  Additional points were assigned for the “partners” criterion of the B-Q Canal/Wetlands Improvement/Elk project since the cost share was higher, raising the project’s score from 111 to 116.  This adjusted the rank of projects slightly.  John Linn proposed the project list/rankings be accepted with the noted changes, Mary Thoman seconded the motion, and the EC unanimously approved.  Don wanted to ensure that multi-year projects receive continued funding once a commitment has been made to fund them.  Mary Thoman raised a question about the checkerboard and whether projects will be coordinated with private lands, and it was clarified that that coordination is occurring.  John Linn wanted to clarify that the Upper Green River Grazing Association was not involved with the Mud Lake trumpeter swan project.  Renee said the association had been included since it is involved with other nearby swan projects.  John Emmerich wanted to make sure conservation plans that preserve resource values are in place for easements that are being funded.  Clarification was made that they are in place. Discussion was brief about the research projects.  Pat Anderson noted that the U.S. Geological Survey is looking at the research projects as well to determine how the agency can help facilitate important research.  Renee wants ongoing projects highlighted as information in the future.  Mary asked about the Green River Basin Sagebrush Ecosystem Evaluation research project, which included collection of soils information.  Renee explained that this is focused on federal lands and supports ongoing research.  John Linn made a motion and Steve Ferrell seconded to accept the research projects and their rankings.  The EC accepted the research projects unanimously.

Next Meeting



Outreach planning to industry and NGOs

The EC decided that preparations for including industry and NGOs would be made at the next EC meeting.  EC members felt additional discussion on conservation easements and the ranking criteria were needed, and the funding agreement needed to be finalized prior to involvement by industry and NGOs.  At the next meeting, EC members should bring a list of people to invite to the discussion.


Topics

The EC wanted to include a discussion of the ranking criteria and conservation easements at the next meeting.  The funding agreement will also be discussed.  Renee requested that additional items be sent to her by Monday of next week and she can estimate meeting length by next Tuesday.  In the next couple of weeks, the CT will give the EC options for structure of local Project Development Teams and will need a quick turnaround to help prepare for the next round of workshops/meetings, which will likely occur prior to the next EC meeting.  Mary Thoman wanted to provide additional direction and structure for the Project Development Teams and wanted to delay further work until it was provided, but a decision was made to continue forward to meet the timelines that have been provided to WLCI participants.


USGS Science Plan Briefing

The USGS Science Plan briefing will occur sometime in November and will include the Coordination Team, STAC and others interested in participating.


Date of next meeting

The next meeting will be held on Friday, November 14.  At the next meeting, the EC will look at establishing regular meeting dates.

Opportunity for Public Comments re:  Any topic 

No comments were made.

ADJOURN

Meeting Action Items:

- John Emmerich will make the suggested revisions to the funding agreement and flowchart and send them for review.  Comments need to be submitted to him by the end of September.

-Comments are needed from the EC within 2 weeks (September 19) on the draft Operation Plan -and Strategic Plan.  The CT will make the suggested changes (including those made at the meeting) and provide copies of the documents prior to the next meeting.
 
-The Coordination Team will provide a PowerPoint presentation that can be used by the EC and others in promoting WLCI.
 
-Consideration of administrative budget of about $25,000 through contributions from participating agencies.
 
-Reg needs input from STAC and the Coordination Team on the draft STAC monitoring team goals and objectives by September 15.

-Coordination needs to occur between USGS and the NRCS on soil surveys.
 
-Additional information on the effectiveness of conservation easements in accomplishing their goals: Natalie LaTysh (USGS) will get some initial information through literature reviews.  Kerry Olson (WGFD) will talk to the Land Trust Alliance for existing information that they have available.  Renee to follow up with parameters for using federal funds.
 
-A review of the project ranking criteria is needed before the next EC meeting.
 
-Ideas for agenda items need to be sent to Renee by Monday (Sept. 8) and Renee will get out a draft agenda and proposed meeting times by Sept. 9.
 
-The Coordination Team will provide the options for structure of local project development teams to the EC for review prior to the workshops and receive quick feedback before the meetings are held.

-Provide a list of invitees to the January EC meeting 

-Check calendars for potential EC meeting dates through 2009

-The Coordination Team needs to prepare something that can be provided to the incoming administration, such as a 2 page handout.

