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Executive Summary

In autumn, 2000, the Bureau of Land Management and The Nature Conservancy contracted with Conservation Impact, LLC to conduct an analysis of three cooperative weed management areas and of the Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board to identify their results to date and future projections.  The cooperative weed management area concept is more than five years old, with enough time in place to evaluate its effectiveness.  The main findings of this analysis are:

· The weed management area concept is successful in reframing the issue of weed management toward a collaborative, cross-boundary effort.

· Leadership of the Bureau of Land management has been key to the success of weed management areas.

· The coordinator is the single most important factor in success of the operations of the weed management area.

· Weed management areas have faithfully followed the strategy spelled out in the manual Guidelines for Cooperative Management of Noxious Weeds—Development of Weed Management Areas.

· All weed management areas we studied are below a threshold of investment that will enable them to reach their goals.

· The USDA Forest Service is not effectively engaged.

· The injunction on herbicide use in Oregon and Washington is a severe constraint on weed management effectiveness.

· Weed management areas should move from a weed control strategy to a restoration strategy.

· Weed management areas lack a marketing system to direct their education, awareness and outreach efforts.

· Information management and knowledge management systems need to be standardized, populated and maintained.

Introduction

In autumn, 2000, the Bureau of Land Management and The Nature Conservancy contracted with Conservation Impact, LLC to conduct an analysis of three cooperative weed management areas and of the Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board to identify their results to date and future projections.  The cooperative weed management area concept is more than five years old, with enough time in place to evaluate its effectiveness.

Conservation Impact made site visits to three cooperative weed management areas and the Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board to interview with participants and identify their future plans.  We listened to 33 people who are part of these groups, asked a standard set of questions, and wrote assessment reports for each.  We also reviewed key documents, including plans, progress reports, marketing materials, and financial documents.

The weed management areas we studied are:

· Warner Basin Cooperative Weed Management Area (OR, CA, NV)

· Tri-County Cooperative Weed Management Area (OR)

· Tri-State Demonstration Weed Management Area (ID, OR, WA)

· For comparison and contrast we studied also the Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board. 

After completing reports for each of these groups, we conducted an overall analysis, which this report presents.  Detailed reports from each group are available from Conservation Impact.

The audience for this report is for the states of Idaho, Oregon and Washington Bureau of Land Management state directors and weed coordinators, USDA Forest Service officials, and state directors of The Nature Conservancy. 

Findings

These findings represent the major concepts about the effectiveness of the weed management areas we studied.

The weed management area concept is successful in reframing the issue of weed management toward a collaborative, cross-boundary effort.  Before the weed management area concept, most land managers worked in isolation to deal with their noxious weeds.  Weeds do not recognize ownership boundaries, and spread wherever they can gain a purchase to infest new areas.  The weed management area idea incorporates the strategy that all landowners in a given area, to be effective, must work together to prevent and control noxious weed infestations.  Landowners who already suffer infestations desire to control them and prevent new species from arriving.  Landowners whose properties are relatively free from noxious weeds don’t want them, and are motivated to assist their neighbors in their control efforts.  The weed management area concept has helped managers of public and private lands recognize the value in a collaborative approach that does not let ownership boundaries prevent necessary work.

Leadership of the Bureau of Land management has been key to the success of weed management areas.  BLM continues to be a leader in promoting invasive species programs, highlighting the invasives issue, and putting resources toward on-the-ground projects.  BLM’s financial and logistical support to coordinators of weed management areas is a large and fruitful contribution.  Most of the participants in the three weed management areas in this study joined expressly because of BLM financial and organizational resources.

The coordinator is the single most important factor in success of the operations of the weed management area.  The coordinator sets the tone and pace, provides logistical support, raises funds, does the promoting and troubleshoots the weed management area.  Effective coordinators help the weed management area participants become true partners, and help keep the participants on course.  Effective coordinators provide the glue that holds the weed management area together.  All partnerships are inherently difficult to manage and maintain, and weed management areas are no exception.  Like all partnerships, they require a talented, optimistic, enthusiastic, entrepreneurial coordinator for sustenance.

Weed management areas have faithfully followed the strategy spelled out in the manual Guidelines for Cooperative Management of Noxious Weeds—Development of Weed Management Areas.  The weed management areas we studied closely follow the strategy in this manual, produced by an interagency team in the Yellowstone area (no author or date specified in the manual).  The strategy parallels strategy for fighting wildfires: identify and eradicate new infestations, control the spread of existing infestations and reduce the size of existing infestations.  The suggested structure also strongly influences weed management areas.  In places where the manual is not explicit or direct, such as awareness and outreach programs, weed management areas are less explicit as well.

All weed management areas we studied are below a threshold of investment that will enable them to reach their goals.  When we asked weed management area participants to describe the ten- and twenty-year futures of their areas, all expected that they would eventually lose the battle to noxious weeds that are now present in lower numbers.  In short, they all felt that they would not achieve their stated goals in their written plans at their present level of activity.  We then asked participants to identify resources necessary to attain their goals.  In all cases, resources were relatively modest and focused on additional field crews that would eradicate more new infestations and control more existing infestations.  Most participants felt that, for at least some species, with more capacity they could move from a control mode to a maintenance mode, which would require vastly smaller resources once attained.

The USDA Forest Service is not effectively engaged.  In all four groups, the absence of Forest Service representatives paralleled the perceived absence of Forest Service activity in weed management areas.  The Forest Service is a vitally important partner.  It manages substantial acreages, much of which is higher elevation than the ground of other partners.  Invasive species occupying high ground can rain down propagules onto the lands of others, creating an additional identification and eradication burden.  More importantly, the whole idea of the cooperative weed management area concept is to get all the relevant landowners together and work across ownership boundaries.  Missing the effective action of a major federal land manager in a weed management area is a severe constraint to progress.

The injunction on herbicide use in Oregon and Washington is a severe constraint on weed management effectiveness.  More than thirteen years ago a lawsuit brought against federal land managers resulted in the ban of all but four herbicides on BLM and Forest Service land in Oregon and Washington.  Since that time, new compounds with greater efficiency and fewer side effects have come of the market, but these herbicides remain off limits to federal land managers in weed management programs.  Some newly introduced weeds do not respond to any of the four permissible herbicides and are spreading rapidly. BLM staff have requested that the BLM solicitor’s office take up the issue, with no action at this time.  

Weed management areas should move from a weed control strategy to a restoration strategy.  The three weed management areas dedicate almost all their efforts to preventing and eradicating weed infestations. They have a hard time identifying what they desire in terms of vegetation condition, benefits they want to derive from their plant communities, or ecological processes they want to foster.  They can say what they don’t want (weeds), but haven’t identified what they do want on the landscape.  Many participants also say that they wonder when weed control ends and when restoration starts, and are not certain about how to approach restoration.  

The notable exception is the Washington State Noxious Weed Control Board, whose partners were able to articulate easily a restoration framework.  They expressed this strategy in terms of an Integrated Pest Management framework: what is causing the weed to be there, what will work to control it, and what should be there instead.  

Weed management areas lack a marketing system to direct their education, awareness and outreach efforts.  In all four cases we found that outreach, education and awareness activities lacked a strategic focus, were opportunistic and did not tie to strategic goals.  The weed control strategy is very succinct, focused and effective to guide actions.  The outreach, education and awareness activities lack any such strategy.  A marketing framework could serve to guide educational and outreach efforts effectively and make efficient use of the time of weed management area participants.  Right now, they are doing a lot of outreach work, but without a clear idea of who needs to be reached, to encourage what behavior, with what message, and by what means.

Information management and knowledge management systems need to be standardized, populated and maintained.  While each group said that information was important, each lacked an effective strategy for collecting, storing, populating, maintaining and using information about their weed management activities.  There are no standard database designs, information gathering protocols or reporting formats.  In most cases, information gained through field work remains in the heads of the practitioners and does not get recorded in any kind of retrievable system.  Some mandated reports from contractors or for herbicide use are perhaps the main way that information gets institutionalized. 

The Tri-County Weed Management Area is using global positioning system technology combined with a basic computer mapping program to map infestations.  

Knowledge management, the translation of experience gained into institutional knowledge is haphazard.  Lessons learned generally come out as casual conversation or during weed management area round table discussions.  The results of these discussions generally are not recorded in a way that would allow participants to learn from on-the-ground experience and incorporate that learning into their daily practices.  An explicit knowledge management strategy would be useful, as much of what practitioners are doing is novel, experimental work.

Conclusions

Weed management areas represent a powerful concept that has created a collaborative effort toward weed management.  In order for weed management areas to succeed, they must generate sufficient funding to treat enough infestations to move from a mode of control to a mode of maintenance.  Current levels of support will result in eventual total occupation of all available habitats within the weed management area by some species of invasives.

Weed management area strategy could benefit from two additions to its current strategy:  

· move toward a context as weed control as part of restoration, rather than just getting rid of weeds

· apply a marketing system to their education, awareness and outreach efforts.

Capturing information and experience in information management and knowledge management systems is also important to making a lasting, meaningful difference on the ground.

In addition to these recommendations, the major finding is that the weed management area concept works.  Weeds are being challenged more efficiently and across ownership boundaries than ever before.  However the ultimate goal underpinning the weed management area concept will not happen without some modification to existing programs.

Conservation Impact LLC is a small business dedicated to radically impacting the ability of conservation nonprofits to successfully achieve their missions to protect the earth. The company blends practical, nonprofit management experience, biology and conservation knowledge and organizational development expertise to help groups achieve tangible, lasting outcomes. 

For more information and valuable resources on strategic planning, marketing and resource development, contact us at 303-440-3509,willm@ecentral.com or www.conservationimpact.com.
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