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Conserving Chihuahuan Desert Grasslands
Tamaulipan Brushlands
and the Laguna Madre of Tamaulipas

I's been a busy time for the Joint Venture as we welcome Spring. It was
wonderful to see many of our board members in El Paso at our February board
meeting and to enjoy a field trip at both Rio Bosque wetlands park with our
host John Sproul and Hueco Tanks State Park with host Nicolas Havlik of
Texas State Parks. The RGJV was joined by invited representatives from the
Sonoran Joint Venture, Big Bend National Park, International Boundary and
Water Commission, Audubon Southwest, and the New Mexico Bureau of Land
Management who all helped enrich our discussions.

In other activities, between January and March we conducted a successful
canoe trip in the Lower Canyons of the Rio Grande to collect eDNA and
discharge data, participated in the annual Association of Joint Venture
Management Boards Fly-in, our West Texas team moved into new offices, we
began the process to hire a Habitat Restoration Specialist, and we held an
initial meeting of stakeholders to launch the Tamaulipan Brushlands
Conservation Investment Strategy. All of these activities would not be possible
without the guidance from our management board, partnership and
participation from so many conservation professionals and landowners in
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Mexico and the US, and financial support from valued funders. We appreciate
each and every one of you!

Cordially,

Karen Chapman
Rio Grande Joint Venture Coordinator

in the Central Grasslands
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'l'wo Interactlve and Complementary Partnerships

The Central Grasslands Roadmap and the JV8 Central Grasslands Conservation Initiative have set a
bold agenda for innovating new approaches and scaling investments to recover part of
North America’s greatest grasslands.

The Central Grasslands Roadmap is guiding us The JV8 Central Grasslands Conservation Initiative
toward resilient and sustainable grasslands and is engaging and expanding regional and local
human communities for generations to come and partnerships for the stewardship of native grassland
has identified a shared vision, common principles, ecosystems. The JV8 serves as the habitat

and shared priorities for the many people and implementation arm of the Roadmap.

organizations of the Central Grasslands.
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Photo: Fly-in factsheet, developed from the JV8 Business Plan/Ali Duvall, Design by K Gregg Consulting

JV Fly-in

RGJV Board Chair Jeff Raasch and RGJV Coordinator Karen Chapman
attended the annual Association of Joint Venture Management Boards

(AJVMB) Fly-in, where JV Coordinators, staff, and partners gather in DC to
meet with and educate members of congress, agency heads, and others on
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the work and benefits of Joint Ventures. Joint Ventures are in part supported by
congressional appropriations to the US Fish and Wildlife Service as well as
USDA programs, and these visits serve to remind appropriators of the benefits
accrued through wetlands, grassland, and migratory bird habitat conservation,
primarily on private lands. Jeff and Karen participated in the full AJVMB kick-off
meeting and meetings with USFWS migratory bird program leadership
including Jerome Ford, Natural Resources Conservation Service Deputy Chief
Louis Aspey, Senate Ag Majority Leader (Debby Stabenow) staff, House
Interior Appropriations staff, and FWS International programs leadership
including Guy Foulks, Andrea Grosse, and Amanda Gonzales. Jeff also met
with USFWS Keystone Initiative Coordinator Tim Purinton, and Karen met with
NRCS Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) coordinator Julie
Hawkins. Both attended an evening reception sponsored by the American Bird
Conservancy, as well as a reception at National Fish & Wildlife Foundation
headquarters, where Karen was able to briefly meet and thank staff for the
America the Beautiful award to RGJV and partners.

Overall it was well worth the trip, with many connections made both with other

JVs and their partners and DC-based supporters, and some great learning
experiences to apply to next year’s Fly-in!
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Groundwater Studies Continue with the Addition of
Environmental DNA Sampling

Shortly after the board meeting, RGJV hydrogeologist Jeff Bennett and RGJV
conservation delivery specialist Price Rumbelow, in partnership with Kevin
Urbanczyk of Sul Ross’ Rio Grande Research Center, planned and
implemented a week-long canoe trip through the Lower Canyons of the Rio
Grande to collect data on groundwater contributions to the river, as well as
environmental DNA data or “eDNA” to ascertain presence or absence of
certain fish and invertebrates in the river. This work was patrtially funded




through a grant from the World Wildlife Fund for the eDNA and from the
National Park Service for the groundwater contributions data. The groundwater
investigation focused on inferring groundwater additions to base flow by
measuring stream flow above and below spring complexes that were
previously identified. Conducted outside of rainy season and during seasonal
low flows, the difference between the two measurements can be attributed to
groundwater contributions. Groundwater systems support riparian communities
and, in arid landscapes, are critical to the success of migrating birds.
Environmental DNA is becoming an efficient way to measure biodiversity, can
inform managers about management decisions, and is a unique tool for
conservation. RGJV Coordinator Karen Chapman also attended the trip. Each
canoe was loaded with food, water, personal gear, kitchen set up, technical
equipment, and other supplies needed for the 7-person, 8-day trip down the
river. River conditions were low enough that occasional portage and walking
through rapids was necessary, but research collection was successful.

Concurrently, this article, “How do You Paddle a Disappearing River?” came
out in the New York Times describing what it’s like to canoe the river, the
degraded state of its flows, and quoting Jeff Bennett, Habitat Restoration
Hydrologist of the RGJV!

Just a few weeks later, this article, ‘Our Water Matters: Restoring riparian
areas to improve aquifer health,” appeared in the Big Bend Sentinel featuring a
presentation and statements by Price Rumbelow, RGJV Conservation Delivery
Specialist!
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Partners in Flight Awards David N. Pashley Lifetime
Achievement Posthumously to
Miguel Angel Cruz Nieto

Longtime friend, colleague and conservation partner to many of us, Miguel
Angel Cruz, who passed away in September 2023, was nominated for and
awarded the David N. Pashley Lifetime Achievement Award in March 2024.
This award, according to PIF, “honors an individual who has made outstanding
contributions, consistently over the entirety of his career of 15 or more years,
to advancing PIF’s mission, bird conservation efforts for PIF priority birds and
habitats, and/or through PIF’s various committees or working groups. These
contributions may have been made through leadership, investigations, public
awareness, and/or stewardship activities.” A passionate conservation leader
throughout his career, Miguel Angel is well deserving of this award. Miguel
Angel’s daughter, Nereyda Cruz, and her husband will receive the award on
his behalf during the Partners in Flight meeting to be held at the XXI Congress
for the Study and Conservation of Birds in Mexico (XXI CECAM) in Oaxaca,
México in September 2024.
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The RGJV is Hiring!

The Rio Grande Joint Venture is hiring a Habitat Restoration Specialist! This
is a 3-year position based in Alpine TX that may extend based on available
funding. Major qualifications for the job are a fundamental knowledge of
hydrology, environmental, agriculture and/or natural resource science, as well
as the ability to communicate and interact effectively and professionally with
private landowners, land managers, agencies, organizations, and others. This
position will foster the mutual conservation objectives of the RGJV, US Fish
and Wildlife Service, Texas Parks and Wildlife and other partners (see RGJV
board) by enhancing wildlife habitat in streams and uplands of the Chihuahuan
Desert. Please visit the job description link to apply and please circulate widely.

Also, Playa Lakes Joint Venture (PLJV) is seeking a Coordinator with the
drive and entrepreneurial spirit to develop collaborative conservation programs
that advance the PLJV partnership. PLJV is a regional partnership of federal
and state wildlife agencies, conservation groups and private industry dedicated
to conserving bird habitat throughout portions of Colorado, Kansas, Nebraska,
New Mexico, Oklahoma and Texas. Our mission is to conserve the playas,
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prairies and landscapes of the western Great Plains through partnerships for
the benefit of birds, other wildlife, and people. The Joint Venture facilitates
cooperation among a broad coalition of partners on the national, regional, state
and local levels.

For more information on this position, including the full job description with
major duties, desired traits, required qualifications, and submission
requirements, please visit our website. The deadline for all applications is
5:00PM MDT on May 10.
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Developing a Conservation Investment Strategy for
the Tamaulipan Brushlands

As part of the RGJV plan to increase grassland conservation in the
Tamaulipan Brushlands (TB) ecoregion, staff have been working on the initial
steps to develop a TB Conservation Investment Strategy (CIS). In a nutshell
the CIS could be defined as ‘an overarching, landscape—level strategy that is
used by regional partners to help guide their grassland management and
investment in south Texas and in NE Mexico. More simply stated, the TB CIS
will be a tool that can help partners to improve their ability to prioritize,
implement, and evaluate conservation actions in the region. For this effort we
decided to use Landscape Design: a stakeholder-driven conservation planning,
management, and monitoring system developed by Playa Lakes JV that
integrates landowner values with conservation values to achieve biological
goals.

Read the full TB CIS meeting summary from Jesus to get key takeaways from
the first meeting.
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Photo: West Texas winter grassland bird monitoring technicians Emily Blumentritt (left) and David
Tonnessen (right) with Science Coordinator Rebekah Rylander

On the Search for Little Brown Birds

RGJV staff and partners work to prevent shrub encroachment within historical
grasslands of west Texas, and monitoring and data collection is vital to
understanding whether these conservation actions are successful on the
ground. RGJV hired two Borderlands Research Institute graduate students
who fought some bitter cold mornings and high winds to sample the
abundance and diversity of avian species encountered during their transect
surveys in winter 2023-24. They covered almost 1000 points, spanning 9
treatment sites across 4 counties, and this data will eventually mesh with
BCR'’s bird monitoring data for a larger, landscape scale analysis on winter
grassland bird population dynamics in west Texas.

Read more from Rebekah about how little brown birds in the Chihuahuan
Desert Grasslands are getting some much-needed attention.
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Photo: RGJV Board and staff at Hueco Tanks, by Mary Candee, RGJV Photographer

The RGJV in El Paso, Texas!

View more than 40 photos of our meeting and field trips in El Paso, February
2024! Photos were taken by Mary Candee, RGJV volunteer photographer, and
others in attendance.

The Rio Grande Joint Venture sincerely thanks our supporters.

The US Fish & Wildlife Service
Texas Parks & Wildlife Department
ConocoPhillips
National Fish & Wildlife Foundation
The Dixon Water Foundation
Horizon Foundation
American Bird Conservancy
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