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Thursday and Friday, May 31 and June 1, 2007

Burney, California

Summary Minutes

Thursday, May 31

Members met at Dicalite Industries, a business that mines diatomaceous earth and processes the material into industrial products used for filtration, including food and beverage applications.  While the operation is not on BLM-managed public lands, the tour provided the opportunity for RAC members to see how saleable minerals operations are managed.
Friday, June 1, 2007
Convene

Chair Nancy Huffman called the meeting to order at about 8 a.m. at the Burney Veterans’ Hall.

Attendance

Category one:  Ken McGarva, Jack Razzeto, SkipWillmore,  Todd Swickard.  Absent:  John Erquiaga. 

Category Two:  Martin Balding, Wes Finley, Frank Bayham, Rosalee Bradley.  One vacancy.  

Category Three:  Nancy Huffman. Absent:  Jim Chapman, Tim Garrod, Henricus Jansen.  One vacancy.
There is no majority present in category three, and therefore, no quorum of the RAC.

BLM Staff:  Deputy State Director (Resources) Tony Danna, Alturas Field Manager Tim Burke, Acting Surprise Field Manager Steve Surian, Eagle Lake Field Manager Dayne Barron, Winnemucca Field Office Associate Field Manager Rodger Bryan, NorCal Public Affairs Officer Jeff Fontana.

Guests:  Brandy Norton, California Dept. of Fish and Game; Rob Jeffers, Modoc National Forest; Craig Harrington, publisher, InterMountain News; Jim Burk, Covanta Energy; Lee Chauvet.
Opening Business

Approval of Agenda:  The agenda was approved as mailed.
Approval of Minutes: Jeff will add to the minutes by this reference that the Modoc National Forest has removed timber treatment areas (about 2.5 million acres) from the  area to be analyzed for the Sage Steppe Ecosystem Restoration project.  The areas will be analyzed in the Forest Plan, which analyzes timber sales.  With the change, the minutes were approved.
State Office Update
Deputy State Director Tony Danna updated the RAC on the following:

· Nominee for Director:  Jim Caswell has been nominated by the President to become the new BLM director.  He directs Idaho’s Office of Species Protection and is former national forest supervisor.  His nomination must be confirmed by the Senate.  There will be more news coverage.  
· RAC Making a Difference:  The RAC’s resolution from February on wild horse and burro management was accepted by State Director Mike Pool and shared with the Washington Office staff.   The recommendations are being considered as part of changes being considered in the WHB program.  There is increasing emphasis on adoptions to address concerns with the number of horses in long term holding.  Additionally, the RAC’s support of the Sagebrush Steppe Ecosystem Restoration project is helping BLM California compete for national Healthy Lands Initiative funding.  (The RAC has been supportive of the project that will improve wildlife habitat and produce products for biomass power generation).  BLM California is using the support expressed by the RAC in its justification for requesting funds under the program which had been limited to Rocky Mountain energy states up to now.  BLM’s acting director has called the Sagebrush Steppe Restoration strategy “innovative.”  The BLM in California is seeing increasing interest in alternate energy developments, including solar projects in the Southern California desert.  The BLM California state office is seeking healthy lands initiative funding to offset habitat impacts associated with energy developments,  California hopes to receive $1 million for each of the three healthy lands initiative projects.  RAC input and support improves BLM-California’s chance of receiving funding.
· Managing for Excellence:  Part of the national initiative to improve BLM effectiveness and efficiency is a proposal  to move BLM back to a three-tier organization – districts, field offices, state offices – from the two-tier structure now in place.
 The proposal would result in three districts for California. District staffs would be support in nature and minimal in number of staff members.   District office locations have not yet been determined but California will propose creating new Northern California and Central California districts (the California Desert is already managed under a three-tier structure).  Regional functions such as public affairs, contracting and others would report to a district manager who would also supervise the field office managers (five offices in NorCal).  The district manager would be responsible for strategically managing issues for the district, serving as a link between the field offices and the state director, and supervising the field managers and district support staff.   A rationale for the change is to increase career ladder opportunities in management and to increase management efficiencies.  State offices are presenting their proposed structures for consideration by the BLM Executive Leadership Team later this month.  Eagle Lake Field Manager Dayne Barron noted there are other components to the initiative including streamlining and consolidating some nationwide support services, including those provided by the service center in Denver.  He said the agency is looking at cost-saving opportunities through centralizing processes including information technology and human resources.
RAC Member comments

· Members discussed pros and cons of the three-tier part of the initiative.   Members agreed that it will be important to keep technical expertise at the field level. Skip Willmore questioned whether the BLM’s level of service would improve to a point that will justify the additional cost.  There were questions about the possibility of staff reductions in state offices to offset the increased costs associate with the shift to three tier (Nancy Huffman).  Several members shared concerns about the increased costs, and whether those costs will result in real improvements to the BLM’s land and resource conservation mission.  Nancy Huffman agreed with the concept of improving career ladders within the BLM.  Frank Bayham said he would be concerned with long-term divesting of field office technical staff that has on the ground expertise. He stressed the BLM’s responsibility to the land and resources, and said field staffing should reflect that responsibility.  Martin Balding noted that the third level will create a level of insulation between the state and field offices.  He said there are negative and positive aspects to that. Nancy summarized that the RAC’s concern is keeping people who make the decisions close to the ground.  Jack Razzeto suggested that recommendations from the field offices to the districts offices become throughput to the state office.  There should be no changes to field office structures now in place.  He said the BLM needs to clearly demonstrate to the public that these changes will make the BLM more cost efficient and effective.  Martin noted that district managers would get a better overall experience with regional issues and the full mission of the BLM, and would become more prepared to move into state and national leadership positions.
 Nancy agreed that field manager experience is critical for those moving into higher leadership positions within the BLM.  Skip noted that the BLM should not lose sight of the importance of local representation.  There were concerns about the potential for growth of the district offices.  Nancy suggested that sharing District Office locations with a field office might help prevent district office growth.
Tony noted that the RAC is the first external group to be briefed on the state proposal.  The BLM will refine proposals and continue to keep the RAC informed.
Juniper Woodcutting
Tim Burke reported on management of juniper firewood cutting areas.  He updated the council on free use areas that have been supported by this group. The Alturas Field Office has 12 designated cutting areas covering about 25,000 acres.  Four are commercial use areas, three are free personal use areas.  The remaining personal use areas have fees. The staff has found that wood cutting areas have been linked with increased garbage dumping and proliferation of new off road routes.

There have not been significant differences in impacts between the free use areas and the areas where fees are charged.  There has not been strong demand to open new cutting areas.  There have been no requests this year for commercial woodcutting permits.  

For personal use the BLM charges $5 per cord with a two-cord minimum.  The Alturas office has sold 32 individual permits for 97 cords.  The office has issued 25 free permits for 112 cords.  Free use permits average. 4.5 cords per person compared to about three cords per person for fee permits.    Two free use areas are in the Burney/Fall River area; one free use area is at Mitchell Hill near Madeline.  Free use areas total about 6,000 acres.  Tim said the field office is not seeing increasing fire wood demand, noting the existing cutting areas appear to be meeting demand.
Ken McGarva noted that firewood cutters tend to leave the smaller juniper trees, which also need to be removed; they seem to thrive after the larger juniper trees are taken, increasing the problem of juniper encroachment.
Frank Bayham suggested that the BLM refer to the ecological benefits of juniper removal when discussing free use wood cutting areas.  
Sagebrush Steppe Ecosystem Restoration Project
Tim Burke provided background information about the project that aims to improve ecosystem health over six million acres of public and private lands that have been impacted by encroachment of Western juniper.

The project is being undertaken by Modoc County, the BLM and the Modoc National Forest.  The Forest is taking the lead in developing the management strategy and environmental impact statement.  Modoc County and the BLM each contributed $250,000 toward development of the strategy and the environmental impact statement (EIS).  The Modoc NF is providing the staff time as an in kind contribution toward the project.
Project Leader Rob Jeffers of the Modoc National Forest updated the RAC on the project status:

· There is growing consensus that sage steppe ecosystems are among the most endangered in the world due to urbanization and invasive species.

· The environmental impact statement (EIS) is being completed by JW Associates of Breckenridge, Colo. The firm is doing highly detailed work and is very receptive to changes requested by the agencies.

· Work is now ongoing on the effects analysis, which gets the most critical public review.  Sound analysis of these effects will be a key part of the EIS.

· The planning team has done detailed analysis of the status of juniper canopy to determine the amount of increase.  Aerial photos comparing the extent of juniper to photos taken 50 years ago clearly show the extent of juniper expansion into sagebrush steppe ecosystems.  The team is also using General Land Office survey data from the late 1880s which indicate juniper locations and extensiveness at that time.

· Release of the EIS will probably be 160 days later than the earlier schedule because:

· There are new Forest Service requirements for indicator species analysis.
· The data is being refined.
· The planning area has been modified to remove Forest Service timber sale areas (about 2.5 million acres) from the analysis  because they will be analyzed under ongoing forest health analyses.

· There will be a science consistency review added to the analysis.  The intent is to ensure the latest science is included in the analysis.

· Schedule:  The administrative draft will be out in the next two weeks and be forwarded for the science consistency review.  A public draft is expected in August for a 45-day public comment period.  A series of public meetings will be held in the same locations as the scoping meetings.  The team anticipates a final EIS release in November.

There were discussions about the benefits to sage-grouse and other wildlife habitat through juniper removal from sagebrush steppe ecosystems, and a possible improvement in water available for sagebrush steppe habitats and other users after juniper removal.

In response to a question, Rob said the agencies expect to hear a variety of viewpoints from interest groups, including those who might question the motives of the strategy.  He said the agencies will continue to stress the benefits for habitat and ecosystems, and present a thorough environmental analysis of the proposed strategy and a full range of alternatives.  He said alternatives include plans to leave stands of old growth juniper and some dense juniper areas preferred by some wildlife species.  He pointed out the plan is not driven by single species issues, but by attempts to improve ecosystem health for multiple species.

Tim Burke noted that the local work will be used as a justification when the BLM requests national funding under the BLM’s healthy land initiative.
Council members present agreed that the project fits with the BLM healthy lands initiative and should be considered for funding in 2008 and out years.    The issue of juniper treatment will be discussed at the next meeting and a resolution considered.
Additionally, the council members present supported BLM-California pursuing healthy lands initiative funding in association with energy development projects statewide in 2008.
There were no votes or formal recommendations because there was no quorum.

Resource Management Planning Update

BLM Planning Team Leader Sue Noggles updated the council on the status of the release of resource management plans for the Alturas, Eagle Lake and Surprise field offices.  A copy of her PowerPoint presentation, which also covered the protest process,  is attached to these meeting minutes. The RMPs will be released to the public June 15, at which time a 30-day protest period begins.
Sue summarized changes from the drafts to proposed final plans/final EIS documents:
· There is more information on the wild and scenic river designations.
· There is more language linking the plans to the BLM programmatic EIS for wind energy.

· There is more information about wildlife.

· There is reference to an east-west utility corridor, and addition of the Alturas Intertie as a utility corridor.

· The vegetation chapters were rewritten for clarity, especially related to livestock grazing.  The plans now show proposed vegetation treatments.

· Each office established its own standards government off-road travel for big game retrieval.  Eagle Lake will not allow it; the other offices will.
· Alturas:  the utility corridor specifications were increased; new appendices were added for range improvement and drought management; there was language added addressing grazing in ACECs; the Tablelands Integrated Resource Management Plan was incorporated as an appendix; proposals for snowmobile restrictions were removed (Nelson Corral); restrictions on boat engines were changed in accordance with a RAC recommendation (affecting Nelson Corral, Delta Lake and Moon Lake); the Red Rock HMA will be retained, reflecting tribal input.
· Surprise: language relating to bighorn sheep and domestic sheep grazing was changed to incorporate the BLM national guidelines for separation of domestic and bighorns; there were changes addressed at wildlife protection.
Public Comments

Jim Burk, Covanta Energy:  Thanked the RAC and the BLM for their work in the bio-energy sector.  This region is rich in wood fiber and forest products and bio energy development opportunities.   Currently, bio-energy operations are cutting back electric production because of lack of available biomass products.  He said the resource agencies and environmental groups’ positions have hampered availability of biomass resources; thinning projects have been greatly reduced.  There are great opportunities for industry and the agencies to cooperate on biomass energy production.  Agency administrators often have limited knowledge about the demand side of the marketplace associated with bio-energy and forest products.  He said the agencies should be aware of those marketplace opportunities.  He encouraged the BLM managers to look at bio-energy and wood product market opportunities as resource management tools.
Black Rock Desert- High Rock Canyon Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area
Tony Danna summarized discussions involving the Nevada and California state offices regarding management of the 200,000-acre portion of the Black Rock Desert-High Rock Canyon Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area managed by BLM-California’s Surprise Field Office in Cedarville.  

The entire NCA lies within the state of Nevada, but part lies on Nevada lands managed by the BLM-California Surprise Field Office.

Tony summarized that the Surprise field office manages about a million acres of northwest Nevada because of development of grazing districts under the 1934 Taylor Grazing Act.   The ranchers’ base property is in Surprise Valley, California, but the grazing areas are in Nevada. Grazing district boundaries reflected this land ownership-grazing allotment pattern, resulting in management of Nevada lands by BLM-California.
With passage of the NCA Act creating the Black Rock-High Rock National Conservation Area, management of the NCA has been shared by the Surprise Field Office and the Winnemucca, Nevada field office. 
The state directors are considering a proposal to redraw the Surprise Field Office boundary to shift management of the NCA lands (about 200,000 acres) entirely to the Winnemucca Field Office.  The Surprise Field Office would continue to participate in NCA management (grazing, wild horse and burro management, maintenance, etc) through service agreements with the Winnemucca Field Office.
Under the proposal, the NCA office would manage recreation uses, wilderness management and all other NCA-related issues.  The Surprise Field Office would continue to administer grazing permits for Surprise Valley ranchers whose allotments fall within the NCA.
Tim Burke said the Modoc County Land Use Committee and the Modoc Cattlemen expressed concerns about the ultimate authority for land uses, such as grazing, within the NCA.  There were concerns that Modoc County might lose any influence that it now has over management of the region if full management authority were transferred to the Winnemucca BLM office.

NCA Manager Dave Cooper said the change would streamline administrative functions, such as publication of management rules, but would not have an impact on public uses or on administration of livestock grazing.  Under the proposal, he said Surprise Valley ranchers would continue to work with the Surprise Field Office on administration of their grazing permits. He said the change would not impact plans to build an NCA visitor center in Cedarville.  The changes would be reflected in a Memorandum of Understanding between the Nevada and California BLM state offices that would clearly delineate office management responsibilities.  He said if done right, the change would not be noticed by the public, but would eliminate internal layers of bureaucracy for the BLM.
Cooper said that under the current proposal, the Winnemucca Field Office would be responsible for permitting all special recreation uses within the NCA.
Steve Surian, acting manager for the Surprise Field Office, said the Surprise staff wants to maintain  the fuels treatment levels that have been established at High Rock, and are concerned that the fuels program will suffer because Nevada field offices do not receive fuels program funding on a level comparable with BLM-California offices.  He said field office staff opinions ranges from neutral to those who prefer “all or nothing” approaches toward shifting NCA management completely to the Winnemucca office.. Responding to Skip Willmore, Steve said a disadvantage of the change would be working out the administrative details.
RAC Member Comments

Martin said he approved of the concept especially since there is status quo with regard to livestock grazing.

Nancy Huffman said the NCA was created to protect resources and to create tourist interest.  That focus requires a different management approach than managing for resource uses such as livestock grazing.  A single manager concept would be fine so long as grazing management stays with the Surprise Field Office for the grazing allotments used by Surprise Valley ranchers.  She said the ranchers should not have to rely on the Winnemucca office for decisions relating to their allotments.  The Winnemucca Field Office should handle the tourism management aspects of the NCA.
Frank agreed with Nancy and Martin’s opinions.

Ken McGarva said changing grazing administration would cause problems.
Field Managers’ Reports
Alturas: Tim Burke presented a written report covering the field office drought policy, range improvement projects, railbanking for the abandoned Modoc Rail Line, Native American tribal coordination, status of the Medicine Lake geothermal projects, grazing permit renewals and stewardship projects.

· Frank Bayham commend the field office for archaeological training offered to tribe members, but said he would stop short of calling the course graduates “technicians” because of the short duration of the training.

Surprise:  Acting Field Manager Steve Surian presented a written report covering rangeland management topics, wild horse management, wildlife habitat management, lands and realty, energy and minerals, cultural resources, soil and water, vegetation, noxious weeds, fire and fuels projects and the Experimental Stewardship Steering Committee.
He said permittees and others are reporting very dry conditions.  It is likely that livestock will be removed from some public ranges earlier than normal due to lack of water.

Eagle Lake:  Field Manager Dayne Barron’s said the field office has increased its pace of consultation meetings with Native American tribes, including some outlying tribes that have interests in public lands managed by the field office.  He said the Sierra Nevada Conservancy will house at least one staff member in the Eagle Lake Field Office under a space leasing agreement.  

In addition, he said the field office has received plans of development from Lassen Wind and Invenergy for wind energy projects proposed for the Shaffer Mountain and Fredonyer Mountain areas east and north of Susanville.

The field office is evaluating the plans to determine whether they are complete.  The Department of Energy will be assisting with evaluation of the plans.  The field office will need to determine how to proceed with environmental analysis and determine the level of analysis that will be required.  There is a possibility that the resource management plan may need to be amended to allow for development.

Dayne’s written report covered forestry, range, wild horse and burro, wildlife, fire, recreation, botany, and archaeology programs and personnel actions.
Closing Business
Next meeting:  Thursday and Friday, Oct. 4 and 5, in Cedarville.  The BLM staff will work out a field tour to cover portions of the Black Rock High Rock NCA. The tour will be held Oct. 4 and the meeting on Oct. 5.
Next meeting topics: Update on sage-grouse conservation strategies, resolution on juniper management, RMP update, Sagebrush Steppe update, Healthy Lands Initiative, wind energy update, wild horse and burro update (gather status, national news, effect of the resolution on herd management).
The meeting was adjourned at about 3:30 p.m.

Note:  Copies of the handout materials referenced in these minutes is on file with the BLM at the Eagle Lake Field Office, Susanville.   Contact Public Affairs Officer Jeff Fontana for copies. 
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