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A copy of each attachment is listed in the text of or at the end of these minutes and is also on file with the official copy of the minutes in the Las Vegas Field Office of the BLM.  Persons desiring to review said minutes should contact Phillip Guerrero, public affairs specialist, at (702) 498-6088.

Vice-Chairperson Steve Mellington called the meeting to order at 2 p.m.

2 p.m. – Grazing Policy: Sustaining Working Landscapes, presented by Meg Jensen and Jo Simpson, BLM Nevada State Office.

· Meg Jensen introduced J.O. Ratliff, Special Assistant, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Land and Minerals Management, Department of the Interior.

· Jensen distributed the Sustaining Working Landscapes (SWL) RAC Subgroup Report (see attachment 1).  She said SWL consists of four focus areas, i.e., Rangeland Conservation Partnerships, Reserve Common Allotments, Voluntary Allotment Restructuring and Landscape Habitat Improvements.
· John Hiatt provided the RAC with a brief update on the Sustaining Working Landscapes (SWL) RAC Subgroup Report (see attachment 1).  Hiatt said that he supports the concept of SWL, but that the current proposal is too narrow in definition.  Hiatt said SWL has to 1) be economically feasible for the permittee, and 2) be sustainable in the long-term.  As an example, Hiatt noted that the BLM is formulating rules for stewardship contracting, but that there could be issues with implementation, e.g., third party monitoring.  Hiatt also noted that of the public comments received to date re: SWL, most have focused on small details and therefore lack a look at the overall concept.  Hiatt asked Marta Agee for her input.

· Re: SWL, Marta Agee said ranchers are concerned about their financial future.  Agee suggested that the subcommittee report was negative.  Hiatt agreed, noting it suggested that the BLM return to the drawing board.  A brief discussion ensued.   Hiatt said water is a major issue for ranchers.  Hiatt also said ranchers would like the BLM to require fewer meetings and less paperwork, allowing the permittees to more effectively utilize their allotments.  Agee, however, pointed out that the BLM does not need to “reinvent the wheel.”  Agee said the BLM should operate subject to approval, not denial, as it is currently used.  She noted also that BLM staff appears at times to be afraid to make a decision.  Hiatt continued that there appears to be an issue of trust between the BLM, permittees and the environmental community.  Hiatt suggested that the groups work together in a more collaborative manner.  A brief discussion ensued.

· Steve Parker asked if the BLM intended to conduct SWL on a pilot basis before attempting to implement the program bureau wide.  Jensen said that, at this point, the BLM is looking to receive this type of input.  Parker responded that an experimental, or pilot program, would allow the BLM to resolve many issues early, making the bureau wide program more successful.

· Agee noted that the BLM previously used to provide materials and the permittee the labor for range improvement projects.  Agee asked if that is still being done.  Rusty Lee said the Tonopah Field Station has some of those type projects being done today.

· Jensen said she’s been hearing a consistent theme from all three RACs – the process is too cumbersome and needs to be streamlined.  She said the Northwest RAC also suggested that the BLM look at a “vision for the landscape,” thus providing the permittee flexibility in achieving the goal.  The Northwest RAC also suggested checks and balances to safeguard responsible permittees, she said.  Jensen asked that the Tri-RAC in October consider how to structure such a “vision.”

· Hiatt said it’s important to look at the “big picture,” and not focus on one particular rancher and/or allotment.  Hiatt noted that journalists (print and media) usually take photos of and/or write stories about the small percentage of problem areas on the public rangelands, which leads to public discontent.  Hiatt suggested more responsible journalism and a more pro-active approach by the BLM to publicize the overall success of rangeland health.  A brief discussion ensued.

· Jo Simpson suggested the RAC provide the BLM with a draft response by tomorrow, Friday, Sept. 5.  J.O. Ratliff agreed that it would be helpful to the Interior Department.  Jensen then provided the Mojave Southern Great Basin Resource Advisory Council with a few highlights from its counterparts’ recent meetings, i.e., the Northeast and Northwest Great Basin Resource Advisory Councils.

· The Mojave Southern Great Basin Resource Advisory Council took a few moments to read the Sustaining Working Landscapes (SWL) RAC Subgroup Report (see attachment 1).

· Steve Parker initiated a brief discussion regarding “conservation easements.”  Parker asked if a conservation easement could be created to protect sagegrouse habitat.

· Jensen asked the RAC to provide feedback and direction on four specific questions, i.e., “are we going in the right direction,” “have we identified the correct objectives,” “have we adequately addressed concerns raised by the public at the April workshops,” and “are there other mechanisms and policy concepts that we ought to consider to achieve sustainable working landscapes.”  Re: number one of four, “Is the BLM heading in the right direction,” Agee said the subcommittee does not think the federal agency is headed in the right direction.  Mellington said some of the suggestions offered by the BLM tend to “put the cart before the horse," e.g., wilderness designations (release from designation those areas that are not suitable).  Hiatt said the wilderness issue is minor.  He said the sustainability of ranching is a major issue, e.g., if the rangelands were not healthy, grazing would not be sustainable.  A brief discussion ensued.  Maichle pointed out that while each interest group desires “healthy lands,” they all fear that they will be forced to make sacrifices alone.  Noting that nobody agrees on what constitutes “healthy lands,” Billie Young suggested the BLM establish a simpler format.  Mellington asked the RAC to respond to the questions posed by the BLM and not to get mired in minor details.  Ratliff then urged the RAC members to remember that Washington, DC, wants the answers to come from the public.  A brief discussion ensued.  Mark Ioli suggested the BLM simplify the process, putting more responsibility for the decision-making on the operator on the ground.  John Weisser suggested the BLM evaluate other methods of determining “land health,” i.e., fish stocking, seedings, etc.  Hiatt offered the concept of “sustainable ranching.”  Agee noted that many of the ranchers’ former tools have in recent years suffered, degrading the economic viability of “sustainable ranching.”  Agee then pointed out the so-called “postage stamp” appeal process, which she said undermines responsible BLM land managers and ranchers.  Agee also said the overall feeling on the ranches is that the “Reserve Common Allotment” concept would not be successful.  A brief discussion ensued.  Mellington asked the RAC members to determine if the four concepts are adequate, or if they should be expanded and how.  Hiatt said he wants to see a formula that aims to restore “landscape health,” but there is no single concept that can encompass that.  A brief discussion ensued.  Agee reiterated that there is currently too much polarization between the interest groups that use the public lands.  Young asked if most people are really interested in restoration (while pointing out the Eastern Nevada Landscape Coalition’s recent successes).  Agee complained again that the responsible ranchers’ basic tools are being taken away.  A brief discussion ensued.

- Mellington recessed the meeting at 3:55 p.m., reconvening at 4 p.m. –

4 p.m. – Public Meeting: Tonopah Fire Station

- There being no public comment, Mellington closed the public comment period at 4:05 p.m. -

4:05 p.m. – 

· Mellington asked the RAC members to return to the questions posed during the afternoon session.  Hiatt responded, saying he would like to see a concept that understands the economic needs of the ranching industry and the future of public land ranching, given current forces.  Mellington asked for clarification.  A brief discussion ensued.  Re: question one of four, “Are we going in the right direction?” it was determined to state that there is a “need to understand economic needs of ranchers and what the future of public land ranching is, given current forces at work.  Use this to address and understand the viability, long-term.”

· Re: question two of four, “Have we identified the correct objectives?”  Steve Parker said the goal is stated well, but asked what measurement would be used to ensure success or failure.  The RAC agreed that question number two should address a pilot project to see if and where the concepts are workable.  It should also address the economics of ranching as well as the aforementioned measurement process.

· Re: question three of four, “Have we adequately addressed concerns raised by the public at the April workshops?”  Hiatt said the public failed to understand the question, got bogged down in minutia, and never got to the “heart” of the matter.  A brief discussion ensued.  The RAC noted that some changes appear to have been made in response to public comment.  The RAC also noted that it lacks sufficient information to determine if all concerns have been adequately addressed.

· Re: question four of four, “Are there other mechanisms and policy concepts that we ought to consider to achieve sustainable working landscapes?”  Hiatt said he would support the performance-based management concept as summarized by the RAC Subgroup, though the proposal needs to be developed with more specificity and reviewed.  Agee voiced concern that the BLM range technicians should continue to monitor progress/regress on public lands allotted to livestock permittees.  A brief discussion ensued re: “resources,” i.e., maintaining adequate staffing levels at the field office level with which to monitor rangelands.  Agee again voiced her concern about the so-called “postage stamp” appeal.  Maichle suggested that the following verbiage be added to question four, i.e., “Change is essential in healthy lands.  The dynamics of change necessitates adaptive management.  Adaptive management demands current and timely data.  Current and timely data requires sufficient monitoring.  The BLM should reprioritize resources with a bias toward monitoring efforts.”  Noting the federal government’s shift toward outsourcing and the turnover rate at the field office level, Hiatt pointed out that institutional memory is essential in management of the public lands.  A brief discussion ensued before the RAC determined not to discuss the outsourcing question further.

On behalf of Interior Secretary Rebecca Watson, Ratliff thanked the members of the Mojave-Southern Great Basin Resource Advisory Council for their dedication in helping the Bureau of Land Management on SWL and other issues.

- There being no further business, Mellington adjourned the meeting at 5:30 p.m. -
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