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Black Rock NCA Citizen Springs Assessment Support Proposal

OBJECTIVE

To support recruitment, training, travel expenses, and recognition of volunteers involved with the Citizen Springs Assessment Program in the Black Rock Desert - High Rock Canyon Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area and Associated Wilderness (Black Rock NCA).

INTRODUCTION

The Friends of Black Rock High Rock, in partnership with the Bureau of Land Management and other partners, launched a new program in 2011 to train and support volunteers to conduct scientific assessments of natural riparian areas (springs) in the Black Rock Desert - High Rock Canyon Emigrant Trails National Conservation Area (Black Rock NCA) situated 110 miles north of Reno, NV near Gerlach, NV. Included in the objectives of the Resource Management Plan (RMP) for the Black Rock NCA is the need to “manage the quality of water resources in the planning area in a way that achieves the chemical, physical and biological integrity that each resource is capable of producing, consistent with Nevada Revised Statute chapter 445A, and to manage [them] to enhance the natural and cultural resource values that the NCA was created to protect.” Furthermore, in the Assistance Agreement that Friends of Black Rock High Rock entered into with the BLM, it is stated that we shall “provide volunteers and staff to complete resource management projects with the goal of protecting, conserving and enhancing resources within the NCA” and to “provide informative materials on habitats, riparian areas and land conservation for educational programs, activities, and public land visitors, as well as local rural communities and Indian tribes.” It is with these directives in mind that the program was developed, not only to compile baseline data on springs in the Black Rock NCA to determine their health and devise projects to address any concerns, but also to engage the public in citizen science, thereby involving the community and fostering a public lands stewardship ethic.

The need for such a program was further defined in June 2009, when the National Riparian Service Team conducted a workshop with various local stakeholders and agency representatives to foster a collaborative approach to management of springs in the Black Rock NCA. The purpose of this initial workshop was mainly to develop a common vision for spring management in the Black Rock NCA that involves both technical aspects of riparian management and the collaborative strategies necessary to achieve it.  Several of the goals identified by the National Riparian Service Team have since been accomplished, and the parameters of the inventory program have been defined. Dr. Donald Sada at Desert Research Institute and BLM ecologist Roger Farschon developed, with collaborative input, an inventory protocol that volunteers can be trained to use to document the existing state of springs using various criteria. Friends of Nevada Wilderness developed four “spring kits” that include these inventory forms, GPS, digital camera, sample bags, magnifying glass, measuring tape, a satellite beacon, and an electrical conductivity meter with a thermometer. Friends of Black Rock High Rock developed an on-line database for volunteers to enter the information from their forms and include their photographs. The BLM created a prioritization rationale to create inventory assignments for volunteers, focusing on springs that currently lack adequate information for developing management and/or restoration strategies. Then in April 2011, a group of volunteers was trained in the use of these kits, and taken into the field for hands-on training with Dr. Sada. Ultimately, the goal of the program is to create a foundation of knowledge about the springs in the Black Rock NCA, to identify necessary projects where the condition of developed springs can be improved through maintenance or other related actions, and to engage volunteers and local stakeholders to assist with the field work to improve the protection or condition of an existing developed source.  Eventually, a GIS layer containing all known or possible spring locations will be developed, combining data from BLM, National Wetlands Inventory (NWI), USGS, Nevada Department of Wildlife, and other sources.
Now that we have successfully created a simple, scientifically rigorous, citizen-based protocol, we need to make an effort to recruit and retain volunteers in order to improve the number of inventories completed in 2012. Although both Friends of Black Rock High Rock and Friends of Nevada Wilderness have promoted the program to our volunteers, and some 55 people have participated in the program, 2 volunteers have contributed about 50 inventories over 10 individual visits, with an additional 10 people contributing about 30 inventories. With approximately 1400 springs in the region that we hope to assess, at this rate of data collection we can expect to patiently continue over 18 years before we have baseline data on all of these springs. There are some clear challenges to improving this situation. The first and most obvious of these is getting the word out about the program to people who are most likely to participate, in order to increase the recruitment of volunteers. Another challenge is to get people to travel the considerable distances required to reach these remote spring locations, and to be able to do so in their own vehicle. Lastly, a positive effort needs to be made to retain volunteers who prove their ability to complete springs inventories to a high level of quality. 

PROPOSAL

Our proposal to address these issues can be separated into 4 distinct areas:

1. promote the program to conservation volunteers, OHV enthusiasts, hunters, local communities, and others through advertisements and by producing and distributing posters and fliers to clubs, partners, and user groups;

2. provide training to newly recruited volunteers;

3. provide a modest stipend to offset the expense of travel and incentivize successful inventory completion;

4. recognize successful volunteers with a public appreciation event and through other means.

1. Program Definition and Promotion - $1,200.00 
Right now, the Citizen Spring Assessment Program is largely framed as a conservation effort, and is being pitched solely to conservation volunteers. Defining the program as an adventure and destination to people whose goal is to camp for recreation is one way to engage a different type of public lands user. Similarly, framing the effort as beneficial for wildlife may engage more hunters and sportsmen.  We propose to work with partners to create a poster and handbills to distribute throughout gateway communities and to these different groups with a goal of recruiting more volunteers. We will budget $1,000.00 for printing, advertising, and distribution costs related to this. This will augment our current efforts to promote the program through our newsletters, website, and other means.

2. Training - $500.00

As we recruit more volunteers, it will be important to provide sufficient training to make sure that the quality of their data collection remains high, and that they are well prepared for the challenges of wilderness travel. We will set aside $800.00 for costs related to holding training sessions for new volunteers. These costs will include printing of materials, multimedia, venue rental, and trainer costs.
3. Stipend/incentive - $5,625.00

In order to collect this important data to continue this research project we are proposing to provide $15.00 for each spring assessment inventory returned, up to $60.00 per trip. Staff will review each inventory to ensure that it meets necessary data quality requirements before paying the stipend. 

The most important reason to provide money to volunteers is to remove the disincentive of having to spend their own money and gas to endure off-road wear and tear on their personal vehicle to achieve the aims of the program. Even so, we feel it is important to connect any financial incentive to the completion of inventory sheets as opposed to miles driven. This will provide a small advantage to people living in the local Black Rock NCA community, since they will not have to travel the 220 miles round trip from Reno, and also make sure that people traveling form distant places are not reaping a dollar-per-mile reward for simply driving. Further, we propose to provide a coupon for $15.00 per volunteer per visit, redeemable at the one local Gerlach restaurant. This will not only help keep volunteers happy, it will also help to keep the local community supportive of such BLM/partner collaboration programs.

On average, one weekend trip to the Black Rock NCA will yield 4 inventory forms completed, and volunteers will travel 70 miles in the Black Rock NCA. In most cases, Reno volunteers will receive $60 per visit, which at 300 miles total comes to about $5 per mile driven, thereby more than offsetting fuel costs (at $4.00 per gallon and 20 mpg gas efficiency).  With a goal of attaining 300 inventories, and with an average of $75 per visit yielding 4 inventories, the total budget for stipend/incentives is $7,500.00. We can control for this by stating at the outset that stipends are available only as long as funds are available.

4. Volunteer Recognition -- $1,000.00 
Once a volunteer has been trained and is in the program, it is important to recognize their contributions in order to retain the benefit of their experience and to help encourage others to join the program. To this end, we will dedicate $700.00 to producing a “spring team” design for use on a T-shirt and a patch for participants. An additional $300.00 will be used to support an end-of-season volunteer recognition event, specifically for spring assessment volunteers, with special recognition of stand-out volunteers.
Total - $8,325.00

