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Introduction
The mardon skipper butterfly (Polites mardon) is a Bureau Sensitive species for the BLM Medford District.  It is a grassland/meadow obligate species that relies on native grasses and sedges for larval development (Beyer and Black 2006).      

Background
In 2010, the Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation prepared a management plan for mardon skipper sites on BLM land (Black et al. 2010). The management plan identified conifer encroachment as an ongoing threat at many of the known mardon skipper sites.  This document recommended maintaining open meadow habitat by removing all conifers less than 4 inches Diameter at Breast Height.  The plan also cautioned managers to avoid piling and burning the slash within or immediately adjacent to the meadows.
Recent surveys have shown a troubling decline in the mardon skipper population in southern Oregon (Keller and Villella 2020).  Although the exact cause of the decline is unknown, several efforts have been made by the BLM to preserve and improve the meadow habitat at known sites.  Previous management actions included placing boulders and signs to keep people from driving off-road through the meadows, planting native host grasses, and removing encroaching conifers.

Conifer Removal Efforts
Conifer encroachment was treated at 4 sites in September, 2020, by the Ashland Field Office wildlife and botany crews.  Funding for tools and labor was provided by the ISSSSP program.  Sites were chosen based on access and management priority.  Access to several high priority sites was blocked in September due to the nearby Grizzly Creek Fire.  The treated sites were Little Hyatt Reservoir South, PCT Meadow, Meadow SW of PCT Meadow, and Pump Chance 128/Moon Prairie.
Conifer removal treatments were covered under the following NEPA document: “Categorical Exclusion Determination and Decision Record for Silviculture Practices in Butte Falls and Ashland Field Offices – Reforestation, Young Stand Management, and Forest Condition Restoration Treatments” (DOI-BLM-OR-M050-2019-0001-CX).  This document allowed for the removal of conifers less than 8 inches DBH outside of specified riparian buffers.  In addition to restrictions on treating riparian areas, there were cultural sites that had to be avoided in some meadows.
Due to the extreme fire danger, crews were not allowed to use chainsaws to remove conifers.  They used hand tools such as folding saws, loppers, and axes to accomplish the work.  The cut trees were carried into the woods and dispersed.  Without chainsaws, conifer removal was slow and tiring work.  Not all encroaching conifers could be treated.  Crews focused on removing trees that were growing in the middle of meadows rather than the edges in order to have the most impact on pollinator habitat.

Results
[image: ]Figure 1: PCT Meadow SW before treatment.  This meadow is very long and narrow.  Many small conifers had grown across the meadow, forming barriers to pollinator dispersal and reducing available habitat.







[image: ]Figure 2: PCT Meadow SW after treatment, same location as Figure 1. With the removal of small-diameter conifers in the middle of the meadow, open meadow habitat is now connected.






[image: ]Figure 3: PCT Meadow SW before treatment.  Many small shade-tolerant species of conifers were starting to grow underneath large legacy ponderosa pine trees that are scattered throughout the meadow.






[image: ]Figure 4: PCT Meadow SW after treatment, same location as Figure 3.  The removal of shade-tolerant fir saplings creates more open conditions for grassland-dependent species.
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