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Re:  

Williamson County Conservation Foundation Quarterly Report
A.
Background.  

In September 2003, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) awarded the Williamson County Conservation Foundation (Foundation) a $200,000.00 federal grant to develop a draft conceptual Williamson County Regional Habitat Conservation Plan (RHCP), including conducting numerous pre-permit application activities and related items.  The conceptual RHCP was completed and delivered to the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department (TPWD) and the Foundation in November 2004.  

In September 2004, the USFWS awarded an approximately $1,000,000.00 federal grant to complete and process the final RHCP, Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), and section 10(a) permit application in order to effectively and efficiently implement the Foundation’s conservation actions.  On November 23, 2004, the Williamson County Commissioners Court approved a Preliminary Work Plan (Work Plan) covering items necessary to complete the RHCP.  The Work Plan requires quarterly reports to the Court of progress in developing and completing the RHCP.  Accordingly, the following provides the quarterly report for the 4th quarter of 2005, describing major tasks completed during this quarter.  As indicated below, significant progress has been made since the last report.  For example, the initial draft RHCP has undergone extensive review and comment by key RHCP committees, and numerous public outreach efforts have been undertaken, in addition to other accomplishments.  Dates in this memorandum refer to 2005, unless otherwise stated.
B.
Report.  

This section provides an update of tasks that have been performed since the previous quarterly report.  Next, this section sets forth a general schedule outlining upcoming tasks to develop the RHCP.  


1.
Progress Report/Update on Tasks Pursuant to the Work Plan.



(a)
RHCP Development.  

As described in more detail below, the consultant team worked intensively during the fourth quarter of 2005 to actively review, discuss, and solicit comments on the draft RHCP from Foundation Board members, the RHCP Biological Advisory Team (BAT), the RHCP Citizens Advisory Committee (CAC), the public, and others.   Smith|Robertson conducted a comprehensive rewrite of the initial draft of the RHCP, incorporating comments received and otherwise enhancing and improving the draft RHCP.  

On October 14, the Foundation issued a request for statement of qualifications/interest for purposes of retaining an environmental consultant for the RHCP.  On November 9, the Foundation Board voted to recommend that the Commissioners Court hire SWCA Environmental Consultants (SWCA) to work on the RHCP, including the EIS, and on November 29, the Commissioner’s Court approved the selection of SWCA.  SWCA is undertaking a comprehensive review of the revised RHCP, and proceeding with numerous tasks relative to the development of the RHCP and the EIS.  

BAT and CAC meetings previously scheduled for late 2005 were canceled to allow time for SWCA to become familiar with the project, enhance the current draft of the RHCP, and ensure that previous CAC and BAT comments have been fully addressed.  In lieu of meetings, there will be an opportunity for BAT and CAC members and others to participate in a "field tour" to visit a location or locations containing endangered species habitat on January 26, 2006.   We expect that the next version of the RHCP will be substantially complete, subject to additional input from the committees.  The next committee meetings will be held in February 2006.  


(b)
Committee Process, Agency Coordination.

Citizen’s Advisory Committee.  The CAC, with Commissioner Birkman serving as Chair, met on August 17, on September 22 jointly with the Biological Advisory Team (BAT), and then again just the CAC on October 27.  At the August 17 meeting, CAC members formed a Financing Plan Subcommittee (Blake Magee, Chair, John Gavurnik, Vice Chair), Preserve Establishment and Management Subcommittee (Cal Newnam, Chair, John Gavurnik, Vice Chair), and Participation Process Subcommittee (Cecilia Roberts, Chair, Mike Weir, Vice Chair).   Significant information was provided to CAC members, and they discussed and offered comments to the RHCP draft.  Mike Weaver, Prime Strategies, provided an extensive presentation regarding potential revenue sources for the RHCP.  

The August 25 meeting consisted of meetings of the three above-mentioned CAC Subcommittees.  Jon Hockenyos, Texas Perspectives, addressed the Financing Plan subcommittee and provided an overview to the Financing Plan Subcommittee of firm’s role in studying how the RHCP would affect the economy and the tax base of Williamson County.  Mike Weaver, Prime Strategies, addressed the subcommittee and presented several possible financing mechanisms for the RHCP.  The consultant team addressed the Preserve Establishment and Management Subcommittee and the Participation Process Subcommittee regarding the Draft RHCP, including O&M costs for karst areas.  There was considerable discussion about the mitigation ratio for the species, particularly for the golden-cheeked warbler.  

The discussion of the BAT below provides more detail regarding the joint meeting of the CAC and BAT held September 22. 

At the October 27 CAC meeting, the October 11 public outreach meeting described further below was discussed, and John Hockenyos provided a presentation regarding the economic impact of preserve areas.  Early results of his work reveal research indicating an approximately 20% economic premium for property located adjacent to preserve areas, which would translate to an increased tax base for Williamson County for that adjacent property.   Other aspects of the RHCP were discussed at the meeting.

Biological Advisory Team.  The BAT, with Dr. Duane Schlitter serving as Chair, met August 17, 2005, and jointly with the CAC on September 22.  The consultant team discussed the RHCP with BAT members at the August 17 meeting.   The most recent CAC meeting was discussed, and the BAT decided to meet jointly with the CAC on September 22.   

The joint meeting September 22 offered the CAC and BAT members the opportunity to directly discuss key biological issues with one another and the consultant team.  Issues discussed include identifying/characterizing key habitat, level/location of preservation, mitigation, impacts to species, and other key biological issues for each of the species covered by the RHCP.  

Agency Coordination.  USFWS and TPWD representatives have participated in the monthly Foundation Board meetings, in addition to their involvement with the CAC and BAT.  Also, a TxDOT representative serves on both committees.   An agency coordination meeting among representatives of pertinent federal, state, and local governmental entities is targeted for early 2006.



(c)
Landowner/Public Outreach.

Various items related to RHCP development can be viewed on the RHCP website (http://wcportals.wilco.org/wccf) to enable the public to review materials and attend meetings pertaining to the RHCP.  CAC, BAT, and Foundation Meeting notices are also posted in accordance with requirements of the Texas Open Meetings Act so that the public is aware of these efforts and can attend meetings.   

On October 11, Commissioners Birkman, McDaniel, and Williamson County Extension Agent Ron Leps hosted a landowner/public outreach meeting that was attended by approximately 50 people.   Smith|Robertson updated members of the Georgetown City Council regarding the RHCP efforts on September 12, and on November 18, Commissioner Birkman, county staff, and the consultant team participated in media briefings to news outlets, including print and radio.  The consultant team and county staff met with Capital Metro regarding the RHCP effort November 30, and Foundation Board member Tony Dale addressed the Taylor Rotary Club regarding the RHCP effort.  



(d)
Economic Analysis/Financing Plan.

Texas Perspectives and Capitol Market Research have been conducting initial economic analysis related to the RHCP.  As indicated above, research indicates an approximately 20% economic premium for property located adjacent to preserve areas, which would translate to an increased tax base for Williamson County for that adjacent property.  Prime Strategies is conducting work related to the financing plan of the RHCP, and, as indicated above, has prepared numerous deliverables relative to developing the plan. 

(e) 
Prepare Draft EIS.

The consultant team has developed a rough outline of the draft EIS, and will continue to work to develop and expand this draft.  

2. 
General Schedule of Major Tasks/Timeline for Continued RHCP Development.  

The consultant team is targeting completing a revised draft RHCP in February 2006 that will incorporate comments of the various RHCP committees, Foundation Board members, and the public.  A public scoping meeting, required under the National Environmental Policy Act, will likely be held in May 2006.  A draft EIS will likely be completed late summer 2006, the Final EIS will likely be issued winter 2006, and a Record of Decision will likely be issued early 2007.  
