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

Regular Monthly Business Meeting
April 23, 2026
USDA Service Center, 530 Hwy 20 S., Hines

Present:  Board Chair (BC) Jeff Hussey, Vice Chair (VC) Susan Doverspike, Secretary/Treasurer (S/T) Scott Franklin, Board Directors (BD) Stacy Davies, Ken Bentz, and Sue Ramsay; HSWCD District Manager (DM) Jason Kesling, Rangeland Biologist (RB) April Mack, SONEC Braden Morris, NRCS Partner Biologist (PB) Kaylee McCall, Admin Assist (AA) Barbara Pearson

Guests:  Tony Svejcar; Tony Hauth of H-Timber; Chad Strain and Jessy Davies of STC

Guest, remote: Andrea Kreiner of OACD

Absent: BD Carol Dunten

BC Hussey called the meeting to order at 3:30 pm.  

Item #1: Meeting Agenda (action item)
There were no proposed additions or changes.  BD Davies moved, and S/T Franklin seconded, approving the meeting agenda as presented.  BC Hussey, S/T Franklin, BD Davies, Bentz, and Ramsay were present at the time, and all were in favor.  There were no objections, and the motion passed.

Item #2: Financial Reports (action item)
DM Kesling presented a balance sheet, which was a snapshot of assets and liabilities.  The March financial report fell within quarterly billing; taxes are paid quarterly.  He explained that liabilities are payroll and benefits, and BD Ramsay explained to the board what retained liabilities are.  Some questions were brought up regarding the balance sheet report, and DM Kesling will speak to the bookkeeper for clarification. BD Ramsay requested that future balance sheet reports be compiled at the end of the month. She and DM Kesling will meet later so she can spell out the type of report that she would like in the future.

Following discussion BD Davies moved and BD Bentz seconded, approving the reports as presented.  BC Hussey, S/T Franklin, BD Davies, Bentz, and Ramsay were present at the time, and all were in favor.  There were no objections, and the motion passed.

Item #3: March Meeting Minutes (action item)
There were no questions or proposed corrections.  BD Ramsay moved, and S/T Franklin seconded, approving the March meeting minutes as presented.  BC Hussey, S/T Franklin, BD Davies, Bentz, and Ramsay were present at the time, and all were in favor.  There were no objections, and the motion passed.

Item #4 Employee Evaluations (action item)
DM Kesling sent out an electronic synopsis of staff evaluations before the meeting.  DM Kesling explained that evaluations are made in April due to the anniversary of becoming the District Manager.  Overview:  All staff positions are filled; all grant requirements are being met.  All staff are positive about their job/position.  There is some anxiety about future government funding, but the District is financially set through 2028 and most of 2029; the proposed salary increases can be absorbed into the budget.

Note: VC Doverspike arrived at 3:40 pm, which was during this discussion.

The evaluation synopsis addressed the overall tone of staff performance and included a proposed pay-scale merit increase. BD Ramsay noted the synopses were written like the previous year. DM Kesling explained that he conducts evaluations by meeting individually with NRCS employees and with NRCS District Conservationist Rachel Beaubien. Non-NRCS staff are evaluated through one-on-one meetings. He then compiles the information and prepares the written synopsis.

Following the discussion, BD Davies moved and BD Bentz to approve the employee evaluations and step increases as recommended.  All present who were eligible to vote (for the rest of the meeting, it will be BC Hussey, VC Doverspike, S/T Franklin, and BD Bentz, Davies, and Ramsay) were in favor.  There was no one opposed, and the motion passed.

Item #5: Cost-of-Living Adjustment (COLA) (action item)
DM Kesling provided a history of cost-of-living increases for District staff.  Based on information provided regarding Oregon State employees, inflation, and the budget, the DM requested a 2% COLA.  A table explaining the increase, along with staff steps, was provided to the board before the meeting, showing bi-monthly pay. BD Ramsay asked for clarification, and DM Kesling said the board approved the step increase and then this would be a COLA.

BD Bentz moved, and S/T Franklin seconded, approving the 2% cost of living salary adjustment.  Those present who were eligible to vote were in favor.  No one was opposed, and the motion passed.



Item #6: Malheur Soil & Water Conservation District Staffing Plan and Salary (action item)
DM Kesling stated that the MSWCD approved $40,000 toward the District Manager’s allocated expense from their district. He explained that a payment adjustment scale had been developed as part of the District Manager’s proposal for allocating this expense among districts. DM Kesling said there was a typo on the proposal—the date should read July 1, 2026, when he would officially take over the DM position in MSWCD.  He would not exceed the $20K per year in the first six months, not to exceed $833.33 a pay period, including taxes and benefits.

DM Kesling presented a copy of the timesheet HSWCD uses and said he would show his MSWCD hours this timesheet.  He would invoice and bill MSWCD.  As more projects become available for MSWCD, there may be an opportunity for HSWCD staff to be billed to MSWCD.

BD Davies asked about the salary increase for the new position of Assistant Manager.  It would come from the HSWCD budget, DM Kesling advised, and it could change upon available grants.  Presently, FB Mack’s increase is “a bump in her salary.”

BD Bentz relayed to the board the advantage for HSWC to assist MSWCD.  DM Kesling agreed, primarily with the CCAA program.  MSWCD only has few SSPs finalized; HSWCD has 29.  BD Davies said the assist can also help Malheur landowners, even if HSWCD doesn’t actually gain.  He asked if there was an economy of scale where HSWCD would receive additional money?  DM Kesling referenced the private conservation group (BioArmor) and said increased efficiency between the two districts could  help secure funding. BD Ramsay suggested that the two districts working together is akin to a bigger umbrella to secure grants.

DM Kesling asked OACD Kreiner her opinion about this project and provided an overview.  She and DM Kesling both mentioned that future funding could benefit from the Governor’s new issues on climate resiliency and landscape-level projects.  Her gut reaction was that putting the two counties together would allow for a more landscape-scale approach and make it easier to do if there is one project manager.  OACD Kreiner said the HSWCD District would gain a goodwill advantage—“Everyone will view this as you coming to the rescue.”  DM Kesling also said some landowners cross the county boundary.

S/T Franklin asked if the MSWCD will hire a district manager.  DM Kesling said that was the goal.  He said he would like to manage both districts for 1-3 years, but it could take up to 5 years, depending on the funding that comes in.  The goal is to get MSWCD back into shape and leave.  

BD Ramsay asked about RB Mack’s new role and how she would be compensated vs. DM Kesling’s new role and how he is compensated.  Could RB Mack’s compensation be adjusted if more of her time is required, and DM Kesling said yes.

S/T Franklin moved, and BD Ramsay seconded, approving the MSWCD staffing plan and salary.  All present who were eligible to vote were in favor of the motion.  There were no objections, and the motion passed.

Item #7 Health Insurance (action item)
Last month’s board meeting discussed the cost of health care insurance and how including the spouse or family affects the staff salary.  DM Kesling explained that there was a proposed employee manual edit regarding how much the District would provide for including a spouse/family.  He said the provisions could be financed through grants, but some employees use the opt-out option to provide their own insurance.

BD Davies noted that providing health care insurance allows employees to be productive by not worrying about medical issues.  As long as staff members opt out and the stipend goes toward health care, he is in favor.  DM Kesling said he doesn’t ask staff how they spend their money.  He also said the opt-out is taxable. Discussion followed regarding a Health Savings Account (HSA).  

DM Kesling offered to speak to various agencies to see how they operate.  BD Bentz said we have to have insurance; BD Davies said if the spouse’s job is providing insurance, that employee is covered.  Essentially, that stipend is income. It was recommended that salary be addressed on the salary page and health care be addressed on the health care page.  BD Ramsay asked if the employee provides their own health insurance, do they have to prove it, and DM Kesling said yes.

The board engaged in a detailed discussion regarding HSA protocols.   BD Davies said an HSA is essentially a savings account.  VC Doverspike said that often the fees charged by a bank are higher than the contribution.

The board conceded there are no easy answers or ways to make it fair with staff families of various sizes. BD Davies said health insurance tells the employee, “we want you to work, and this is a way to make sure you can be at work.”  BD Bentz believes the District should pay for health care, but he didn’t think health insurance should be a salary increase.  He described his own HSA and how he uses it.  BD Davies said we (the board) can give staff a choice through an HSA.

DM Kesling said he can do more research.  The agenda item was tabled.

Item #8: Five-Year Plan (discussion)
July 1, 2026, is the beginning of a new Five-Year plan.  DM Kesling said it is “marching orders” from the board.  He asked the board to review the goals, objectives, and tasks of the present plan.  What projects should the DM pursue for funding?  The plan gives the DM the go-ahead.  Does the board have anything they would like to add (the DM reference last year’s project of the community garden).  The Oregon Department of Agriculture requires SWCDs to have a long-range business plan.  He said he didn’t anticipate a lot of changes but said there may be some additions with new staff.  Soil health is one addition.

The DM explained BioArmor.  This is a corporate-based organization, providing funding for conservation projects. BioArmor can fund V collars for cattle, juniper treatment, possible dam replacement, etc.  The SWCD can provide help on the ground through providing shape files and implementation on projects.  BioArmor is now working with the Oregon Department of State Lands (ODSL).  

BD Davies asked about soil health and carbon credits being part of the plan.  DM Kesling said the plan can be whatever the board thinks he can implement.  BD Davies asked if BioArmor could be similar to the CCAA program, and DM Kesling said yes, but he felt it was more about keeping the ranchers in business.  BD Davies asked if BioArmor has a track record.  DM Kesling said that while it’s relatively new, it has projects in Texas.  The Utah State Lands is speaking directly with ODSL regarding its experience with the group.
  
Did the board have other suggestions for the Five-Year Plan?  BD Davies said the DM has two new categories:  Soil Health and Ecological Services/Mitigation.

Item #9: Mine Mitigation and the SWCD (discussion)
Guest Tony Svecjar presented this subject.  There is a mine in Malheur County, formerly called the Calico Mine, owned by a Canadian company.  It is now owned by Paramount, a Nevada corporation.  

It was determined in the past that noise generated by mine operations affected sage grouse habitat, and this required some mitigation.  In other words, there was a debit that required some level of credit. The program had not been tested before, and he, Lynn Findlay, Andy Bentz, and others were attempting to “fill in the holes.”

The numbers for mitigation will be set next week.  The mining company will need to generate credit to overcome the debits it has been charged.  This could involve juniper management, annual grass treatment, and propagating perennial grasses.  Legal protection for the land may provide additional credit.  Mr. Svejcar explained options, and said he believes the HSWCD can be a part of this.  He said he would like to see money go toward landowners who can make actual changes vs. sending the proposed credit to a bank or state agency.

BD Davies asked Mr. Svejcar why not allow SWCDs to create a mitigation bank?  Mr. Svejcar said he liked the idea, but wondered who would put up the starting funds.  Discussion followed as to what is allowed and how this might benefit the CCAA program.

BD Davies asked, “What do you need from us today?”  He asked if this should be added to the five-year plan.  DM Kesling said yes.  Mr. Svejcar said it may be more of a shift.  DM Kesling said he considered it a win/win/win:  More projects, stability for the SWCD and help for landowners.  BD Ramsay said it would also be a win for DM Kesling, managing MSWCD.


Item #10: Public Comments
a) Tony Hauth of H-Timber is a contractor who has submitted bids and worked on HSWCD projects.  Chad Strain and Jessy Davies are from STC and were present to lend their support to Hauth. Mr. Hauth said he was present to ask the HSWCD board to consider limiting bids to people who reside in Harney County or within a 100-mile radius to support the local workforce. 

BD Ramsay asked if an actual limit could be established or if additional scoring points could be given to locals.  BD Bentz said bid awards often come down to price.  The board feels obligated to treat as many acres of juniper with limited dollars. Mr. Hauth said he said in the past that some local contractors don’t submit a bid when they see who they are competing against.  Some local contractors have a limited crew compared to contractors who hire many migrant workers, pay lower wages, and can therefore submit lower bids.  DM Kesling explained the legislation and bid process.  AA Pearson offered to send out a spreadsheet of contractors on file for the District.

Discussion followed.  BD Davies observed that while the District may know the address of a contractor, it does not know who does the actual work and what the employee is getting paid.  S/T Franklin said many times that the board is just looking at the price.  DM Kesling provided an overview of the ranking process.  BC Hussey discussed the board’s decision process and the dollar range submitted.  VC Doverspike said some bidders can only do part of a project, while others can do the full project.  She said the board does attempt to keep locals in mind.  Past bid awards were discussed.   

DM Kesling referenced recent conversations with ODA’s Eric Nusbaum.  Nusbaum's guidance was that the steps taken by a board need to be consistent and defensible.  Mr. Hauth said an agency in John Day does have a 100-mile radius limit.  DM Kesling said that the agency could be interpreting regional requirements.  S/T Franklin is interested in the definition of regional.  Unless there was a landowner preference, said VC Doverspike.  S/T Franklin said the board needs to make sure it doesn’t get into trouble, ethics-wise.  BC Hussey asked how much over is the board allowed to go with landowner requests?  DM Kesling said landowner preference gets three points in the scoring.  If a landowner specifically wants one contractor and the bid submitted is way over, the District may elect not to do the project.

There was a discussion on the bid scoring sheet.  BD Ramsay said she thought she and LIT Priscilla Doan were going to work on developing a new scoring sheet.  A recent implementation was the board receiving a bid synopsis to aid them in awarding, instead of having to review each submitted bid.

b) AA Pearson said 2026 is an election year, and Zones 3, 4, and At-Large Zone 2 positions are up for election.  Anyone interested in running for those positions is urged to obtain an election packet at the front desk.  A board director said a candidate can either obtain signatures and file to be on the ballot or pay a fee to have write-in votes counted. 

c) OACD Kreiner also gave the board a heads-up for the OACD election.  This year, four positions are open that the board may consider:  Three for Eastern Oregon, two statewide, and one at-large position in the west.  All incumbents are running, but there may be an opening for the statewide at-large position.  She encouraged people to consider. She also urged board members to mark their calendars for a coast trip in November for the OACD conference.  DM Kesling said he would attend.  She thanked the board, and BC Hussey thanked her for attending the meeting.

Adjournment
VC Doverspike moved, S/T Franklin seconded, adjourning the meeting.  All eligible voters were in favor; no one opposed.  The meeting adjourned at 5:19 pm


Respectfully submitted,

Barbara Pearson, Admin Assist
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