Harney County Local Work Group
Minutes

Tuesday, February 7, 2012
1:00 – 3:00 pm
Harney County Courthouse, Basement Meeting Room

Purpose:  To build alliances and strategically invest to effectively solve natural resource problems in Harney County.

Objectives:  Provide a progress report on implementation of the Natural Resources Long Range Strategy, receive input on FY2013 EQIP/WHIP funding pools, and explore opportunities to move forward with priorities identified in the Long Range Strategy.


Attendees
Kirk Ausland, Oregon Department of Forestry
Joel Davis, Harney County Farm Bureau
Cyndee Hill, Natural Resources Conservation Service
Kellie Frank, Farm Service Agency
Tony Rutherford, Oregon Water Resources Department
Ronald Whiting, Private landowner
Jeff Rose, Bureau of Land Management
Dustin Johnson, OSU Extension Service
Karen Moon, Harney County Watershed Council
Marty Goold, Harney Soil and Water Conservation District
Bill Dragt, Bureau of Land Management
Jay Kerby, The Nature Conservancy
Autumn Larkins, Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife
Gerard Labrecque, Joseph’s Juniper Inc.
Zola Ryan, Natural Resources Conservation Service
Kelli Rose, Natural Resources Conservation Service

Opening
Zola Ryan explained the purpose of the local work group, the objectives of the meeting, and the history of the local work group since 2010.  The HCLWG gathers information for county priorities for WHIP & EQIP funding pools.  Zola explained that in 2010 NRCS held two special local work group meetings to gather input on priorities for developing a Natural Resources Long Range Strategy.  The group identified 27 resource problems in Harney County and ranked them to determine the top 5 county priorities.  Zola explained that the purpose of this meeting was to provide an update on progress that had been made toward implementing the Long Range Strategy, gather ideas for FY 2013 funding pool requests, and explore opportunities to move forward.

Introductions of all attending were made.  There were 16 members present and signed in at the HCLWG meeting.

Zola provided an overview of the schedule for local work group meetings throughout the remainder of the time period covered by the current Long Range Strategy (2011 – 2015).  She explained that in 2010 and 2011, the local work group met in July.  However, beginning in 2012, the group will meet in January or February of each year to discuss funding pool requests for the next fiscal year.  The reason for this is that the local NRCS office must submit funding requests to the State Office for review and approval by July 1 of the previous fiscal year.  Meeting in January or February will ensure that the local work group has an opportunity to provide input into these funding requests.  In addition, Zola explained that in 2015 the local work group would likely hold a series of meetings in order to review and revise the Long Range Strategy for the next 5 year period.

Zola stated that the local work group meeting is the one time each year when NRCS formally requests input on program priorities.  However, she encouraged folks to feel free to call or stop by the office at any time if they if they had input to give.  Zola then asked the group if they had any burning issues, questions or concerns that they had come to the meeting hoping to discuss.  Ron Whiting-Burns land owner, made a comment regarding the need for watershed/riparian areas to be a top priority.  Ron also stated that there is a need for improved surface water control infrastructure.  Marty Goold- SWCD stated the she would like to discuss the NRCS Energy Initiative.  Autumn Larkins –ODFW said she was hoping to get an update on the Sage Grouse Initiative.					

Progress Report on Implementation	
Zola gave a power point presentation showing progress that has been made to date on implementing the Long Range Strategy.    The five priority resource problems identified in the Long Range Strategy are:
1. Carp
2. Weeds
3. Riparian Condition
4. Groundwater Availability
5. Juniper Encroachment

Carp
Zola and Linda Beck, Fish Biologist at Malheur National Wildlife Refuge, have written a Conservation implementation Strategy for Harney Basin Aquatic Health Improvement.  This implementation strategy provides for controlling carp and conducting aquatic health improvement projects to accelerate recovery.  Inventory and Planning Activities would be conducted from 2010 – 2023.  Carp control and habitat improvement projects would likely be conducted in a series of phases, beginning in 2022.  The implementation strategy is currently in draft form and is out for comment.  Zola passed out copies of the CIS and asked local work group members to provide comments on the document by March 30, 2012.

Marty Goold-SWCD commented that this program could be useful in the surface water control issues.  Jay Kerby –TNC wondered how much had already been put in place regarding this issue in terms of discussions with the Water Resources Department and others.  Zola replied that Tony had been asked for information regarding inventories of existing water control structures, but that is as far as that discussion has gone so far.  She felt it was important to develop the plan for addressing the primary goal (carp control) first, and then look at potential secondary objectives.

Weeds
The objectives from the Long Range Strategy discuss conducting a county wide inventory of weeds, prioritizing those infestations for treatment, and then implementing treatment programs for each.  However, so far NRCS has been working with the Harney County CWMA to implement Integrated Pest Management of medusahead rye in three focus areas in Harney County.  NRCS began working on this in 2009, prior to development of the Long Range Strategy, so it made sense to continue on with the project and take advantage of the momentum that had already been built.

The three priority areas are:
· Drewsey-Stinkingwater Mountains Focus Area
· Satellite Populations Focus Area
· Riley Focus Area

Since 2009, NRCS has contracted IPM of medusahead rye on 44,373 acres in the Drewsey-Stinkingwater Mountains Focus Area, using EQIP.  This represents 10% of all private lands in the focus area.  Autumn Larkin-ODFW wondered if the 44,000 acres had already been treated.  Zola explained that all contracted acres had been treated at least once.  Folks who received contracts in 2009 have now treated for three years and those contracts are complete.  2010 contract have received two years of treatment and 2011 contracts have received one year.

NRCS began accepting applications for the Satellite Populations Focus Area, which is an expansion of the Drewsey-Stinkingwater Mountains Focus Area, in 2010.  However, no applications have been received from that Focus Area and Zola proposed that the Satellite Populations Focus Area be dropped for lack of demand.  Ron Whiting-land owner asked how bad the medusahead was in the satellite area.  Zola stated she thought it wasn’t bad and that there had likely been miscommunication when the focus area was originally established because she believes that the landowners some folks thought were in the Satellite Populations Focus Area were actually captured in the Drewsey-Stinkingwater Mountains Focus Area.

NRCS is now moving into the Riley Focus Area.  A Conservation Implementation Strategy for Integrated Pest Management of Medusahead Rye in the Riley Focus Area has been finalized and was available for any local work group participants who had not yet received a copy.  The Harney County CWMA is completing a GIS inventory of medusahead in the focus area.  FY2012 will be used to finish the inventory and conduct outreach and education.  EQIP contracting and treatment is planned to begin in earnest in FY2013.

Riparian Condition
There is no specific focus at this time on this project.  Currently, NRCS is developing  2 new CREP plans and the aquatic health carp CIS does address some riparian condition through the habitat improvement projects. But no implementation strategies have been developed specifically for addressing riparian condition.

Groundwater Availability
Zola stated that NRCS is waiting for results from the groundwater assessment being conducted by the Harney County Watershed Council before proceeding with this priority.  The Watershed council is doing a study on ground water availability in the Harney Basin.  Karen Moon HCWC stated that the gathering of existing data was almost complete and they have just released a request for bids for the data analysis portion of the project.  They should have it completed by end of 2012.

Marty Goold SWCD-stated that the SWCD is gearing up to receive Bonneville Power Administration funds through the OreCal RC&D Council to assist producers in the Harney Electric service area in irrigation system improvements to improve energy efficiency.


Juniper
The Long Range Strategy established a goal of treating 30,000 acres of juniper on private lands by the end of 2015.  This is divided among three objectives:
· 20,000 acres of Phase 1 & 2 juniper for sage grouse habitat improvement
· 5,000 acres of Phase 1 & 2 juniper for mule deer habitat improvement
· 5,000 acres of Phase 3 juniper to improve range health, reduce erosion, and improve surface water quality

NRCS has contracted 9,410 acres of juniper control under the Sage Grouse Initiative.  The 2012 allocation of funds was significantly reduced, but Zola stated NRCS expects to be able to fund an additional 2,000 acres of juniper control under SGI this year.  That would bring the total to 11,410 acres, which is 57% of the goal.

Jay Kerby – TNC, asked how much demand NRCS had for juniper cutting.  Zola responded that there are about 20 SGI applications on file and NRCS will likely only be able to fund 2 or 3 this year.  

NRCS has developed a Conservation Implementation Strategy for Mule Deer Habitat Improvement in Harney County.  Copies of the document were available for any local work group participants who had not received one yet.  The implementation strategy focuses on removing juniper from aspen, bitterbrush, and mountain mahogany.  First priority is given to the Steens Mountain WMU in support of the ODFW Mule Deer Initiative and second priority goes to winter range outside the WMU.  The CIS sets an objective of treating 2400 acres in the Steens WMU and another 2600 acres outside the WMU for a total of 5,000 acres.  Currently NRCS has contracted 1,306 acres in the Steens WMU (54% of objective) and 1,872 acres total (37% of overall goal).

Zola commented that while the Steens Mountain WMU is the priority for the mule deer funds, there are very few private landowners in the WMU that are not part of the BLM 5 Creeks Project.  She asked anyone who knows of landowners not included in the project that have juniper in aspen, bitterbrush, or mountain mahogany stands to let NRCS know or encourage the landowner to contact NRCS.

Kirk Ausland ODF said to please remind landowners to contact the forestry department when they are doing the juniper cuts if greater than 150 acres or within the forest protection boundaries.  He will be sending information to the NRCS office to hand out to the clients.

FY2013 EQIP/WHIP Funding Pools
Zola handed out information on the existing (2012) EQIP and WHIP funding pools.  These were an EQIP funding pool for Integrated Pest Management of Medusahead Rye and both an EQIP and a WHIP funding pool for Mule Deer Habitat Improvement.  She stated that the Sage Grouse Initiative would not be included in the discussion because it is a national initiative with screening and ranking criteria determined at the state level in order to ensure consistency from county to county.

EQIP Medusahead
Marty Goold – SWCD, asked whether NRCS still had the ability to do integrated pest management.  Zola explained that the practice that NRCS had been using to contract the medusahead contracts was 595 Pest Management.  However, this year the national standard for this practice changed so that 595 Pest Management is only used to mitigate the risks associated with using pesticides.  NRCS uses a program called Win-PST to assess the chemicals to be used and the soils they will be used on.  Win-PST assigns a hazard rating for fish and humans.  If the hazard rating is intermediate or higher, then NRCS must mitigate that risk, and 595 Pest Management would be used to do that.  NRCS does have a new practice called 315 Herbaceous Weed Control.  So instead of very simple contracts with three years of Pest Management, which covered all activities performed under the IPM plan, contracts will now need to have a contract line item for every activity such as prescribed burning, herbaceous weed control, range planting, and prescribed grazing.  Zola stated that she is thinking of only funding a couple of applications this year in order to “test out” the new contracting process.

Zola quickly reviewed the practices available for cost share, the screening criteria, and the ranking criteria and asked if there were any questions or comments.

Bill Dragt – BLM, asked about the ranking criteria, which give higher priority to private lands located farther away from public lands.  Zola explained that this was because currently BLM cannot use Plateau, the chemical used to treat medusahead.  So treating areas that are not surrounded by BLM improves the probability that control can maintained without being reinfested from neighboring lands.  Bill asked if this criteria would change once the BLM is able to use Plateau.  Zola stated that it likely would, but it depended on how many acres and which locations BLM was able to treat, since there are so many acres of medusahead on BLM lands right now.

EQIP/WHIP Mule Deer
Zola explained that for FY2012 she had requested that funds be available in both EQIP and WHIP for mule deer habitat improvement.  EQIP requires that participants be agricultural producers.  WHIP does not.  So NRCS requested a small amount of WHIP funds in order to have funds available if a recreational landowner wished to participate.  However, no WHIP funds were allocated for any funding pools in 2012.

Zola quickly reviewed the practices available for cost share, the screening criteria, and the ranking criteria.  She pointed out that some minor changes had been made since the last local work group meeting as a result of the technical review conducted by the NRCS state office.

FY2013 Funding Pools
Following review of the existing funding pools, Zola asked for input on funding pools for FY2013.  She reminded the group that the Sage Grouse Initiative is a state and national initiative, so would not be part of the conversation.  The allocation of EQIP funding for medusahead and mule deer in 2012 was only 45% of the 2011 allocation.  We will have no WHIP in 2012.  Zola asked whether the group wanted to simply continue with the 2012 funding pools, make some adjustments to them, or introduce any new funding pools.

Dustin Johnson – OSU, asked whether the change in how the medusahead contracts would be contracted would help stretch the dollars farther.  Zola stated that the new contracts would likely have fewer dollars in them, but she would have a better feel after they had developed a couple contracts.  Also, she expressed concern that the reduced amounts may not provide sufficient incentive for landowners to participate since medusahead is an expensive weed to control.  Dustin asked if funds could be shifted among funding pools.  Zola responded that yes, they can easily be shifted as needed. 

Jay Kerby – TNC, asked how is monitoring done and how effective is it?  Zola replied that under the previous contracting scenario, landowners were required to conduct monitoring and submit the documentation to NRCS in order to receive their pest management payment.  Under the new contracting scenario, NRCS no longer has a mechanism to pay for monitoring, which makes it harder to get landowners to do it.  Marty Goold SWCD- Stated OWEB was a possibility for monitoring in the future to get a little more accurate info.  

Autum Larkins – ODFW, asked why budgets have been decreased so much.  Zola stated that Congress is under great pressure to reduce budgets and the reduction for NRCS is just part of the overall Federal picture.  

Marty Goold – SWCD, asked whether NRCS had contracts ready to go under the existing funding pools.  Zola replied that there are approximately 20 Mule Deer apps and 5 Medusahead apps that are ready to go.  

Ron Whiting – landowner, asked for clarification on what exactly a funding pool is.  Zola stated that they are allocated funds account for each project with ranking criteria.

Zola was asked if there were any issues or projects that NRCS received a lot of requests for.  She replied that she gets quite a few requests for irrigation projects, but that until the Watershed Council ground water assessment is complete there is very little data available to develop an implementation strategy and defend a funding request.

Marty Goold – SWCD, stated that the water quality issue being pushed by ODA would be a good fit for a new funding pool.  Zola and Marty explained for the group that the ODA Ag Water Quality program was asking the Local Advisory Committee to identify a priority area, where they would do an initial assessment of water quality conditions, focus funding on water quality projects within that area for a couple years, and then do another assessment at the end to show improvement.  Zola asked Marty if she had a focus area in mind.  Marty replied that she was thinking of the Silvies River because the SWCD has already been doing some work there and has quite a bit of data already.  

A lengthy discussion followed.  Some of the issues/questions/concerns expressed included:
· Is there sufficient time to identify a focus area and develop a CIS by June?
· NRCS can keep information more private than SWCD, which would encourage landowner participation.
· Do we want to take away from other projects?  Can we get more funding in the year?
· There is a statewide push for water quality improvements.
· There may be a variety of partners both locally and state-wide who would be interested in participating and funding portions of a water quality project.
· CREP may be a good program to help address this issue.
· Hates to see riparian and water control issues sidelined entirely but can see that the current funding pools pretty well exhaust the money we have.
· Could 2012/2013 be used to develop a good CIS and then add this as a funding pool in 2014?
· The current funding pools for medusahead and mule deer complement the Sage Grouse Initiative, which is important given the upcoming listing decision.

After this discussion, Zola stated that what she was hearing from the majority of the local work group was that NRCS should continue with the existing funding pools for medusahead and mule deer in 2013 and look at adding a water quality funding pool (probably for the Silvies) in 2014.  There was general agreement.

Jay Kerby – TNC, expressed concern with the monitoring of treatment and programs.  He would like to see monitoring as one of the criteria in ranking applications.

Ron Whiting – landowner, stated that there are some people who might have good projects that don’t fit into these funding pools and may not have an opportunity for funding for a long time.  Marty Goold said that NRCS can direct these folks to other sources of funding.  Zola stated that this is an issue that NRCS staff are aware of.  When the effort to become more strategic started, NRCS staff discussed having 80 percent of our funds spent on these very focused efforts and keeping 20% of the funds available to “spread around” a little so that everyone had at least a chance at funding.  But as the process has developed, NRCS has shifted toward having 80% of funds in a focused funding pool with a completed CIS and 20% of funds in “enterprise” funding pools.  An enterprise funding pool is one where we are considering starting a new CIS and want to test the waters to see how much landowner interest there is in an area.  Zola stated that she was aware of Ron’s concern and understood, but did not have a good answer for him.

Burning Issues
Zola stated that since time was getting short, she would like to go over the list of burning issues and discuss any that had not yet been covered.  The only issue that had not already been addressed was the Energy Initiative.  Marty Goold stated that the NRCS 2012 Energy Initiative is a great idea and could mesh well with the BPA program that the SWCD will be administering.  Zola explained that under the Energy Initiative producers could receive funding to have an on farm energy audit conducted for their headquarters and cropland, or they could receive funding to implement the recommendations from an energy audit.  Unfortunately, at this time there is only one registered Technical Service Provider certified in the state of Oregon to do the energy audits.  Tony Rutherford – OWRD, asked who can be an energy auditor for NRCS and how long does it take to become certified?  Zola replied that she was not very familiar with the process of becoming a TSP, but she believed anybody who could demonstrate that they had the knowledge and skills to do the audits could be certified.  She said that she thought there were some online training modules that had to be completed and then one or two actual energy audits had to be completed and submitted to NRCS for review in order to become certified.  She was unsure how long this process would take.

Next Steps/Opportunities		
Zola stated that there wasn’t much time to discuss next steps and opportunities for future implementation of the Long Range Strategy, but asked if anyone had any ideas on the top of their heads for projects or focus areas that would address the five resource priorities from the strategy.  With the exception of the water quality/riparian condition issue that had already been discussed, there were none.

Closing					
Evaluation forms were handed out for participants to complete and the meeting was adjourned at 3:00 pm. 
