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Innovative Conservation Approaches to Invasive Plant Management in the
Missouri River Watershed: From Invasive Species Prevention and Control,
to Biomass Utilization and Bioenergy Generation

Background

In August 2010, the Missouri River Watershed Coalition (VRWC) and the Center for
Invasive Plant Management (CIPM) at Montana State University received a $1 million
Conservation Innovation Grant (CIG) from the USDA Natural Resource Conservation
Service (NRCS). The three-year project will provide knowledge and benefits to producers
and land managers throughout the Missouri River Watershed and will serve as a pilot
project for the western region and potentially the nation.

The longest river in the United States, the Missouri River Basin covers a geographic area
of 529,350 square miles and includes six states (Colorado, Montana, Nebraska, North
Dakota, South Dakota, and Wyoming). Invasive species are displacing the native plant
community structure along riparian areas and have greatly impacted the conservation
of native species. This project will investigate and demonstrate the use of innovative
technologies and approaches to address the natural resource conservation concern
of invasive species management; and leverages federal and state investment in
environmental enhancement and protection, in partnership with agricultural producers.
An outcome of the project will be transfer of technologies, management systems, and
innovative approaches into the private sector and NRCS publications.

Russian olive infestation, Photo: Jeff Combs

Project Objectives

Field activities for the project will be implemented in multiple locations within the
Missouri River Watershed. Project objectives are:

« Fostering the adoption of innovative conservation approaches to invasive riparian
plant management by monitoring herbicide treatment and control sites infested
with Russian olive (Elaeagnus angustifolia) and saltcedar (Tamarix spp.) for shortand
long-term ecological changes, riparian system health and function, environmental
protection, and natural resource enhancement;

« Investigating and demonstrating the use of innovative bioenergy technologies
that promote the utilization of invasive plant biomass as a fuel source; and

- Utilizing the CIPM’s and MRWC’s management and communications infrastructure e _
and network to coordinate the project and transfer project findings, products, and [k
. K convert Russian olive and saltcedar biomass
technologies to a broad range of regional stakeholders. into marketable biofuel pellets,
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Focal Components of the Project

Establish and monitor treatment and control sites for
ecological changes

Long-term treatment and non-treatment sites will be established in
three or four of the MRWC member states. Sites will be monitored to
show long-term response in native and non-native plant communities,
and effects of herbicide treatments on riparian system health and
function. Over the course of the overall project, data collected will be
used to answer critical questions, including:

+ Are Individual Plant Treatments (IPTs) effective in treating the
target species while minimizing the impact to the surrounding
desirable vegetation?

- Are there ways of controlling invasive species that cause less
damage to the riparian ecosystem?

- Is it more important to reduce non-native seed dispersal than to
kill the parent plant?

Furthermore, we hope to develop best management practices for
short-term and cost-effective control of invasive species as well as
long-term riparian ecosystem health and function. Conservation
technologies, management systems, and innovative approaches
obtained from this component of the project will be transferred to
private landowners, and local, state, and federal governments.

Investigate the feasibility of using non-native species biomass for

beneficial purposes, specifically, bioenergy generation

This project is intended to demonstrate innovative yet practical
conservation technologies, which will facilitate the utilization of

raw woody biomass generated in the process of controlling invasive
species. Russian olive and saltcedar presently infest at least one million
acres, mostly in the western US, and are a sustainable and virtually
untapped source of biomass. To facilitate the adoption of these
conservation approaches, this project involves only technologies that
are currently available commercially. This project component seeks to:

- Demonstrate the potential to offset the costs of invasive plant
control and removal;

+ Restore wildlife habitat and ecosystem function; and

+ Reduce the wildfire threat posed by accumulated invasive plant
biomass.

Specific activities will include a demonstration of on-site conversion of
Russian olive and saltcedar infestations to a usable form (chips), and
the testing of both species as alternative feedstocks for pelletization
and conversion to biogas.

Conservation technologies, management systems, and innovative
approaches obtained from project activities will be transferred to the
private sector (heating, energy, and power generation interests) and
others seeking alternative sources of biomass feedstock.
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A Russian olive management site near Billings, Montana. The area on the
right side of the fence line has been treated (note the stump and piles of
biomass), while the area on the left side of the fence has not been treated.
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Russian olive biomass. Pelletized invasive plant biomass.




