
Tongue River Watershed Planning Meeting 
February 6th, 2014  

 Ranchester Town Hall, Council Chambers 
Meeting Minutes 

Present: 
  
Colin Betzler, SCLT 
Maria Burke, SCCD  
Travis Cundy, WGFD 
Donnie Dobrenz, Acting Chairman 
Dennis Dunn, Town of Ranchester 
Doyl Fritz 
Karl Kukuchka 
Carl Beavers 

Bob Charles 
Rod Liesinger, Sheridan County 
Wendy Condrat 
Julie Rieder 
Scott Newsbold 
Michael & Vicky McMeans 
Matthew & Keri McMeans 
Rick Pallister, TNC 

Carrie Rogaczewski, SCCD 
Jack Russell 
Tom Scott 
Paul Starkey, Barr Engineering 
Gary Madden, Town of Ranchester 
Tracy Kepley, Town of Ranchester 
James Tuttle 

 

Acting Chairman, Donnie Dobrenz, called the meeting to order at 6:00 p.m.  
 
Open and Introductions:   
Donnie opened the meeting with a round table introduction and Carrie gave a brief recap on 
how and why the Tongue River Watershed Steering Committee was formed.  The Committee 
was formed in 1996 as a follow-up to the watershed assessment completed by the 
Conservation District.  The initial purpose was to develop a watershed plan (approved by WDEQ 
in 2000) to address water quality concerns in the Tongue River Watershed.  After the initial and 
subsequent plans were developed, the group continued to meet to provide input on programs 
and activities. 
 
2013 Tongue River Watershed Water Quality Monitoring 
Maria Burke, Natural Resource Specialist for SCCD, gave a brief update on the water quality 
monitoring that started in 1996 thru 1999 with the Tongue River Watershed Assessment, and 
has continued roughly every three years since 1999.  This year’s monitoring boundary was 
substantially larger than in past years because of the addition of six new sites (4 on the Tongue 
River and 2 on the major tributaries) located from Acme, Wyoming to the Montana border.   
Maria Burke displayed graphs that highlighted the geometric mean bacteria concentrations 
from Tongue River and tributary sites.  Overall, most 2013 Tongue River mainstem sites 
resulted in above standard concentrations of bacteria in May, but below the standard 
concentrations in August.  Tributary sites in 2013 revealed above standard levels for bacteria at 
every site except for Little Tongue River in May, and Goose Creek in August.  SCCD has seen 
similar results in other watersheds; tributaries typically have higher bacteria concentrations 
than the mainstem surface waters. Maria Burke also stated that the E. coli bacteria that SCCD 
samples for is not the strand of bacteria that people get sick from.  The bacteria strand that 
SCCD samples for is an indicator species.  Thus, if the E. coli bacteria level raises above the 126 
colonies/100 milliliter WDEQ standard, there is a greater chance that waterborne pathogens 
could be present in amounts that would be dangerous to people’s health.   
 



Maria then went on discuss the other impairment in the Tongue River watershed: temperature.  
In 2013, precipitation was often above normal for most of the summer.  Air temperatures were 
also often normal or above normal for most of the summer months, except for parts of July and 
early August.  Continuous temperature loggers on the Tongue River recorded water 
temperatures that were above the 20 degree Celsius temperature standard from the end of 
June and the first week in September at TR01 (site near the Montana border), and TR07 (site in 
Ranchester).  The difference between TR07 and TR01 was that TR07 went below the standard 
at night while TR01 was always above the standard during the day and at night.   Doyl Fritz, 
asked if SCCD measured for discharge.  Maria Burke explained that each site has a staff gauge 
that is calibrated by taking at least three flow measurements throughout the summer months.  
During the five times we sample in May and August, the staff gauge height is recoreded, so that 
we can estimate the flow through a regression equation.  Jack Russell made a statement that 
there are a lot of large boulders right downstream of his property that could be used to make 
pools through down in the watershed to decrease surface water temperatures.  Travis Cundy 
with the Game and Fish Department, stated that although having large boulders in the stream 
might be beneficial to the fish population in the canyon, large boulders downstream where 
there is no shade cover, will do little for reducing instream temperatures.   
 
2013 Completed Projects and Upcoming Projects 
Maria Burke then mentioned the progress register map that identifies all activities that have 
taken place since cost-share programs were established at SCCD.  The boxes highlight all of the 
projects that have been finished since the Tongue River Watershed Management Plan Update 
was completed in 2012.  These are projects that have been completed through SCCD or USDA; 
there may be other activities on the watershed that are not reflected.    Since 2012, there has 
been only one septic system replaced.  No livestock improvement projects, streambank erosion 
projects, or diversion upgrades were completed in 2013 or are projected to be completed in 
2014 in the Tongue River Watershed. SCCD would like to see more participation in their cost-
share programs, but increasing awareness is a struggle. Carrie stated that are programs are 
voluntary, meaning they have to come to us if they want help; we cannot solicit our services 
door to door.  Donnie Dobrenz asked if SCCD needs to focus outreach and education on the 
priority areas (Little Tongue River, Smith Creek, Columbus Creek, and Fivemile Creek) of the 
watershed.  He did not think SCCD should focus on specific areas, but should address any 
projects that come through the door.  No other comment was made by the group.  Maria Burke 
then mentioned that SCCD sent out a survey to past participants, most participants said they 
heard about the program through SCCD or NRCS.  If people have not worked with SCCD 
previously, they are less likely to know about services offered.   
 
Plan Progress Review and Update 
Carrie Rogaczewski, District Manager of SCCD, went over the handout that outlined the 2012 -
2013 completed action items, projects completed in 2012-2013, 2014 planned action items, 
and the 2012-2013 outstanding action items.  Carrie stated that with the comments made by 
individuals in this and other watershed committees, SCCD now is involved in the Third Thursday 
and Earth Day/Local Foods events, and distributed a livestock postcard/rack cards to educate 
small acreage landowners on grazing management.  Planned action items include drafting the 



Tongue River Monitoring Report, printing septic information packets to hand septic system 
permittees, and having “Love Your Watershed” signs at the Ranchester Park, Dayton Park, and 
Kleenburn Recreation Area to educate people about the importance of a healthy watershed.   
 
Tongue River Assessment Update from Barr Engineering 
Paul Starkey, representative from Barr Engineering, updated the committee that this fall 
himself along with SCCD employees tried to have one-on-one meetings with each landowner 
who abutted property on the Tongue River from the Dayton Bridge upstream to the canyon.  
Overall, there was a consensus for what the problems and concerns were for the stretch of 
river.  Landowners’ main concerns were bank erosion and fish habitat.  After the majority of 
landowners were listened to, Barr Engineering then conducted several cross-sections, erosion 
assessments, and SVAPs (Stream Visual Assessment Protocols).  Data from survey assessment 
were then used to estimate the erosion rates for each section of river.  Paul Starkey showed 
each of the seven maps that highlighted the very high to very low erosion rates.  Julie Rieder 
stated that the very high erosion rate segments look to be on the bend of the river where you 
would expect erosion to happen.  Paul Starkey mentioned that most high erosion areas are on 
the bends, but that they might have an accelerated rate of erosion.  He also pointed out that 
some high erosion areas are not on bends, and that these maps will be used as a tool to 
prioritize projects, and to leverage funding.  He encouraged landowners to participate in the 
upcoming May meeting, which will have further information.   
 
Tongue River Initiative (TRI) Update    
Colin Betzler, Executive Director for the Sheridan Community Land Trust (SCLT), informed the 
committee about the new Tongue River Initiative that looks at preserving stretches of the 
Tongue River for future ranching, and recreational opportunities.  He stated that the SCLT has 
joined with The Nature Conservancy (TNC), and SCCD to make a Landowner Resource Guide 
brochure (published in the summer of 2013) that was intended to provide Tongue River valley 
landowners with a compilation of resources that may be helpful to them in their land 
management practices.  These were mailed to over 200 residents in the Tongue River Vally 
(including parts of Goose Creek).  This brochure was endorsed by the Sheridan County 
Commissioners and will be available online in March.  Brochures were available at the meeting 
for landowners to pick up.   
 
Improving Outreach and Past Cost-Share Participation 
Maria Burke stated that SCCD offers all programs on a voluntary basis, thus they cannot go door 
to door to solicit participation in a program.  When SCCD sent out a survey to past participants, 
most participants said they heard about the program through SCCD or NRCS.  If people have not 
worked with SCCD previously, they are less likely to know about services offered.  The group 
offered several ideas.  Travis Cundy stated that face to face is where we get the most 
involvement.  Julie Rieder asked about our educational programs in the schools.  She stated 
that educating students is a place to focus, because you would be surprised on how children 
can influence their parents in changing habits or management style.  Getting children to 
understand what management actions can help a watershed and what actions can hurt a 
watershed, and to show them water quality data from their backyard in order to get students 



to understand the issues surrounding their own watershed.   SCCD will take this comment 
seriously when evaluating their educational programs.   
 
SCCD has also created a new Facebook page to try and spread the word to the younger 
generations that might not listen to the radio or buy the Sheridan Press.  Carrie Rogaczweski 
stated that the SCCD will be holding workshops in the Inner Circle of the Sheridan Library during 
the month of May.  There will be three mini-workshops: one on the Farm Bill, one on water 
wise gardening and composting, and one on grazing management and weeds.  The hope is to 
connect with three different audiences: ranchers, gardeners/city residents, and small acreage 
landowners.  Please keep your eyes and ears open for these three workshops, and encourage 
people to come.  The SCCD is working with the Sheridan Community Land Trust and The Nature 
Conservancy on the Farm Bill session; there may be several of these, in addition to the one in 
May.    
  
 
Additional Comments from Committee 
Carrie Rogaczewski also wanted the committee to know that this year SCCD will be updating its 
Long Range Plan.  If there are any suggestions or direction that this committee fills SCCD should 
include in its Long Range Plan, please let us know now, stop by our office or send us an email in 
the coming months.   
 
Maria Burke also stated that SCCD’s brochure and informational cards on our cost-share 
programs are in the back of the room.   If you have a friend, neighbor, or relative that you think 
should know about our cost-share programs, please take these items on your way out and visit 
with them.    
 
The meeting was adjourned at 7:35 p.m.  The next meeting is tentatively scheduled for 
February 2015. 
 
Submitted by Maria Burke, Natural Resources Specialist 


