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This is a summary of the comprehensive conservation
plan for 12 of the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service’s
national wildlife refuges in North Dakota:

Audubon Lake Ilo Shell Lake
Chase Lake Lake Nettie  Stewart Lake
Kellys Slough  Lake Zahl Stump Lake
Lake Alice MecLean White Lake

The National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act
of 1997 requires the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to
develop a comprehensive conservation plan by 2012 for
each national wildlife refuge. In September 2008, the

Service approved the plan for the 12 national wildlife

refuges, which will guide management of the refuges

for the next 15 years.

The Refuges

The 12 national wildlife refuges were established under
different authorities:

m Audubon National Wildlife Refuge was established
under the authority of the Fish and Wildlife
Coordination Act.

m Under executive order, President Theodore
Roosevelt established 2 of the 12 refuges as
preserves and breeding grounds for native birds:
Chase Lake and Stump Lake national wildlife
refuges.

m Under executive order, President Franklin D.
Roosevelt established 8 of the 12 refuges as
breeding grounds for migratory birds and other
wildlife: Kellys Slough, Lake Ilo, Lake Nettie,
Lake Zahl, McLean, Shell Lake, Stewart Lake,
and White Lake national wildlife refuges.

Summary

m Lake Alice National Wildlife Refuge was
established under the authority of the Migratory
Bird Conservation Act.

To secure lands for migratory birds, the United States
Congress established the Migratory Bird Conservation
Fund to acquire lands for conservation, to maintain
acquired lands for habitat preservation, and to fund
expenses necessary for the administration, development,
and maintenance of such areas. Associated activities
include construction of dams, dikes, ditches, spillways,
and flumes for improving habitat and mitigation of
pollution threats to waterfowl and migratory birds.
The refuges protect habitat with primarily two tools:
fee-title ownership and conservation easements.

The prairies of North Dakota have become an
ecological treasure of biological importance for
waterfowl and other migratory birds. The prairie
potholes of North Dakota support a wide diversity
of wildlife, but they are most famous for their role
in waterfowl production. Although the Prairie
Pothole Region occupies only 10% of North America’s
waterfowl breeding range, it produces approximately
50% of the continent’s waterfowl population.

Complexes of wetlands scattered throughout the
refuges and surrounding areas attract breeding duck
pairs. The refuges provide northern staging areas and
habitat for migrating waterfowl. Semipermanent and
permanent wetlands provide brood-rearing habitat
and migratory stopover habitat, respectively. However,
it is the smaller temporary and seasonal wetlands that
draw breeding duck pairs to the North Dakota prairies,
including the refuges, and other parts of the Prairie
Pothole Region.

The Planning Process

The planning process, which included an environmental
analysis, began in February 2007 with the issuance of
a notice of intent in the Federal Register. Public and
partner involvement were encouraged and valued
throughout the process. The refuge staffs and the
public identified the primary issues for the refuges,
which the plan addresses. The Service’s planning team
developed and evaluated management alternatives to
meet the purposes, vision, and goals of the refuges.
With the selection of alternative B as the preferred
alternative, the Service finalized the comprehensive
conservation plan in September 2008.
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ISSUES

Information from the public scoping, which the Service
began in 2007, along with refuge information, identified
five major areas of concern about management of the
refuges.

Wetland and Upland Habitats

Aggressive management of wetland and upland habitats
must be conducted to achieve the goals and objectives
of the refuges. Habitat protection needs to be evaluated
through a priority system so that different means of
protection, through either fee title or conservation
easement, can be evaluated. Most of the refuges’
uplands that were previously farmed and since restored
have the native vegetation character, but have been
compromised by invading species such as leafy spurge,
Canada thistle, and Kentucky bluegrass. Invasive
plants substantially diminish the suitability of upland
habitat for many native wildlife species.

While the Service works to minimize the negative
effects of energy development, the demand for
energy is an increasing factor in habitat quality and
preservation at the refuges. The production of biofuels,
coal, oil, gas, and wind energy has the potential to
impact effectiveness of many refuge programs. The
loss of native prairie is occurring at an alarming rate.
Prairie is being converted for corn production to
produce ethanol, which also has additional needs for
irrigation water.

Wildlife Management

Priority species, predators, and wildlife disease require
specific management strategies that the refuges need
to adopt. Of importance for priority species is monitoring
and the provision of essential habitat that promotes
increased recruitment or population protection. Several
predatory species including the red fox are found at
higher than historical levels due to modifications of
habitat. These species can adversely affect migratory
bird populations. There is an ongoing issue of striking

a balance between managing botulism, providing
optimal habitats, and maintaining other refuge
programs.

Monitoring and Research

The Service needs basic data about recruitment,
mortality, and habitat use for representative groups
of species. It is important to collect and analyze these
data on a regular basis so the Service can make
appropriate decisions about the habitats on which
these species depend.

Visitor Services

A growing demand for public recreation in North
Dakota and the nation makes these refuge uses
primary issues of interest: hunting, fishing, wildlife
observation, photography, environmental education,
and interpretation.

Operations

The efficient use of staff, partnerships, volunteers,
and funding—through effective communication and
innovation—is needed to support each of the refuges.
Facilities at the refuges need to be evaluated and
upgraded.

The Future of the Refuges

The issues, along with resource conditions, were
important considerations during the development of
the vision and goals for the 12 refuges.

Vision

This collection of unique and diverse refuges
encompasses a broad range of North Dakota
habitat types and landscapes.

These refuges provide vital resting and breeding
habitat for waterfowl, other migratory birds,
and resident fish and wildlife species.

Visitors to these prairie refuges experience
wide-open spaces, skies filled with migratory
birds, places to learn, and welcome solitude.

The responsible management of these
special places requires adequate funding,
dedicated personnel, and
successful partnerships.

Achievement of this vision ensures
that the American people retain a legacy
of wildlife and prairie habitats
for future generations.

GoALS

The Service developed the following goals to meet
the vision for the refuges.

Habitat and Wildlife Goal

Conserve, restore, and enhance the ecological diversity
of grasslands and wetlands of the North Dakota
prairie to support healthy populations of ducks and
geese, other migratory birds, native species, and
other wildlife.

Monitoring and Research Goal

Use science, monitoring, and applied research to
advance the understanding of natural resources
and management within the North Dakota national
wildlife refuges.
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Cultural Resources Goal

Identify and evaluate cultural resources that are
on Service-owned lands or are affected by Service
undertakings. Protect resources determined to be
significant and, when appropriate, interpret resources
to connect staff, visitors, and communities to the
area’s past.

Visitor Services Goal

Provide visitors with opportunities to enjoy wildlife-
dependent recreation where compatible and expand
their knowledge and appreciation of the prairie
landscape and the National Wildlife Refuge System.

Partnerships Goal

A diverse network of partners join with the North
Dakota national wildlife refuges to support research,
accomplish habitat conservation, and foster awareness
and appreciation of the prairie landscape.

Operations Goal

Efficiently employ staff, partnerships, and volunteers
and secure funding in support of the Refuge System’s
mission.

MANAGEMENT DIRECTION

Management objectives for habitat types are based
on the habitat preferences of groups of target species
such as waterfowl, migratory shorebirds, grassland
birds, and priority species.

The Service will focus on management of high- and
medium-priority habitats, and will identify and
restore other degraded habitat tracts to native species.
Invasive species management will be limited to
legally listed species and those of ecological concern
that occur on high- and medium-priority tracts.

The refuges’ staffs and partners will expand biological
surveys on high- and medium-priority tracts.

The Service will document and protect cultural
resources, and will maintain and preserve historical
sites. In addition, the Service will conduct educational
programs and partner research and inventories on a
limited basis.

Refuge staffs will improve and expand programs for
youth and conservation groups, and will develop
“friends groups.” The Service will start or expand
environmental education programs for Kellys Slough
and Lake Alice national wildlife refuges. A new
environmental learning center is planned for Audubon
National Wildlife Refuge.

Refuge staffs will expand existing partnerships to
address improvement of habitat for migratory birds,
and will work with local, state, and federal agencies ’ B
to promote and protect migratory bird habitat within ~~< \~"Great Blue Heron
the refuges. © Cindie Brunner
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