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Sagebrush Steppe 
Restoration underway
The Cooperative Sagebrush Steppe Restoration Initiative 

in Lassen and Modoc Counties aims to restore water-
sheds that have declined in the face of invasive western 

juniper. The most crucial problem with juniper is that it out-com-
petes other plants for limited moisture. With only a ten-percent 
canopy cover juniper can cause a 50% decline in the diversity of 
native forbs and shrubs, resulting in increased erosion and dele-
terious impacts on sage grouse, mule deer, elk and sand hill crane 
habitat. When not controlled by periodic fire - its only natural 
adversary – juniper pushes out into the wider sagebrush steppe 
and into the eastside pine ecosystems, muscling aside the forbs 
and shrubs that would normally dominate there.

In order to combat invasive juniper in northeast California, 
the Pit Resource Conservation District, Susanville Indian Ran-
cheria, Lassen County Fire Safe Council, Inc., University of 
California Cooperative Extension and Burney Forest Power are 
implementing the Cooperative Sagebrush Steppe Restoration Ini-
tiative, which helps local landholders with watershed restoration 
efforts in Lassen and Modoc Counties. Their endeavor focuses 
on removing juniper on private lands but they are also working 
closely with the Bureau of Land Management and the US Forest 
Service with an eye toward cross boundary treatments on adja-
cent public lands. By clearing the juniper, fire hazard is reduced, 
water is freed up for native plants; and ecosystems and their at-
tendant wildlife are restored. The ultimate goal of this initiative 
is the eventual restoration of sagebrush steppe and eastside pine 
ecosystems.

“Our biggest problem still is getting information to the pub-
lic,” said Tom Esgate, Project Director for the initiative. “Many 
look across a vista of tall green vegetation and think, ʻWhat a 
beautiful forest!  ̓What they are really seeing, in many cases, is 
invasive juniper, out-competing shrubs, forbs and forest for lim-
ited moisture to the point that critical wildlife habitat for deer, 
elk and sage grouse has severely deteriorated, causing wildlife 
populations to decline.” The problem, according to Esgate, is 
that much of the public doesnʼt understand what is at stake, a dif-
ficulty he is working hard to overcome. “The irony is that most 
people love the forest and wildlife, but they arenʼt getting the 
connections between the establishment of invasive juniper and 
what itʼs doing to our ecosystem in northeast California. Weʼre 
working hard to get that information out.”

They are also getting work done. Through persistent efforts 
the partnership has garnered support from an impressive array 
of agencies including; the Natural Resources Conservation Ser-
vice, Lassen and Modoc County Boards of Supervisors, Lassen 
County RAC, California State Fire Safe Council, Bureau of Land 
Management and the US Forest Service. With all this support, 
funding has been secured to treat several thousand acres over the 
next two years. But the work doesnʼt stop there. The partnership 
also works with landowners to implement adaptive range man-
agement techniques to ensure post treatment watershed restora-
tion. 

For more information on the initiative contact: Tom Esgate 
twesgate@hdo.net , 530-310-0146

SAGEBRUSH STEPPE RESTORATION UNDERWAY, ASH VALLEY RANCH, 2005. 
PHOTO BY TOM ESGATE.

Central Modoc Resource Conservation 
District News BY BRYON HADWICK, WATERSHED COORDINATOR

WILLOWS ON THEIR WAY TO A RESTORATION 
PROJECT. PHOTO BY BRYON HADWICK.

Fence work on the XL Ranch In-
dian Reservation has continued 
with a half mile of riparian fence 

installed. The XL crew plans to cut 8000 
willows on the XL ranch and deliver the 
willow cuttings to CMRCDʼs other proj-
ect sites.  These willows will be trans-
planted and used for bank stabilization.  

The Likely Phase II project moves 
ahead with touch up work on jute mat-
ting, seeding and gate installation. The 
Devilʼs Garden Conservation Crew #3 
built approximately one mile of fence for 
this project. The Devilʼs Garden Conser-
vation Crew #3 performed critical area 
treatment by spreading 62 half-ton bales 
of rice straw to mulch the 16-acre Dobe 
Swale project. Adverse weather condi-
tions challenged the Crew to accom-
plish their task with snow and cold. The 
CMRCD work crew helped out too. 

Two new fencing projects started 
through the Pit River Fencing Initia-
tive. The two locations include sites at 
the Witcher Creek Ranch and the Hagge 
Ranch. Even though the project fences are 
short in length, each makes a significant 
effect on the riparian areas. The Witcher 
Creek Ranch fence project replaces an 
electric riparian fence that sustained con-

tinual breakage from heavy cattle pressure.  The 
Hagge Ranch fence project encloses three separate 
riparian areas, all of which have old willow stands 
grazed and rubbed on by cattle. Both projects result 
in areas more effectively managed by short dura-
tion seasonal grazing. Improved riparian area man-
agement expectations include rejuvenated grasses 
and willow stands that prevent silt movement into 
streams.

A big thank you goes to the CMRCD Crew and 
the Devils Garden Conservation crew for all of 
their hard work. 
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Adopt-A-Watershed
NEWS

The River Center’s

A Great Way to Help The River Center!
Looking for something special? We have interesting 
merchandise for sale. Support local producers. Find 

something fun and educational. We can special order too!

• Ceramic Mugs, 
Privets

• RC Hats
• Decorative Gourds

• Herbal Lip Balm
• Toys and Games
• Bird Kites
• Bitter Brush Pens

• Invasive Plant 
Guides

• Sibley’s Guide to 
Birds

Modoc Wintertime 
Wildlife ABUNDANT WILDLIFE VIEWING IS 

EASY DURING SNOWY WEATHER.

PHOTOS BY LAURA VANACKER.

Pit River Watershed Adop-
tion Project Update:

The Pit River Water-
shed Adoption Proj-
ect serving Alturas 

Elementary and Modoc Mid-
dle School students grades 
K-8 gears up for its 4th season 
of field trips to the Modoc Na-
tional Wildlife Refuge.  Project 
coordinator Laura VanAcker 
plans field trip improvements 
and additions this winter to 
make this yearʼs spring visits 
better than ever.  Laura works 
with Modoc High School 
Natural Resource Academy 
students this winter. The 
Academy students train to be 

mentors and group leaders for 
younger students on the field 
trips.  Lauraʼs excited about 
extending the program into the 
high school and about the help 
that the students will offer. 

During the next several 
weeks, Lauraʼs work with 
teachers will bring curriculum 
into the classrooms. Classroom 
curriculum prepares teachers 
and students for the field trip 
activities.  Funding from a 
CALFED grant this year en-
ables Laura to better prepare 
students for the trips and to ex-
pand learning opportunities at 
school as well as at the adop-
tion site.

Related to the project, 
Laura VanAcker and Valerie 
Lantz, River Center Director 
attended a Project Learning 
Tree Facilitator Training in 
February so that they can teach 
others about the program and 
lead trainings in our area.  

Expansion into other  Pit 
River Watershed Commun 
ties:

Laura VanAcker contacts 
with other communities about 
starting another Adopt-A-
Watershed project resulted in 
plans to make presentations to 
the Pit River RCD and the Big 
Valley RCD in February.  

  

What’s Happening at the River Center? 
Over the course of the next 2 1/2 years, everyone with an 

interest in the Upper Pit River watershed will have an 
opportunity to participate in developing an Upper Pit River 

Watershed Management Strategy. Prepare to participate by reviewing 
the Upper Pit River Watershed Assessment, completed in October 2004. 
You may request a CD for your use or check out the Assessment from 
the River Center. Learn about history, geology, soils, climate, native 
peoples, wildlife, fisheries, water resources, fire, vegetation, forestry, 
flood areas, recreation, demographics and land use planning.  

Modoc County awarded a Title III Grant to the River Center for a 
project titled: Forestry Education Along the Basin and Range Birding 
Trail (B&RBT). The River Center began work with the Klamath Bird 
Observatory (KBO) and local educators to develop curriculum kits. The 
River Center also began work with Cindy Deas of Bonanza Consulting 
to coordinate map and website development for the B&RBT. River 
Center staff will soon offer family field trips and educational programs 
based on the new curriculum kits and maps.

Come see the new turtle tank at the River Center Aquaria Room. 
Learn about Californiaʼs Western Pond Turtle, listed as a ʻSpecie of 
Concern.  ̓Find out why a Red Slider Turtle just moved in to the tank 

at the River Center.
The River Centerʼs guppy aquarium is available for a class project. 

Check it out!   
A new juniper floor for the River Center display and office areas is 

scheduled for installation during the week of March 12. The McConnell 
Foundation at the Community Foundation provided grant funding for the 
floor installation. The River Center needs VOLUNTEERS on March 10 
to prepare the River Center for the floor installation. Please come and help 
pack display items and remove old carpet (see the ʻPack-it-Up and Rip-
n-Tear event information). The River Center will be closed from March 
13 through the 19th during floor installation work by Dederickʼs Custom 
Woodworking. The River Center will re-open on March 20th. Come visit 
and see the new juniper floor!

Special Places

Often times, when people live a long time in the 
same place, a special place becomes taken for 
granted. People living in the Alturas area have 

a special place right in their own backyard. The Modoc 
National Wildlife Refuge offers locals and visitors alike a 
unique opportunity to learn about and see migratory birds 
and other wildlife in diverse habitat areas. Experiencing 
the wide-open vistas with views to the Warner Mountains 
makes the Refuge a special place too. Take the time to 
bicycle or drive the auto tour route. The three-mile loop 
begins 1/2 mile in from the main entrance road. The best 
viewing opportunities come from remaining in your ve-
hicle while driving slowly along the one-way loop. Take 
your camera!

BUFFALO HEAD, COURTESY OF THE US FISH & WILDLIFE.

The River Center

March 10th • All Day • The River Center
136 Henderson Street, Alturas

(530) 233-5085 • vlantz@modoccoe.k12.ca.us

The River Center received a grand from the McConnell 
Foundation at the Community Foundation for a NEW

juniper floor! We need volunteers to prepare for the new floor 
installation. Come help pack display materials and office 

equipment in the morning. Stay for a FREE lunch! Remove 
old carpet in the afternoon. Join us for a ripping good time!

LAURA VANACKER PHOTO.
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Funding 
for this 
newsletter 
provided in 
part by the 
State Water 
Resource 
Board, 
CALFED, 
Prop.13, CA 
DOC and 
the Pit River 
Watershed 
Alliance.

The Central Modoc 
RCD:
(530) 233-8872
www.cmrcd.carcd.org

CMRCD Staff:
Laura Shinn, Business 
Manager 
(530) 233-8870
laurashinn@ca.nacdnet.org

Bryon Hadwick, 
Watershed Coordinator, 
530-233-8878

Richard Westman,
Project Coordinator, 
rpwest@hdp.net

‘JT’ John Tvrdevish, 
Project Coordinator, 
530-233-8878

CMRCD Board of 
Directors:
Chico Pedotti, President
Carol Sharp, Vice President
Bill Valena, Secretary/
Treasurer
Pearce Flournoy
Shane McGarva
Jerry Hoxsey
Dick Mackey

The River Center:
(530) 233-5085
Fax (530) 233-5099
www.
centralmodocrivercenter.org

River Center Staff:
Valerie Lantz, Director 
vlantz@modoccoe.k12.
ca.us

Kathryn Hall, 
Watershed 
Education Director 
kathrynahall@yahoo.com

Laura VanAcker, 
Adopt-A-Watershed 
Program Coordinator
vanacker@hdo.net

*Photos and articles 
by Valerie Lantz unless 
otherwise stated

Ask Valerie

VALERIE LANTZ,
RIVER CENTER DIRECTOR

River Center Board of
Directors:

Barbie Moklestad, 
President
Dick Mackey
Carol Sharp
Bill Valena
Sally Clark
Sophie Sheppard
Marty Yamagiwa

How many turtle 
species are native to 
California?

The Western Pond 
Turtle is Califor-
niaʼs only fresh-

water turtle. Itʼs listed as 
endangered in Washing-
ton and Oregon and as 
specie of special concern 
in California. Decline in 
turtle population is at-
tributed to loss of habitat 
and predation of young. 
Turtle habitat includes 
slow moving water with 
basking logs or boulders. 
The Western Pond Turtle 
is an omnivore and a 
scavenger.  Its diet con-
sists mainly of insects, 
including the larvae of 
caddisflies, dragonflies 
and nymphs.  Western 
Pond Turtles also eat 
small fish, frogs, and 
some plants.  Predators 
of adult turtles include 
raccoons and coyotes. A 
wider range of creatures, 
such as raptors, large fish 
species and bullfrogs (an 
introduced specie) prey 
upon young turtles. 

Do you have a ques-
tion about natural re-
sources in the Pit River 
Watershed? Call or send 
your question to Val-
erie Lantz, River Cen-
ter Director, 233-5085, 
vlantz@modoccoe.k12.
ca.us

River Center
Calendar of Events

March 10th, 2007 All Day Pack-It-Up & Rip-N-Tear 
Day

River Center
Volunteers Welcome!

March 13, 2007 3:00PM CMRCD Board of 
Directors Meeting

Modoc National Forest 
BLDG, Conference Rm.

March 13-19, 2007 N/A River Center will be CLOSED for NEW Juniper 
Floor Installation

March 20 9:00AM The River Center Will REOPEN!
April 17, 2007 3:00PM CMRCD Board of 

Directors Meeting
River Center, Alturas

April 18, 2007 4:00PM CMRCD Board of 
Directors Meeting

River Center, Alturas

May - TBA TBA Adopt-A-Watershed Field 
Trips

May 15 TBA CMRCD Board of 
Directors Meeting

Modoc National Forest 
BLDG, Conference Rm.

May 16 4:00PM CMRCD Board of 
Directors Meeting

River Center, Alturas

Thank You!
The River Center thanks 

the following organizations 
for supporting the River 
Center through their spon-
soring level membership: 
Tuscarora Gas Transmis-
sion Co., Klamath Bird 
Observatory and Antonio’s 
Cucina Italiana. The River 
Center also thanks Glenn 
Lantz for donating a Canon 
Pixma MP780 (office fax, 
copier, printer) and educa-
tional VCR tapes. HORSES OF MODOC COUNTY. PHOTO BY VALERIE LANTZ.


