MICHIGAN PRESCRIBED FIRE COUNCIL

February 23, 2005 Steering Committee Meeting Minutes

DEQ Service Center, Gaylord, Michigan

Attendees:  Steve Cross (DNR—FMFMD), Bruce Miller (DNR—FMFMD), Don Johnson (DNR—FMFMD), Abbey Eaton (Michigan Dept. of Agriculture), Dennis Ireland (Michigan State Firemen’s Association), Rick Witzick (USFS—Huron-Manistee National Forest), Don Mikel (USFS—Hiawatha Natuonal Forest), Tom Ward (USDA—NRCS), Lynn Sampson (USDA—NRCS),  Jack McGowan-Stinski (TNC), Randy Swaty (TNC), John Lerg, (DNR—Wildlife; Chair).

Proceedings

Handouts

The agenda was offered.  
Agenda
A discussion of templates for mutual aid, discussion on the current state of our budget, and offerings by Muskegon Community College were added to the agenda.
Treasurer’s Report

Jack McGowan-Stinski provided a report documenting a February treasury balance of $26,137.  He reported that the increase over last November report ($8,912) resulted from balancing of proceeds from our Workshop last fall and proceeds from the S130/190 training this winter.
Education and Outreach Committee
Bruce Miller offered that the website has a new look now.  Partners and Officers have been added.  A calendar is in preparation.  Steering Committee meeting agendas and minutes were added. This should increase the hits to the site, but fresh material is always needed to keep activity on the site.  An update on this fall’s Workshop will be prepared.  Additional links and a discussion forum were discussed.  Photos are also being added, and the request is out for more that could be added.  Send submissions to Abbey Eaton complete with appropriate credit.  John asked Randy Swaty to join the Committee to lend his considerable talents to website design.  
Training and Certification Committee
Steve Cross reported on a successful S130-190 Training with 32 students that occurred the week of February 7.  The class was diverse and less experienced than the first class.  However, evaluations have been very positive.  An informal poll of students suggests strong interest in S131/290, possibly offered in the winter with future offerings of S130/190 in the fall.  Prerequisites for work with TNC, FS, DNR, Land Conservancies were discussed as well as a clearinghouse for students holding such prerequisites. 
Steve also shared that Paul Rogers had contacts with Muskegon Community College who were interested in folding such training into a curriculum that could be offered on campus.  It was noted that other colleges (NMU, LCC, LSSU, MTU, CMU) have courses or plans for courses in the works.  Steve has the fire curriculum for Itasca College in Minnesota.  John assigned Paul to move ahead and arrange an initial meeting with MCC to explore options.  Rich Witzick, Jack McGowan-Stinski, Paul Rogers, and John Lerg will attend that initial meeting.  
Consultants Committee
John Lerg reported for the Consultants Committee which met in January.  The Committee conveyed several concerns to the Steering Committee.  One concern focused around the upcoming rules-making process and the acknowledgement that the NWCG was developed to meet the particular needs of agencies, not individuals.  While the promulgation of Rules as a requirement of SB 925 may need to be consistent with NWCG, sensitivity to the needs of individual contractors is also needed.  It is hoped that these Rules will include a phase-in period that would allow a reasonable timeframe for contractors to come into compliance.  Additional contractor names were offered prompting the need to update the contractor list on the website. 
Workshop Planning Committee

John Lerg reported that the speakers for the Friday portion of the Workshop were largely in place.  Dave Cleland has agreed to provide a keynote address.  Barb Bonefeld is still discussing opportunities with another possible speaker.  Preliminary contacts have been made for a talk on fire effects on soils.  Lisa Brush has agreed to speak on the contributions of a stewardship network to maintenance of a landscape that could be managed with fire.  By fall, an update on the Rules making associated with SB 925 will also be of interest.  

The Kalamazoo Nature Center has been selected as the venue for the workshop.  Plans are ongoing for a demonstration burn for Saturday.   Arrangements are also being made for on-site visits to areas with a history of fire management.  A suggestion was made to utilize a bus to transport attendees and to come up with a door prize for this year.  
Legal and Legislative Committee
Don Johnson reported on difficulties in getting this committee together.  He asked for a committee meeting to follow the Steering Committee meeting.  (We met and completed necessary reviews so By-Laws could be produced for next meeting.)

MPFC Funds

Jack McGowan-Stinski noted that we have over $26,000 of funds.  He also reminded the Committee that the TNC was willing to act as accountant provided our funds remained modest (around $20,000 or less).  Given that our funding condition is changing, a recommendation was made to consider expenditures that would further the mission of the Council.  The approach used for this exercise was to brainstorm ideas and then have the group assign priority (1=high, 2=medium, or 3=low) to each idea.  This effort resulted in the following list in priority order (most commonly assigned priority/averaged priority rank). 
Have a Michigan Prescribed Fire Council display professionally produced.  (1; 1.0)

Update and reprint the brochure and tie in professional logo development.  (1; 1.0)
Support the cost of buses and a door prize for our annual workshops.  (1; 1.0)

Provide an honorarium ($125) and costs to speakers at our annual workshops.  (1; 1.2)

Increase our website support to fully fund our needs.  (1; 1.4)

Financially cover registration costs associated with the annual meetings and training events.  (1; 1.4)

Provide a limited number of scholarships ($300) to our training events.  (1; 1.8)

Provide a limited number of scholarships (waive the registration fee) to our annual workshops.  (1; 1.9)

Reduce training event registration fees thereby reducing revenue to the Council (but not below fees of other training providers).  (2; 2.1)

Produce and sell organization (MPFC) stickers (bumper stickers, window stickers) to advertise the Council and generate revenue.  (2; 2.3)
Fund start-up costs for soliciting colleges to assist in fire ecology and prescribed fire training.  (3; 2.4)

Provide cost/share grants to private landowners for initiating practices consistent with our mission.  (3; 2.7)

The committee decided to maintain a treasury base of at least $10,000 and to entertain ways to spend the balance consistent with our mission.  An expectation in this process was that spending would not exceed the identified balance ($16,000), and that these expenditures would occur over a timeframe when additional revenues would be generated.   In addition, other proposals for distributing revenues were expected  to emerge and need integration by priority into this list.  
Following up on these actions, John asked Committee members to take action on suggestions receiving priority 1 consideration and come to the next Steering Committee meeting with budgets on these items so the Committee could authorize expenditures.  Actions that need more immediate authorization should be directed to John.  

USDA--NRCS Presentation
Lynn Sampson and Tom Ward provided information on USDA programs that relate to prescribed burning.  Initially, USDA did not envision getting active in prescribed burning.  Their activity had historically been involved with limited technical assistance and working through partnerships.  They took no active role in the practice of prescribed burning.  

However 15 years ago following on a greater emphasis to promote enhancement of natural communities, a number of recommended practices resulted in establishment of a significant acreage of warm season grasses that had a maintenance demand (mid-contract disturbance) as prescribed in within these grassland programs.  NRCS role in prescribed burning evolved following this demand to focus on an increased awareness level regarding burning, assistance with burn plans, and attention to smoke management issues within grassland systems (No activity yet in woodland systems).  NRCS would not join ignition crews, function as burn bosses, or otherwise conduct burns.  However, it was noted that training for NRCS staff in this endeavor was critical, and participation in training burns was an essential training function.  Thus, limited participation in training burns is expected.  
Money for programs and practices under the Farm Bill is expected at near continuing –level.  However, internal operating funds are being reduced prompting the need for contracting some services.  In addition, the new Conservation Security Program is set up to credit participants for approved conservation practices.  The nature of this structure prompts the need for greater accounting effort that was once supported by internal operating funds.  Details of this support need have yet to be worked out. 
SB 925 and Administrative Rules
Don Johnson reported that this Act modifies the Michigan Fire Law to address requirements having to do with prescribed burning.  It prescribes that Administrative Rules be promulgated to address requirements in the Act.  He reported that initial efforts had gone forward in scoping the task, and this effort had prompted the need for consideration of this task by an expanded advisory group to assure a diversity of input.  Efforts are underway to arrive at a structure for that group and to invite members.  

This larger appreciation for the task illuminates a timeline that is inconsistent with timeline limitations both in the Act and in the Administrative Rules process.  Thus, extensions will be requested in both instances.  Completion of this task may drift beyond 2005.  

New Organization Structure
In our last meeting, discussion was held on the opportunity to change the Council’s organizational status.  The Committee considered 501c3, Michigan Not-for-profit, and the status quo.  While benefits were noted for each status type, the Committee ultimately chose to support a Michigan Not-for-profit structure.  A motion was made and seconded to structure the Council as a Michigan Not-for-profit group.  This motion was tabled to allow consideration by Committee members who were not in attendance.  
The motion was called up, and after some discussion, John proceeded with a roll-call vote.  The vote resulted in unanimous passage with vote results as follows:

USFS Huron-Manistee National Forest 
Yes

USFS Hiawatha National Forest

Yes

The Nature Conservancy


Yes

DNR Wildlife Division


Yes

DNR FMFM Division



Yes

USDA Natural Resource Conserv. Serv.
Yes

Michigan Department of Agriculture

Yes

Michigan State Firemen’s Association
Yes

John and Dennis Ireland offered to take the lead in getting this status-change process started.  The Committee approved the expenditure of moneys needed (filing fees, document preparation, registration).

Round Table

Don Mikel and Rick Witzick reported that both Forest Plans are nearing completion and both National Forests are preparing NEPA documents for review.  These revised Forest Plans have an increased emphasis on prescribed burning especially as it relates to reduction of hazardous fuels.  However, both Forests are accommodating a 20% budget reduction in their internal operating budget.  

Tom Ward reported on a new NRCS State Conservationist.  While coming from the Southwest, he has yet to make his position known on prescribed burning.

Steve Cross reported that he should have a draft of the DNR Smoke Management Plan to a point where he could present on it at our next meeting. 

Don Johnson reported on the April retirement of the DNR Fire Program Leader.  He also suggested that our listserv be incorporated into the website.  John asked Bruce Miller to work with Don to make it so.  
Randy Swaty reported on a TNC project to model successional pathways for ecological systems in Michigan.  He asked for volunteers to help in reviewing this work.  Randy also offered a framework for Council decisions that would include actions that had the highest leverage, that lubricated the function of the Council, and removed barriers to desired outcomes.  
Bruce Miller reported on burn plans that were in electronic format and could be offered through the website by way of templates.  John asked Jack, Bruce, and NRCS representatives to work together to create this addition on the website.  
John reported on continuing efforts to contribute to Project Learning Tree.  He also noted potential by the Council to coordinate links on the website regarding Hazard Mitigation.  Bruce offered to coordinate those links.  
Jack McGown-Stinski reported on a project undertaken by TNC to test habitat management techniques, including burning, in areas occupied by Mitchell’s Satyr and Massasauga.  He will keep us posted.

Contributions to May Agenda
· Review of progress on Council status change. 
· Review of Workshop preparations.
· Review of SB 925 and Administrative Rules process.
· Report on progress of Smoke Management Plan
· Report on discussions with Muskegon Community College

· Review of revised Council By-laws
Next Meeting

Our next meeting will be held at the DNR Gaylord OSC on May 25, 2005 from 10am to 3pm.   

Adjourned 2:40 PM.

