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Wednesday, Sept. 9

RAC members participated in a field tour to the Bly Tunnel (Eagle Lake) and areas overlooking the Willow Creek Valley that are proposed for wind energy developments.  

At the Bly Tunnel, a failed 1920’s irrigation project, the RAC discussed the BLM’s current review of a bypass pipe in a permanent plug within the tunnel.   BLM Eagle Lake Field Manager Dayne Barron, ecologist Jennifer Mata, Planner Sue Noggles and Archaeologist Sharynn Blood  discussed various issues associated with the tunnel plug, and the BLM’s current review of its status. Some members of the public, fearing that the bypass pipe is contributing to declining lake levels, have asked the BLM to shut down the bypass pipe.  The BLM is reviewing options.

One the second part of the tour, Matt Giblin of Invenergy, Inc. showed public land areas under consideration for installation of wind turbines for electricity generation.  The company has not yet submitted a plan of development to BLM.  Giblin discussed the pros and cons of various sites now under consideration.  If the company submits a plan of development to the BLM, the agency will begin a public environmental analysis process.

Thursday, Sept. 10

The council convened at the BLM Eagle Lake Field Office in Susanville.  

Attendance

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

Category two:  Martin Balding, Rosalee Bradley, Gale Dupree, Alan Cain.  Absent:  Frank Bayham.

Category three:  Norvie Enns, Nancy Huffman (chair).  Absent:  Pete Neely, Sean Curtis.  One vacancy.
There is no majority present in category three, and no quorum of the RAC.
District Manager’s Time
Nancy Haug presented a brief overview of her activities since the last meeting.  She is spending time getting to know field office staffs and key constituents.  BLM’s focus on projects under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act has been a primary focus.

State Office Report

Nancy Haug provided information on behalf of Acting State Director Jim Abbott:
· Advisory Councils – The nominations for terms 2010 – 2012 for Northeast, Northwest and Central California are all moving forward. They are currently at the Asst. Secretary for Land and Minerals for surnaming.  All three charters are also in ASLM and will go through the same surnaming process.

National Issues:

1. Leadership in Washington: 
Bob Abbey has been confirmed as the new national director of the BLM.  Bob is a retired BLM employee who served as the BLM Nevada state director before becoming a consultant on lands issues.  California State Director Mike Pool will serve as acting BLM deputy director until a permanent selection is named. Wilma Lewis, former Interior inspector general and solicitor , was also confirmed as the assistant secretary – land and minerals.   
Legislation –  
H.R. 689 - Chappie Shasta Bill, introduced by Rep. Wally Herger 1/26/09,  transfers the administrative jurisdiction of specified federally owned lands in the Shasta-Trinity National Forest in California from the Secretary of Agriculture to the Secretary of the Interior.  

S. 762 - Fire Safe Communities Act of 2009 introduced by Sen. Dianne Feinstein in April, promotes fire safe communities by providing additional fire management assistance for those communities qualifying as “fire safe”.  

H.R. 2899 - California Catastrophic Wildfire Prevention and Community Protection Act, introduced by Rep. Wally Herger 6/16/09, requires the secretary of agriculture and secretary of the interior to expedite forest management projects relating to hazardous fuels reduction, forest restoration, and forest health.  

S. 1596 - The Gold Hill-Wakamatsu Preservation Act, introduced by California Senator Barbara Boxer in late August, authorizes the secretary of the interior, acting through the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), to acquire the Gold Hill Ranch to preserve it as a site of historical and cultural value as one of the earliest Japanese-American communities established in the United States.  The Wakamatsu site will be managed by the  BLM Mother Lode Field Office.
2. Budget – BLM is getting ready to close out FY 2009, and FY 2010 Interior budget  is looking good money-wise. Policy wise, there are big differences between House and Senate. House passed its version, Senate reported its version out of Committee but has not come to floor for a vote.  
State Issues:

1. Leadership in BLM-California – As discussed, Mike's still on detail in Washington and Jim is acting state director.  All of us on the state management team are doing what we can to support them during this period.

2. State government/legislation/leadership – SB 670, signed by the governor on August 6, adds to the state fish and game code a section suspending the issuance of permits to operate suction or dredging equipment in any river, stream or lake pending a final environmental impact report of the existing regulations.  This applies to mining claims on federal land as well as state land.  BLM is still issuing mining claims, but suction and dredging equipment cannot be used unless the state issues a permit to operate the equipment.  

Litigation : 
Shasta Resources Council, et al. v. U.S. Department of the Interior, et al. 

U.S. District Court Case No. 2:08-CV-00645-WBS-CMK  STATUS: Summons and complaint served to BLM CA State Director 5/9/08.  Order requests to recover costs 5/12/09.  Complaint for declaratory relief for violations of the national environmental policy act, administrative procedure act, and FLPMA

Western Watersheds Project (WWP) v. Salazar, DOI and BLM

U.S. District Court Case No. 08-cv-516-blw  STATUS: Plaintiff’s and federal defendant’s status report, case management stipulation, and proposed case management plan 8/14/09.  WWP alleges that 18 land use plans violate FLPMA, NEPA, and the BLM’s own policies, by failing to consider how livestock grazing harms sage-grouse and sage-grouse habitat. WWP seeks to have the plans vacated.

Priorities Statewide:

ARRA Funding – The so-called Stimulus funding, under the America Recovery and Reinvestment Act, approved more than $305 million for BLM over two years.  Of that, California BLM received about $37 million for almost a hundred projects. 
 The approved BLM projects were announced in May and had to meet a strict set of criteria (NEPA work done, etc., to be "Shovel ready").
Renewable Energy – Both the governor and the secretary  of the interior have made renewable energy a high priority.  BLM California is continuing to work closely with the state, which is moving to expedite renewable development while protecting sensitive areas.  Much of the focus is on solar in the California Desert District, but wind energy and transmission lines are part of the effort as well.  Both will draw intense public interest here as well.

RAC Comments/Questions:

In response to questions, Nancy said the BLM’s focus on renewable energy has remained a constant priority in the previous and current administrations.  She said there is no direction to make biomass any less of a priority in the agency.
Ken McGarva shared his concern that juniper chipping companies working in Modoc County have not been able to stay in business due to the depressed biomass prices.  He said that could have an impact on completion of juniper reduction projects that are part of the Sage Steppe Ecosystem Restoration Project.

Martin Balding commented that recent fuels reduction work completed by BLM at the north shore of Eagle Lake was successful in slowing down two lightning caused fires this summer.

Nancy Huffman asked whether the BLM reviews the effectiveness of its RACs.  Public Affairs Officer Jeff Fontana noted that all RAC recommendations and the BLM’s responses are reported yearly at a national level.  Nancy Haug said the BLM highly values the advice provided by the RACs and appreciates the broad diversity represented on the councils.

Sage Steppe Ecosystem Restoration Project
Alturas Field Manager Tim Burke updated the RAC on activities.

He noted that the BLM’s northeast California field offices signed records of decision to implement the strategy last December.  The Forest Service signed a separate record of decision.  Each called for the agencies to begin the 50 year project by reducing juniper on 14,000 acres annually across the project area (all jurisdictions), with 56 percent of that being treated with fire 41 percent with mechanical means and three percent by hand.  In FY 2009, Burke said the Alturas Field Office treated about 1,650 acres, a good part of the target for the planning area.  He said the fire/mechanical/hand percentages were very close to target.
In FY 10, the field office plans on awarding contracts to treat 7,500 acres of juniper.  No prescribed fire is planned for the next fiscal year.
Tim noted that there is a monitoring and adaptive management component for each project, which includes standards for desired vegetation cover and condition.  There are also standards for percentage of dense juniper remaining after treatments.  The goal is to protect visual qualities and habitat diversity.
Tim  said the strategy also contains a standard to retain old growth junipers (130 to 150 years old), and for avoiding expansion of noxious weeds in areas where junipers are reduced.
Tim said the BLM and Forest Service need to monitor projects and compile information for review by the public.  They also need to address formation of a technical advisory committee, as required by the strategy and EIS, and to coordinate their activities across jurisdictional boundaries.  He suggested that a RAC subcommittee could perform those functions while the BLM and Forest Service work to establish a Technical Advisory Committee under the provisions of the Federal Advisory Committee Act (FACA).
The RAC previously formed a Sage Steppe Subcommittee.
Members present today agreed the subcommittee will continue and will follow the charter guidelines to seek additional members to represent wide interests. 

This recommendation, endorsed by members at the June 2009 meeting, summarizes the intent of the subcommittee:

Members of the Northeast California Resource Advisory council present at the June 5, 2009 meeting agreed that monitoring of resource conditions, before and after treatments, and coordination of treatment projects among the partner agencies and private land owners, are essential for the viability and success of the Sage Steppe Ecosystem Restoration Strategy.  This project has been adopted by the three field offices in the RAC jurisdiction, and is incorporated into their resource management plans.    If requested by the BLM on behalf of the sage steppe partners, the RAC could provide the services of a FACA-chartered advisory committee, as detailed in the Sage Steppe Strategy, using its authority to form a subgroup. This service could be provided on an interim basis while a Technical Advisory Committee is formed.  While the RAC recognizes that it advises only the BLM, it is essential that BLM field offices coordinate with its partners for success in restoring sage steppe ecosystems, and the RAC could advise the BLM is this regard. The BLM would be able to share RAC advice with partners in the Sage Steppe Project.

Action:  The members present at today’s meeting agreed that subcommittee members will be Nancy Huffman, Jack Razzeto, Sean Curtis (replacing Pete Neely from category three) and Gale Dupree.  Tim will work to find dates for the first subcommittee meeting to be scheduled for late this year.  The subcommittee will advise BLM on monitoring, formation of a Technical Advisory Committee, and cross jurisdictional coordination.

Todd Swickard recommended that the agencies work closely with livestock operators on project planning.  Operators need to know about specific periods of livestock grazing rest that will be required after juniper treatments.
ARRA Project Update

Field managers presented summary information on the projects for their jurisdictions.  These projects are funded by American Recovery and Reinvestment (federal stimulus) money.

Eagle Lake

Field Manager Dayne Barron said about $3 million is earmarked for the field office. Highlights:

· Bridge No. 9:  The project will restore an historic train trestle that carries the Bizz Johnson National Recreation Trail over the Susan River.  Some environmental analysis remains to be completed.  The completion target is June 30, 2011.

· Ethnographic Study:  A contractor will be hired to complete work to study early human uses of the region.  The information will be important as the field office completes consultation with six Native American tribal governments on various projects, including renewable energy. 

· Fuels reduction/biomass projects:  Jack’s Valley, 15,000 tons of biomass;  South Cleghorn, 1,800 tons of biomass. Projects will be completed under contracts with private companies.

· Nobel’s Trail inventory:  A contractor will develop information that will refine the BLM’s understanding of the historic trail route across public lands managed by the Eagle Lake Field office. 
· Sage Grouse Habitat Restoration: Work near Dodge Reservoir will be done in partnership with the Honey Lake Valley Resource Conservation District.

· Stones Bengard Fuels Reduction:  Contracts will be awarded to continue fuels reduction projects that will improve wildfire safety for the Stones and Bengard communities at the north shore of Eagle Lake.

Alturas

Field Manger Tim Burke summarized projects:

· Contracts will be used to complete biomass projects on about 7,500 acres.  Projects include:

· Blue Door Flat:  2,300 acres east of Madeline in northern Lassen County. The field office expects to award a contract next July.
· South Mitchell Hill: The office hopes to award a contract by August 2010 for work on 2,600 acres north of the Clark Valley Road, east of Madeline.

· Knox Mountain:  The stewardship timber project is west of the Williams Ranch.
· Sage Grouse restoration projects:

· Dill Field:  A contract will be awarded for 400 acres of habitat improvement near a lek. The project is east of Termo.

· Hayden Hill:  A contract will be used for improvements at a lek near the former gold mine in northwest Lassen County. The contract could be awarded in August 2010

Surprise

Manager Shane DeForest said the field office has received funding for two habitat restoration projects and two fuels reduction projects:

· Habitat

· Tuledad:  Contracted work will improve sagebrush-grassland habitat in an established seeding.  The 1,500-acre project complements work ongoing in the neighboring field office jurisdictions.

· Summit:  The project will involve a contract to reduce juniper encroachment near Hays Peak east of Eagleville.  It will complement earlier work to remove large juniper trees by removing smaller encroaching trees in a project area covering 1,800 acres.  Contract work could be underway by fall, weather permitting.
· Fuels reduction:

· Juniper removal and fuel break construction will be completed in the Tuledad project that will employ local workers and youth.  Environmental clearances have been completed, and work is ready to start.

· The Fandango Project will reduce hazardous fuel loading to improve wildfire protection for the Fort Bidwell Indian Reservation.  The work will complement projects already completed, and work by the Modoc National Forest.  Work could start in later winter this year.

Gale Dupree commented that juniper removal projects should include provisions to leave some trees;  they provide important shade for sage grouse.

Kramer Ranch Land Exchange

Alturas Field Manager Tim Burke updated the council on the status of the proposed exchange.  Work is now underway on the required feasibility report.  It is the first step in a process that could take three to five years.

Nancy Huffman voiced her concern that BLM would be giving away 500 acres by allowing the Deer Association to hold the conservation easement.  Tim noted the exchange would be providing public access on 500 acres of private land where there was no previous public access.

As first proposed, the exchange would give 1,000 acres of public land to the Kramer Ranch in exchange for a conservation easement on 500 private ranch acres and  a conservation easement on the 1,000 acres of exchanged public lands.  Public access would be allowed on the easements.  The Kramer shave offered to conduct a public land cleanup.  The California Deer Association offered to hold the conservation easements to ensure public access and deer habitat improvements.

BLM proposed equalizing acreage.  The Deer Association now proposes moving ahead with reducing the public land by half with a direct purchase of the remaining 500 acres.  A conservation easement would be placed on the entire 1,500 public and private acres.

The affected land has been identified in the Alturas Resource Management Plan (RMP) for disposal from public ownership.  As part of the exchange process appraisals will be required and details of the conservation easement will have to be worked out.  Public meetings will be part of the process.  A schedule has not yet been set.  

The feasibility report requires approvals from the state office, national lands team, Washington Office and the BLM Director and finally the state director before it moves forward.  The field office is moving forward with the plan and seeking approvals.  

Bly Tunnel

Eagle Lake Field Manager Dayne Barron  noted it would be useful for the BLM  to have some opinions and thoughts from council members  after yesterday’s tour.  He noted that if the BLM decides to stop water flow through the tunnel plug’s bypass pipe environmental analysis will be required.  There is now more information being considered about historic aspects of the tunnel.  A meeting is planned with the State Office of Historic Preservation to discuss those issues.

RAC comments:

John Erquiaga:  As a rancher, he would hate to see the water flow turned off.

Martin Balding:  Would hate to see the BLM get mired in red tape.  He would like to see the decision shifted to the State Water Resources Control Board, or have the BLM shut off water flow on a trial basis to study effects.

Rosalee Bradley:  The RAC does not have enough information to make a recommendation.

Nancy Huffman said the BLM could rely on the State Water Resources Control board determination that flow through the bypass pipe is ground water (not an Eagle Lake diversion), determine that the tunnel is a historic resource and take no action to shut off the bypass pipe.  She said BLM would need data to justify that course of action.
Todd Swickard:  The tunnel was plugged when the lake was high and there were concerns about flooding.  Now there are concerns about low lake levels.  The BLM should not revisit the issue every time lake levels change.

Skip Willmore:  The BLM should leave the bypass pipe alone, if it can.

Public Comments
Linda Hansen, Mt. Lassen area representative, Sierra Nevada Conservancy, updated the council on SNC grants awarded to the BLM for sage steppe ecosystem projects and sage grouse habitat restoration work.  After state grants were frozen in the budget crisis earlier, work on projects stopped.  The freeze has been lifted, work can begin again, and project deadlines have been extended to March  2012.  In the sage steppe juniper removal work, she suggested a monitoring program to document how juniper reduction benefits watershed (water quantity).

Jim Donnelly, Lassen County agriculture commissioner, introduced himself and said he looks forward to working with the RAC.

Field Managers Reports
Alturas:   In addition to his written report (attachment), Field Manager Tim Burke noted that  the field office has been involved in marijuana growing issues on public lands. Three large gardens were discovered recently in the Little Valley Area, and a BLM ranger was involved in a shooting incident there.  One suspect was killed and two Lassen County Sheriff’s Department officers were injured.  Six suspects were arrested and  10,000 plants were destroyed.   A garden was discovered in the Pit River Canyon Wilderness Study Area  by law enforcement (30,000 plants).  A third garden, 10,000 plants, was discovered in West Beaver Creek, also in the northwestern part of the field office jurisdiction.  He said increasing marijuana growing on public land poses dangers for public land users who might stumble upon heavily guarded gardens.

Now that the gardens have been destroyed, the Alturas Field Office will be using student volunteers to help clean up debris.
Surprise:  Field Manager Shane Deforest presented a written report (attachment).  Highlights:  

· Wild ld horse gathers will start next week at the Carter Reservoir and Coppersmith herd management areas.  Massacre Lakes and Buckhorn HMA gathers are set for next summer.  The appropriate management level must be established for the Massacre Lakes HMA which has not been gathered since the 1980s.

· AML still needs to be completed for Massacre Lakes.  It has not been gathered since the 1980s.

· A gate at the Bitner Ranch  Area of Critical Environmental Concern is being kept closed to confine horses used by the livestock grazing permittee and to protect historic resources, including parts of machinery associated with a historic blacksmith shop that will be interpreted.  The field office wants to begin work on the ACEC management plan.  There are no provisions for public access; the gate is locked.  There is an alternate route, but it is not well signed. There are no signs indicating  that the area is public land.

Eagle Lake:  Field Manager Dayne Barron discussed a water rights issue involving the field office and a private landowner in the Smoke Creek area on the California and Nevada sides of the borders.  BLM is concerned that water for the Lower Smoke Creek riparian area is being improperly impounded.  There are concerns that a ditch has been constructed through a wilderness study area, impacting part of a historic emigrant trail.

Member Roundtable

Todd Swickard distributed a Wall Street Journal article about bird mortality at wind energy sites.

Gale Dupree distributed a weed poster encouraging people to get involved in preventing noxious weed spread.

Closing Business

Next Meeting:  Feb. 17-18, 2009, in Cedarville

Agenda topics: Update on sage steppe projects, Bly Tunnel status, wind energy development update, wild horse and burro program report (results from gathers and update on the adoption program), activity update for the Black Rock Desert-High Rock Canyon-Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area.

Meeting notes compiled by:

Jeff Fontana

Public Affairs Officer

BLM Northern California District 
jfontana@blm.gov
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