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Acting Director,
Rowan Gould

The Value of Birds

There’s no question we are living in an era of great
challenge. From environmental stresses caused by
accelerating climate change to turmoil in the global
economy, our world is in a state of unrest. But the
sights and sounds of nature can offer us sanctuary in
these unsettling times. One only has to look to the
skies to see the wonder of nature manifested in the
graceful flight of birds on their migratory path, a
gentle reminder that life endures through seasons of
hardship and abundance.

The United States, is home to a tremendous diversity
of native birds, with more than 800 species inhabiting
terrestrial, coastal, and ocean habitats. Among these
species, 67 are Federally-listed as endangered or
threatened. In addition, more than 184 species have
been designated as species of conservation concern
due to a small distribution, high-level of threat, or
declining populations.

One only has to look to the skies to see
the wonder of nature manifested

wm the graceful flight of birds on their
magratory path...

Birds are beautiful, economically important, and a
priceless piece of America’s natural heritage. Birds
are also highly sensitive to environmental pollution
and climate change, making them critical indicators
of the condition of the environment. Whether
ecosystems are managed for agricultural production,
wildlife, water, or tourism, the health of the land can
be measured by the health of the birds. A decline in
bird numbers can warn us we are damaging the
environment through habitat fragmentation and
destruction, pollution and pesticides, introduced
species, and any number of other negative impacts.

This issue of Fiish & Wildlife News focuses on birds
not only to remind us of their value, but also to
highlight their fragile existence on this planet. From
shorebirds in New England, to warblers in Michigan,
to songbirds in Hawaii, we are seeing disturbing
downward trends that should set off environmental
alarm bells. These trends are highlighted in a feature

from the director

article about The U.S. State of the Birds report, which
synthesizes data from three, major, long-running bird
censuses conducted by thousands of citizen scientists
and professional biologists.

The report documents a 40 percent decline in
grassland birds over the past 40 years, a 30 percent
decline in birds of arid-lands, and high concern for
many coastal shorebirds. Further, 39 percent of
species dependent on U.S. ocean areas have declined.

However, the report also reveals convincing evidence
that bird populations can respond quickly and
positively to conservation action. The data show
dramatic increases in many wetland birds such as
pelicans, herons, egrets, osprey, and ducks, a
testament to the numerous cooperative conservation
partnerships that have resulted in protection,
enhancement and management of more than

30 million wetland acres in recent years.

This issue of the News also includes a variety
of stories that underscore the value of birds and
the Service’s critical role in conserving them.
These include:

A feature on the 20th anniversary of the
North American Waterfow] Conservation Act

Landmark legislation that provides matching grants
to organizations and individuals who have developed
partnerships to carry out wetlands conservation
projects in the United States, Canada, and Mexico for
the benefit of wetlands-associated migratory birds
and other wildlife.

You will also read about the Service’s waterfowl
monitoring program; the role of our National Wildlife
Refuge System in providing habitat for migratory
birds, as well as recreational opportunities for
hunters, wildlife watchers, photographers and other
outdoor enthusiasts; and Service programs across
the nation that are helping to ensure healthy bird
populations for future generations to enjoy.

Let’s celebrate birds, whose songs fill the air with
rebirth, renewal and delight. It is an encouraging
message that can help us through difficult times and
inspire us as we proudly work to conserve the nature
of America. O
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guest column

Working Together for Birds —and Wildlife

Migratory birds are among nature’s most magnificent
natural resources, and they play a significant
ecological, economic and cultural role in the United
States and across the globe. Birds are indicators of
the health and quality of our environment, and each
year millions of Americans watch birds in their
backyards and at refuges and parks around the nation
and the world.

The Migratory Bird Program of the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service enjoys a rich and successful
conservation tradition. It has been instrumental,

on its own and with partners, in delivering bird
conservation throughout the hemisphere for more
than 800 species of migratory birds and their habitats.

The Fish and Wildlife Service alone cannot achieve
the conservation of all migratory birds and habitats.
It takes the collective and coordinated efforts of
thousands of partner organizations and citizens

to do this.

The Service, through the Migratory Bird Program,
serves as a leader, catalyst and facilitator for local,
regional, national and international partnerships to
protect, restore and manage native migratory birds
and their habitats for future generations. Our
partners are crucial to carrying out conservation
activities worldwide.

Within the Migratory Bird Program, our work with
partners, volunteers, and citizen scientists supports
some of our key activities, from surveys and
monitoring to habitat conservation activities.

The most recent example illustrating the critical need
for partnerships to conserve birds and bird habitat

is the State of the Birds Report, which Interior
Secretary Ken Salazar released on March 12. This
document represents the first comprehensive report
on bird populations ever produced in the United
States. Not surprisingly, it is the work of a team of
partners — including scientists from the government,
academia and nonprofit conservation organizations.

The State of the Birds Report shows that nearly a
third of the nation’s bird species are endangered,
threatened or in significant decline due to habitat loss,
invasive species, and other threats. At the same time,
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the report highlights examples, including many
species of waterfowl, where habitat restoration and
conservation have reversed previous declines, offering
hope that it is not too late to take action to save
declining populations. Many of these examples feature
projects and initiatives that could not have succeeded
without many partners.

The State of the Birds Report was years in the
making, and relies on data from significant bird-
monitoring databases, including data from thousands
of citizen scientists and professional biologists. We
used data from three continent-wide monitoring
programs to create bird population indicators for
major U.S. habitats, reflecting the health of these
habitats and the environmental services they provide.

The problems and challenges are large and clear,
but hope is just as real. When we focus our efforts
strategically and work together, “yes we can”
make a difference in birds and other wildlife. o

Paul Schmidt is the Service’s Assistant Director
for Migratory Birds.

Paul Schmidt and his son Andrew hunting ot a
Youth Hunting day in Virginia.




news

New Service Director Named

The U.S. Senate recently voted to
confirm Sam D. Hamilton to be
the new Director of the Service.
A career Service employee with
over 30 years of experience,
Hamilton will lead the nation’s
principal Federal agency
dedicated to the conservation

of fish and wildlife and their
habitats, with nearly 9,000
employees located in all

50 states and U.S. territories.

A career senior hiologist and
manager with the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service, Hamilton had
been director of the agency'’s
Southeast Region in Atlanta,
Georgia, where he was
responsible for the oversight and
management of more than 350
federally listed threatened and
endangered species and 128
national wildlife refuges. As
senior operating executive, he
had full strategic planning and
management responsibility for a
$484 million budget and a 1,500-
person work-force that operates
in 10 states and the Caribbean.

Hamilton's leadership fostered
creative solutions and innovation
that led to the establishment of

a carbon sequestration program
that has helped biologists in

the Southeast restore roughly
80,000 acres of wildlife habitat.
His emphasis on partnership
bolstered the Service’s fisheries
program and helped establish
the Southeast Aquatic Resources
Partnership to restore vital
aquatic habitats across the
region. This partnership is a key
piece of the National Fish Habitat
Action Plan.

Hamilton provided leadership
and oversight to the department’s
restoration work in the
Everglades, the largest
ecosystem restoration project

in the country, and oversaw
recovery and restoration work
following Hurricanes Katrina and
Rita, which devastated coastal
wetlands, wildlife refuges, and
other wildlife habitat along the
Gulf of Mexico.

Prior to becoming regional
director, Hamilton served as
assistant regional director of the
ecological services in Atlanta
and the Service’s Texas state
administrator in Austin.

Hamilton graduated from
Mississippi State University with
a Bachelor of Science degree

in biology in 1977.0

Returning the Service to its Scientific Roots

The launch of peer-reviewed
journals is the latest example
of the Service's renewed
commitment to empowering
the scientific endeavors of
our employees.

From its inception, the Fish and
Wildlife Service has been a leader
in the development and application
of science to professional wildlife
management. From the creation of
the world’s most comprehensive
waterfowl surveys to the
pioneering work on the effects of
DDT on migratory birds conducted
at Patuxent Research Refuge, the
Service quietly built a reputation
for science excellence that
spanned decades.

This legacy of investment in and
support for science underpinned
the work of great conservationists
such as Ira Gabrielson, Lucille
Stickell and Rachel Carson.
However, it's no secret that the
loss of the Service’s research
capabilities more than 15 years
ago significantly impaired our
ability to direct research in
support of conservation objectives.

As part of a multi-year effort to
renew and reinvigorate the
Service's capacity to deliver
science-based wildlife
management, the Service will
soon launch two agency-
sponsored, peer-reviewed
scientific journals, the Journal of
Fish and Wildlife Management
and North American Fauna.
Detailed information about journals
can be found at <www.fws.gov/
science/publicationsys.html>.

Service Science Advisor Dan
Ashe emphasizes that the new
publications are not intended to
replace other external peer-
reviewed journals. The Service
continues to support and

encourage its scientists to
publish in external journals, at
their discretion. The revitalized
Service journals will help
facilitate publication and
dissemination of results for
the important science the
Service engages in that did not
previously have standardized
peer reviewed outlets.

In order to ensure that the
journals meet accepted
standards for academic
freedom, the Science Committee
worked with the Director’s office
to develop Director’s Order No.
196, which makes clear that
articles published by employees
in the Journal of Fish and
Wildlife Management and

North American Fauna—as
well as articles authored by
Service employees and
published in outlets external

to the Service—are not subject
to official policy review.

“This is an empowering
permission and encouragement
for employees to publish their
scientific work, with official
attribution, but without the
uncertain and potentially
unnerving glare of “policy
review.” Itis a hearty vote of
confidence in the responsibility
and professionalism of Service
employees,” said Ashe.

With this Director’s Order, the
Service has eliminated the
confusing and inconsistently
applied requirement for policy
review of scientific papers that
has long been in the Service
manual. The order is available at:
<www.fws.gov/policy/do.cfm, and
will ultimately be incorporated
into the Service manual. The
order complements the Service's
previously issued peer review >>
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Science, continued from page 3

policy and Code of Scientific and
Professional Conduct, providing a
firm platform for ethical and
responsible scientific endeavor.

The order represents a significant
step forward in encouraging and
empowering employees to
publish their research findings,
and to do so using their official
agency and office affiliation.
Because these articles are not
subject to formal policy review
and approval, the order requires
authors to add a disclaimer
stating that “the findings and
conclusions in this article are
those of the author(s) and do not
necessarily represent the views
of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service.”

As always, documents that
require the full endorsement and
imprimatur of the Service must
undergo specific review for both
scientific quality and policy,
defined elsewhere, and will be
published as official Service
publications through outlets,
such as the Federal Register.
This process remains unchanged
and is not addressed in Director’s
Order No. 196.

The launch of these journals is
just the latest example of the
Service Science Committee’s
efforts to restore the Service's
scientific culture. The Science
Committee is dedicated to
expanding the Service's ability to
acquire, apply and communicate
scientific information; promoting
active involvement of the
Service and its employees in

the larger scientific community;
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encouraging strengthened
partnerships between the Service
and other scientific organizations;
and perhaps most important—
fostering the next generation of
Service scientists.

The committee is chaired by
Dan Ashe, Science Advisor to
the Director, and includes an
Executive Oversight Council,
chaired by Paul Schmidt, the
Service's Assistant Director
for Migratory Birds. Service
employees John Wenburg,
Teresa Woods and Anne Roy
provide additional support and
commitment.

“The Service Science Committee
has provided a strong source of
leadership and outstanding
direction to strengthen our
organizational support for
science. | see this new series of
internal publications, and the
Director’s Order on policy review,
as another significant step
forward. A culture of support for
scientific endeavor is crucial to
our mission success,” said
Schmidt.

As part of its work, the committee
secured funding and support

for a state-of-the-art electronic
literature search capacity, which
brings today’s best science to
every employee’s desktop and
laptop. In addition, the group is
constantly expanding and
improving technical course
curriculum at the National
Conservation Training Center in
conservation biology, modeling,
decision science and other key
capacities to support strategic
landscape conservation and
address complex challenges

like climate change.

Efforts are also moving forward
to secure additional funding to
increase the Service's science
capacity on a broader scale. The
Administration’s FY 2010 budget
framework includes an additional
$20 million for the Service to fund
priority conservation science in
biological planning and
conservation design; risk and
vulnerability assessment;
inventory and monitoring;
conservation genetics; and
population and habitat
assessment.

This increase represents the

first step in a multi-year
investment in scientific capacity
supporting 21st Century mission
success for the Service: The
Conservation Science Investment
(CSI) Strategy.

Classroom in the Wild

“The CSI Strategy provides

the science support needed

to drive our Strategic Habitat
Conservation framework for
landscape-scale conservation
and our emerging Climate Change
Strategic Plan,” said acting
Service Director Rowan Gould.

These are exciting new steps
forward in advancing the
Service's needs to effectively
manage the nation’s fish and
wildlife populations and

their habitats. Learn more at
<www.fws.gov/science>. O

John Wenburg and Teresa Woods

DONNA DEWHURST

High school sophomores and juniors set up tents as part of

the Innoko National Wildlife Refuge science camp in Alaska.

The camp is a cooperative effort of this remote refuge, the
Iditarod area school district and other partners, to increase
students’ biological knowledge and stewardship of the
environment. Students earn science credits and learn, among
other things, fire management, animal trapping, stories from tribal
elders, fish dissection, nature art and orienteering.

<innoko.fws.gov/education.htm>.
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A Strategic Habitat Conservation Approach in the Atlantic Coast Joint Venture

The Atlantic Coast Joint Venture
(AcJv) is a partnership of federal,
regional and state agencies

and organizations focused on
conserving habitat for native bird
species in the Atlantic Flyway
from Maine to Puerto Rico.

The joint venture coordinates
planning, delivery and evaluation
of bird habitat conservation,
resulting in more effective and
efficient conservation and the
ability to focus limited resources
on continental, national,

flyway and regional bird
conservation priorities.

The joint venture facilitates
bird conservation partnerships
at multiple scales, leverages
funding, enhances
communication and uses a
sound biological foundation to
assess the status and needs
of species, relate species and
habitat priorities to specific
geographic areas and projects,
and evaluate the impacts of
conservation actions.

The Atlantic Coast Joint Venture
is one of 14 bird habitat joint
ventures in the United States and
Canada. As with all habitat joint
ventures, the ACJV organizes its
actions around the framework
and elements of Strategic Habitat
Conservation as defined by the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and
U.S. Geological Survey.

Strategic habitat conservation
(SHC) is a science-based
approach to conservation
focused on providing landscapes
that can sustain trust species
populations at objective levels.
This approach is founded

on an adaptive process of
biological planning, conservation
design and delivery, monitoring,
and research.

Bird Conservation Planning in
the South Atlantic Coastal Plain
Like most joint ventures,

the ACJV organizes its
conservation planning around
bird conservation regions
(BCRs)—ecologically distinct
regions with similar wildlife
communities, habitat conditions
and resource management
issues. Joint Venture staff and
partners have taken a lead role in
planning in BCRs partly or wholly
within its boundary.

In the South Atlantic Coastal
Plain, the ACJV has worked since
1999 with partners in Virginia,
North Carolina, South Carolina,
Georgia and Florida to prioritize
species and habitats, assess
population status and distribution,
articulate measurable population
objectives for selected priority
species stepped down from
continental and regional bird
conservation plans, consider
population limiting factors, and
identify priorities for bird habitat
conservation, monitoring and
research.

A conservation plan for this area
articulates these priorities and
identifies geographic focus
areas. Working groups in each
state and many of the focus areas
use this planning to prioritize
projects for funding through grant
programs such as the North
American Wetlands Conservation
Act. In the Atlantic Flyway alone,
approximately $38 million has
been awarded through NAWCA
grants to conserve 225,000 acres
at 77 project sites. More than

220 partners provided $176 million
in matching funds.

Detailed conservation design
efforts for the South Atlantic
Coastal Plain are now underway
through a cooperative project
between the AcJv, North Carolina
State University and Auburn
University. The objective is

to develop a consistent
methodology and enhance the
capacity of states, joint ventures
and other partners to assess
and design sustainable
landscape conservation for
birds and other wildlife in the
eastern United States.

Specifically, this project is
developing and implementing a
framework and tools to assess
the capability of habitats in
ecoregions in the eastern

United States to support bird
populations; predict impacts of
landscape-level changes on
future capability of these habitats
to support bird populations;
target conservation programs

to achieve objectives in State
Wildlife Action Plans and bird
conservation plans and evaluate
progress under these plans; and
enhance coordination during
planning, implementation and
evaluation of habitat conservation
through conservation design.

Products include bird-habitat
models for priority species
representing key habitat types in
the ecoregion and decision
support tools allowing managers
to target habitat protection,
restoration and enhancement.
This approach, being piloted in
the South Atlantic Coastal Plain
ecoregion, will be expanded to
include the entire ACJV area.

Atlantic Flyway Waterbird
Monitoring and Management

In addition to working at the
ecoregional scale in bird
conservation regions, ACJV
partners work at the flyway scale.

Partners from throughout the
Atlantic Coast coordinate
monitoring and management for
shorebird, waterfowl and wading
bird species that migrate and
winter along the coast. The
purpose is to help make informed
conservation and management
decisions at multiple scales. ACJV
and Migratory Bird Program staff
are working with staff and
partners from national wildlife
refuges, U.S. Geological Survey
and states to design monitoring to
guide management decisions.

A series of structured decision
making workshops have guided
the development of this program.
Monitoring protocols and
databases are being developed to
make consistent information on
these waterbird species and
habitats throughout the flyway
easily available to managers.

A refuge manager in the mid-
Atlantic will be better informed of
how that refuge fits into to the
network of managed lands up
and down the coast and how to
manage to meet the greatest
needs for migrating and wintering
waterbirds.

This program closely follows the
adaptive management approach
of SHC by providing information
to guide decisions and providing
monitoring to evaluate the
effectiveness of those actions.o

Andrew Milliken, Coordinator,
Atlantic Coast Joint Venture
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Birding on Refuges Draws People

Closer to Nature

Relatively undisturbed, and built
around historical migration
stopover points, the lands and
waters that make up the National
Wildlife Refuge System provide
protected habitat for more

than 700 species of migratory
birds, waterfowl, shorebirds

and grassland birds across

the country.

Birders from across the nation
and world flock to national
wildlife refuges during spring and
fall migrations to catch a glimpse
of not only the birds, but also the
wildlife that call these natural
communities home. In 2006, the
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service
joined forces with partner
organizations and agencies to
develop a National Wildlife
Refuge System Birding Initiative
and Birders Team, which are
working together to build quality
visitor experiences on refuges for
birders and wildlife viewers.

The Birders Team is made up of
expert birders, biologists, refuge
managers, visitor services staff,
conservationists and members
of the business community
dedicated to strengthening the
relationship between national
wildlife refuges and the birding
community.

“There are more than 50 million
Americans that consider
themselves part of the birding
community—whether at an
amateur or expert level,” said
Jim Leach, Midwest Region
refuge supervisor.
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The Birders Team is working to
expand the opportunities that
national wildlife refuges offer to
those 50 million Americans who
make birding a part of their lives.

“Growing that connection
between refuges and hirders also
ensures continued conservation
of the birds, and the habitat

they depend on for survival,”
Leach said.

Midwest Region Visitor Services
Supervisor Maggie 0'Connell
says that wildlife photographers
and observers, including birders,
make up 75 percent of visits to
national wildlife refuges.

“The sounds, colors and
movements of birds really engage
people in a very unique way that
is different from other wildlife
viewing,” 0'Connell said.

The Service partnered in 2008
with Cornell Lab of Ornithology to
share information and resources
on education, citizen science and
conservation programs. For
example, the Service is providing
information and resources for
field stations to implement
BirdSleuth, an inquiry-based
science education curriculum.
BirdSleuth uses a Web-based
program, eBird, to engage both
children and adults in bird
research on refuges.

The Cornell Lab of Ornithology's
Citizen Science Programs,

from Project Feeder Watch to
Celebrate Urban Birds, allow
people from across the world to

Greater prairie chicken.

participate in real research that
benefits the species in their local
communities. National wildlife
refuges can use these programs
to teach students about the
scientific process, from making
observations and collecting data
to data analysis and drawing
conclusions.

EBird allows birders to record
online bird sightings at refuges
and keeps a running tally of bird
populations throughout the year
at a given refuge. This data in
turn helps scientists analyze
migration trends and informs
conservation efforts for resident
bird populations.

As part of the Birding on Refuges
initiative, 80 refuges across the
country were given field guides
and binoculars to loan refuge
visitors, thanks to contributions
from Vortex Optics and Houghton
Mifflin Harcourt publishers. The
Eastern Shore of Virginia National
Wildlife Refuge, located at the

tip of the Delmarva Peninsula,

loans binoculars and bird
identification guides to birding
visitors year-round.

“The refuge acts as an avian
migration funnel, hosting
thousands of songhirds, raptors,
waterfowl, shorebirds, wading
birds and monarch butterflies to
rest and feed before continuing
their journeys to southern
wintering grounds,” said Dorie
Stolley, visitor services manager
at the refuge. “The new binocular
and field guide lending program
allows for a successful birding
trip in any season!”

Birders and wildlife observers
are also being encouraged

to contribute to their National
Wildlife Refuge System

by purchasing a Federal

Duck Stamp.

“0One of the best ways for birders
to give back to the birds they
know and love is to buy a Federal
Duck Stamp,” said the Midwest
Region's Jim Leach.

REX JOHNSON / USFWS
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Ninety-eight percent of the $15
Duck Stamp investment goes
directly toward permanently
protecting wetlands, grasslands
and other habitat on the National
Wildlife Refuge System. The most
successful conservation program
in U.S. history, the Federal Duck
Stamp has helped generate more
than $700 million to purchase

and protect more than 5.2 million
acres for the benefit of migratory
birds and resident wildlife. As
part of the Birding Initiative, each
region now has two portable
banners for loan to encourage
refuge visitors to purchase

Duck Stamps.

Bob Russell, a biologist with the
Fish and Wildlife Service’s
Midwest Region, has been an
avid birder since grade school,
and was exposed at an early age
to birds in both an urban and a
rural setting.

“Growing up in the Chicago area,
| would see goshawks drop into
my backyard,” Russell said.

“My dad, a science teacher,
would also take me out to
grandpa’s farm to go birding.”

Russell has traveled far and wide
as a birder and biologist, and
offers up his expert opinion on
some of the birding hotspots in
his neck of the woods:

Rated as one of Birder's World
readers’ 15 birding hotspots in
the country, Ottawa National
Wildlife Refuge in northern Ohio
welcomes birding enthusiasts
during the spring as migratory
waterfowl and songbirds pile up
on the south end of Lake Erie.
Just 15 miles east of Toledo,
Ottawa sits on a small fraction of
what once was the 300,000-acre
Great Black Swamp, and is
recognized as an Important

Bird Area by the American Bird
Conservancy.

Forty percent of waterfowl in the
United States use the Mississippi
Flyway, and nestled right along
this avian corridor is the Upper
Mississippi River National
Wildlife and Fish Refuge,

which extends 261 miles from
Wabasha, Minnesota, to near
Rock Island, Illinois.

“During spring migration, you
can see upwards of 3,000 bald
eagles and during late fall,
around November, you can see

upwards of 20,000 tundra swans,”

Russell said.

More than 20 percent of the
entire eastern tundra swan
population uses the refuge as
a staging area.

Seney National Wildlife Refuge,
a popular tourist area in
Michigan’s Upper Peninsula,
hosts a mosaic of birds and
wildlife, with more than 96,000
acres of diverse habitat ranging
from marsh, swam and bog to
grassland and forest.

“Seney is a great place for a
wildlife drive — you can see
nesting loons, yellow rails,
sandhill cranes and trumpeter
swans all in one visit,”

Russell said.

Seney is well-known for its
trumpeter swan recovery
program which began in the
1990s, and has brought the
endangered species back from
near extinction.

Squaw Creek National Wildlife
Refuge was established as a
refuge and breeding ground for

migratory birds and other wildlife.

Located in northwest Missouri,
the refuge comprises more
than 7,000 acres of loess hills,

i b

Birders at the Upper Souris National Wildlife Refuge in

North Dakota.

woodlands and grasslands.
Squaw Creek is known for its
remarkable display of hundreds
of thousands of snow geese
during spring and fall migration.

“The sound of nearly half a million
snow geese can be deafening
and even intimidating, but the
sightis remarkable and it makes
Squaw Creek a sure birder’s
favorite,” Russell said.

“Glacial Ridge National Wildlife
Refuge in Minnesota is a new
hotspot for both birders and
wildlife watchers,” Russell said.

Glacial Ridge, located in
northwest Minnesota, recently
acquired more than 15,000 acres
of native tallgrass prairie and
more than 8,000 acres of
wetlands.

e s AL T

e

“Visitors have a chance to see
not only rare prairie birds, like
the federally endangered prairie
chicken, but also larger land
mammals like the occasional
moose and or timber wolf.”

The National Wildlife Refuge
System offers an extensive
network of diverse habitats that
provide homes and resting places
for more than 700 species of
birds. Birding is a growing
recreational activity for children
and adults alike, and offers
quality outdoor experiences

for people of all ages and
demographics. The Service's
Birding on Refuges Initiative
and Birders Team will continue
to explore new ways to engage
and facilitate quality outdoor
experiences for birders and
wildlife viewers on these

public lands. o

Ashley Spratt, Public Affairs,
Region 3
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USDA Bill Addresses FWS Conservation Initiatives

Federal trust species will benefit
under the new Farm Bill, which
directs the USDA to address fish
and wildlife conservation
initiatives when establishing
program priorities for some
Farm Bill conservation programs,
according to Dave Walker,

Farm Conservation Programs
Coordinator for the U.S. Fish

and Wildlife Service.

The U.S. Department of
Agriculture never excluded fish
and wildlife as conservation
priorities, Walker emphasized;
the difference now is the
specific direction from Congress
to ensure fish and wildlife
resource goals and objectives
are being considered. USDA
and its conservation partners
“have a great opportunity to
better integrate fish and
wildlife resource needs
throughout the process of
program implementation and
evaluation,” he said.

The directive requiring USDA

to address fish and wildlife

and other conservation initiatives
can be found under several
programs discussed in Title || of
the bill, officially known as the
Food, Conservation and Energy
Act of 2008. Those programs
include the Conservation
Reserve Program, Grassland
Reserve Program, Wildlife
Habitat Incentives Program and
Cooperative Conservation
Partnership Initiative.

Each reauthorization of the
Farm Bill since 1985 has added
conservation programs and
increased conservation funding.
The latest reauthorization, in
June 2008, authorizes $25 billion
in the next five years for
voluntary, incentive-based
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agricultural conservation
programs. The programs
provide financial and technical
assistance to farmers, ranchers
and forest landowners who
implement conservation
practices on their lands.

The new language in the 2008 bill
is of particular interest to the
Service, state fish and wildlife
agencies, and other conservation
partners involved in Farm Bill
conservation programs, including
Ducks Unlimited, the National
Wild Turkey Federation and
Pheasants Forever. That
language directs USDA to
“address issues raised by

state, regional and national
conservation initiatives.”

In a separate report, the
managers of the House and
Senate Conference explained
their intent with the new
language is for USDA “to consider
the goals and objectives
identified in relevant fish and
wildlife conservation initiatives
when establishing State and
national program priorities,
scoring criteria, focus areas or
other special initiatives.”
Examples of such initiatives
include the North American
Waterfowl Management Plan,
the National Fish Habitat Action
Plan and the Greater Sage-
Grouse Conservation Strategy.

In layman’s terms, Walker said
the bill discourages “random
acts of environmental kindness.”
Since there is not enough money
for everyone who applies, he
said, the idea is to concentrate
the money that is available on
conservation priorities already
identified in existing plans and
initiatives.

This means ranchers and
farmers who may have worthy
conservation projects may not
receive funding unless their
proposals mesh with already
established conservation
priorities.

If a state’s priority is maintaining
healthy populations of sage
grouse, farmers and ranchers
proposing projects that will
enhance sage grouse habitat
should receive higher scores

on their applications, he said.
Likewise if habitat in one area
of a state is identified as a high
priority for conservation, farmers
and ranchers in that area
should be in line for funding.

While there is pressure to

do the opposite — to try to
accommodate everyone who
applies for funding, Walker noted
that USDA should benefit from
the change as well. USDA will be
able to report to Congress on
program accomplishments in
terms of specific conservation
outcomes identified in relevant
conservation initiatives.

Walker added that other
conservation priorities,

such as water and soil quality
enhancement, will still receive
funding. “But fish and wildlife
will get a fair share of program
resources and program
attention,” he said. All
participation in Farm Bill
programs is voluntary; applicants
whose projects promise the
greatest environmental benefit
are most likely to get funded.

Additional directives in the
new bill include:

Developing markets for
environmental services. As
Walker explained, farmers or
ranchers might be able to sell
credits, such as water quality
credits or carbon sequestration
credits, on the free market.
Businesses having trouble
meeting water quality, carbon
emission or other environmental
standards might want to
purchase environmental
credits from a landowner who
is providing environmental
benefits through application
of conservation practices.

Emphasizing conservation
and creation of habitat for bees,
bats, birds, butterflies and
other pollinators. “Pollinator
conservation has not been cited
in previous Farm Bills,” Walker
said. “Now, where there are
opportunities, we're to emphasize
practices that will benefit
pollinators.”

Encouraging conservation of
threatened and endangered
species by allowing taxpayers
to deduct expenditures made
to achieve management
actions recommended in
species recovery plans under
the Endangered Species Act.

Rules implementing the changes
made in the 2008 Farm Bill are
still being developed, but Walker
cited as least one change that
will impact funding eligibility.
The new bill excludes public land
owners including state and local
governments from participating
in these two programs. This
means program funding will be
limited to private and tribal lands,
and state and local