Ecological Site Descriptions (ESD) Core group meeting minutes from meeting held 12/1/2009

Members of the Core Group Present Included;

Kris Havstad – JER Lead Scientist

Brandon Bestelmeyer – JER staff Ecologist
David Trujillo – NRCS Las Cruces, Soil Survey Rangeland Management Specialist
Noe Gonzalez – BLM-NM State Office, Forest Ecologist
Don Ellsworth – BLM Albuquerque, Restore NM
Roger Cumpion – BLM Santa Fe, State Range Management Specialist
John Tunberg – NRCS Albuquerque, State Range Management Specialist
George Chavez – NRCS Albuquerque, State Resource Conservationist
Clay Bowers – NM State Land Office, Wildlife Biologist

Ann Demint – NM State Land Office, Range Management Specialist
Arlene Tugel - JER staff, NRCS Soils Staff
Greg Cates – Las Cruces Soil Survey, Soil Scientist
Mary Steuver – NM State Forestry, Forester
Jessica Ouzts – NM State Forestry, NRCS State Forester

Jornada Experimental Range (JER) 
Update on Jornada Experimental Range ESD-related activities; Brandon Bestelmeyer bbestelm@nmsu.edu and Kris Havstad khavstad@nmsu.edu.

1) Standardization of national ESD development concepts and approaches

a. Work with Homer Sanchez (NRCS CNTSC) on revisions to Interagency ESD manual.

b. Met with Wayne Robbie, Jack Triepke, and Reuben Weisz to describe relationships between NRCS STMs and USFS VDDT-based STMs. Report is forthcoming, and text will be recommended for the interagency manual via appropriate channels. Some derivative ideas are that i) VDDT tends to describe the “within-state” behavior of community phases in NRCS STMs, ii) VDDT seeks to describe properties of the dynamic mosaic of community phases when such properties are considered to be important components of ecosystem health and function, and iii) VDDT has been used to describe relatively fast and predictable probabilistic dynamics, but may not as useful when the dynamics of interest are slow dynamics interacting with management-driven or unpredictable triggers.

c. A paper on ESD development strategies was published earlier this year: Bestelmeyer, B. T., A. J. Tugel, G. L. Peacock, Jr., D. G. Robinett, P. L. Shaver, J. R. Brown, J. E. Herrick, H. Sanchez, and K. M. Havstad. 2009. State-and-transition models for heterogeneous landscapes: A strategy for development and application. Rangeland Ecology and Management 62:1-15.

2) Expanding ESD approaches to address regional to national synthesis

a. JER received modest funding from NRCS to explore the idea of developing “archetype” STMs and generalized states and transition processes as a means to create more uniform regional to national level interpretations of ecological processes for CEAP and NRI. This is an extension of the “benchmark” ESD concept. As part of this effort, we will pursue the idea of how to integrate vegetation patch and landscape patterns across ecological sites into ESD development.

b. We are co-organizing a symposium on the implications of climate change for reference conditions and future dynamics in ESDs at the 2010 SRM meeting. 

3) Examples of data-driven ESDs and ESD-based applications

a. Inventory coupled to mapping and multi-temporal image analysis (where possible) continues in SD-2 and CP-3. For “SD-2 gravelly ESD” study, used GLO records from late 1800s to establish ancestral states for study area. Ring counts for Juniperus monosperma trees on Limestone Hills/Shallow Limestone ecological sites in CP-3 (Chupadera Mesa) indicate some trees are older than 300 years.

b. State mapping continues in BLM lands of SD-2, the map will provide a map of standardized state classes based on STMs nested within SSURGO map units. Completed portions of the map are being used by BLM to locate solar developments. A paper on the state mapping process is nearly ready for submission.

c. Monitoring for BLM’s Restore New Mexico Program is being used to test restoration ideas in STMs and ESDs are being used in monitoring design. About 27 treatments are being monitored and more will be added in 2010. 

BLM – Don Elsworth reported that NM-BLM has hired a new state forester.  That person is Jeremy Kruger formerly of NM State Land Office. Don also reported that Cooperative Conservation Partnership Initiative (CCPI) is a Federal and private EQIP partnership effort. They have 7 proposals in 7 different watersheds they are moving ahead with joint planning with NRCS staff. ESD are seen as critical components in informing the planning efforts and making decisions on treatment alternatives.  Don also reported that AZ-BLM is becoming engaged in Federal EQIP and CCPI.  BLM is becoming engaged in a AIM strategy. Assessment, Inventory, Marketing (AIM) is an process that fits well with requirements of the EPA.  EPA is fielding plans in a Ecoregion Basis.  AZ and NM Plateau is an EPA Ecoregion.  The Chihuahua sub regional assessment is about projecting treatment effects and or decisions into the future and checking responses.  This can all be a testing ground for communities, pathways and transitions as contained in ESD.  Don went on to say the latest point of protest for some of the BLM management decisions is lack of consideration for Climate Change and Carbon Sequestration.  

Roger said that BLM is done with 1700 of 2200 grazing lease renewal. In all cases BLM standards and guidelines are used to inform management. Roger said that management plans are reviewed against ESD for conformity with S and T model predictions.  Approx. 75% of ESD in NM have S and T models. Completing model development for all ESD would be a great aid to BLM management program.  
Noe Gonzales said he has been working on Forested ESD and S and T models. He just completed an S and T model workshop for a suite of ESD in the Lincoln NF area.  These are to be published soon.  Noe plans to complete 3 new ESD for the Ponderosa Pine type near Ruidoso.  Noe would like to schedule with Brandon to look at the old treatments on the Macgregor range.  This could help inform some site dynamics he is working on.

Arlene Tugel said NRCS has published the Soil Change Guide: Procedures for Soil Survey and Resource Inventory, authored by Tugel, Wills and Herrick. It yields some talking points for Dynamic Soil Property (DSP) and ESD work. An interesting project following the procedures in the Guide examined an Idaho forest under two different plant community phases; one was clearcut some 40 years ago and  the other was a non-harvested mature forest stand. The results of this comparison study show differences in DSP under different management systems/plant communities on the same soil in the same ecological site. Multiple plots were sampled once, but statements about how soil has recovered after harvest can be made because of the special sampling design.  The work also yielded a Forest Soil Disturbance Monitoring protocol prepared by the US Forest Service. The goal of each comparison study conducted according to the Guide is to look at Soil Change from state to state in the context of a state and transition model and explain how changes relate to soil quality and soil health.
Arlene stated projects conducted according to the Soil Change Guide are looking at benchmark soils. Benchmark soils are characteristic soils important for a region. They are being thoroughly studied as their characteristics can be extrapolated to wider areas and related soils and ESD’s. ES’s and the S and T models are used to build a comparison study project work plan for examining soil change on a benchmark soil.

Arlene explained that she is not talking about new monitoring procedures, but rather procedures for data collection during soil survey or inventory work. Many people get confused since the Guide is called Soil Change Guide. However, the special sampling design uses a space-for-time substitution strategy to sample soil and vegetation once on a plot and compare the samples to those collected at the same time on a different plot under different management in order to make a statement about how soils have changed. The key is to make sure both plots are the same soil and the same ecological site. When soil survey is fully engaged in soil survey updates, each MLRA soil office will be doing comparison studies on selected benchmark soils in their area.
Ann Demint announced that the SLO has switched over from using Range Site Guides as the basis for their range program activities to using ESD as the basis.  This a significant switch for them. This will facilitate much efficiency for the SLO from a GIS perspective and from a management predictability perspective. Ann is encouraging the use of the reference health worksheets in assessing the apparent trend, which is part of the criteria to determine which range operators qualify for the 25% state lands stewardship discount..  Ann has conducted a series of 1 day workshops that teaches as a component web soil survey and ESD interpretation and use.  
Mary Steuver said that a group is operational in Nm that goes by the acronym PATTI.  This stands for Plant Association Technology Transfer Initiative.  She said that the history of State Forestry activities started as fire fighting and then has moved to emphasize tech transfer to private landowners.  Now they are refocusing on all jurisdictions and all land uses approach to providing services.  State Forestry is looking to be more of a collaborative entity.  
Mary went on to talk about Forest Inventory and Analysis (FIA) data for NM.  1987 was the first time FIA was conducted in NM.  FIA and NRI as conducted by NRCS are complimentary looks at our nation’s natural resources.  The data from that original FIA was “grown-up” using computer models to fill data gaps since then.  Now state forestry is in receipt of stimulus money to do field sampling.  Mary expects 3000 of 6000 sample points to be completed by the end of 2012.

Mary also mentioned that PATTI is hosting a multi agency gathering to examine uses of the association guides.  A version 4 of the association guides is in the works.  They will include management interpretations.  The national vegetation classification system will be promoted in workshops at approximately 2 per year.

Mary is part of a Case Study Working Group.  They are watching selected areas over time to determine changes and cause and effects.

Mary suggested that the ESD core group become involved in sponsoring a symposium with another group or groups like NM-SRM or SAF or NMVMA.  The topic would be a week long class for advanced users of ESD and Plant Association guides.  Goal would be to compare and contrast the two models.  Audience would be Users and developers.  Goal would be a better and more common understanding of the two models.

Greg Cates next reported that they have until the end of February 2010 to complete all line work for their ongoing survey.  They expect to start Holloman AFB and White ands National Monument next.  After that a survey of Bosque Del Apache is online for 2011. Following that is the Sevilleta refuge for 2012.  Grants and Santa Fe Soil Survey staff have been helping to finish the Stallion range portion of the current survey.  David Trujillo said he is planning a S and T model workshop for February to work out the Gyp sites on the white sands survey.  All with experience are invited.  Michael Carpinelli is going to conduct a MLRA 35 and 36 S and T model workshop in Albuquerque the middle of December.  Again all interested are encouraged to attend.
John Tunberg reported that change is in the wind for ESD development in NM.  John is working on developing a Non-vegetation ESD key for all the MLRA for NM.  This process is starting with MLRA 48A.  It is proving to be quite a challenge.  Will benefit overall ESD program coordination and priority. In the last month or so 6 new ESD for riparian areas, Fens and Bogs have been published for MLRA 48A.  The correlation is problematic since the areas covered are currently shown as water polygons in the surveys.  NRCS is hesitant to attach ESD to miscellaneous land types like water.  These sites will still have utility for field land managers till the soil and site correlation can be worked out.  
John went on to say that 2010 is looking like a good year to complete range health reference sheets for all ESD in NM.  This will go a long way to facilitating range work for NRCS, BLM and State Land Office as well as others.  We have range health sheets for over ½ our ESD now.  John also said that Wendel Gilgert will be in Albuquerque the week of January 11 to explore enhancing the wildlife interpretations for ESD.  This a NM follow-up on the sage grouse and ESD workshop that SRM and Joel Brown did in Utah 2 years ago.  We are trying to explore how to use the ESD better to organize wildlife habitat information.

John went on to explain that nationally ESD are being reorganized within NRCS.  The soils part of NRCS is going to be taking a much larger hand in ESD development and management that before.  Implications for NM are unclear except it is noted that no MLRA oversight offices are in NM.  These folks will have the quality control part of ESD responsibility.  A concern is that with none of them being here our needs might take second chair to states where they live.  In the interim before the new structure takes form we will all keep developing and refining ESD as before.  Meeting completed at 2:30pm

Respectfully submitted

John E. Tunberg

