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Summary Minutes

Wednesday, Feb. 17
Attendance

Category One:  Ken McGarva, Skip Willmore, Jack Razzeto, John Erquiaga, Todd Swickard.

Category Two:  Martin Balding, Alan Cain, Gale Dupree, Frank Bayham (Feb. 18).  Absent: Rosalee Bradley.
Category Three:  Jim Chapman, Sean Curtis, Nancy Huffman (chair), Norvie Enns. Absent:  Pete Neely.
There is a quorum

BLM Staff:  Northern California District Manager Nancy Haug, Alturas Field Manager Tim Burke, Eagle Lake Field Manager Dayne Barron, Surprise Field Manager Shane DeForest, District Public Affairs Officer Jeff Fontana, Eagle Lake FO Associate Field Manager Dennis Benson, Eagle Lake  FO Ecologist Jennifer Mata, Surprise FO Range Management Specialist Steve Surian.
There is a quorum
Opening Business

The meeting agenda was approved with one addition.  The minutes from the June 2009 meeting were approved as mailed.
State Directors Report
District Manager Nancy Haug represented Acting State Director Jim Abbott.  She reported:

· Acting State Director Jim Abbott sends his thanks to each of you for your service and contributions to BLM and the public lands.  Your commitment to share ideas and work together as advisors is extremely important.

National/State Issues:

· New Leadership – All our key positions in Washington are now filled, starting with BLM Director Bob Abbey.  We're also honored that our own State Director Mike Pool was chosen by the Director to be his Deputy Director.   Until a new State Director is chosen, Jim Abbott will serve as Acting State Director.
· 2010 Budget – Congress passed an Interior Appropriations bill October 30.  This is the first budget not a continuing resolution in several years.  There were increases for the National Landscape Conservation System and Land Acquisition and decreases in Wild Horses and Burros. 
· 2011 Budget -- President Obama has proposed $1.1 billion for BLM in fiscal year 2011.  This is an $8 million increase over last year.  Renewable energy, youth, treasured landscapes, and climate change initiatives are among the priorities.  Special attention is given to the wild horse and burro program with a proposed $12 million increase, to $75.7 million for 2011.  There is separate, but related land-acquisition funding request of $42.5 million for the purchase of land for one wild horse preserve.
  

· Legislation – We are now in year two of the 111th Congress.  The large Omnibus lands bill was passed last year, which, among other things, codified the National Landscape Conservation System.  As for pending legislation, we have about half a dozen proposals -- two in Northern California, Stornetta and Chappie-Shasta, and the rest in Southern California, including the large California Desert Protection Act of 2010.
· State Priorities:  Our statewide priorities are very similar to the National priorities:  1) renewable energy, 2) the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act, 3) Youth initiatives; and 3) the upcoming 10th Anniversary of the National Landscape Conservation System.
· Renewable:  Statewide, we have more than 150 solar and wind applications, covering more than a million acres.  In NorCal, we have19 wind projects, all in the testing stage. This is on your agenda and will be discussed in greater detail later in the meeting.
· ARRA or the Recovery Act or Stimulus –BLM-California received $40 million to fund 115 projects on public lands in California.  Contracts have been or are going up for bid right now with the goal of creating or augmenting jobs by putting boots on the ground.  These investments will restore landscapes and habitat, spur renewable energy development remediate abandoned mine lands; and build roads, bridges and trails.  

· The National Landscape Conservation System is celebrating its 10th Anniversary in 2010.  Several areas in northeastern California and northwestern Nevada are part of the system including the Black Rock Desert-High Rock Canyon Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area and several wilderness and wilderness study areas.  Events are planned throughout California to commemorate the anniversary.
· Wild Horse and Burro Program – BLM-California is proposing a horse and burro gather from the Twin Peaks Herd Management Area later this year.  A 30-day public scoping period began February 5 and will end on March 5.  The public is asked to identify issues to be addressed in an environmental assessment to be prepared as required by the National Environmental Policy Act.  

Questions/answers:
Skip Questioned the types of projects involved in ARRA.  Nancy responded that they vary in size and scope from habitat restoration to trail development.
Martin asked Nancy to convey to Jim Abbott the RAC’s appreciation for the opportunity to be involved in preserving our national heritage.

Jack Razzeto asked for information on fuels reduction projects and the amount of fuel that will be directed to cogeneration plants.  There was discussion about the current status of the biomass fuel market.
District Manager’s Time

Nancy noted the following:

· The staffs are continuing developing the new three tier organization, which has required large travel time requirements for her.

· It is important to note that the three tier structure is different from those of the past.  It is not top down, but support and coordination in focus.  Each district functions somewhat differently, dictated by issues and field office needs. In all cases, the objective is to provide new service and value to the field.

· An important role is communication and coordination between field offices and the state office.  The district manager can also work on issues that affect multiple field offices, districts and states.
· There is work ongoing to coordinate among the management of other federal agencies, involving multiple departments.

· Key Northern California District issues are:

· Renewable energy proposals, but to a more limited extent compared to southern California

· ARRA implementation and the need to account for projects and expenditures in a closely watched effort

· Wild horse and burro issues, including the upcoming Twin Peaks gather in the Eagle Lake Field Office are increasing in importance.  The Calico Gather was closely watched, and will provide valuable lessons and insight for Eagle Lake.  We will learn from their experiences.  The RAC can provide a great service by helping spread the BLM’s wild horse and burro management message.
·  (Skip Willmore stressed the importance of public understanding that tax dollars are being used for the program.  Gale, John and Martin noted that the BLM needs to do a better job at educating people about the need to manage the animals.  Jim Chapman noted that some organizations have a stated objective to stop actions and are not willing to learn about the issues.  He said their funding depends on their success at this.  Sean said the RAC can best help the BLM by helping to ensure that work, including NEPA, is defensible.)
· Law enforcement is faced with increasing levels of drug activity on public land, including marijuana growing.  Drug groups are well armed and pose an increasing risk for BLM law enforcement rangers.  The district is leading coordination efforts among field offices.
· Sage Grouse:  a listing decision is expected by the end of February.  Whether or not there is a listing, cross field office coordination will be increasingly important to ensure quality sage grouse habitat is conserved.
· The district will be involved in the Klamath Basin Agreement, as the Alturas and Redding field offices neighbor the project area.  The agreement, signed recently, aims to remove Klamath River dams.
· Events to celebrate the 10th anniversary of the National Landscape Conservation System are coming up at the Trinity River and King Range National Conservation Area. 
Black Rock-High Rock-Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area

Surprise Field Manager Shane DeForest led the discussion about the field office’s role in managing the NCA.  Lead management responsibility rests with the Winnemucca District’s Black Rock Field Office, as management was consolidated two years ago.  The Surprise Field Office and have agreements in place under which management responsibilities are shared.  The offices intend for management to be “seamless.”
Under the agreement, grazing, recreation management and other activities continue to be managed by the Surprise Field Office on NCA lands adjacent to the field office boundary.  Ranchers who graze their animals in this area continue to coordinate their grazing permits and allotment management plans with the Surprise Field office.     There is close coordination between the offices, and personnel sharing.  The transition has been smooth, and staffs are coordinating very well.
Most notable activities are:
· Wilderness management plan development:  The Winnemucca District has the lead.  The goal is for EA completion by the end of this year.
· Wild Horse and Burro Program:  The field office is participating with the district manager in a tri state wild horse and burro management initiative that will lead to closer communication on wild horse management across the region.
· Fuels:  SFO is conducting habitat improvement burns in the High Rock Canyon bottom.

· A National Public Lands Day event was held at the Bitner Ranch last fall.  The SFO staff may participate with the Winnemucca staff on their NLPD project next year.

Shane noted that community members continue to be concerned about retaining the Surprise Field Office in Cedarville. He said there is no plan to close this field office.
Nancy Huffman noted that she is not advised about meetings of the NCA RAC subcommittee that she has served on.  She is willing to continue service.  Norvie Enns serves on the subcommittee, and expressed concern that Burning Man organizers are gaining more voice on that subgroup.

The Winnemucca District has received ARRA funding to build an administrative site in Gerlach.  Construction will begin in late summer. 

The field office has started scoping for a Bitner Ranch management plan, with an objective of improving public access and protecting sensitive resources.  It is currently public land, but closed to vehicle access.

SageSteppe Ecosystem Restoration Project

Alturas Field Manager Tim Burke reported on the status of implementing the project.  He said the BLM and Forest Service must establish a technical advisory committee, as required by the management plan.  Work toward this goal has slowed, primarily because the three primary staff members at the Modoc National Forest have retired, leaving a void.  Tim will be meeting with the acting forest supervisor to discuss ways to implement the committee.  There is a 47-year timeframe to treat juniper encroachment areas at annual acreage rates that accelerate over the life of the plan.  Tim distributed a spreadsheet summarizing treatments during FY09 (attachment).

He said the treatment methods and schedules could be adjusted through an adaptive management approach.
Gale Dupree suggested that work completed by counties (e.g. private land work and fire safe council projects) in the project area be counted in the summary of accomplishments.  Tim agreed and will look into accounting for those accomplishments because they count toward the overall acreage goals of the management strategy.

Martin Balding suggested showing an estimate of biomass tonnage removed from the areas as part of the project work.

Tim noted that a monitoring protocol is in place to address issues from the management plan, including noxious weed invasion, retaining old growth juniper, and project success toward achieving desired vegetation communities.  The plan spells out use of line intersect transects to monitor success.
According to the management strategy adopted by the BLM, Modoc National Forest and Modoc County, the earlier-referenced technical advisory committee would review the monitoring data and share it with the public as part of the adaptive management strategy.  Adjustments to the strategy could come partly from the public input received in that process.  The National Resource Conservation Service NRCS office will compile the information from the various offices.

The RAC had offered to use the sage steppe subcommittee as an interim advisory group until the formal group is established under the Federal Advisory Committee Act.  The Forest Service was not comfortable with the approach.  To create the committee a charter must be created and forwarded to the BLM director and Forest Service chief, and the departments of the Interior and Agriculture.  
Tim hoped that a committee could be established by Aug. 28 of this year, but acknowledged the process is time consuming and could take longer.
Sean Curtis noted there is need for two coordinating groups: the Technical advisory group and a group to coordinate work among the agencies involved in the plan.  Nancy suggested that the internal working group needs to get to work soon. Martin suggested that NRCS needs to be involved so that work on private and public lands is consistent and aims at the same objectives.  The landscape objectives should be similar.
Sean said there will be times when private-public coordination will not be feasible, partly because private landowners need to take advantage of grant funding cycles that may not match up with federal project planning and budgeting timeframes.  He said the issue could be addressed if the federal agencies required NEPA work for private land projects funded with federal funds.

Tim also addressed the need to find economical ways to complete treatments, including methods that would enable projects to “pay for themselves,” possibly through sales of harvested juniper.  
Sean Curtis discussed economic uses of sage steppe juniper biomass products from the treatment projects.  He distributed information on a Dry Forest Investment Zone project (handout).  The five research and non-profit organizations are working together to “foster sustainable forest stewardship by connecting communities and businesses across the region to share best practices and develop strengths.”   He said it could be a way to find feasible outlets for biomass fuels that result from juniper treatment projects.
Sean said the sage steppe partners have done no recruiting for business that could use treatment byproducts, largely because the management strategy had not been completed.  There now might be effort for sage steppe parties to partner on large scale projects, such as a long term, multiple jurisdiction stewardship project that could help attract a facility that would use juniper biomass projects.  
Wind Energy
Eagle Lake Field Manager Dayne Barron updated the council on the status of proposals for wind energy development in all three field office jurisdictions.  For some companies, the three year leases for met towers have expired.  Some have renewed, others have not.  The demise of the TANC transmission project has caused some slowdown in activity.  He distributed a chart summarizing wind energy company interest in the three field office jurisdictions (attachment).
Invenergy remains active with the Horse Lake Project proposal because the company can transmit power on existing Lassen Municipal Utility District lines.  (The RAC toured the project area at its last meeting).    The company has submitted a plan of development.  The BLM has asked for changes to meet BLM requirements.  A revised plan is pending, possibly within 30 days, at which point a public environmental analysis process will begin.

Horizon Wind remains interested in wind testing near Beckworth Pass, Snowstorm Mountain and Antelope Mountain.
No plans of development have been submitted to the Alturas or Surprise Field Offices.   Alturas granted a wind testing lease to Invenergy on Rocky Prairie, but no work was done.
In the Surprise Field Office, some applications are within military aircraft training routes, and the Department of Defense has been involved in review.
Public Comments
There were no members of the public present to address the council. 
Gale Dupree reported on a wildfire resiliency workshop he attended in Sacramento.  There was no attendance by the BLM and Gale felt they should have attended.   He said the organizers “forgot” to invite BLM.

Thursday, Feb. 18
Guests:  Jim Brown, Jean Bilodeaux (freelance journalist), Darice Massey, Jean Goldman, Cedarville; March Wickman, Lake City.  
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA)
District Manager Nancy Haug presented an overview on the ARRA projects (federal stimulus funds)
There is $40 million in California for 115 projects.  Northern California District field offices have applied for additional funds made available from projects that could not be completed. 
Field Office Projects
Alturas:  Tim Burke reported that four projects are planned.  They include work on sage grouse habitat by thinning encroaching juniper.  Two projects are mechanical juniper treatment projects east of Madeline near Clark’s Valley Road, totaling about 2,000 acres.  The field office is ready to proceed on the Blue Door Flat juniper project (NEPA is being done).  NEPA is underway on the Mitchell Hill Project.  The Knox Mountain Timber sale is 430 acres near Ash Valley.

Eagle Lake:  Dayne updated the council on major projects.  The Bizz Johnson Trail trestle restoration will begin this summer.  The project is about $1.7 million.  The Federal Highway Administration is providing contract support, which has been key to the project.  An ethnography study will be undertaken to help document early human history of the region.  A contractor will complete the work.  Fuels reduction projects will be completed at Jack’s Valley and Stones Bengard (continuing work).  A contract project will be launched to improve mapping about the Noble’s Emigrant Trail.  Nine companies have submitted bids.  Work including juniper thinning is planned near Dodge Reservoir to improve sage grouse habitat.  In Rice Canyon, near Susanville, a project is planned to improve information and signing for off highway vehicle users.  The field office is on time or ahead of schedule on all projects.

Surprise:  Shane DeForest distributed a written summary of fuels projects (attachment).   In addition to habitat improvement, fuels projects will be completed to improve fire protection at the Fort Bidwell Indian Community.  Most work is being done through contracts and hiring temporary crews from the local workforce.  Shane said the projects will have the benefit of providing local jobs.
Wild Horse and Burro

Shane discussed results of a wild horse distribution flight over the High Rock, Wall Canyon East and Fox Hog HMAs.  The flights were high level and designed to get a general idea of horse distribution, as opposed to a more specific census flight.
Observers did not find concentrations of horses larger than what would have been expected.  He said the Winnmucca District will lead a coordinated, low elevation, helicopter-based census flight in the spring to determine exact post gather populations for the Calico Complex. The Surprise Field Office and Sheldon National Wildlife Refuge will cooperate in this census.
Nancy Haug reported on the tri state coordination process and development of an memorandum of understanding under which California, Nevada and Oregon districts will coordinate on wild horse and burro management.
Eagle Lake Field Office ecologist Jennifer Mata presented information on the Twin Peaks Herd Management Area and a proposed gather.  A PowerPoint presentation (attachment) detailed conditions in the large herd management area.
Guest Darice Massey noted that information about Strangles condition at the Litchfield Corrals should be made available to the public, especially when horses are returned to the range from the corrals, where they might have been exposed to the disease.  She said ranchers should know if there is a potential for domestic stock being exposed to the upper respiratory disease by returned horses.
Dayne noted the public scoping period is now open for proposed Twin Peaks HMA gather.  It ends March 5.  The appropriate management level is 458 to 778 wild horses.  The current estimated population is about 2,300 animals.
As part of the environmental assessment for the proposed gather, the BLM is continuing rangleland health monitoring in conjunction with monitoring for grazing permit renewals. The critical factors for sustainable rangeland are to water and healthy riparian areas.

RAC comments and questions
Gale suggested dating slides in PowerPoint 
Great Basin Environmental Program
David Lile of the Lassen County Cooperative Extension presented information on the program (handout).  It intends to develop a regional authority to optimize efforts of partners working on Great Basin restoration issues related to invasive species.  There are five states, including Nevada and California, involved.  Others are Utah, Idaho and Oregon.    Issues include wildfire, water conservation and use, land health, rural-urban interface, biodiversity, substantial communities and cultures.  The land grant universities in the five states are leading the effort that intends to address issues on a regional, landscape scale.  It is not intended to replace or compete with local or regional initiatives.
David characterized the effort as a terrestrial version of efforts underway to restore Chesapeake Bay.  He urged the group to see the organization as a coordinating body.  There is a potential for the organization to attract funding from government or private foundation sources, with 70 percent of funding dedicated to on the ground work.
Utah and Nevada have been key leaders early in the effort.  Other participating states are now getting started.
Individual state meetings will be followed by a symposium in Reno in spring, 2011.   A California meeting is tentatively set for this fall.  The intent is to have the program fully operating by 2012.
Field Managers’ Reports
Alturas:  Tim Burke distributed a written report covering drought conditions, grazing permit renewals, range improvement projects, Hayden Hill mine issues, transfer of the Infernal Caverns into public ownership, discussions of patent transfers for county landfills, land exchange possibilities involving the Department of Fish and Game, a possible right of way grant for part of the Ruby Pipeline, right of way access to the Lauer Dam and status of the Medicine Lake Geothermal Project (attachment).  He also distributed a drought condition map.

Eagle Lake:  Field Manager Dayne Barron presented a written report covering forestry and fuels projects, range, wild horse and burro program topics, wildlife, the recreation management program, botany and weeds management program, renewable energy proposals, archaeology topics, the Bly Tunnel and personnel changes.
Additionally, he noted:

· The field office is preparing to announce a decision on the Bly Tunnel. The California State Division of Water Rights and elected officials will be notified first.

· The field office has prevailed in a livestock trespass case against Lassen County resident George Cramer.  He was fined and sentenced in district court to a year’s probation, and ordered to desist from grazing his animals without a permit on public land.  He has appealed.
· Additionally, he said legislation is being considered for transfer of BLM parcels into the boundaries of the Lava Beds National Monument.

Surprise:  Field Manager Shane DeForest distributed a written report (handout) covering rangeland management, wild horse management, wildlife, lands and realty, energy and minerals, cultural resources, noxious weeds, soil and water, fuels, operations, recreation and the Black Rock-High Rock NCA.
He said the field office continues in a drought watch.

Additionally, he highlighted issues associated with the proposed Ruby Pipeline, a 640-mile-long, 42-inch  natural gas distribution line proposed to cross lands managed by the field office.  He noted:

· Staff continues to work on surveys related to cultural and natural resources.
· The final EIS studied three proposed routes.

· The EIS recommended the proposed route, which crosses Surprise field office lands.  The Nevada state Director has not issued a record of decision authorizing a route across BLM-managed public lands.
· The current schedule calls for completion and reclamation underway by mid October.  Shane noted that would occur if no obstacles such as litigation are encountered.

· Responding to a question, he said the BLM has stressed there is no connection between wild horse gathers and the pipeline proposal.  There have been concerns with wild horse movements across the corridor during construction.  There are plans and standard operating procedures to preserve pipeline crossover points for wild horses, ensuring they will be able to access water.

Jean Bilodeaux sought assurances that wild horses would be able to cross the pipeline to access water, particularly during construction.  Shane noted there will be monitors in place to ensure the wild horse mitigation measures are successful.

Jean expressed her view that the Carter wild horse herd is not genetically viable.  Shane noted that the herd moves back and forth into adjacent herd management areas.  There is interchange and breeding among adjoining herd management areas – populations are not isolated. 
Massey challenged the accuracy of the BLM published literature discussing agency work on herd genetic viability and concerns with the genetic viability of the Carter Reservoir horses. She said there should be more study on the Carter herd.  Shane agreed the issue can be discussed further.

Jean also expressed concern with loss of evidence of emigrant wagon ruts in High Rock Canyon, and said community members share the concern.  She said it occurred since vehicles were excluded.

Member Roundtable
· Nancy Huffman asked that a grassbanking discussion be added to the next meeting agenda and the possible nexus with stewardship contracting.
Next meeting dates
Sage Steppe Subcommittee:  Friday, May 7, 9 a.m., BLM Alturas Field Office.  Topic: multi-agency coordination.

Full RAC:  Wednesday and Thursday, June 2, 3, in Alturas.  A field trip will be held the first day, with the Alturas Field Office responsible for details.
Topics:  Sage steppe update and subcommittee report, Winnemucca District update on NCA wilderness planning and emigrant trail conservation topics,  sage grouse, ruby pipeline update, update on National Landscape Conservation System,  Twin Peaks wild horse and burro management update,  Bly Tunnel, Modoc Line update.

Summary minutes compiled by

Jeff Fontana

Public Affairs Officer

BLM Northern California District
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