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Wildfire has been much in the news during 2006.
A drier than normal summer and fall, followed up by
a dry, hot and windy winter allowed development of
destructive wildfires in many parts of Texas. Mostly
lost in the all the media attention and discussion is
the fact that fire is a natural process on which many
natural communities depend. Also missing from the
discussion is how appropriately applied prescribed
fire can both provide for natural communities and
mitigate some wildfire risks during times of extreme
fire danger.

Prescribed fire is the well planned application of
fire under specific weather parameters to a pre-
defined area by trained individuals. A prescribed fire
has specific objectives such as control of invasive
brush species, maintenance of wildlife habitat or
reduction of dangerous wildfire fuels. Wildfire is set,
either naturally or accidentally, with no objectives or
plans for containment and control and poses risks to
people and property.

Naturally occurring and human set fires shaped all
Texas landscapes, to some degree, for thousands of
years. This is true for the Edwards Plateau which
includes the area known as the Texas Hill Country.

Travelogues written by early Texas explorers
mention widespread fires in areas like the Blanco
Valley. The natural communities encountered by

early Europeans included more grasslands than we
see today.

As the country settled up, natural fires were
suppressed and fire was used less and less by the new
Texans. Eventually the setting of “range fires” was
made a felony due to concerns about livestock forage
and fire’s use as a tool of feuds and other
disagreements. The landscape became more
dominated by woody species and wildfires became
even more severe as a result of fire suppression and
other land use practices.

In recent decades, interest in the use of fire as a
land management tool has grown anew. Ranchers
and wildlife conservationists both recognize the
benefits of returning this natural process to the
landscape. It is much cheaper than many forms of
woody species management and promotes ecosystem
health in ways that are hard to replicate with other
tools.

While cheap in economic terms, the safe and
effective implementation of prescribed fire is not
easy. Training, experience and proper equipment are
all critical to safe burning. Some Edwards Plateau
landowners have formed prescribed burning
cooperatives to assist one another. State and federal
agencies provide some technical assistance. The
Nature Conservancy is also working directly with
landowners in returning this process to the land in
several parts of Texas.
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Most, if not all, natural resource agencies and
organizations in Texas recognize the value of
prescribed fire as a management tool. Many agencies
offer information and some type of assistance
regarding prescribed fire. A good summary of what
is available can be found in the brochure “Prescribed
Burning Associations in Texas” by Texas Parks and
Wildlife. You can download a copy by searching at
their websitevww.tpwd.state.tx.usr you can
request a copy from the project office at
sjester@tnc.org

The Nature Conservancy through the Blanco River
Project office is available to assist landowners
interested in prescribed fire as a management tool.
Several Conservancy-led prescribed burns were
planned in the Blanco Valley during Winter 2006, but
were canceled due to unfavorable weather conditions.
Please contact the project office if you are interested
in learning more.
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Blanco River Project and other Conservancy staff
members are available to assist landowners who want
to learn more about the plants and animals that
inhabit their property, as well as provide technical
and limited financial assistance for conservation
projects. Contact Steve Jester at the project office for
more information on sources of conservation
assistance: (512) 847-0790gpester@tnc.org

Many owners of land taxed at agricultural value, in
the Blanco Valley and elsewhere, have converted
their land use from ranching or farming to wildlife
management use over the last 10 years. Converting
to wildlife management use is more involved than
just letting the land “go back to nature”, just ask
anyone who is currently in wildlife management use.
Landowners are required to complete activities in at
least 3 of 7 areas annually and keep records to
demonstrate that they are actively managing their
land for wildlife.

The 7 activity areas are habitat control, erosion
control, predator control, providing supplemental
water, providing supplemental food, providing
supplemental shelter and conducting census counts to
monitor populations. Participating landowners keep
records of their expenses and activities to provide
documentation for the local appraisal district. Many
landowners working with Texas Parks and Wildlife
on deer management programs provide deer survey
information to their local wildlife biologist for the
development of annual harvest recommendations.
Other landowners are conducting bird, small mammal
or reptile and amphibian surveys as their census
activity. However this data is typically not shared
with anyone other than the county appraisal office.

One of the things The Nature Conservancy’s
Blanco River Project office hopes to do is learn more
about the biodiversity of the Blanco Valley to
highlight the rich natural heritage that exists here. If
are you currently conducting wildlife surveys as part
of your wildlife management use, and you would be
interested in sharing that data, the Blanco River
Project office would like to hear from you. The idea
is to combine the results, by county and species, and
report back in a future newsletter. Individual ranches
would not be identified, either by name or location, in
reporting the results. The specific location of your
land or acreage is not needed, your property should
just be in the Blanco Valley and be identified by
county. If you are interested in contributing to this
effort or would like to learn more about converting
your agricultural land to wildlife management use,
please contact the Blanco River Project office.
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Blanco River Project partners may not have a
formal agreement with The Nature Conservancy but

they do share the common goal of conserving natural

resources.

Partner: Local Soil and Water Conservation
Districts

History and Mission: In the 1930’s Texas, along
with the rest of the country, experienced a severe

drought combined with some of the worst dust storms

in history. Protection of topsoil became a priority,
resulting in the formation of soil and water
conservation districts (SWCDs) allowing landowners
to work together at the local level to solve this major
problem. Today conservation of topsoil remains a
primary goal, but local districts are also active on a
number of natural resource conservation issues of
interest to the landowners they represent.

Website: You can find your local SWCD by visiting
the Texas State Soil and Water Conservation Board
websitewww.tsswcb.state.tx.us

How to contact: You can also find contact
information for you local SWCD by consulting the
phone book for your county seat through the local
office of the U.S. Department of Agriculture —
Natural Resources Conservation Service or Farm
Service Agency.
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0 This
feature recognizes a landowner, or group of
cooperating landowners, who are working on the
improvement of natural resources and conservation
of biodiversity on their land. If you know of a
Blanco Valley landowner or group who merits
recognition please let us know.

Landowner: Bob Petersen

County: Kendall

Goal: Long-term conservation of wildlife habitat
with sustainable income streams from related
activities such as hunting and eco-tourism.
Conservation Projects:Black-capped vireo habitat
restoration including mechanical brush manipulation
and prescribed burning, white-tailed deer control,
feral hog control and annual bird surveys.
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Conservation elements are plant or animal species,
communities or systems that have been identified as
having particular conservation importance in the
Blanco River Valley.

Common name:Texas amorpha

Scientific name: Amorpha roemerana

Range and habitat:Endemic to the Edwards Plateau
of Texas and only known from 11 counties. Often
found on rock ledges where it is protected from
browsing by livestock and deer

Other information: A deciduous shrub up to 7 feet
tall. Flowers with a single indigo petal but arranged
in a dense showy spike. Fruit a small pod about %
inch long, light brown at maturity

If you would like to have a CD with pictures and
information on all plants of particular interest in the

Blanco Valley, please contagjester@tnc.org
# 81

April 29™ Wildlife Management Workshop, 8:30 —
4:00, VFW Hall Wimberley. Sponsored by Texas
Cooperative Extension, Texas Parks and Wildlife,
Hays Central Appraisal District. Information online
from the Hays County Master Naturalist calendar
www.haysmn.org

May 1°' Hill Country Prescribed Burning Assoc.
Training. 7:00 — 9:00 pm. Blanco County Exhibition
Hall at the Fair Grounds just north of Johnson City.
Contact Dusty Brunsbruns@hctc.near theBlanco
River Project office for more information.




If you have a neighbor in the Valley who would
like to receive this newsletter please call, email or
complete the information at right and return this sheet
to:

Steve Jester, Blanco River Project
The Nature Conservancy

706 FM 2325, Suite D

Wimberley, Texas 78676

(512) 847-0790

Blanco River Project Office
706 FM 2325, Suite D
Wimberley, TX 78676
Phone 512-847-0790

Name

Address
City, State
Zip Code

If you would like to receive future newsletter
issues via e-mail, contact Stevespster@tnc.org
Past newsletters and other updated information can
be found at the project website:
http://nature.org/wherewework/northamerica/states/te
xas/preserves/art13123.htmi




