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South Dakota Partners Program Conservation Focus Areas

Introduction and Overview

Focus Area Selection:

South Dakota’s current focus areas
are primarily derived from utilizing
updated biological and spatial data
to refine and improve our ongoing
focus on high-priority wetland

and grassland landscapes. Most
notably, updated data on breeding
waterfowl distribution from the
Region 6 Habitat and Population
Evaluation Team (HAPET) were
used as the basis for developing
our Prairie Pothole Region (PPR)
focus area. Likewise, updated data
on the locations of greater sage-
grouse leks were used to refine the
boundaries of the High Plains Focus
Area. The Southern Plains Focus
Area boundary was also slightly
adjusted to work with key partners
in high-priority grassland areas.
South Dakota’s landscape is largely

defined by rolling grasslands
interspersed with a wide variety of
wetland and riparian features. The
primary philosophy of the South
Dakota (SD) PFW program in all
three focus areas is to maintain and
restore this unique mix of habitats
by providing conservation solutions
that work for both landscapes

and landowners. SD PFW focus
areas are a composite result

of this philosophy and ongoing
conservation work with over 5,000
landowners. In most cases the
technical demarcation of focus area
boundaries formalized and fine-
tuned broader PFW conservation
initiatives that have been ongoing
for over 20 years. A variety of
long term data sets and GIS layers
are utilized to continually refine
and assess our efforts. Primary
data sources included the National
Wetlands Inventory (NWI), various
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GIS landuse coverages, South
Dakota Agricultural Statistics
Service information, the South
Dakota Comprehensive Wildlife
Conservation Plan (SDGFP 2005)
and waterfowl breeding pair
distribution maps developed by the
Region 6 USFWS HAPET office.

Partner Coordination:

Since the program’s inception, the
SD PF'W program has implemented
over 5,600 individual Wildlife
Extension Agreements (WEAs)
with landowners throughout the
state. Continual coordination
with our landowner partners is
the central theme in all of our
partner outreach efforts. We rely
heavily on the input and advice of
individual landowners and their
associated organizations to guide
many of our strategic planning
and funding initiatives. As a
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result, the SD PFW program has

a long history of collaborating

with a wide variety of funding
partners to develop conservation
actions for priority habitats. Most
notable among these efforts is the
development of multi-partner grant
initiatives funded via the North
American Wetlands Conservation
Act NAWCA). Since 1991, the
SD PF'W program has served

as a catalyst to bring together
dozens of funding partners and
hundreds of landowners to work in
biologically based NAWCA project
areas. These NAWCA projects
play a vital role in formulating our
PFW focus areas. Along with
private landowners, we continue
to consult with other key partners
to guide the PF'W program efforts
throughout the state. Most
recently, we coordinated with

a variety of stakeholders in the
spring of 2011 as we developed the
FY 2012-2016 update to the Region
6 PF'W strategic plan.

Prairie Pothole Region
Focus Area

Prairie Pothole Region
Focus Area- (15,680,616 acres)

Focus Area Description and
Justification:

The Prairie Pothole Region (PPR)
Focus Area is comprised of the
glaciated portion of the state that
has a documented potential to host
at least 20 breeding duck pairs per
square mile. This determination
is based on 22 years of HAPET
survey data of five keystone
waterfowl species-mallards,
northern pintails, blue-winged teal,
northern shovelers and gadwalls.
Much of the landscape of the

PPR Focus Area is characterized
by high wetland densities, large
grassland tracts and diverse bird
communities. The Prairie Coteau
hills in the northeast portion

of the focus area contain some
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of the largest remaining tracts

of northern Tallgrass prairie in

the U.S. (USFWS 2000). The
western portion of the focus area is
dominated by the Missouri Coteau
which has been documented to host
some of the highest breeding ducks
densities in all of North America.
The biological core of the Missouri
Coteau is a contiguous tract of over
2,000 square miles of relatively
unfragmented grassland-wetland
habitat that can host over 100
breeding duck pairs per square mile
during optimum habitat conditions.
This is the largest tract of such
high-quality habitat in the U.S. and
has been identified as a critically
important waterfowl breeding
region (PPJV 2005).

Preserving the PPR focus area as

a viable “recruitment source” for
all suites of prairie nesting birds
has been identified as an urgent
priority of the USFWS, Delta
Waterfowl and DU. While many of
the habitat actions in this focus area
are designed to conserve waterfowl
breeding habitat, they also have
direct benefits to the entire
spectrum of ground nesting birds.
These mutual conservation benefits
are especially vital to grassland
nesting passerines which are widely
considered to be one of the most
imperiled bird guilds in North
America (Peterjohn and Sauer
1999). In addition to its nationally
recognized importance for breeding
waterfowl, this focus area hosts
hundreds of species of plants,
butterflies, reptiles, amphibians and
mammals.

It is widely believed that the most
viable technique for conserving
the unique habitats of this region
is to forge new and accelerated
partnerships with the local
ranching community (Higgins et
al. 2002). In an effort to save the
grassland character of this focus
area, the SD PFW program has
joined a diverse cadre of partners
to foster a sustainable grassland
economy based on family livestock
ranching. The SD PFW program
has developed an integrated system
of habitat conservation programs
designed to simultaneously benefit
the grazing lands needed by
ranchers and the vital wetland

and grassland landscapes needed
by a wide variety of Federal

trust species. Specific PFW
program habitat actions include
restoring grasslands and wetlands,
implementing beneficial grazing
systems, and creating wetlands.
SD PFW program also provides
technical assistance to support
voluntary conservation easements.
The efforts of the SD PFW
program are largely based upon
the broad strategies and goals of
the North American Waterfowl
Management Plan (NAWMP 2004),
the National Partners in Flight
Plan (Rich et al. 2004, Pashley et al.
2000), the northern plains/pothole
portion of the U.S. Shorebird
Conservation Plan (Skagen and
Thompson 2001) and the North
American Waterbird Conservation
Plan (Beyersbergen et al. 2004,
Kushlan et al. 2002). All of these
conservation efforts endorse
strategically targeted landscape-
scale habitat work as an effective
vehicle for conservation, especially
for birds. For example, the 2004
northern prairie and parkland
portion of the North American
Waterbird Conservation plan notes
that two priority habitat needs are
to (1) “prevent wetland loss through
legal protection, acquisition, and
conservation easements”, and

(2) “prevent upland loss through
legal protection, agricultural
program incentives, acquisition
and conservation easements.”
Likewise, the 2000 northern mixed-
grass prairie portion of the national
Partners in Flight plan (Pashely et
al. 2000) notes that “Maintenance
of large un-fragmented grassland
ecosystems is the conservation
objective for the coteau areas
where agriculture is not dominant.”
The SD PFW program strives to
further this philosophy primarily by
partnering with family ranchers.

Along with its biological
significance, this region is also
widely recognized as the national
focal point for the ongoing debate
regarding the loss of native prairie.
Thousands of acres of native prairie
are annually converted to cropland
in this focus area. The conversion
of native prairie grasslands to
cropland has recently drawn a wide
degree of interest from academia
(Conner et al. 2001), ecologists



(Ogg 2006), policy analysts (GAO
2003, GAO 2007 and CRS 2007) and
wildlife conservationists (Higgins
et al. 2002). The PFW program
actively works with all interests

in the area to promote sustainable
land uses that benefit both
landowners and landscapes. The
primary goal of the PFW program
is to maintain and restore the
landscape characteristics associated
with high bird recruitment in

the face of a rapidly changing
agricultural landscape.

Primary partners in the SD PPR

South Dakota

Priority Species

« Bobolink

o Black tern

o Marbled godwit

o Mallard

o Blue-winged teal

« Northern pintail

o Gadwall
 Northern shoveler

o American avocet

« Topeka shiner

o Western meadowlark
o LeConte’s sparrow

o Chestnut-collared longspur
o Virginia rail

o Grasshopper sparrow
o Dickcissel

« Wilson’s phalarope

South Dakota Prairie Pothole Region Focus Area Five Year Targets

e Grassland Restoration = 4,500 acres

e Grassland Enhancement = 105,000 acres
e  Wetland Restoration = 1,100 acres

e Wetland Establishment = 450 acres

Implementation strategy for habitat objectives: Grassland
objectives will be met by expanding the number of projects
completed with livestock producers, primarily cattle ranchers.
Wetland objectives will be primarily addressed by restoring
wetlands in partnership with landowners who own and manage land
for non-agricultural purposes or for ranching. A special emphasis
will be placed on integrating wetland and grassland restoration
projects with Service perpetual conservation easements.

Partnerships

e Number of new landowner partners = 350 landowners

e Amount of technical assistance 300 staff/days

e Percentage of leveraging = 70% or more of
non-1121 sources

Implementation strategy for partnership objectives: New partners
will primarily be landowners who value grassland and wetland
habitats. Along with financial assistance, the SD PF'W program
also provides a significant degree of technical assistance for habitat
projects. A primary emphasis will be placed on assisting ranchers
with developing grazing management plans for their operations.
The SD PFW program will continue to secure a high proportion

of “non-1121” funding sources for habitat projects. This will be
accomplished through a combination of grant writing, non-federal
partner contributions and requiring some degree of landowner input
for most projects.

Focus Area include DU, PF,

the South Dakota Association

of Conservation Districts, the
East Dakota Water Development
District, the South Dakota Izaak
Walton League, the Sisseton-

Wahpeton Sioux Tribe, Northern
Prairies Land Trust, the South
Dakota Grassland Coalition, the
South Dakota Department of Game,
Fish and Parks, and hundreds of
landowners.

o Sedge wren
o Ferruginous hawk
o Dakota skipper

=)

JOINT VENTURE

2005 SoutH DAKOTA ALL BIRD CONSERVATION PLAN
Implementation Plan

BY KRISTEL K. BAKKER, PH.D. FOR
SOUTH DAKOTA DEPARTMENT OF GAME, FISH AND PARKS
PIERRE, SOUTH DAKOTA

'WILDLIFE DIVISION REPORT 2005-09

Photos of Greter Sage-Grouse and Long:illed Curlew by Dovg Backlund

The Prairie Pothole Joint Venture Implementation Plan and the South Dakota All Bird Conservation Plan
play an integral role in guiding PF'W philosophy and project implementation in the South Dakota PFW PPR
Focus Area.
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Much of the South Dakota PPR Focus Area is characterized by large grassland tracts with high wetland
densities. USFWS Photo.
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The South Dakota PPR Focus Area annually serves as vital breeding and migration habitat for millions of
waterfowl. Photo by Dennis Larson, NRCS.
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PEFW wetland restoration in the South Dakotd PPR Focus Area. USFWS Pﬁoto.
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PFW grassland restoration
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South Dakota Southern Plains
Focus Area

Focus Area Description and
Justification:

The South Dakota Southern Plains
Focus Area is characterized by
large native grassland tracts and
some of the highest natural wetland
densities in western South Dakota
(Rieger et al. 2006). This area was
slightly adjusted from previous
years to work with key partners in
additional high priority grassland
areas. PFW efforts are largely
based upon the conservation goals
of the North American Waterfowl
Management Plan (NAWMP 2004),
the National Partners in Flight
Plan (Rich et al. 2004, Pashley

et al. 2000), the Northern Great
Plains Joint Venture concept Plan
(NGPJV 2001) and the Northern
Great Plains Joint Venture
(NGPJV) Implementation plan
(Pool and Austin 2006). All of these
plans endorse landscape-scale
habitat work as an effective vehicle
for conservation, particularly for
migratory birds.

Working with ranchers to maintain
and restore grasslands is widely
noted as the most effective way to
conserve trust species habitat in
this region. The 2001 concept plan
for the Northern Great Plains Joint
Venture (NGPJV 2001) notes that-
“Preservation of a ranching lifestyle
is considered critical to maintaining
prairie ecosystems because of the
dependence on grass and other
natural features.” Likewise, the
Partners in Flight conservation
plan (Pashley et al. 2000) for this
portion of South Dakota notes

that “Maintenance of a ranching
economy here is compatible with
the needs of grassland birds and
should be the highest conservation
priority.”

The SD PFW program supports
this philosophy by providing a wide

variety of conservation options to
assist ranchers in meeting their
grassland stewardship goals.
Specific conservation practices cost-
shared by the SD PFW program
include rotational grazing systems,
native grassland restorations and
wetland establishments. Ground
nesting songbirds, shorebirds and
waterfowl receive particularly
high benefits from PFW grassland
conservation efforts.

A diverse group of partners have
joined SD PF'W in conserving this
unique landscape by fostering a
sustainable grassland economy
based on livestock ranching.
Primary partners in this effort
include DU, PF, the South Dakota
Association of Conservation
Districts, the North Central
Resource Conservation and
Development Association, the
Lower Brule Sioux Tribe, the South
Dakota Department of Game,

Fish and Parks, and hundreds of
landowners. Together we strive to

South Dakota

maintain a viable grassland-wetland
landscape that meets the long

term needs of the landscape and
landowners.

Priority Species

+ Long-billed curlew

» Northern pintail

o Short-eared owl

o Lark sparrow

+ Lark bunting

o Chestnut-collared longspur
o Savannah sparrow

o American wigeon

o Black-tailed prairie dog
+ Wilson’s phalarope

o Virginia rail

« Ferruginous hawk

« Black-footed ferret

e (Grassland Restoration =
e (Grassland Enhancement =
e Wetland Establishment =

primarily cattle ranchers.
Partnerships
e Number of new partners =

e Percentage of leveraging

South Dakota Southern Plains Focus Area Five Year Targets

Implementation strategy for habitat objectives: Wetland objectives
will be primarily addressed by creating multiple purpose wetlands
that provide trust species benefits and provide ranchers with
additional options for livestock water and grazing management.
Grassland objectives will be met by expanding the number of
grazing management projects completed with livestock producers,

e Amount of technical assistance 150 staff/days

Implementation strategy for partnership objectives: New partners
will primarily be landowners who value grassland habitats for
livestock grazing. Along with financial assistance, the SD PFW
program also provides a significant degree of technical assistance
for habitat projects. A primary emphasis will be placed on assisting
ranchers with developing grazing management plans for their
operations. The SD PFW program will continue to secure a high
proportion of “non-1121" funding sources for our habitat projects.
This will be accomplished through a combination of grant writing,
non-federal partner contributions and requiring some degree of
landowner input for most projects.

600 acres
15,000 acres
600 acres

190 landowners

60% or more of non 1121 sources
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PFW grassland restoration in the Southern Plains Focus Area. USFWS photos.
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South Dakota High Plains
Focus Area
—

Focus Area Description and
Justification:

The South Dakota High Plains
Focus Area is characterized by
large native grassland tracts
interspersed with a wide variety
of riparian features (Rieger et

al. 2006). The northwest portion
of this area is the only region of
South Dakota containing sagebrush
communities. The F'Y 2012-2016
strategic plan boundary of the
High Plains Focus Area was
updated slightly from previous
years, based on new location data
for greater sage-grouse leks. SD
PFW program efforts within this
focus area are closely aligned with
the conservation goals of the North
American Waterfowl Management
Plan (NAWMP 2004), the National
Partners in Flight Plan (Rich

et al. 2004, Pashely et al. 2000),
the Northern Great Plains Joint
Venture Concept Plan (NGPJV
2001), the Northern Great Plains
Joint Venture Implementation
Plan (Pool and Austin 2006). All
of these bird conservation efforts
endorse landscape scale habitat
work as an effective vehicle for bird
conservation.

The SD PFW program works

hard to implement this concept

by working closely with local
ranchers. For example, wetland
creations provide wildlife habitat
and also serve as a vital tool for
supporting a ranch-based grassland
economy. The 2001 concept plan
for the Northern Great Plains

Joint Venture (NGPJV 2001) notes
that-“Shallow-water impoundments
provide several positive benefits

to the NGPJV landscape. In

the broadest terms, they help to
keep ranchers in the business of
growing grass instead of converting
grasslands to tillage agriculture.”
Other typical conservation actions
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offered via the PFW program in
the High Plains Focus Area include
riparian fencing, rotational grazing
systems and native grassland
restorations.

Primary partners assisting the

SD PFW program in the High
Plains Focus Area include DU, PF,
the South Dakota Association of
Conservation Districts, the North
Central Resource Conservation
and Development Association,

the National Fish and Wildlife
Foundation, the South Dakota
Department of Game, Fish and

Parks, and hundreds of landowners.

Priority Species

Sprague’s pipit
Chestnut-collared longspur
Northern pintail

American wigeon

Greater sage-grouse
Long-billed curlew
Brewer’s sparrow
Black-billed cuckoo
Upland sandpiper
Grasshopper sparrow

South Dakota High Plains Focus Area Five Year Targets

e (Grassland Restoration = 300 acres
e Grassland Enhancement = 10,000 acres
e Wetland Establishment = 300 acres

Implementation strategy for habitat objectives: Riparian objectives
will be reached by continuing to expand riparian based partnerships
throughout the focus area. Specifically, the PEW program will
continue to work closely with local conservation districts to identify
strategic riparian restoration locations and funding opportunities.
Wetland objectives will be primarily addressed by establishing
multiple purpose wetlands that provide trust species benefits and
provide ranchers with additional options for livestock water and
grazing management. Grassland objectives will be met by
expanding the number of grazing management projects completed
with livestock producers, primarily cattle ranchers. In addition to
direct benefits to conservation, PFW wetland and grassland
projects can also play an important role in moderating any potential
future effects of climate change (Milmoe and Forman 2008). For
example, managed grasslands have the ability to retain carbon
(Conant 2010) and provide the most favorable watershed conditions
for maintaining wetland hydrology (Voldseth et al. 2009).

Partnerships

e Number of new partners 110 landowners

¢ Amount of technical assistance = 75 staff/days

e Percentage of leveraging = 60% or more of non-1121
sources

Implementation strategy for partnership objectives: New partners
will primarily be landowners who value grassland and riparian
habitats. Along with financial assistance, the SD PFW program
also provides a significant degree of technical assistance for habitat
projects. A primary emphasis will be placed on assisting ranchers
with developing grazing management and riparian deferment plans
for their operations. The SD PFW program will continue to secure
a high proportion of “non-1121” funding sources for our habitat
projects. This will be accomplished through a combination of grant
writing, non-federal partner contributions and requiring some
degree of landowner input for most projects.




South Dakota Statewide Goals m o

South

Dakota

Wyoming

Nebraska
Objectives:

e Actively participate in 50 meetings, conferences or workshops throughout South Dakota.

e Actively participate in, or sponsor, 15 landowner-based field tours throughout South Dakota.

e Actively participate in 20 NRCS technical committee meetings or associated sub-committee
meetings throughout South Dakota.
Actively participate in 5 Congressional outreach activities or briefings.
Participate in, or facilitate, 5 media events/stories on private lands conservation in South Dakota.
Participate in the meetings of, or provide information to the Prairie Pothole Joint Venture or the
Northern Great Plains Joint Venture at least 15 times collectively.

e Participate in, or facilitate, 10 school field trips or other environmental education events.

Improve Information Sharing and Communication

Implementation Strategy: As in previous years, the primary vehicle for improved communication with
landowner groups will be the ongoing relationship between the SD PF'W program and the South Dakota
Association of Conservation Districts. PFW program routinely participates in county level conservation
district functions and this relationship is the basis of many multi-partner funding agreements. In addition,
the SD PFW program will remain very active in the NRCS state technical committee. Specifically,
PFW program personnel are standing members of the sub-committees for the WRP, GRP, WHIP, EQIP,
and CRP. The SD PFW program will continue to improve communications at the regional and national
levels by maintaining a strong presence in a wide variety of work groups and committees. Specifically,
PFW employees are standing members of the Services’ Farm Bill Working Group, the Northern Great
Plains Working Group and the technical committees of both the Prairie Pothole and Northern Great
Plains Joint Ventures.

PFW wetland establishment in the High Plains Focus Area. Photo by Steve Fairbairn, USFWS.
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Enhance Our Workforce

Objectives:

e Annually provide each PFW biologist 40 hours of training on a wide variety of topics including,
but not limited to, habitat conservation, GIS techniques, career development and natural resource
conservation policy.

e Annually provide award recognition for two key PFW accomplishments.

e Strategically place new PF'W biologists in initial positions where they can be effectively mentored
by senior PE'W staff.

Implementation Strategy: Most PF'W training needs will be met through the annual PFW staff meeting.
Annual PFW program training provides a mix of policy updates, technical training and guest
presentations. These sessions also have input from key partners throughout South Dakota. Ad hoc
meetings and training sessions will be held as necessary. The current PFW staffing chart has biological
science technician positions approved for key locations throughout the state. These positions are
currently all vacant. In the future, when staffing these positions, a primary consideration will be

locating new staff where they can best be mentored by senior PFW field biologists.

I \t‘\‘i‘

= 3 = P — -
o : - 7; § qﬂ ==
- - [, p . e
! !
N v N

PFW Biologist Jennifer Briggs
working with landowners on a

American avocet on a PFW wetland establishment in the High Plains grassland conservation tour.

focus area. Photo by Steve Fairbairn, USFWS. USFWS Photo.
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