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Interdivisional Meetings:  Monthly staff meetings were held at rotating locations throughout the district to allow staff to experience different areas within the district. District-wide meetings were held in Cozad in March and August.  These meetings enhance communications and exchange of ideas and information across all divisions of the district. They were also used for an avenue of planning interdivisional projects
Project Schedules and Reports: The SW District planning team meets quarterly to develop and update interdivisional project schedules and prepare summary reports for the district staff.  Schedules contained approved interdivisional projects with dates, coordinators, and requested assistance.  Quarterly reports will summarize completed projects.
Key Project Accomplishments of the 3rd and 4th Quarters: 
Major interdivisional projects included:
1. Keystone/Sutherland Canal Salvage: the canals were dewatered in Sep/Oct as part of the FERC license for inspection purposes.  Fish were salvaged on several occasions with crews from NGPC and NPPD.  Approximately 500 rainbow trout were salvaged from about 5 miles of the Keystone Canal and restocked in Lake Ogallala.  Another salvage effort on the canal between Sutherland and Maloney resulting in about 400 salvage fish, including 300 smallmouth bass, that were restocked in reservoirs and I 80 lakes.
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1. North Platte I80 Lake Renovation – the interstate lake at the North Platte I-80 Interchange was renovated on August 21 to remove unwanted fish species, such as common carp.  Fisheries staff completed the chemical application with equipment borrowed from the Wildlife Division.  Fish restocking will start this fall and continue through next year. 
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2. Family Fishing Nights – family fishing nights were completed in August at North Platte I-80, Mormon Island SRA, and Ft. Kearny SRA.  Staff from Fisheries, Law Enforcement, and Parks Divisions assisted with these events.  All were well attended, with a range of 20-60 public attendees.
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Fisheries Surveys:  Fish population surveys were completed on all major reservoirs in the southwest district in 2012, many in October.  Reservoirs included McConaughy, Harlan, Sherman, Swanson, Red Willow, Medicine Creek, Enders, Sutherland, Maloney, Johnson, and Elwood.  Each survey requires about 40-70 man-hours to complete the field collections, for a total of about 600 hours of staff time.  The Wildlife Division provided assistance at Johnson, Medicine Creek, and Sherman Reservoirs.  Assistance was also provided from both UNK and UNL students and staff.
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Ring-necked Pheasant Nightlighting

Project Leaders:  T. J. Walker, Justin Haahr and Adam Kester

Dates:  September and October, 2012

Divisions/Sections/Partners Involved:  Wildlife Division (Partners and Management Section), Fisheries Division, Law Enforcement Division, Parks Division, Pheasants Forever, Quail Forever and University of Nebraska Fish and Wildlife Cooperative Unit.

Summary:  The 2012 Ring-necked Pheasant Nightlighting project involved some changes in focus and results that could be considered more or less successful.  Due to the drought conditions that started in the area in April and continued through the summer and fall, pheasant populations dropped dramatically, mostly due to poor reproductive success.  This greatly reduced the number of pheasants in the Southwest Focus on Pheasants Focus Area.  In addition, the drought conditions led to the emergency declaration that allowed landowners to hay or graze their CRP, and by nature, most landowners chose to utilize the best quality portions of their CRP, which resulted in much less CRP and lower quality CRP for our crews to nightlight in.  This season also saw a change in focus of the capture efforts.  In previous years we were only trying to capture roosters and put leg bands on them.  In the fall of 2012, we were assisting UNL Co-op Unit graduate students with capture of rooster and hen pheasants, with the purpose of putting radio transmitters on them, while also getting leg bands on roosters.  Due to the great amount of information we could get on habitat use, survival, movements, nesting, and other aspects of pheasant biology, we made getting the transmitters out on birds our collective top priority.  The drought conditions continuing into the fall made driving through CRP a risky adventure, so we had to limit our activities to nights following rare rainfall events, or nights where relative humidity was higher than 65% at 10:00 PM (to prevent us from starting fires).  

Below is a summary of nightlighting capture data for 2010 through 2012.

Year	Rig Nights*	males banded	hens banded	males w/collars		hens w/collars	
2010	       13		155 (12/night)	             0	               0		              0
2011	       19		346 (18/night)	             0	               0	    	              0
2012	       14		101 (  7/night)	           61	             35		            57

*One nightlighting rig running for one night – in 2012 we actually used two rigs on two different nights.

The capture numbers may actually reflect the substantial change in pheasant population, along with a lower percentage of young birds in the population which are suspected to be more likely to be captured.  It should be noted that a total of 164 birds were banded in 2012 (101 roosters, 61 hens and 2 young birds of unknown sex) which gets us basically back to 12 bands/rig night.  The research being conducted by the UNL Co-op Unit is producing good results, despite high mortality of collared birds.  The hens nested primarily in CRP to this point, which stresses the importance of having CRP and other permanent herbaceous habitat available for nesting.  The birds are heavily utilizing tall wheat stubble, even for roosting habitat at night, and are also spending a lot of time in milo stubble where it is available, which is showing the value of our “tall stubble” incentives that we are offering in the SWFOP area, the South Central FOP area, the One Box FOP area, and about to expand to nearly half the state through an NETF grant.  There are two years left to the UNL Co-op Unit research project.  We will continue to support their efforts and look forward to seeing more data from their research. 

Despite the lower numbers of birds, the dedication of our staff and cooperation of the UNL students and staff made the 2012 nightlighting effort a successful and enjoyable event.

The map below shows the locations of birds that were banded during the 2012 Nightlighting efforts (green circles) along with the original focus area (red oval), public access sites (yellow polygons), tall wheat stubble enrollments (pink polygons), milo stubble enrollments (orange polygons) and CRP incentives (blue polygons).  Note that incentives were offered outside of this area also.
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A couple photos of Justin Haahr assisting UNL Co-op Student with putting a leg band and transmitter on a hen pheasant.
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And the new UNL Co-op Unit Nightlighting Rig.



American burying beetle monitoring

Project Leader:  T. J. Walker
Dates:  August 13-17, 2012

Divisions/Sections/Partners Involved:  Wildlife Division (Partners and Management Section), Fisheries (Hatchery), U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Pheasants Forever, Quail Forever and University of Nebraska at Kearney.

Summary:  The 2012 Carrion Beetle Monitoring efforts in the Loess Canyons BUL can be summed up in one word, disappointing.  We captured the lowest number of the endangered American burying beetle since our first year (2007) on this long-term monitoring project.  While this may seem alarming in some way, it is very unlikely that our management efforts (cedar removal and prescribed fire) in the Loess Canyons BUL (on both private and public lands) are harming this endangered species.  We continue to capture more American burying beetles per trap night (one trap set for a 24 hour period) in areas with less cedar and where fires have taken place over the last decade, including the 2002 Gothenburg Wildfire site which continues to produce our highest capture rates at two traps that are within the area burned by that fire in August of 2002.  The dramatic fluctuation of capture rates (and assumed fluctuation in American burying beetle populations) seem to be driven more by weather conditions.  Trapping success was greatly impacted by cool nighttime temperatures in 2007 (this species is most active when after dark temperatures are over 60 degrees) and by hotter and drier conditions in 2011 and 2012.  Capture rates of other carrion beetles in the Loess Canyons BUL monitoring efforts also show fluctuations caused by weather conditions.  To illustrate this, here are the results from our monitoring efforts from 2007 to 2012 for the endangered American burying beetle, and a closely related and the most abundant species, Nicrophorus marginatus.

Year		Trap Nights		# ABB		ABB/TN		Marginatus	Marg/TN
2007		       140			     32		    0.23		      7,707	    55.05
2008		       112			   126		    1.13		    15,239	  136.06
2009		       112			   162		    1.45		    19,383	  173.06
2010		       112			   281		    2.51		    13,511	  120.63
2011		       112			   125		    1.12		      9,978	    89.09
2012		       140			     44		    0.31		      5,951	    42.51

While the numbers do suggest major fluctuation in the population of both species, the actual population changes are probably not as dramatic as the above table suggests, since poor weather conditions reduce the likelihood of capturing the beetles by limiting their activity, reducing the amount of scent coming off of the bait, etc.  The map below shows average capture success for American burying beetles by trap location across years (2007-2012) within and around the Loess Canyons BUL (red polygon).  White circles represent locations where we have not yet captured American burying beetles.  The rest of the circles represent different levels of capture rates including:  green (up to 0.49/trap night), yellow (0.5 to 1.99/trap night) and red (2.0 or more per trap night).
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Note that the red and yellow circles tend to be in areas where there are less cedars on the landscape (shows up as lighter “background” colors in the aerial photography) and many of the top traps are also located in or adjacent to prescribed burns (darker orange polygons) with our top two traps within the 2002 Gothenburg Wildfire area (light orange polygon).  Blue polygons denote NGPC properties.  Bottom line is that even though the population and/or trapping success is varying widely due to weather conditions, we are still capturing more American burying beetles in areas with less cedar, so the management activities that we are doing in the Loess Canyons should be helping the species and not harming it.  Those management activities are also helping Greater Prairie-chickens and Northern Bobwhite, but that is information for another report.
Integration activity at Lake McConaughy SRA


Youth Conservation Program:

The NYCP Ogallala group (which consisted of two leaders and from four to seven youths) worked with the parks division for twenty five days and with the wildlife division for four days. With the parks division three days were spent picking up trash, five days on the new Lake Ogallala playground, six days on repairing and painting pit toilets, and eleven days working on the Lake Ogallala campground electrical upgrade. Of the four days working with the wildlife division one day was to install a new sign and pick up trash at Ogallala Strip. Three days were spent at Clear Creek, one day was tearing out and installing a new barb wire fence and gate and the other two were to take down an electric fence, roll up the wire, and pull the posts. 

Plover/Tern Nest Site Monitoring:

The Parks, law Enforcement and Wildlife Divisions of the Nebraska Game and Parks Commission, Central NE Public Power and Irrigation, and the USFWS spent a great deal of time monitoring nest sites on the beaches at Lake McConaughy this past summer to attempt to find ways to protect these sites with the high recreational activity that occurs during the summer months.   

Boat Accident At Martin Bay:

Over Labor Day Weekend there was a major boat accident just off of Martin Bay.  The accident involved a personal watercraft and a motor boat.  The accident resulted in several injuries and one fatality. Ne Game and Parks Boating Officer Scott Eveland was the lead investigator and worked closely with the Keith County Attorney.  Several Conservation Officers that were there working the holiday weekend also were of great assistance in retrieving the watercraft and the injured parties.  Assistance was received  from the Lake McConaughy park staff, Keith County Sheriff’s Department and the Keith County Lemoyne Dive and Rescue Team.  It took all involved to tend the injured, gather statements and secure the scene. 
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Towing Boat With Personal Watercraft Resting in Cabin Area
From Martin Bay, lake McConaughy 

Pictures of 2012 Deer Youth Mentor Hunts
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                                      Kearney Staff/Kids                                                                                        North Platte Kids
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                                     Officer Sund/Kids, Hangin' Meat                                      Officer Thome Lined up the Cozad Student Council
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               Officer Dierking - Kids Fishing Day                                                     Officer Sund, Women of the Outdoors
                  

Wildfires
Last but not least the SouthwestDistrict personnel committed a great deal of time and effort this summer with the wildfires of Northwest and North Central Nebraska.  The following is a summation of the fires and the commitment of Wildlife, Parks, Fisheries, Law Enforcement, Opwerations and volunteers:
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