Ecological Site Description (ESD) Core Group Meeting

April 4, 2005

Wooten Hall, NMSU Las Cruces, NM.


Those present:

John Tunberg, - State Range Conservationist

Bill See – NMACD


Jeff Herrick – Jornada Exp. Range Soil Scientist


Bob Alexander – BLM


Brandon Bestelmeyer - Jornada Exp. Range


Joel Brown - Jornada Exp. Range


Kris Havstad - Jornada Exp. Range


Gilbert Borego – State Land Office


D. Bailey - NMSU


Kirk McDaniel – NMSU


Noe Gonzales – BLM


David Trujillo – NRCS Range Cons.


Kenneth Scheffe – NRCS State Soil Scientist


Wayne Robbie – USFS Soil Scientist Region 3


Judith Dyess – USFS Range Cons. Region 3


Arlene Tugel – NRCS Soil Scientist

George Chavez – NRCS – State Resource Conservationist

Ken Scheffee, NRCS State Soil Scientist
The ESD core group meets on average 1 time per year, typically in June. This meeting is being held a bit early to go over changes in staffing lately in NRCS.

Progress Reports: WP-2 is finished and needs review and posting. Working on CP-2 in the Prairie Chicken country. Most of SD-1 is completed. S and T models are needed to flesh out the ESDs. Gila country is mostly done. 

David Trujillo reports that for the CP-2 sites there are 18 total sites. 12 are done awaiting review and 6 need to be drafted up. WP-3 is in correspondence with Dan Robbinette.

Brandon said 38.1 and 38.2 are done. 38.3 goes to AZ. AZ may want to redefine. In SD-1 more holes are needed to determine the presence or absence of Sand sage and what the cause is.

George C. went on to say that approx. ½ the state is covered by state and transition models. NRCS will be tapping into outside individuals (contractors) to assist with finishing the work. Texas and Nm are cooperating on finishing the s and t models for the High Plains (HP3) country. TX has people on contract we are trying to get the contract extended over to NM. John Tunberg will follow up with Homer Sanchez, TX state Range Con to get details. TX is paying approx. $1500 per site for the first draft.

Chris Havstad stated that AZ has taken the lead in the SA-1 area of the boot heal area. Chris is interested in contracting the completion of the SA-1 area. Dan Robinette will consult with him on this. 

George said RM sites are shared with Colorado. Josh Saunders from NRCS Colorado is working on completing the High Intermountain Valleys (HIV) area. ND -1 is the responsibility of new range con in the Grants NRCS soil survey. Michael Carpinelli. 

Ken Scheffe spoke about the reorganization of the Soil Survey program for NRCS. It has been placed on a Major Land Resource Management Area (MLRA) basis. Soil survey area boundaries will no longer be based only on county boundaries. It is expected that a soils survey office will have a 20 year lifespan. This will give the crew more stability. It will allow them to develop more expertise in an area. Responsibilities will cross state lines. The basic structure will be approx 5 people per survey office. The composition will be 1 lead soil scientist and 1 vegetation specialist. The other 3 will be various specialties as needed to cover the resource needs/concerns for the area. By June a final plan will be for Soil Survey reorganization will be completed and approved. The actual reorg. Will be accomplished after the first of the fiscal year.
David Trujillo stated he has Texas contacts for MLRA 77 that have been very helpful. Christine Bishop in the Santa Fe survey office is currently working on completing that survey. Once it is completed she is expected to dive straight into the S and T development process for WP-2. Michael Carpinelli, the new veg specialist in the Grants SS office is ready to begin the ND S and T process. There is a need to get Riparian and Woodland sites included into the ESD system.
Data sharing across agency boundaries; George Robertson AZ soils survey has been highly valuable in the S and T process. Dan Robinette very y interested in the Tonto NF area. Want s to work seamlessly across the AZ border to complete the boot heal. Judith Dyess wants to know when the FS should engage in the S and T process. Just let them know 

Bob Alexander noted that ESD are a dynamic concept that will need constant maintenance. He suggested that a maintenance organization and protocols be established within NRCS to do maintenance of ESD.  He noted it should be at the MLRA level.

Arlene Tugel said NRCS with ARS and USFS help are developing field tests that down the road could be used to sample near soil surface properties to characterize a sites state. Currently the methodology varies between states. This is being coordinated between states at the NRCS-NHQ level. It is her responsibility to move this forward.
George reported on the Conservation Security Program (CSP). He said it is a program based on watershed boundaries and it crosses all state lines. The program caused NRCS TX and NM to correlate soils and site names all down the state line between those two states. MLRA 70C has a lot of work to be done down around the Carlsbad area. Once the soils are correlated then the range information typically falls into place very well.

Bob Alexander said Noe Gonzales has been added into the ESD team to help on the Woodland sites. BLM is fully committed to the NRCS ESD concept. Nationally BLM is not as committed. Fire and wildlife gained momentum in the recent budgets. They need to gain better consistency in using ESD to make management decisions. Chris H. gave a talk to the BLM director and now things are beginning to change for the better. Fire and T and E people in BLM have a foundation of using Historic or existing vegetation as a base line. It is hard to change that institutional focus. The Prairie Chicken focus is not going to go away. 
Bob said the job is not done on any ESD until it is on the internet. Nature Conservancy has contracted with BLM to model fire and vegetation response. Looking at fort Bliss as a model.. Using ecosites or misusing them has potential to harm the ESD development process. Cattle growers are concerned about the application of ESD and S and T models to justify land management decisions. Throwing out the notion of Climax vegetation as a goal has been disruptive.

Noe Gonzales said that a coordination meeting is being held with the 4 corner states next week in Durango CO. The 1st day of the meeting will be indoors discussing concepts. The second day will be outdoors looking at sampling strategies and discussing issues in the field. States need to come to an understanding on protocols. NASIS and Forestry manual are not in complete agreement. Noe has 1 site in draft now. It incorporated Basalt Mesa and Rock Outcrops. Fire ecologists and plant ecologists are asked for inputs. He expects to move east further into Catron county and then into Socorro county. Noe said he ran into old age class structure PJ on sites that are called Savanna. He needs more woodland sites to be worked out. Joel will be in Durango, CVO. There are no Catron County soils not classified as rangelands. He believes there are 3 sites that should be Grazable Woodland, Savanna and Hills.
Jeff Herrick asked if we wanted the same level of resolution in woodland sites as was done for forested sites.  Group answered that less resolution was need for woodland. Major difference will be the influence of aspect. Noe is just working on BLM sites for now. Hopes to be working across all land ownerships shortly. Funding for Jornada work has not changed. George and Ken offered that NRCS personnel will help get access to private and state land as needed. 
Wayne and Judith said USFS has been a passive partner to this point. Reprioritization has made them more active partners. Many things are going on in the region. They asked that guidance on using ESD be published now that parallels soils and range handbooks. For them the east side has been a priority with the Kiowa, Rita Blanca and Black kettle grasslands. They are mapping the Valles Caldera Also. They are spread thin. They offered open access to their Terrestrial Ecosystem Survey (TES). The nature Conservancy said 23 S and T models need development. VDT shows a range of variability and links wildlife species to sites. Model ownership is an issue. A “state of the model” meeting needs to be held. Judith said Field staff needs to use TES if they have it. And on the Coronado NF where no TES exists they should use S and T. Range Conservationist data collection as relates to the national MOU on ESD is a concern. The concern is how it will make USFS change their SOP and incorporate ESD into TES. She said VDS modeling takes place between AZ and NM. The VDT list of 27 sites is available. It seems to fit the landscape level OK, however, is not very explicit to a certain local.
Chris Havstad said their have been 2 national ESD workshops. 1 more is yet to come. It will be a customer focus. There will be an effort to see what the customers (agency/ NGO/ commodity groups) want from the data. He wants to invite a broad range of people. Agency staff and Consultants in Washington DC. Things are going well for acceptance and support. People have a lot of innovation in the organization and use of the data. Denver tomorrow at 1pm. It will be the last session. There will be a report on the Jornada web site when done. Arlene added we need to find innovative ideas for delivering ESD. We also need to not abandon the traditional means of data delivery (i.e. publish in hard copy).  We need to keep up the 1 to 1 data sharing.
Brandon reported on research elements. He said he has 2 projects to go back to BLM trend plot photos. He has a 200 point sample with 200 soil pits to be dug. Now is doing the analysis. Also is involved with remote sensing with help of Katy Steel. They are using Sd-2 mapped areas and using LandSat to map states. Then using BLM sites as a ground based view. Attempting to describe basic features of change. Attempting to stratify vegetation across the landscape. The effort is to cross MLRA and LRU lines. On a regional scale they want to determine how spatial patterns change using vector linkages and patterns of patchiness. This has wide monitoring implications. Specifically to make better recommendations on monitoring locations. It was recommended they talk to Dave Sundt about the Valles Caldera and Rowe Mesa monitoring applicability.
Chris Havstadt said he has 14 people doing ESD research. They want to have more discussion on philosophical underpinnings. This includes how to recognize states, a how to session. Including conceptual and practical application. Katy Steel GIS person is trying to unify remote sensing and monitoring and ground truthing. She is trying to go beyond just SD-2. Chris said the Jornada is the national leader in ESD technology at this time. They now have the opportunity to export their research to the world. There is a need for sampling inside and outside soil surveys and intensive and extensive data and how to use them. 
Joel said DOE has guidelines on greenhouse gasses. Carbon is a major constituent. COMETVR is a carbon model and gives estimated change in carbon sequestration. It will run on range sites but yields the wrong data. Have high levels of uncertainty. Joel wants to use S and T as a basis for making this model work on rangelands.

George said the ESD core group was founded in 1999. It consisted of Lori Abott, Kirk McDaniel and Derek. He asked what the cattle growers issues were on ESD. Karen Cowan has interest in ESD issues. George said NRCS has local involvement in ESD development.  Kirk McDaniel said the concern is around the nature conservancy being hired by BLM to conduct a different type of mapping. Other land classification exercises are going on. Bob Alexander said the public lands committee is concerned over major changes to land classification and management and how that will play out in decision making. The nature conservancy has been quoted as saying the BLM study shows that 60% of Nm grasslands need from 7 to 10 years of rest to get enough fuels to burn. Bob wants to get NMSU to sign of on the ESD used and the burn plan. Nature conservancy is to ID the ESD and its state. BLM management will develop the future strategy needed to implement the plan. Gary Z suggests we have a training/ meeting on ESD. There is a perception that this is a TNC activity and not a BLM effort. Kirk said the WRCC40 group wants to meet this fall here in NM. SRM might want to sponsor with them a symposium on ESD. Arlene Tugel said the NRCS National Soils leadership wants to be brought up to speed on ESD and implications for soils mapping and interpretations. The group agreed there is a need for a small work group meeting before any symposium to coordinate efforts and messages.
The group thought that there can be targeted workshops for groups like the soils leadership. There also needs to be “how-to” workshops. There also can be strictly technical workshops for items like FRCC and VDDT and S and T to define and contrast them. The question was raised as to how we view soils in relation to S and T models. Judith asked how the national MOU will affect workshop content. Those who had seen it said it establishes that there will be 1 manual for ESD. All agreed that how ESD is developed is a low concern item. The potential uses and misuses of ESD and S and T are of high concern. All are concerned that some people will say “ESD” but really be advancing a particular political agenda. In concept the user groups are on board with the MOU. However, it has not been signed by all parties yet. 
All agreed that Nm is in a unique position to be the lead in developing of ESD technical materials. Dueling S and t models need to be resolved. Marketing of ESD to internal and external clients need to be conducted. 

A technical working group needs to be formed. The focus will be prep for a fall symposium. Need to meet and surface key issues. Nm cattle growers and 2-3 academics must be on board plus NMSU and Jornada. Kirk will organize cattle grower representation. Jornada will lead the technical work group. This group should focus on drafting the interagency manual. This is the alpha group. Agency leadership is the beta group. Cattle growers’ external marketing will be a how to workshop. Look at late summer for meeting dates. Model this after the Socorro meeting from 2-3 years ago only key it to a smaller audience. Developing, using, interpreting all the how to items should be the focus.  It was mentioned that the sampling methodology in the NRCS range and pasture handbook is not consistent ESD sampling. It was pointed out that Range and pasture sampling is land unit specific where as ESD is landscape level. S and T is for landscape wide characterization of how ESD are going to respond to a given treatment. 

The alpha workshop is to be held on the 1st floor of the Wooten Bldg. Trainers would be David Trujillo, Phil Smith, Pat Shaver, George peacock and others. Should be limited to 2 dozen attendees. John T and Brandon will lead this group.
In May the NCSS ecological committee is looking for feedback.

The lay person “how to” meeting needs to cover working with inclusions since ESD is a landscape based concept.

Bob A. John T. and George C. will all work with SRM to get sponsorship as needed.

Jeff and Kirk expressed interest in developing a semester long course in ESD and S and T models for the NMSU range curriculum.

It was identified that a joint meeting/seminar with SRM, TWS and SWCSA plus maybe some non traditional groups like Quivera coalition would be a good ESD/S and T session.

Arlene Tugel said that the ESD group and concept has come a long way quickly. Uses and interpretations have expanded beyond what was originally envisioned. An example is mapping “states”. She said the products need to be web deliverable. She said that if they can be remote sensed then they can be deliverable easily. If the information would need to be ground truthed then it would be more difficult to deliver on the web.

Defining a states key test is how repeatable it is across the landscape. A state’s accuracy is scale dependant. The scale depends on the scale needed for a particular project. How will a map of states when coupled with transition models be used to generate a map of desired future conditions and the S and Ts that can get you to that future condition?

S and T allows us to predict future outcomes with a particular change. S and T allows us to predict that reliably. Arlene asked; do states change the way we do soil site correlation? Soils can be grouped on the basis of similar responses.

For this year WP-1 Mike in grants can write them. Same for ND-1. SA-1 AZ is in control. Call them to check on status. Same with HP in Texas and NM.
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