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Opening Business

Approval agenda and minutes:  The agenda was approved.   The minutes from the October 2007 meeting were approved as mailed. 

Attendance

Category One:  Ken McGarva, Jack Razzeto, Skip Willmore, Todd Swickard.  Absent:  John Erquiaga.
Category Two:  Martin Balding, Gale Dupree, Alan Cain, Rosalee Bradley (Thursday), Frank Bayham (Friday).
Category Three:  Henriques Jansen, Pete Neely, Nancy Huffman, Mike Dunn (Friday), Tim Garrod.
There is a quorum

BLM Staff:  Alturas Field Manager Tim Burke, Eagle Lake Field Manager Dayne Barron, Surprise Field Manager Shane DeForest, State Office Congressional Liaison
Kristin Minster, Eagle Lake Realty Specialist Duane Jackson, Eagle Lake Outdoor Recreation Planner Stan Bales, Northeast RMP Planning Team Leader Sue Noggles, NorCal Public Affairs Officer Jeff Fontana.

State Office Update
Congressional Liaison Kristin Minster presented the report:

· BLM Director Jim Caswell’s top priorities are healthy lands, the National Landscape Conservation System, managing for excellence, and grazing regulations (more details at the spring meeting).

· The 2008 budget was enacted just before Christmas.  Upcoming budgets will be flat.

· Legislative discussions are ongoing regarding revisions to the 1872 mining law.  A revision passed the House and is now being discussed by the Senate.  There may be action in the spring.

· Deputy State Director Tony Danna has retired.  The search is on for a new DSD for resources.
· Amy Dumas has been hired as the state wild horse and burro lead, replacing Tom Pogacnik, who is now the assistant deputy state director for resources.  She reports in March.
Tim Burke expanded on the grazing regulation topic, noting that a court ruling put parts of the BLM’s new regulations on hold.  Issues surround identification of interested parties in grazing management actions.  The regulations were challenged by the Western Watersheds Project.
RAC Orientation
Tim Burke opened with a summary of the wide range of issues with which the RAC has been involved.  Issues and topics included development of rangeland health standards and livestock grazing guidelines, OHV guidelines, recreation fees, wild horse management, sage grouse conservation, rail banking, sustainable working landscapes, lands transfers, drought policy development, interbasin water transfers, personal use firewood cutting, and sage brush steppe restoration.  He noted that the RAC played an instrumental role in development of the resource management plans soon to be released by the northeast California field offices.
He said the council has been effective because of its good communications with constituents and willingness to bring public ideas to the table.  He said the contribution is “way beyond significant.”

Nancy Huffman said the importance of the RAC is to provide a sounding board for the BLM to be able to hear from people who depend on BLM lands and resources.  She stressed the importance of the RAC’s preference for dealing with matters on a consensus basis, noting that has been a strength.  She commended the group for focusing on problem solving.
Tim Garrod stressed that the consensus approach has become a hallmark of the group.  He explained the RAC’s definition of consensus is reaching decisions that all members “can live with.”  He said to this point all recommendations have been on a consensus basis rather than the result of formal votes in the manner specified in the RAC charter.
Public Affairs Officer Jeff Fontana presented a video on the history of the BLM, linking the agency with the founding of the nation, a PowerPoint presentation on the RAC charter, and a more detailed look at agency heritage and function. (Handouts are attached to these meeting notes.)
Wind Energy 

Dayne Barron summarized the wind energy proposals that have been submitted to the BLM on public lands across the northeast corner of the state.  He referenced a chart summarizing wind energy proposals (handout).
He said the administration is emphasizing alternative energy development as part of the National Energy Policy.  Further, the BLM has issued a national programmatic EIS on wind energy development...  He discussed the federal and state incentives to companies encouraging them to explore alternative energy development.  He said all of these factors are behind the renewed wind energy interest on public lands. 
Dayne pointed out on maps locations of current and proposed wind energy testing sites.

Dayne presented PowerPoint slides illustrating wind farm construction, including installation of turbines and power transmission facilities.  He showed a brief video presentation summarizing the issues at the center of wind energy development discussions.  
There were questions and answers about the length of time for which wind testing 
rights-of-way can be issued and the numbers of times they can be renewed.

Other highlights:
· BLM has discretion to authorize meteorological towers with minimal environmental analysis work (issuing a categorical exclusion), or can complete a more comprehensive environmental assessment, as was done for the Horse Lake Wind proposal submitted by Invenergy.  Three of four meteorological towers approved for Invenergy were installed.

· BLM’s review process for “plans of development” (POD) submitted by alternative energy companies includes these provisions:
· The BLM reviews alternative energy development plans for consistency with regulation and policy and to be sure they include the details needed for adequate environmental analysis.

· The review includes a determination on whether the POD conforms to the field office resource management plan.  If it does not, the BLM could consider amending the RMP, could deny the application or ask for design changes that would be compatible with the RMP.
· There could also be opportunities for the BLM and the company to work together to find ways to make the proposal compatible with the RMP.

· The primary issue with the Horse Lake Project is visual concerns.  Dayne presented a video illustrating the issues BLM considers in making visual resources determinations.
Dayne said the BLM will rely heavily on the RAC and the public in the environmental review processes that will be part of any wind energy development proposal.  He stressed that public involvement will be a critical part of the process.  He said tribal consultation will also be a major part of the process, contributing information about spiritual and other tribe concerns.
Public Comments on Wind Energy Development
Chair Nancy Huffman opened the meeting to public comments to enable members of the public who came for this agenda topic to voice their opinions:

RAC Comments, Questions and Answers:

· Todd Swickard questioned whether there is a way for review of wind energy proposals on a comprehensive basis rather than on a project by project basis.  He suggested a comprehensive study involving federal and county agencies.  He said the current proposals could have an enormous impact in northeast California.  Wind turbines will be the dominant feature no matter where they are placed.

· Dayne noted that federal environmental review processes considers cumulative impacts.  Eagle Lake Field Office Planner Sue Noggles said the cumulative impact issue is part of BLM’s routine land use planning process.   She said that a full review is not possible unless there is specific information on proposed developments. The agency cannot complete environmental analysis on speculative or hypothetical proposals. 
· Henricus Jansen asked BLM to consider sharing PODs with county governments even though the proposals are not on private land.
· Nancy Huffman said the RAC could recommend that course of action, including ways that the BLM could undertake a comprehensive look at proposals.  

· Alan Cain questioned whether there is harm for the BLM to “hold up” the PODS, especially if all information about cumulative impacts is not available.  He was concerned that environmental reviews would be site specific and not study a broad area.

· Dayne noted that the BLM is being asked to expedite where possible, plans of development, consistent with the National Energy Policy.  He said the BLM would still complete a full environmental review process which would include analysis of cumulative impacts.  He said the BLM is not being pressured to rush the process or to “gloss over” public input and sentiment.
· Martin Balding asked how much influence the public and the RAC would have.

· Dayne said decisions on alternative energy proposals rest with the field manager.  He said the decision on local proposals, including the Horse Lake Project, is “way down the road.”  He assumed the RAC will want to be heavily involved in the public review process, possibly involved with EIS development as they were in the resource management plan.  He said the public will be involved from the beginning of any environmental analysis process, including providing information on the issues that should be considered in the EIS, if that is the review direction taken.  The council will then have the opportunity to comment on the draft and protest decisions to the BLM director.  He said public concern about cumulative impacts could be a major part o the public scoping comments. He said the local field offices have a record of going beyond what is required for public involvement and would do the same in any environmental review for wind energy development proposals.
Stan Bales commented on the visual resource management (VRM) designations in the BLM land use plans.  He said the entire landscape in the Eagle Lake Field Office is rated for visual resources, based on a process used across the BLM.  The designations are part of the RMP.  He said VRM designations have had strong public support over many years.  Stan said the VRM rating for Eagle Lake has been in place since the 1980s.

· SkipWillmore noted there is a similar wind farm development proposed on Hatchet Mountain in Shasta County.  Local residents have been concerned that they will get no direct benefit in the form of lower cost electricity.  He said there are local concerns about visual impacts that could impact the tourism industry which is becoming more important to northern California economies, especially with the decline of the timber industry. 

· Todd said this is the biggest planning decision in Lassen County’s history and we should not take a "hurry up" approach.  He said “we need to do it right.”

· Alan expressed concerns about wildlife impacts.  Dayne noted the issue will be addressed in any EIS.

· Martin Balding said he would be concerned with a project being approved that would have non performing turbines or provide less energy that proposed.  He said a disinterested third party should review proposals.

Public Comments, Questions

· Paula Smith:  suggested that wind towers be painted colors other than white.

· Lloyd Morales of Eagle Lake suggested surveying visual impacts and public opinions in areas where wind development already exists.

· Rhonda Lavaco said she has researched wind farms.  Many people who live near them say the developments have had major impacts on their lives and have left long-lasting visual impacts.  She said areas with wind farms will be forever changed.
· Tom Smith questioned the impact of the public opinion on the BLM’s decisions.  Dayne responded that the reason for visual resource classifications is a direct result of public input and opinion.  He said the BLM is required to carefully consider all public opinions in making any decision.

· Midge Swickard recommended a website:  www.wind-watch.org.
· Daren Hagata said he has been severely affected by placement of the met towers.  He said developments and work on the ground by the companies has disrupted his grazing management and damaged resources.  He said there have been trespass issues on private property.  He said the livestock grazing permittees were not informed about the BLM decision to grant permission for the meteorological tower placement.
RAC member Gale Dupree asked about wind farm development impacts on public access and grazing use.  Duane Jackson said he has not seen proposals that would result in closure of large areas to the public.  He said impacts to grazing would be analyzed in the EIS.  Duane also noted that the BLM collects specific royalties for power generated.

Dayne noted that costs of EIS development are charged to the companies.

Friday, Feb. 8
Resource Management Plan Update
Eagle Lake Field Office Planner Sue Noggles updated the council on the status of northeast California field office resource management plans and the status of protests.  She presented a PowerPoint summary, attached to these notes.

She described the record of decision that will be issued to put the final plan into place.  Included will be a brief summary of the plan.  It also includes a discussion of the protests and resolution of them, and a monitoring plan to assess effectiveness of the plan.
Other highlights:

· Development of the plans involved six public scoping meetings, generating 13 major issues for consideration in plan development.  Participation of cooperating agencies was crucial in plan development.
· Involvement of the RAC, including the council’s assistance in alternative development, was an important part of the process and greatly improved public involvement.
· The field offices held more public meetings (including public field tours) than required, helping ensure involvement in the alternative drafting process.

· The preferred alternative was developed in 2004-2005.

· Drafts were released in April 2006.  There was a 90-day public comment period with seven public comment meetings held.  The BLM received more than 1,900 individual comments.  The proposed final RMP and Final EIS documents for each field office were published in June 2007.

· There were 18 protest letters (two for Alturas, 10 for Eagle Lake and six for Surprise).  They covered 152 issues.  The BLM’s responses are nearly complete and will be mailed when signed by the director.
· Protests must be resolved (dismissed, denied, returned to the field office, or upheld) by the BLM director prior to the plans being issued as final.

Responding to Todd, Shane noted that an unsatisfied protester would have to seek remedy in court.

Dayne credited Sue Noggles for her outstanding leadership in the planning process.
Wild Horse and Burro Program

Dayne updated the council on several issues:
· The House Natural Resources Committee has requested an audit of the program by the Government Accountability Office.  The review is now underway, with the Surprise Field Office among the offices to be surveyed.  He said the internal review should be a useful look at the program, possibly highlighting areas where changes or improvements could be made.

· California is participating in the next Western States Mustang Challenge competition with the Litchfield Corrals supplying the horses for the training competition.  In the event, selected trainers will have three months to gentle and train a mustang and then compete for cash prizes.  The event is coordinated by the national Mustang Heritage Foundation as a way to promote adoption of mustangs. In last year’s Extreme Mustang Makeover Event, a horse from the competition brought a $50,000 bid during the adoption process.
· The field offices are planning for summer gathers, including reducing the size of the New Ravendale Herd to its appropriate management level.  Buckhorn and Carter Reservoir herds are scheduled for gathers this year as well, possibly in August.

· The BLM now has more horses and burros in long term holding than on the range in wild herds.  A fact sheet on the topic was handed out.

Alan Cain noted that the trainers in last year’s makeover event were nationally known.  The California event will be held at the California Horse Expo in Sacramento.  The National Wild horse and Burro expo is another event that promotes wild horses and burros.
Bill Phillips, who represents wild horse and burro interests on the Modoc Washoe Experimental Stewardship Steering Committee, reported on his visit to the Kentucky Horse Park, which partners with the BLM on wild horse and burro management.  He said Don Glenn of the BLM’s national wild horse and burro program reported it will cost $220 million to hold horses in long term facilities until their death.  He said moving to selective removal is the best way to reduce the numbers of horses going into long term holding by removing horses from the range that will be most likely to be adopted. 
Todd Swickard said trends including animal rights concerns, lack of horse slaughter facilities in the United States, high feed prices, and others are impacting the BLM’s wild horse and burro adoption program.  He said the BLM will have more difficulty in getting horses adopted, and may see an increase in the number of horses being turned loose on the public lands.  He said the BLM may have to look at sterilization programs to help control wild populations.
Dayne said the BLM’s executive leadership team will be issuing decisions soon regarding program changes, including possible restructuring.
Martin Balding suggested an agenda topic on using sterilization.
Skip Willmore suggested the RAC adopt another resolution urging more action on the wild horse program.

Shane said the managers and wild horse and burro program specialists in Nevada pay close attention to managing herds and have as much passion for the program as members of the advisory council.  He said the specialists and managers in the BLM share the frustration of the RAC regarding numbers of horses in long-term holding.  They are doing the best job they can with the resources they have.  He explained that some managers don’t see selective removal as the best option to address current population problems.

Alan Cain urged the group to keep the topic at the forefront and try to promote some “thinking out of the box,” including addressing the propagation issue.
Skip moved that the RAC send a letter to State Director Mike Pool indicating their continuing interest and suggestion that the BLM use sterilization as a population control tool. The council unanimously agreed on the following letter:
Dear Mike:

At our meeting on Feb. 8, the Northeast California Resource Advisory Council again discussed BLM’s management of wild horse and burro populations and administration of the Wild Horse and Burro Program.

First, we thank you for your support of our earlier recommendation regarding selective removal as the most effective way for the BLM to soundly manage wild populations while limiting the number of animals going into expensive long-term holding facilities.  We were happy to learn that the Modoc-Washoe Experimental Stewardship Steering Committee has endorsed our resolution.
We continue our interest in this management issue, and our concern with the future implications that long term holding costs pose for BLM’s efforts to manage wild populations.  With more than half of the budget now devoted to caring for horses off the range, the BLM’s abilities to manage wild herds, and therefore to protect rangeland health, are compromised.  

We also recognize that many factors, including a glutted horse market, high feed and fuel costs and well-meaning (though short-sighted)  intentions of some  animal rights activists will continue to pose challenges for the BLM’s wild horse and burro program and its adoption component.  We commend the BLM’s managers and wild horse and burro staff for their continued dedication and efforts is the face of these challenges.
We unanimously voted to recommend that the BLM continue to focus on improving management efficiencies.  We believe that an area worth consideration is expansion of birth control, including sterilization of some wild herd animals, as a means to control wild populations.  
Because sound management of wild horse and burro herds has direct implications for the health of the land, and long-term holding has dire budget consequences, we believe that the BLM must continue to “think outside  the box” considering new approaches in implementing the intent of the Wild and Free Roaming Horses and Burros Act.

We appreciate the opportunity to comment on this important natural resource management issue and look forward to continuing to advise the BLM in this area.

Sincerely,

Nancy Huffman

Chair

Sage Grouse and Pygmy Rabbit Conservation

Dayne noted that the conservation strategy developed by a local coordinated working group will be the blueprint for addressing sage-grouse habitat conservation needs in the region.

He said the BLM has received grant funds from the Sierra Nevada Conservancy (news release is included as a handout) to be applied toward implementation of the conservation strategy.  More grant proposals are being developed.  Work is now underway on National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) clearances and other work that will support the grant applications.
BLM State Wildlife Lead Paul Roush discussed recent court actions regarding sage-grouse.  He presented a PowerPoint presentation.
Highlights:

· There has been a 90 percent population decline in the last century, primary loss due to habitat loss and degradation.

· Populations are declining in northeast California as well.  The Buffalo-Skedaddle population is recognized as a last stronghold population.  It is contiguous with good habitat in Nevada, southern Oregon and southern Idaho.

· Remaining habitat is largely on public lands managed by the BLM.

· There was a petition filed with the Fish and Wildlife Service in 2003 to place the species on the federal endangered species list. After a 12-month study the Fish and Wildlife Service determined that the species was not warranted for listing.  The finding was based on the population and status of conservation efforts. 
· During that time the Nevada governor convened a sage-grouse conservation team that focused on seven planning regions, including a Modoc-Washoe planning unit locally.
· A local conservation plan has been completed for the Devil’s Garden population management unit (PMU).

· During the same time, BLM sage-grouse budgets have decreased from $1.1 million in 2005 to $400,000 in 2008.  The budget trend is the same in other Western states.

· The Western Watersheds Project sued the Fish and Wildlife Service, charging that the FWS listing determination was arbitrary and capricious. The judge agreed.  Consequently, on Jan. 30, a timeline was set for another 12-month review to determine whether the species should be listed under the Endangered Species Act.
· The court directed the FWS to use the Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies as the expert data source.  This group completed a sage-grouse conservation assessment and a conservation strategy containing broad agency guidance.  The group will issue a conservation assessment in November.  A new listing determination by the FWS is expected in May 2009.
· BLM offices will participate in the FWS process leading toward the listing determination.  BLM is now collecting data, reporting on conservation actions, and considering a national sage-grouse conservation strategy (now in the early discussion stage).
· BLM has identified 10 habitat improvement project areas in the Buffalo Skedaddle Unit.
Paul noted that there is renewed environmental community interest in the well being of the pygmy rabbit.  Regarding concerns habitat, Paul reported there is a robust population on Surprise Field Office lands, but there have been none observed on the Eagle Lake Field Office jurisdiction.  The animals need soils suitable for burrowing.  They depend on sagebrush for survival.

The Fish and Wildlife Service issued a finding that the species is not warranted for listing.  In a suit filed by WWP, the judge remanded the decision to FWS, which is now accepting information in their 90 day review process to determine whether the species is warranted for listing under the Endangered Species Act.
BLM is assembling data and responding to a Freedom of Information Act request from WWP.

Sierra Nevada Conservancy Grant

Linda Hansen, Mt. Lassen area representative for the Sierra Nevada Conservancy, introduced Mt. Lassen Area Manager Kerri Timmer (she distributed a conservancy brochure).  Kerry noted:
· She is happy to hear of work in the Buffalo-Skedaddle PMU and excited about the opportunity for the conservancy to assist.

· The SNC covers all or parts of 22 counties in the Sierra Nevada region.

· It is one of nine conservancies in the state, and operates under direction of the resources secretary.

· The conservancy has one funding source this year:  Prop. 84 which provided money to be used for watershed health and water quality and quantity projects over the next three to five years. There is $17 million in grant funds available from this fund source.
Sage Steppe Restoration EIS

Rob Jeffers of the Modoc National Forest updated the council on development of the environmental impact statement (EIS) and management strategy for restoration of sage-steppe ecosystems.  He summarized the public involvement work that has been involved in the planning effort, led by the Modoc National Forest in partnership with the BLM and Modoc County.
The intent of the restoration strategy plan is to return to pre-settlement conditions in the extent of juniper stands and extent of sage-steppe plant communities.  (The draft EIS is available at http://www.fs.fed.us/r5/modoc/projects/sagebrush-restoration-web/juniperstrategy.shtml.)

The EIS which has been released in draft, contains three management alternatives which differ by rate of restoration and type of restoration tools, including fire (prescribed and natural) and mechanical treatment.   The draft was released in August to a widely diverse audience.  There were 23 comment letters received during the 45-day comment period.  The agencies are now finalizing comment responses.
Comments led to development of a new alternative that focuses on management actions slow rate initially.  It calls for detailed monitoring and contains adaptive management approaches. The plan will be put into effect through records of decision to be issued by the Forest Service and the BLM.

He commended the contractor, JW Associates of Colorado for their work on the project.
Tim Burke noted an area of concern raised by the public was a desire to protect old growth juniper, especially from firewood cutting.  He said the agencies need to proceed slowly to be sure than juniper control methods don’t have unintended consequences such as weed infestations, damage to archaeological sites, over use by livestock or others.  There is a large area of uncertainty associated with implementation of the strategy.  
He said adaptive management strategies will be important as a tool to monitor whether juniper projects have the intended results.  He distributed photos of a juniper project conducted when snow cover is present.

Public Comments

Jack Pastor of Lassen County commented that his organization supports the concept of wind power in the county.  He said Lassen County is ranked highly nationwide in terms of wind power potential.  Wind generators are clean and environmentally friendly, providing high tech jobs.  He does not agree that the Horse Lake project would degrade Eagle Lake property values.  He said that at a minimum, the companies should be granted permission to test wind resources.
Todd Swickard distributed information that shows wind generators contributing relatively little to power grids.

Dave Allen  Honey Lake Power:  His company has been working with the Alturas field Office experimenting with juniper harvest to test viability of the species in the power plant and to determine impacts on the ground from various harvest methods.    The company needs to find ways to take advantage of juniper harvested in public lands improvement projects.  He said it might also be worthwhile to begin testing new types of harvest equipment that has lighter impacts on the land.

Don Armentrout of Susanville commented that there are discussions of alternative energy options must take into consideration the costs of cleaning up current sources of pollution.  He said a key consideration for alternative energy proposals is not location, but the impact on future generations.

Ed Cope, Willow Creek Valley, said cleanup costs for nuclear energy should be addressed in the alternative energy discussion.  He supports development of wind energy as a clean energy source.  He said he looks forward to seeing wind generators in the distance from his ranch.
Matt Giblin, Invenergy, said that wind energy is the fastest growing new source of electricity because it is clean and it works. He said his company’s Horse Lake Project will be capable of powering 30,000 homes.  The proposed towers are a great distance from Eagle Lake and Willow Creek Valley, which will reduce the visual impacts.  He said impacts on the land are slight.  The actual footprint in a 27,000 acre project site, including construction, would be about 100 acres total.  He said the project will not change the character of the landscape forever, as suggested during discussions at this meeting.  People will still hunt, fish and graze livestock.  There is strong community support for the project.  He presented a list of 150 citizens and 50 businesses supporting Invenergy’s Horse Lake proposal.
Field Manager’s Reports

Alturas:  Tim Burke presented a written report (attachment) covering drought issues, range improvement projects, grazing permit renewals (attachment), timer sales, stewardship projects, sage-grouse restoration, and railbanking the Modoc Line.

Surprise Field Office:  Shane DeForest presented a written report covering rangeland management, wild horses, wildlife, realty, energy and minerals, soils and water, noxious weeds, fuels, budget and management of the Black Rock Desert-High Rock Canyon-Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area.
Eagle Lake Field Office:  Dayne reported that the field office has been working with 
the Nevada and California state offices of historic preservation to improve its standing and improve its functional relationship with them.  The Eagle Lake Field Office had been on provisional status because of poor documentation in the cultural resource management program.  The offices have restored the field office to full status under the cultural resources protocol.

The Society of American Foresters will hold its annual meeting in Reno this fall.  There might be an opportunity for local field tours to focus on juniper harvest and biomass

Closing Business

Next meeting will be hosted by the Alturas Field Office, with a field trip to the Cramer Ranch to discuss land tenure adjustments in the area.

Dates:  May 15-16 with a field trip on the first day and business meeting on the second.
Agenda topics will include wind energy status, RMP update, sage steppe update, sage grouse conservation, wild horse and burro update, managing for excellence, and a Modoc Resource Academy update. 
Summary notes compiled by

Jeff Fontana, BLM public affairs officer, NorCal
Handouts referenced in these notes are available by contacting Public Affairs Officer Jeff Fontana at (530) 252-5332 or emailing jfontana@ca.blm.gov.
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