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In April 2008, the interagency National Riparian Service Team (NRST) received a request from the Black Rock Desert-High Rock Canyon Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area (hereafter referred to as NCA) to assist the management team in improved understanding and management of springs and other riparian resources within the NCA.  There is considerable public interest and controversy regarding the condition of small spring systems, their associated meadows and the impacts on wildlife populations associated with grazing by wild horses and livestock, on the NCA.  Discussions between the NCA managers and the NRST led to the following initial objectives for the NRST:
1. Assess the stakeholders positions and perceptions of the issues  

2. Assist with development of shared vision and objectives to resolution of the issues

3. Support development of inventory and monitoring protocols to allow collection of data sets that allow evaluation of the objectives

4. Assist in building a toolbox of management techniques that when applied support progress toward meeting the objectives

5. Support the stakeholders reaching agreement on the appropriate application of inventory, management actions and follow up monitoring that will allow the shared objectives to be achieved

Background on the NCA

The Black Rock Desert - High Rock Canyon Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area is a part of the BLM’s National Landscape Conservation System: a diverse program that incorporates National Scenic and Historic Trails, Wild and Scenic Rivers, Wilderness Areas, and National Monuments and Conservation Areas, to name a few. The mission of the Conservation System is to conserve, protect and restore nationally significant landscapes that have outstanding cultural, ecological and scientific values for present and future generations of Americans. This 27 million acre Conservation System is said to be the most innovative U.S. land-management program in the last 50 years, joining together the crown jewels of the BLM’s cultural, natural and scientific assets. Quietly revolutionary, instead of protecting "islands" of special land it conserves whole landscapes.  (BLM website)

The 797,100 acre NCA was designated in furtherance of the following purposes: “ In order to conserve, protect, and enhance for the benefit and enjoyment of present and future generations the unique and nationally important historical, cultural, paleontological, scenic, scientific, biological, educational, wildlife, riparian, wilderness, endangered species, and recreational values and resources associated with the Applegate-Lassen and Nobles Trails corridors and surrounding areas, there is hereby established the Black Rock Desert-High Rock Canyon Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area in the State of Nevada.”  [Page 114 STAT. 2763 Page 114, (U.S. Statutes at Large, page 114 ff.), Public Law 106-554] Signed into Law December 21, 2000 as Amended November 6, 2001.  Additionally, 757,500 acres within ten separate units were designated by the NCA Act as Wilderness.

Conduct of Situation Assessment 

To provide understanding and to meet objective 1 listed above, an assessment was undertaken by contractors Mike Lunn, Diane Seehawer, and other members of the NRST.  This assessment included a review of existing documents, communications with the staff and management of the NCA, and a series of conversations with interested and affected members of the public and agencies.  

During and after the week of March 30-April 3, approximately 50 people were contacted. Most of the discussions were personal face to face conversations.  If people were unable meet in person, discussions were had by phone. NRST purposes were to learn from the people their perspectives of the situation with management of the NCA, hear about the issues with which they are concerned, begin the development of relationships between the potential future workshop participants and NRST members, and help with development of approaches and tools for best meeting the request from the NCA management for assistance.

The information garnered during the discussions, and outlined in this report, reflects the personal knowledge, opinions and biases of the people with whom the team talked.  In some cases, the information conflicts among various people or with published documents; however, these are the perceptions/beliefs of the people involved.  It was not the purpose of the discussion to judge the factual validity of the statements and opinions, rather to learn the range of those opinions, beliefs and perceptions.  That wide range of opinion and perceptions will be the starting point for developing shared visions and understanding.

Issues, Opportunities and Themes
Discussions revealed a series of themes and interest areas from among the participants, some of which are directly related to conditions within the NCA with which NRST has been requested to assist.  Other issues are broader in scope and extend beyond that area and concern social/economic and management situations.  Each area of interest/concern is briefly described below:

BLM Management
Importance of Excellence in NCA Management – Areas within the NLCS administered by the BLM represent some of the most important public lands nationally, and offer a challenge to the BLM to demonstrate their management can provide, in perpetuity, the values for which these special lands were designated.  From the Washington Office to the field level, BLM employees are aware of the significance of the land and challenges.  These NCA’s can also serve as areas for learning opportunities, where concepts such as collaborative conservation can be tested.  

Organizational Structure – Since designation, there have been several organizational structures utilized.  The first consisted of management by two Area Managers (Surprise and Winnemucca), which then progressed to the development of an NCA organization overseen by an NCA Manager. More recently, a decision was made to manage the NCA, Wilderness and adjoining public lands within a contiguous Black Rock unit.  During discussions, we heard several people talk about the importance of highlighting the special nature of the NCA, and the importance of managing those lands as an integrated part of a very large landscape.  Some people feared that the current organization posed a threat of “dilution” of attention to the important work within the NCA, and a potential for not spending money budgeted specifically for NLCS lands appropriately. The NRST also heard that the focused attention on lands within NCA and Wilderness posed more difficult and lengthy decision processes than lands outside the NCA.  Many local people expressed deep concern with the decision to terminate the NCA specific management team and replace it with a management team that that will be responsible for NCA land and a significant amount of “other” BLM lands.  

Many people have an expectation that NCA lands will be managed better than other BLM lands.  They believe that BLM previously/presently has not acknowledged NCA lands as different from other BLM lands because they see no evidence that the management on NCA is better.  Examples of evidence people are looking for include; decreased numbers of horses, better OHV control, and more enforcement of regulations.   Some of these anxieties are intensified by the belief that new management lacks adequate background to manage lands of such significance.   After meeting with new management, some feel like they were given lip service and hollow promises that even though the NCA is being managed within the boundary of Black Rock unit, the management team would be managing the NCA at a higher level than other lands.  Since that time there has been no further communication about what the plans are.
NEPA – Complying with NEPA is seen as a major challenge internally and with external publics.  In discussions with field level staff, it was almost viewed as overwhelming.  Challenges from groups including Western Watersheds Project has led to more detailed and lengthy analyses, leading to EA’s that might reach several hundred pages and require more than a year to complete.  Exacerbating the problem is the limited budget and staffing in key areas such as archeological resources and rare or sensitive wildlife and/or plant species.  Some ranchers are very frustrated by the delays in approving what they view as simple maintenance and or restoration of water sources, which they are responsible for within the NCA; too much red tape and inefficiency.  They see a real difference within and outside the NCA regarding such approvals.  

Relationships and Trust – Generally, there are strong relationships among the various people with whom the NRST visited; however, there are also a lot of people who have relationships only within their own circles of interest.  For example, many of the ranchers have never actually talked with environmentalists or wild horse advocates but had opinions about them and vice versa.  When the NCA/Wilderness was first designated, relationships between the ranchers and BLM were also hindered.  It appears that signage for the NCA/Wilderness areas were being removed/stolen so the BLM placed cameras as a way of identifying the culprit. This event created a perception of deceit and distrust developed between some of the permittees and the BLM.  Fortunately, there is an acknowledgement that the current BLM management is almost, if not completely, different than management at the time this occurred. Now the BLM is largely seen as approachable and open. However, concern that the BLM is not always responsive to requests and NEPA was cited several times as a barrier to improved management.  Most of the concerns seemed focused more on the agency than the individuals, and there was particular appreciation expressed for having a new District Manager who has long experience and a good reputation with people there.  There is strong recognition that long term collaboration and cooperation will be required to manage the NCA in a way that will meet the needs of the local, regional and national public.

Spring Riparian Areas 

Within the NCA, most available water is from springs, there are few flowing streams.  Some of the springs provide year-long water; others are more seasonal and responsive to drought or wet cycles; and some are essentially just wet areas that provide small amounts of water and green spots, which are important for birds and smaller wildlife species. In the desert, any water is viewed as critically important. 

Conditions – Because of the importance of water, people have been trying to manage and protect stream sources since European Americans arrived in the mid-1800’s.  As with the rest of Nevada, early settlement focused on areas with dependable water and nearly all the flowing streams and many of the dependable springs were homesteaded with privately held water rights.  Even in areas now designated as Wilderness, dim roads and failing improvements around many isolated springs attest to the efforts of early settlers, followed by BLM managers, to provide dependable water in the desert.

Today, many but not all water sources are in poor condition.  Heavy use of springs by livestock and horses has damaged or destroyed facilities that once protected spring sources, and many springs have been trampled out by grazing animals.  Some are mucky bogs, others just small puddles; many flow considerably less than they once did due to trampling.  Several people expressed concern that important species, such as bighorn sheep, are often kept away from needed water by horses defending the spring.  Ranchers and BLM managers have demonstrated over time that with proper design and appropriate maintenance, cattle damage at springs can be managed relatively easy.  This is not true for horses, which are much stronger and more aggressive in getting water and have destroyed many developments such as metal or concrete troughs and fences.  Essentially everyone recognizes that the key to managing for balance among, wildlife, livestock, horses, and humans is the ability to provide dependable water sources.

Suggestions for Management – A variety of tools exist for managing springs. These include various ways of developing and protecting the source, then piping the water into troughs.  Troughs vary in construction from concrete, to typical steel troughs, to troughs within large tractor tires.  Fences to exclude cattle and horses from spring riparian areas have not proven very successful where horses want to get into them.  Buck and pole fence, with or without barbed wire, is used - as is typical 3 or 4 strand barbed wire fence.  A relatively new style of fence, which is being used in a few locations, is a steel jack leg fence.  While these fences appear to successfully keep out horses and cows while allowing other wildlife access, costs for construction are very high.  In 2006, the NCA established one within the East Fork High Rock Canyon Wilderness; the exclosure was approximately 1000 feet in total length, and cost $8000.  Steel prices are much higher now.  On the other hand, installation and maintenance costs are much less than more typical designs; this type of fence was installed by a crew of five in five hours. While this might be an important approach in critical sites, some people feel that fencing riparian areas rather than dealing with the cattle/horse overuse is a band-aid approach - the BLM needs to deal with overstocking before springs can be managed.

Differences in opinion remain as to whether or not excluding livestock and horses from spring areas is an appropriate management response.  Some people believe that the heavy riparian vegetation that grows when these areas are excluded adversely affects water availability as the plants utilize water.  Others see the riparian vegetation as a needed part of creating the best possible conditions for long-term maintenance of spring values.

One rancher is very interested and is aggressively restoring streams with a technique that involves backhoe digging into damaged springs, locating the main water flow source then hand-placing rocks in a manner that protects the source.  He also believes it is critical in horse areas to provide water in a “puddle” type area rather than in troughs which are quickly damaged.  Where these features are applied, he has seen springs remain undamaged while horses and other animals are able to have suitable water without fencing.  The springs being restored are all accessible by at least primitive roads that enable backhoe access.

Wild Horse Management
Every conversation either began with, or rapidly moved towards, discussion of the seeming inability of the BLM to adequately manage the wild horse program. The Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act of 1971, (Public Law 92-195) Section 3, A, in part states: “The Secretary shall manage wild free-roaming horses and burros in a manner that is designed to achieve and maintain a thriving natural ecological balance on the public lands.”  The BLM District Manager clearly stated that his personal and professional goal is to achieve this balance among wildlife, horses and livestock where all thrive and the health of the land is maintained on a sustainable basis.  Every person indicated, in one way or another, that the BLM has been unable to achieve the needed management of horses.

The big issue is management of horses rather than the presence of horses. Only one person stated unequivocally that all horses should be removed from public rangelands.  Most people, including several of the ranchers contacted, see the horse more as the victim of these circumstances rather than the cause of conflict among various groups of users.  Nearly everyone supported the presence of managed herds of horses as envisioned by the Act.  Modern horses have been part of the landscape for several hundred years in the West, and fossil remains demonstrate they existed naturally between 11 and 15 million years ago in a different climate and ecosystem.  There is significant agreement that horses can be managed in a sustainable manner along with livestock grazing, wildlife, and the many other values for which the NCA was designated IF managed in accordance with the Act.

It was also essentially unanimous that current horse management by the BLM has failed and the situation is getting worse.  Many felt it is rapidly approaching a crisis point where there will be far too many horses on the rangelands, inadequate money to continue long term holding of removed horses, and no money available to remove additional horses.  Even if all livestock was removed from public range, or if additional wild horse preserves were created by plans such the Wild Horse Sanctuary as put forth by Madeleine Pickens, eventually the carrying capacity of the range would be exceeded.  

Some environmental interests believe that the current system of “emergency” roundups during drought periods should be matched by removing cattle during those same periods.  The range has a limited carrying capacity be it by livestock, horses, or both and with or without livestock, assuming management success/failure with horses remains unchanged, horses will multiply until forage and water no longer will support the herds.  The result will be major death losses occurring in horse herds in the most over-stocked areas in periods of drought.  In a relatively recent round-up of horses under drought-stressed conditions, one person said that more than 150 of 900 captured horses died after delivery to the Palomino Valley holding facility because animals were too weakened to survive the stress.  According to most, this type of outcome is not what the American people expect from management of the free-roaming horses and burros.  

The BLM is faced with a daunting task in managing horses, and some people believe the agency has failed to utilize options available under the Act.  Nearly all removals from the range areas have gone through adoption processes established by the agency, and/or the horses have ended up being placed in long-term holding.  Many feel the problem is growing, as clearly displayed by these excerpts from a 2007 GAO report:

The number of animals removed from the range is far greater than the number adopted or sold, which has resulted in the need for increased short-term and long-term holding. Since 2001, over 74,000 animals have been removed from the range, while only about 46,400 have been adopted or sold. Thirty-six percent fewer animals were adopted in 2007 than compared to the average adoption rates in the 1990s. As of June 2008, BLM was holding 30,088 animals in holding facilities, up from 9,807 in 2001. To accommodate the increased removals and declining adoptions and sales, BLM has increased the number of short-term and long-term holding facilities…….  The percentage of the program's direct costs for holding animals off the range increased from $7 million in 2000 (46 percent) to $21 million in 2007 (67 percent). In 2008, these costs could account for 74 percent of the program's budget (emphasis added; report summary attached).  
The financial issues surrounding long term holding of captured wild horses is further exacerbated by another unintended consequence – extended life span.  People described wild horses as generally having an expected life span in wild conditions of 15-20 years; it’s a tough living with the extremes of climate and weather, periodic shortages of forage and water, and the hazards of difficult terrain.  But long term holding puts them in domestic circumstances with an easy life - forage and water always available and focused care.  Horses in these situations often live 30-35 years.

A major topic discussed by many people was the importance of humane treatment of horses.  There are few organized groups who oppose the slaughter of animals such as cattle, pigs or chicken for human food, and probably a few more that oppose sport hunting for wild animals such as deer or elk.  But horses are different to nearly all with whom the NRST talked.  “humane treatment” was a commonly expressed theme.  Ranchers talked about how horses are like a tool in their business, they also establish long-term relationships with some horses, and often depend heavily on them.  Other people talked about horses having much higher awareness of their environment, and the feelings of fear that they would feel in situations where cattle just move through.  Discussions and examples of horses being slaughtered revealed strong feelings against that by many, while other people simply see few feasible alternatives whether for human food or for use as animal food.  Actions to protect wild horses from slaughter have led to difficulties for people to manage even domestic horses; slaughter houses are no longer available for horses and in some areas, euthanasia must be done by a veterinarian and burial is not permitted on private lands.  A new legislative proposal would even ban  transport of horses to Mexico or Canada for slaughter.  With costs of horse ownership rising and few or no alternatives, many instances of people just turning their horses out on public lands have been noted. 

The result of these management challenges will likely be characterized by accelerating rates of conflict and controversy.  Few topics stir the passions of many people more than the concepts surrounding the American “wild and free roaming horses.”  School children draw pictures of them and flood congressional offices, photographers and writers extol the beauty and grace of the herds in their wildland habitats.  Politically, elected leaders find it easier to side with horse protection groups than to risk seeming to favor some action that might put them in opposition; horse protection groups are a potent political force.  There is reluctance to push for stronger management that might lead to improving conditions even though most of the national conservation groups acknowledge that the current approach to management (or lack of management) is untenable and will be more and more destructive to range and wildlife resources., 
The establishment of “AML” or appropriate management levels of horses within horse herd units was a significant step in management; however, controversy has ensued. Failure to manage horse herds to those numbers is seen by many as a primary failing in managing or even understanding what capacities might exist for horses.  The AML is expressed as a range, such as 105-175 animals, and according to regulations should be a relatively science-based determination that would balance the capacity of the land along with the other uses in order to meet the intent of the Act.  People tend to believe the AML for herd units is too high, too low, or irrelevant since they have been seldom been managed at that level anyway.  Some units were described as being as much as 5-8 times over AML; with a population increase of 20% or more per year, the actions needed to reduce numbers are becoming much more difficult.  While there seems to be agreement among different interest groups regarding the perceived failure to meet appropriate AMLs, an additional point of conflict is whether horses should be removed when horse numbers exceed AML or whether horses should be removed once the numbers are at AML. For example, if horse numbers in a particular area are at AML, then factoring in new births, one third of the population should be removed every three years to maintain the herd within the AML range rather than exceeding it.

There are some new birth control methods that offer some promise, but are currently not widely used. These methods appear relatively expensive and require repeated handling.  Gelding of stallions leaves them unable to breed, but also affects their behavior. Further, the trauma associated with gelding requires them to be maintained in capture facilities for several days to insure against infection or stress-induced bleeding or injury.  Vasectomies potentially offer an improved methodology as there is reduced trauma for the horse during the operation.  Also, a vasectomy usually does not change the animal’s behavior; they tend to fight for herds, exclude other males from breeding, and in theory this could reduce conception rates for mares.  Long-term birth control for mares is also being developed, but has not yet been very effective since currently two years is about the maximum period for contraceptive effectiveness.  So if a mare is rounded up in the usual period, she will likely be pregnant and give birth.  Maybe the following year contraception will be effective, but the next year she will become pregnant again.  And round-ups seldom occur as frequently as 2-3 years.  Longer term contraception is being developed with potential up to five years and this could prove valuable. 

While some horse advocates maintain that horses do not damage riparian or spring areas, many other people have strong beliefs and evidence that springs in the NCA have been severely damaged by horses, even in areas where no livestock are permitted.  An example of this is the difference between the west side of the High Rock area where horses are present along with permitted livestock, and the east side where only wild horses have been present for 15 or more years.  Springs are heavily impacted in both areas.  Another area cited by several is within Sheldon Game Range, managed as a National Wildlife Refuge primarily for antelope.  Horses are heavily impacting range and spring conditions, and cattle were removed from those lands over twenty years ago.  Reproduction rates among antelope populations, the species for which the refuge was established, are diminished due to competition with the horses and burros.
Livestock Grazing
Livestock grazing has existed within the area now designated as NCA since the mid-1800’s.  In the early days, there was no control on numbers or area occupied except that determined by those with the best guns and strongest fists.  Hundreds of thousands of cattle, sheep and horses grazed in the area, and legacy effects remain from those heavy pressures.  In 1934, the Taylor Grazing Act was passed and over time there have been significant reductions in the number of cattle and sheep grazed,as well as changes to the manner in which the animals use the range.  The Federal Lands Planning and Management Act (FLPMA) passed in 1976. FLPMA further emphasized the importance of achieving sustainable management of resources on public rangelands, and outlined an intensive planning process for managing livestock allotments.

Several of the ranchers with whom the NRST met are from multi-generation ranching families that have had operations within what is now the NCA for more than 100 years.  They described the changes they have seen and expressed fear that events and political alliances are developing that will force them off the public lands ending important social, economic and cultural activities that they believe define much of the Western United States.  One rancher noted that his family had permits for 2000 cattle and 2000 or more sheep in the past, but now has only a fraction of the cattle and no permitted sheep.  Several talked about the strong desire they have to provide conditions where their children and future generations can remain in the business, enjoying the lifestyle and challenges that come with ranching; however, they see this future unlikely or very difficult. Most attribute the basis of their fear to conflicts with environmental groups, such as Western Watersheds Project, or the perceived environmental leanings of many within the agencies.

Much of the land has shown improvement over time due to better management and planning that has occurred.  People see most of the ranchers as progressive, working to improve the conditions of their private and public ranges.  Similarly, the ranchers understand that their livelihood and future depends on sustainable operations that take into account the needs of wildlife and horses as well as their livestock.  Ranchers and others also acknowledge that there remain some ranchers who perform poorly in terms of range management (i.e. overgrazing or permit violations) and cause problems for the larger industry community.  Within the ranching culture, however, there is an unwritten code that you don’t say bad things about your neighbor even if it ends up causing you problems.  The feeling is, that with large expanses of country and few people, you never know when you may need to depend on your neighbor.  Some ranchers are newcomers to both the ranching industry and also the area. A few referred to them as “hobby ranchers” and they are seen as “not understanding” BLM rules and regulations, or they are managing in ways that some people don’t like.  

There are also people who oppose continuation of livestock grazing on public lands, and particularly within the NCA.  In terms of range conditions, these people understand that there are legacy effects that exist from heavy grazing pressure in the past and they also feel that the current grazing program, albeit reduced in numbers, is like “picking at a scab” for the injured lands.  They believe that some of the lands from which grazing has been removed, such as Mahogany Creek, have shown improvement, whereas currently grazed lands are deteriorated, and water sources have been heavily damaged.

There is also recognition by nearly all that because ranchers control so much of the water and productive land base, it is important that they be part of any solutions that are needed for improving management within the NCA.  Some people favor buying out much of the private lands however, most of the ranchers are offended by that proposition.  There are also people who favor buying out permits on a voluntary basis where ranchers gain monetarily from elimination of livestock on public ranges.  As a culture, ranchers tend to be strongly independent and do the work they do because they love the life style, the open spaces and the culture.  If it was only about money, they would have sold out long ago.

Bighorn Sheep Management

The Nevada Department of Wildlife (NDOW) has worked with the Nevada Bighorn Unlimited organization for many years to re-establish sustainable populations of bighorn sheep in the State.  At one time, bighorns were one of the most common ungulates in Nevada, but were almost eliminated by the beginning of the 20th century.  Today, both California bighorn and desert bighorn thrive in many areas of the State.  The NCA contains a good population of California bighorn in several different mountain ranges that are the result of carefully planned reintroductions and management.  

Concerning at least one area within the NCA, the NRST heard about the situation with permitting construction of wildlife guzzlers to support bighorn sheep in High Rock Canyon that has caused a well-known and unresolved conflict between NDOW and BLM.  The planned development of artificial water sources for bighorn was well documented in a letter dated February 6, 2005 from NDOW to the Winnemucca BLM Field Office and numerous meetings had been held.  NDOW believed they had made a strong case for water developments in the High Rock Canyon that would benefit bighorns in an important area.  NDOW field staff expected approval of the proposal, but another decision was made by BLM that included protecting some existing springs from continued damage by wild horses through fencing, and also a commitment to reduce the wild horses to AML from much higher numbers.  Some people in NDOW felt strongly that they had been led along a path leading to approval for the guzzlers only to be surprised at the end when approval was not granted.  Others felt that the BLM  decision, to fence out several identified springs from horses and bring horse numbers down to AML in the unit, was a reasonable alternative since it included review at the end of three years. Unfortunately, while the fences were constructed, they were ineffective (torn down) at keeping horses out, and no effective action was taken to reduce numbers to AML. 

The BLM believes their decision was appropriate in part because the bighorn sheep numbers already exceeded unit management objectives, and within Wilderness there is often little provision for enhancing wildlife habitat through artificial means.  NDOW staff said while bighorn numbers were at or above management objectives in the larger management unit,, the problem in the localized High Rock Canyon vicinity remains unchanged and the sheep are still without suitable water in an important lambing area.  A number of discussions have occurred over several years and while some people are moving on, there remain serious differences in opinion/facts that potentially hamper cooperative management between NDOW, BLM and possibly other partners.  During discussions it was acknowledged that BLM has allowed guzzlers and other solutions to watering concern in other areas; however, the focus is still on this particular situation. 

Wildlife Conditions
In past decades, this area of northeastern Nevada supported excellent populations of mule deer, antelope, and now bighorn sheep.  Currently, big game populations are severely diminished. While there is no consensus on the actual contributing factors, most people have their ideas.  Reproduction in area deer herds is below a sustainable rate, according to biologists, with only 27 fawns per hundred adults.  Healthy populations should have a minimum ratio in the range of 40-60 fawns per hundred adults.  The situation is similar with antelope.
Sage grouse are a major issue of concern for everyone; a decision on listing under the Endangered Species Act is due by Fish and Wildlife Service in early summer.  Populations are down significantly, according to most, since the 60’s and 70’s.  Some cited reasons for the decline include: changes to habitat from conversion to agriculture; grazing pressure from livestock and/or horses; decreasing meadow areas; large scale wildfires that convert sagebrush to cheat grass or other invasive species; juniper invasion; and other causes.  Some strong concern was expressed about the continued hunting of a species supposedly on the edge of being listed.  One rancher explained that “he couldn’t stay in the ranching business if he went out and shot his cows.” He didn’t believe there was justification for continued sport hunting of sage grouse.  If listed, most people believe there will be major impacts across Nevada to multiple types of operations.

Some ranchers who have lived many years in the area noted that predators are much more abundant there now, particularly coyotes and ravens.  It was stated by one person that ravens are relative newcomers to the area, as he didn’t believe they were present 40-50 years earlier, and postulated that the freeways and higher speed roadways may have increased readily available food supplies and allowed range expansion.  It was also noted that when there were more domestic sheep in the area, predator control was important in keeping down coyotes using aerial gunning, trapping and 1080 laced baits.  They felt predators are depressing wildlife populations including deer, antelope and sage grouse.

Lahontan cutthroat trout are present in some of the streams within the NCA, and are listed under ESA.  Special efforts have been made to protect these habitats.  Dace are another species of concern in the Soldier Meadows area. One rancher believes that restoration of some of the old irrigation ditches have, and can continue to positively affect the dace by providing additional habitat.

Off-Highway Vehicles (OHV)
Regarding concerns over control of OHVs on BLM lands, many believed that the current free flow mind set allowed on the playas and dunes must be changed.  They felt the NCA should allow OHV use only on designated routes - NO exceptions.  While the BLM has begun to address this with maps of designated routes; many doubt adequate  compliance and enforcement.  

Some said there have been major efforts to reduce impacts of OHV through management on designated routes only.  Internally it was felt this is a primary emphasis of BLM.  Some people see signs as critical for informing visitors of open routes, while others believe the area should be largely free of signs in terms of controlling OHV use.

Invasive Species  

Strong concern was expressed by several people about the importance of managing invasive species either to eradicate new populations and/or to limit the expansion of those already widely present. Species of concern include white top, Russian knap weed, yellow star thistle, and medusa head.  Wildfires have left extensive areas with mostly cheat grass cover and over time, cheat grass becomes self-perpetuating due to its response to wildfire.
Burning Man
The Burning Man event is held annually beginning the last Monday in August, and has grown to attract up to 50,000 people to the camp on the playa.  This is the largest permitted event by BLM anywhere in the United States, and has been permitted since 1991.  The BLM received approximately $1.1 million last year in fees.  Of that, about $700,000 goes to event management and law enforcement while the remaining $450,000 goes directly to on-the-ground conservation enhancement projects.  Thus, it is an important source of management funding.

This event, which celebrates radical self-expression, has grown to be a highly professionally managed event that still emphasizes values of individual freedom, and has minimal rules and few problems.  It also contributes much needed money to the Empire and Gerlach school districts and other local businesses.  Amazingly, it exists on the playa for only a few weeks, and then once the 50,000 people are gone the playa is rapidly restored with almost no evidence of the occupation.

Most people see this event as having few impacts to the desert environment, although some people do have concerns that center mostly on the fringe habitats adjacent to the playa and the potential impacts on small mammals and special bird species.  There are also reports of rare kit foxes in those same areas.  The larger concern is the potential that bringing more and more people into the area will eventually cause use increases across the wider NCA that may be difficult to manage.  The BLM has a variety of monitoring activities going on, including scientific studies seeking to understand any surface soil differences within the Burning Man camping area and other playa surfaces.  Few if any changes have been noted..
Wilderness
There seems to be broad support for the ten new Wilderness areas with some conflict associated with BLM’s actions to reduce access.  Parts of the Wilderness contain “cherry stem” roads, and because there are few natural barriers to ATV’s, off road use may be a problem.  Some hunters are also concerned that limiting access to nearby designated routes in many cases leaves them a long walk to suitable hunting areas, a major problem for more elderly hunters in particular.  In fact, there are some elderly hunters who just cannot go to these areas anymore because of their inability to physically make the hike required because of access limitations. Limited access also causes problems for some land owners who need ATVs to access areas where they have water rights and maintenance responsibilities  The NRST learned of an unusual  coalition of ranchers and wilderness enthusiasts that came together to support Wilderness designation.  The ranchers were more concerned about continuing access by OHV users and the damages occurring, including cutting of fences, than their historic opposition to Wilderness.  Little concern was expressed about Wilderness beyond the issue of more difficult processes and management that affect livestock operations within these areas.  

Drought and/or Climate Change

Many people talked about the ongoing drought conditions and the impacts on forage production and water availability.  A few people believed the weather/climate has been relatively normal; it is a desert environment.  Some people believe that the agency and/or livestock industry sometimes uses “drought” as an excuse to not make needed changes.  Global climate change was discussed by several people, and these people expressed a belief that current management does not allow for the resiliency necessary to have a healthy environment as conditions become warmer and dryer over the coming decades.

NCA Recreation and Conservation  

The NCA is becoming Reno’s backyard/playground.  Some local interests felt that visitors from outside the area see/use the NCA/Wilderness as a place set aside for their individual recreation interests while others see the area as being set aside to conserve/protect.  A few people expressed concern that the area might have been better managed as a National Park; this was considered during designation but ultimately BLM was entrusted with the responsibility.  
The need for signs was discussed by several people.  Some believe that visitors unfamiliar with the area lack education about wildlife habitat and as a result end up abusing important habitat areas. There is little agreement about whether signs are appropriate.  This could result in potential conflict as to the number and type of signage that might be provided for users versus the costs of managing for a  near-natural experience in the area.  Most people seem to believe that visitors need to be able to read and use maps and other tools such as GPS to find their way and to stay out of closed areas.

Visitor safety is a major concern as this is a huge expanse of country with few facilities.  Mistakes that would just be inconvenient most places can become serious or fatal in the NCA.  An example was given of an elderly woman who had driven into a large ditch, the vehicle overturned and the woman was unable to extricate herself.  Had she not been seen by a passerby, and rescued by a rancher who responded with heavy equipment, she likely would have died.  There is little cell phone coverage in the area, and people must rely on themselves for safety.

Recommendations
Below is a recommendation for a next step based on the ideas and expectations expressed during the many conversations and discussions that were part of the situation assessment process.  This recommendation would also aid in addressing the objectives for NRST assistance outlined by the NCA management.  

Conduct a workshop in June considering the following:

· Ensure that clear and abundant opportunities for participants to become acquainted with each other, and to listen to each other people with respect.

· Utilize photos and other resource information from BLM sources and from NDOW or others in framing the situation with springs in the area.

· Maintain a strong focus on the importance of developing a common understanding and common vocabulary of riparian function related to springs, recognizing there are strongly held values that will influence early discussions of management.

· Participants will have marked differences in knowledge about how springs function, and what tools might be available and/or appropriate to utilize in management of these important riparian systems.  The NRST needs to present information at a level that is credible with scientists who will be present and is understandable to lay audiences.

· Increasing ability of diverse groups to work together and solve problems is an important aspect of this workshop, and the second day activities involving small groups must be professionally managed.  If possible, each small group should include an NRST person to help guide, but not dominate, discussions. 

· Manage feedback periods following activities to allow participants to hear different perspectives expressed and to emphasize the importance of listening for understanding without judgment.

· Provide opportunity for groups who want to display information posters or to provide hand out information to participants.

· Ensure that government to government contacts with area Tribal authorities are undertaken by BLM management regarding this workshop opportunity.

· NCA managers develop a hazard awareness and mitigation plan and have all participants fully aware of the nature of the land, potential for problems and needed safety practices.

· NCA managers carefully consider transportation logistics and management in order to minimize number of vehicles during field trip to facilitate better time management, safety, and conservation.
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