


[image: ]

PO Box 848
530 Hwy 20 South, Hines OR 97738
Phone: 541-573-6446  admin@harneyswcd.net 

Harney Soil & Water Conservation District Regular Monthly Meeting
October 22, 2026

Present: Board Chair (BC) Jeff Hussey, Secretary/Treasurer (S/T) Scott Franklin, Board Directors (BD) Ken Bentz and Sue Ramsay; District Manager (DM) Jason Kesling, Assistant Manager (AM) April Mack, County Weed Management Agency (CWMA) Tyler Goss, LIT Priscilla Doan, Admin Assist (AA) Barbara Pearson

Remote Guests: Ryan Curtis of Curtis Custom Works, David Griffin of DG Construction, Sam Neill of Cascade Custom Cutters; David Oliver (did not hear business represented), Lowell Goold of O-O Contracting, Taylor Morris of Ochoco Forestry.

Absent: Vice Chair (VC) Susan Doverspike, BD Carol Dunten, and BD Stacy Davies

BC Hussey called the meeting to order at 3:31 pm.  A time of introduction followed for those participating remotely.  
  
Item #1: Agenda (action item)
DM Kesling said earlier in the day the agenda was updated and sent to the board directors electronically.  S/T Franklin moved, and BD Bentz seconded, approving the agenda as presented. BC Hussey, S/T Franklin, BD Bentz, and BD Ramsay voted in favor; none were opposed.  The motion passed.

Item #2: September Financial Report and Balance Sheet (action item)
DM Kesling said there were no concerns that needed to be pointed out.  The office is doing lots of billing; it is business as usual.  BD Ramsay asked what the Oregon LGIP Investment Fund is.  DM Kesling explained that, with some projects, the money is sent up front and is placed in a fund until it is needed.  BD Bentz moved, and S/T Franklin seconded, to *approve the September 2026 Financial Report as presented.  All present who were eligible to vote were in favor; no one was opposed.  The motion passed.

*Later in the meeting, this was amended by the board accepting the Financial Report.



tem #3: September minutes (action item)
DM Kesling said the minutes were “As presented.”  BD Ramsay asked about the reference to her asking about retained earnings since she was not at that meeting.  DM Kesling said it referred to a question BD Ramsay had asked at a prior meeting. S/T Franklin moved, and BD Ramsay seconded, to accept the meeting minutes as presented.  All eligible to vote were in favor; no one was opposed.  The motion passed.

Item #4: Rattlesnake Juniper Treatment (action item)
AM Mack presented this project.  She referenced landowner preference points.  The preferred contractor also submitted the lowest bid.  The landowner requested no mastication because of land appearance and scattered berries.  DM Kesling said follow-up hand clean-up treatment is still required through the District.  Research shows regrowth through mastication—the ideal treatment is combined mastication and fire.  

The board scored, and LIT Doan tabulated the results.  As this was being completed, DM Kesling explained the scoring and bid award process to the contractors. Based on the scoring results, BD Ramsay moved, and S/T Franklin seconded, to award the bid to O-O Contractors for $213,300.  All eligible to vote were in favor; no one was opposed.  The motion passed.

Item #5: Yellow Jacket Bid (action item)
CWMA Goss presented this project, which involves two miles of fencing at Yellowjacket Reservoir.  Bids for this project were solicited at the same time as the Telephone Fire.  He said this should be the last project with the Falls Fire.  He has checked contractor references—no negative reports.  The Forest Service indicated a preference to award the lowest submitted bid.  Discussion followed.  DM Kesling said a contractor not working with the District doesn’t negatively impact a contractor. 

LIT Doan tabulated the submitted bids.  The winning bid submitted was from L&S for $49,183.00.  S/T Franklin moved and BD Ramsay seconded awarding the bid to L&S.  All eligible to vote were in favor; no one was opposed.  The motion passed.

Item #6 Telephone Fencing D, F, and K (action item)
CWMA Goss said 13 contractors were interested in this project. The three projects are 9 to 10 miles of fencing each.  CWMA Goss took the top five submitted bids and ranked them.  There were two third rankings, two second rankings, and one first ranking.  It would be up to the Board to determine if one contractor is awarded all three projects or to spread out the award among contractors.  All projects need to be completed by May 2027.  DM Kesling explained payments for materials, the Forest Service signing off on a project, and if a contractor wins all three bids but would prefer to do a lesser amount.  CWMA Goss said the due date is flexible but would prefer to not adjust.  All contractor references were favorable.  CWMA Goss said this will probably be the last fencing project pending further action from BLM and the Forest Service.  

Following discussion, the project(s) were awarded as follows:
Telephone Fencing, D	L&S		$214,790.40
Telephone Fencing, F	Mastre	$244,767.00
Telephone Fencing, K	Doherty	$246,983.09

S/T Franklin moved, and BD Bentz seconded, to award bids to the contractors for the amounts listed.  All eligible to vote were in favor; no one was opposed.  The motion passed.

Item #7: Decision for November and December 2026 meetings (action item)
DM Kesling said that there is a scheduling conflict yearly in November and December due to Thanksgiving and Christmas holidays.  The board was asked if it wanted to schedule a special meeting and cancel the regularly scheduled meetings in those months.  BD Ramsay suggested, due to the number of contracts the District has received, to instead move the meetings in those months a week ahead to the third Thursday.  DM Kesling said there will be fewer contracts in these months.  Following discussion, BD Bentz moved, and BD seconded, to cancel the regularly scheduled meetings in November and December and hold a special meeting December 10, 2026.  The Admin Assist will locate a restaurant for staff and board to celebrate afterward.  All eligible to vote were in favor; no one was opposed.  The motion passed.
	Comment by April Mack: S/B HSWCD
Item #8: CWMA Coordinator Bonus (action item)	Comment by April Mack: I tried to unclutter this a bit.	Comment by Jason Kesling: Works for me. 
DM Kesling recommended that Agenda Items #8 and #9 be discussed together. He commended CWMA Goss for his exceptional work and expressed a desire to financially recognize his contributions. He also noted that he intended to request staff bonuses at Christmas. Regarding Agenda Item #9, he discussed a recent interview in which the candidate requested a salary higher than the amount budgeted for the position. He asked the Board to consider whether District salaries were keeping pace with inflation and stated that higher compensation may be necessary to attract qualified staff. He added that the recent departure of Braden Morris, who left that week to return to North Idaho, could potentially offset the additional salary expense.
BD Ramsay recommended keeping the two items separate. She stated that, while she did not dispute that a bonus may be warranted, she questioned whether the decision should be made by the Board or left to the District Manager. DM Kesling responded that salaries and bonuses had historically been brought to the Board for approval because the Board controls District expenditures. He explained that he makes recommendations and the Board approves them. BC Hussey confirmed this understanding. DM Kesling also stated that the Oregon Department of Agriculture (ODA) mandates pay rates and bonuses and said he would locate the applicable guidance.

DM Kesling further supported the bonus by explaining that the future of the District’s fencing projects remains uncertain and that CWMA Goss had assumed responsibility for managing the project in addition to his regular duties. This had increased his workload and avoided the need to hire additional staff. DM Kesling also noted that bonuses can serve as an incentive for employees to take on additional responsibilities.

Discussion also addressed District compensation compared with federal salaries. DM Kesling stated that federal compensation continues to exceed District pay and suggested researching the issue further. In response to BD Ramsay’s question about why federal employees were seeking employment with the District, DM Kesling suggested that the current work environment within the federal government may be a contributing factor. BD Bentz noted that, while he was unsure how the bonus would affect Harney SWCD, the District Manager was better positioned to assess its impact.

Following further discussion, BD Bentz moved to approve the bonus as presented for CWMA Goss in recognition of his work. S/T Franklin seconded the motion. All eligible voting members voted in favor, with none opposed. The motion passed.

CWMA Goss thanked the Board. BD Ramsay clarified that her objection was not personal but related to the process and the issue under consideration.

Item 9: Precision Ag position (discussion/update)
DM Kesling submitted the current employee pay schedule.  With the recent interview for the Precision Ag position, step one is what the district currently has funds for.  The candidate is asking to be placed between steps three and four, moving to step nine after review.  He has also asked for the probationary period to be waived for health insurance enrollment.  

DM Kesling was concerned that if the federal government hiring opens up again, staff might leave to earn up to 25% more in salary. Grant priority changes and new grants allow the District to include salary increases. It can be a DM’s decision if it’s within scale, and he wanted to discuss it with the board.

The SONEC position will not be filled.  Funds for the position are down to $10K, however, the Riggs Dam project funds could potentially go toward the position.  Discussion followed.  BD Ramsay thought the position should be reflown.  The position involved virtual fencing and working with the refuge and spreading out the project to different ways that private landowners graze on the refuge.  BD Ramsay wondered about the mid-term elections and was concerned that everyone is “nursing off of grant money.”  DM Kesling said money is obtained through grazing leases from the Malheur refuge.  BD Ramsay also expressed concern about how the higher salary request might affect other district staff.  BC Hussey also wondered how the staff might feel about a new person receiving a salary jump upon being hired.

DM Kesling said he provides no guarantees to HSWCD staff regarding permanence.  The term Precision Ag also includes water monitoring, drone use, video—whatever involves keeping people involved in ag.  Fewer people are working in the field but are doing more work. He said those participating in the interview board were Dustin Johnson of EOARC, BD Stacy Davies, and Travis Miller of the refuge.  The position has not been officially offered to anyone yet.  The consensus was to allow the District Manager to decide and inform the board.

Item #10 Muddy Creek BLM Restoration Direct Contracting (action item)
DM Kesling learned during the recent audit when the BLM directs the District to go with a specific contractor that the board needs to codify.  He asked the board to agree to contract with Anabranch Solutions for the Muddy Creek Restoration Project.  It is not a formality but shows the district agreeing to break its own protocol, as the BLM wants a specific contractor instead of the usual three contractor bids.  There were no questions.  S/T Franklin moved and BD Ramsay seconded to approve Anabranch Solutions based on the BLM recommendation.  All eligible to vote were in favor; no one was opposed.  The motion passed.

Item #11: Public Comment
Lowell Goold told the board, “Keep it up; you guys are doing great work.”  

Item #12: Adjournment
S/T Franklin moved to adjourn the meeting; BD Bentz seconded.  All eligible to vote were in favor; no one was opposed.  The motion passed.  The meeting ended at 5:02 pm.

Respectfully submitted, 

Barbara Pearson, Admin Assistant
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