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Millions of ducks and geese glide into the flat plains of
south-central Nebraska each spring. These migrants
take their rest at the few remaining oases that dot the
Rainwater Basin, where they find sanctuary and
nourishment before continuing their annual migration.

Conserving the integrity of these important stopovers
is the role of the Rainwater Basin Wetland
Management District. The foundation for management
of these public wetlands known as waterfowl
production areas is the comprehensive conservation
plan.

This environmental assessment includes the draft
comprehensive conservation plan for the Rainwater
Basin Wetland Management District. The final plan
will guide management of the waterfowl production
areas within the district for the next 15 years.

THE DISTRICT

The Rainwater Basin Wetland Management District
is a part of the National Wildlife Refuge System of
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. The district, which
covers 13 Nebraska counties, manages 230 tracts of
land (more than 24,000 acres) that form 61 waterfowl
production areas. In addition, the district manages 35
conservation easements (2,476 acres).

Each waterfowl production area typically contains
wetlands that are managed for waterfowl and
shorebirds. Most of the wetlands in the Rainwater
Basin are small and surrounded by cropland. Extensive
wetland drainage and alteration have reduced the
number of wetlands in the basin to a level that
threatens waterbird populations. Upland areas are
managed for a high diversity of native vegetation to
sustain grassland birds.

Nebraska’s Rainwater Basin is internationally known
for its spectacular bird migrations—329 species of
birds have been observed. Common waterbirds
include snow goose, northern pintail, green-winged

Summary

USFWS

Due to its unique location on the Central Flyway,
millions of birds funnel into the district’s waterfowl
production areas.

teal, and solitary sandpiper. Grasshopper sparrow,
bobolink, and ring-necked pheasant are common
grassland species.

Of the estimated 80,000 visitor days per year at the
district, about 60% come for hunting and 40% for
wildlife viewing. There is hunting that includes
waterfowl, pheasant, and deer. Every spring and fall,
thousands of tourists and locals visit the district to
observe and enjoy the semiannual migration of cranes,
waterfowl, and other birds.

VISION FOR THE DISTRICT

The Rainwater Basin provides critical habitat
for millions of migratory birds.

The basin’s name reflects both the basis of its
wetland hydrology and natural precipitation
cycles. A network of functioning wetland
and prairie plant ecosystems provides a
native grassland mosaic that gives the local
community a sense of pride and connection to
the Great Plains flora and fauna. The lands
managed by the wetland management district
serve as an example of land stewardship
mimicking natural processes, and they
provide an array of wildlife-dependent
educational and recreational opportunities.
It is only through partnerships with
mdividuals, agencies, and organizations that
this vision can be achieved and maintained.




X Draft CCP and EA, Rainwater Basin Wetland Management District, NE

GOALS FOR THE DISTRICT

The following goals reflect the vision for the district—
providing for healthy ecosystems and compatible
opportunities for the public to appreciate and enjoy the
natural environment.

WEeTrLanD HABITAT GOAL

Restore, enhance, and maintain the hydrology and
early successional vegetation conditions essential to
the conservation of migratory birds.

UprLAND HABITAT GoAL

Reestablish and maintain native grassland communities
of the Rainwater Basin.

WaTer RigHTs GoAL

Develop partnerships to protect the natural hydrology
of WPA watersheds and ensure the necessary water
rights are in place to protect future use of both
ground and surface water.

WiLpLiFe DISEASES GOAL

Work with partners to prevent or control the outbreak
and spread of wildlife-borne diseases to protect human
and migratory bird populations.

InvASIVE PLANT SPECIES GOAL

Reduce and control the spread of nondesirable,
nonnative plant species within wetland and upland
habitats for the benefit of native plant and wildlife
communities.

RESEARCH AND ScCIENCE GOAL

Encourage and support research that substantially
contributes to the understanding and management of
the Rainwater Basin wetland and grassland ecosystem.

CuLTURAL RESOURCES GOAL

Identify and evaluate the cultural resources in the
district and protect those that are determined to be
significant.

Visitor SERVICES GOAL

Provide quality wildlife-dependent recreation and
educational opportunities by instilling an understanding
of basic ecological processes, purpose of the Rainwater
Basin Wetland Management District, and mission of
the Service for persons of all abilities and cultural
backgrounds.

PARTNERSHIP GOAL

Promote and develop partnerships with adjacent
landowners, public and private organizations, Native
American tribes, and other interested individuals to
protect, restore, enhance, and maintain a diverse and
productive ecosystem.

Socioeconomics GoAL

Obtain a better understanding of the social and
economic contribution WPAs make to the people and
communities within the Rainwater Basin.

OPERATIONS GOAL

Safely and efficiently use funding, staffing,
infrastructure, and partnerships to achieve the
purpose and objectives of the Rainwater Basin
Wetland Management District.

THE DRAFT PLAN

The Service has prepared this environmental
assessment and draft plan in cooperation with the
Rainwater Basin Joint Venture, the Nebraska Game
and Parks Commission, and the Biological Resources
Division of the U.S. Geological Survey—along with
public participation. After reviewing a wide range of
public comments and management needs, the Service
developed two alternatives for management of the
district. Alternative B is the proposed action of the
Service and is presented in chapter 6 as the draft
comprehensive conservation plan.

ALTERNATIVE A—CURRENT MANAGEMENT
(No Action)

Management of the district would remain the same,
with changes in land management and public use
occurring as opportunities arise. The current district
staff would perform limited, issue-driven research
and only monitor long-term vegetation change.

ALTERNATIVE B—INTEGRATED PARTNERSHIP
AprPROACH (PRroPOSED AcTioN)

Alternative B addresses resource management in a
holistic manner. There would be a focus on cooperation,
coordination, and better exchange of information. An
expanded district staff would work with partners to
improve the waterfowl production areas across the
landscape of the Rainwater Basin. The emphasis
would be on adaptive management—as more
information is known, management would be changed
to improve effects on the environment.
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