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The Sandhills Task Force completed 19 years of activities in 2011.    
Several new board members have come on board, each helping the 
board to stay relevant and engaged in opportunities for private land 
conservation to succeed in the Nebraska Sandhills. We welcomed John 
Ravenscroft, Kenny Dinan and Doug Christensen. Cooperative agree-
ments with Nebraska Game and Parks, US Fish & Wildlife Private Lands, 
successful funding commitments from Nebraska Environmental Trust as 
well as new commitments to the Sandhills from NRCS through their 
Farm and Ranchland protection program have all been a testament to 
the trust and respect the board has achieved within our arena.  
  
I am convinced that 2012 will be a very solid year for activities for the 
Sandhills Task Force partnership. Our agency and NGO partners realize 
that some of the best opportunities to help the region can only be met 
with multiple entities all pursuing the same objective. Many resource 
challenges faced by the Sandhills region with examples such as water 
quality and quantity or invasive species can only be effective if team-
work be applied across many landowners and jurisdictions. Public,  pri-
vate and NGO funding and expertise must all develop strategies that 
are long-term and result focused.  
  
The recent TransCanada pipeline issue brought a great deal of attention 
to the unique Sandhills natural resources. Our group of leaders is in a 
unique position to accomplish long-term sustainable projects that     
assure a high quality of life for future Sandhillers as well as a secure 
grassland/wetland region that will remain important for cattle          
production as well as a host of native species. 
  
Jim Van Winkle 
Projects Coordinator 
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2011 NEWS  
 
BOARD MEMBER UPDATE  
After serving on the STF board for 20 years as US Fish and Wildlife     
Service (FWS) representative as well as Secretary/Treasurer, Gene Mack 
retired from FWS and his board position.  Gene has continued to attend 
Sandhills Task Force (STF) board meetings in an advisory capacity.  Kenny 
Dinan, State Coordinator for the FWS “Partners” program will replace 
Gene as the  FWS representative.  A Natural Resource Conservation  
Service (NRCS) staffing change brought about another transition on the 
STF board.  Britt Weiser was replaced by Doug Christianson, who is a 
Assistant State Conservationist located in Lincoln.   
UPDATED STF WEBSITE  
The STF website (www.sandhilltaskforce.org) is in the process of receiving a  
facelift and should be completed early 2012.  The STF website provides  
information about the organization, in addition to photos and information  
regarding the Sandhills resource.  The updated website will feature a new 
“resource library” which will allow the viewer to access a wide variety of 
Sandhills articles.  In addition, the latest news and events related to the 
STF and conservation activities throughout the Sandhills will be available.    
VFD AWARD PROGRAM   
The STF continued to sponsor a program designed to create  
opportunities for landowners to partner with their local Volunteer Fire 
Department (VFD).  The program provides a $15 per acre “recognition 
payment” to Sandhills based VFD’s that provide labor and equipment   
necessary to facilitate a prescribed fire.  In the last three years, VFD’s 
have assisted landowners in burning 8,000 acres across the Sandhills.  In 
2012, the STF will have access to a grant from the Nebraska Bird Partner-
ship for funding to support this program.  The STF believes that this   
partnership between landowners and VFD’s will result in the development 
of landowner driven fire associations across the Sandhills.     
WHOOPING CRANE PROJECT  
Since 2009, biologists from the Crane Trust, Canadian Wildlife Service 
and Northern Prairie Wildlife Research Center have placed GPS       
transmitters on 24 whooping cranes.  In Nebraska, the transmitters have         
documented extensive whooping crane stopover sites throughout the 
Sandhills region.  Biologists are eager to learn more about the types of 
habitats that the cranes prefer in the Sandhills. The STF has agreed to  
support this project by facilitating access to lands that provide high quality 
whooping crane habitat.    
CONSERVATION EASEMENTS  
The STF currently holds five conservation easements in Cherry and   
Sheridan Counties.  The bulk of these easements include properties that 
have a prominent future such as fens, streams, and significant wetlands.   
The STF is currently pursuing one conservation easement opportunity on 
a 25,000 acre landscape in Loup County.  Early in 2010, the STF           
successfully applied for funding from the Farm and Ranch Protection   
Program (FRPP) administered by USDA.  The STF hopes to raise the    
remaining funds from the Nebraska Environmental Trust Fund (NETF),   
Nebraska Land Trust, in addition to a donation from the landowner.      
 



 

 

 

The STF strives to find solutions to natural resource issues that result in a “win” for both 
landowners and fish and wildlife habitat.  Most projects are initiated by a concerned         
landowner contacting the STF, a partner organization or agency.  Projects range widely and    
often involve multiple landowners and resource concerns, requiring strong partnerships,    
flexibility, and innovation. The STF continues to take a leadership role in finding sustainable   
solutions to threats such as invasive species, land conversion, and altered hydrology. 
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BAUMERT PROJECT 
In 2011, the Baumert project took several steps closer to completion.       
Initiated in 2010, the Baumert project represents a “whole ranch project,” 
that will result in a rotational grazing system across a 12,000 acre grassland.  
In 2012, the landowner, STF, FWS and NGPC will restore an expansive  
wetland complex that was drained by a previous landowner.  A full          
restoration will result in 162 acres of functioning wetlands and renewed      
hydrology to thousands of acres adjacent to the wetland complex.    
CLEAR LAKE PROJECT 
Initiated in 2010, the Clear Lake Project is a unique partnership between the 
STF, FWS, NGPC, North Central R,C & D and the Clear Lake Club.        
Historically, Clear Lake supported a robust fishery and a high quality habitat 
for waterfowl and shorebirds.  In the 1990’s, carp invaded the lake and as a    
result, the water quality has declined to the extent that the habitat is not 
suitable for waterfowl, shorebirds or game fish.  This project will involve the 
use of rotenone to eradicate carp from the lake.  The project work was 
planned for the fall of 2011, but delayed due to high water.  With the help of 
mother nature, this project will take place in the fall of 2012.  
JOHNDREAU PROJECT  
Johndreau Creek is one of a handful of spring fed, cool water, gravel bottom  
tributaries to the Upper Niobrara River.  In recent years, eastern red cedar 
trees have gained a foothold on this unique ecosystem, outcompeting native 
trees and plants.  A partnership including the landowner, RMBO, FWS, STF 
and NGPC developed a plan that would improve the vigor of the grassland 
through rotational grazing, and removal of invasive trees.  Luckily, the part-
nership found a contractor from South Dakota’s Black Hills who had tree 
removal equipment suited for the steep terrain surrounding Johndreau 
Creek.  The contractor used a forestry cutter along with hand cutting to  
remove 100 acres of cedars.  Many of the trees were physically removed 
from the site and taken to a lumber mill in South Dakota.     
OSTERGARD PROJECT  
In 2010, a series of early summer floods caused a 1994 STF & FWS wetland 
project to succumb to high water.  The original water control structure(s) 
were constructed for the  purpose of stopping the accelerated erosion of 
the streambed.  The project resulted in the enhancement of two wetlands in 
addition to restoring the natural hydrology to a Sandhills stream.  In 2011, 
the landowner, STF and FWS again partnered to replace and improve upon 
the existing structures.      
 



 

 

PELSTER PROJECT  
Large rainfalls combined with the failure of several upstream water     
impoundments caused a downstream ranch stream crossing to washout.  
The stream crossing was uniquely located immediately below a wetland 
unit that had become overgrown with narrow-leaf cattails.  In a partner-
ship effort, the landowner, FWS, NGPC, and STF replaced the culvert 
with a “notched weir” structure that will seasonally increase the depth  
of the wetland, allowing the landowner to manage invasive cattails with 
grazing and herbicide treatment.   
SMITH PROJECT  
The North Loup River in Loup County provides some of the best migra-
tory waterfowl habitat in the Sandhills.  Adjacent side channels and spring 
fed backwaters stay open and available for waterfowl throughout the 
winter.  Many such side channels have become disconnected from the 
groundwater that feeds the North Loup, becoming drier and chocked 
with invasive trees.  This project focused on the removal of 95 acres of 
invasive trees from side channels, wetlands, and the riparian zone.   
TIMMERMAN PROJECT  
The Timmerman family approached the NGPC about a wetland in   
Cherry County that has become choked with cattails to the point where 
very little open water or vegetation diversity existed.  Timmerman’s   
became concerned that a wetland that was once available  for waterfowl 
and shorebirds now had limited value.  The NGPC, NRCS, STF and FWS 
devised a multi-year plan that included the use of prescribed fire and 
herbicide in order to manage the 100 acre wetland.  In early 2011, the 
Cody VFD conducted a prescribed fire at this site which was followed by 
a helicopter application of herbicide in September of 2011.  In the fall or 
spring of 2012/13 the Cody VFD will burn the unit again.       
VECH PROJECT  
Uniquely located along the shores of the Cedar River, the Vech project 
encompasses several spring fed wetlands, wet meadows and a small    
perennial stream.  The juxtaposition of so many wetland resources in a    
relatively small area attracts an endless stream of waterfowl throughout 
the fall, winter and spring months.  The land manager, NRCS, FWS, STF 
and Nebraska School Lands, developed a restoration plan that includes 
riparian fencing, and invasive tree removal from the entire property.   
Upon completion, the land manager will conduct a series of prescribed 
fires to suppress the cedar tree regrowth and renew vigor to native 
plants.     
 

 
UPPER NIOBRARA RIPIRIAN RESTOTATION PROJECT                                 
This project is an expansion of a partnership established in 2009 along the Upper Niobrara River in Sheridan 
County.  The partnership was built on the recognition that a healthy and functioning watershed is essential for 
livestock operations as well as fish and wildlife species. This common mindset has allowed this small partnership 
to  accomplish much more than ever thought possible.  In 2011, the STF lead an effort to restore the native  
riparian vegetation to portions of the Upper Niobrara River and Box Butte Creek.  As a result of an extensive 
invasive tree removal project in 2009, miles of stream banks were left bare and unstable.  The STF and partners       
identified the need to re-establish native plants into this watershed in order to stabilize the sandy soils which 
make up the stream banks. In addition, the landowners recognized the need to incorporate more rest into their 
grazing system.  Funding from the Nebraska Legacy Project and several partners including landowners, NGPC, 
RMBO, and STF provided the means to design a restoration project that will occur over two years.  In January  
 



 

 

 
of 2011, dormant sandbar willows were collected from a nearby site and transported to a greenhouse in eastern 
Nebraska.   The dormant willows were divided into “cuttings” and planted into containers which resulted in live  
“green” plants, about 16 inches in length.  In June, the willows were transported back to the Upper Niobrara 
River and planted by 40 volunteers from the Pine Ridge Job Corp, located near Chadron Nebraska.  In addition, 
native dormant shrubs were purchased from the local Natural Resource District and planted within the riparian 
restoration sites.  The restoration sites were fenced out by landowners during this same time period and will 
not be grazed until the willows and shrubs become established.  In 2012, an additional 7,000 willows will again 
be propagated and hand planted by volunteers within the restoration corridor in early June.   
Once the restoration work is completed, the monitoring and evaluation of this project will begin.  Students 
from Chadron State College will conduct a survival study which will reveal the success of the planting, deferred 
grazing and the future management plan.   
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Income    

Carryover from 2011 $        528,000.00   

Money Market $          92,512.23   

Cooperative Agreements and grant funding $          66,652.70 
                    

 
 

 

Nebraska Bird Partnership $          25,000.00   

Nebraska Legacy Innovation Grant $          15,000.00   

    

    

Revenues, Resources & Expenditures  
January 1, 2011– January 23, 2012 

F i n a n c i a l  S u m m a r y  

Photography credits: Cover. Eastern Sandhills. David Loope/UNL; Page 2. Jim Van Winkle. Kyle Graham/FWS; 
Page 3. Dana Larson. Kyle Graham/FWS; Page 4. Prescribed Fire. Kyle Graham/FWS; Page 5. Leopard Frog.   
Casey McPeak/FWS; Page 7. Willow planting on Box Butte Creek. Don Richards/USFS.  

Interest from Cd’s            $            7,246.01   

Total New Income                                   $                           69,439.41  

    

Expenses by Program Areas     

Habitat Enhancement Project  $143,364.23   

Education and Outreach  $    6,614.14   

Operations  $  80,391.71   

    

                        $ 687,164.93  

Private Grants    

North Central R,C, & D  $           4,000.00   

Nebraska Environmental Trust $         18,193.40   


