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Final Environmental Assessment for Migratory Game Bird, Upland Game, 
and Big Game Hunting on Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge 

Date: July 2020 
This final environmental assessment (EA) reflects the proposed action as presented in the draft 
EA, our responses to public comments, and any subsequent changes to the proposed action based 
on comments. As noted in the response to comments, the area being opened for mule deer and 
pronghorn has been reduced from the proposed 12,692 acres to 6,253 acres. We have reviewed 
components of the analysis that may have changed as a result of this reduction in hunting area. 
The draft EA was prepared to evaluate the effects associated with this proposed action and 
complies with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) in accordance with Council on 
Environmental Quality regulations (40 Code of Federal Regulations [CFR] 1500-1508) and 
Department of the Interior (43 CFR 46; 516 DM 8) and United States (U.S.) Fish and Wildlife 
Service (Service) (550 FW 3) regulations and policies. NEPA requires examination of the effects 
of proposed actions on the natural and human environment. 

1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Proposed Action 
The Service is proposing to open hunting opportunities for upland game (chukar partridge and 
cottontail rabbit) on 12,692 acres, big game (mule deer and pronghorn) on 6,253 acres, and open 
additional migratory bird hunting opportunities to include mourning dove and snipe on the Fish 
Springs National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) in accordance with the refuge hunting plan 
(https://www.fws.gov/mountain-prairie/huntfish.php#). 
The refuge is in Juab County, in western Utah, and is one of the most remote refuges of the 
contiguous United States. The refuge is located approximately 165 kilometers to the southwest of 
Salt Lake City, the closest major metropolitan area. The northern border of the refuge is shared 
with the U.S. Army Garrison Dugway Proving Ground while the eastern, southern, and western 
borders are shared with the U.S. Bureau of Land Management (BLM) and two isolated state 
holdings. 
The refuge consists of 17,992 acres of fee title land. Waterfowl hunting is currently authorized 
on 6,439 acres of the refuge, with 11,553 acres closed for hunting and all public access. Current 
and proposed hunting units are depicted in Figure 1. The proposed action would increase total 
acreage open for hunting on the refuge to 12,692 acres for upland game and 6,253 acres for big 
game hunting, and it would retain 6,439 acres for migratory bird hunting. The refuge would be 
open to new species consistent with Utah Division of Wildlife Resources (UDWR) hunting 
regulations. The species italicized below are newly proposed species for hunting in 2020–21. 

• Migratory Game Bird Hunting: Open to duck, coot, goose, snipe, and mourning dove.  

• Upland Game Hunting: Open to chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit (desert and 
mountain). 

• Big Game Hunting: Open to mule deer and pronghorn.  
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Figure 1. Current and Proposed Hunt Units at Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge.  
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This proposed action is often iterative and evolves over time during the process as the agency 
refines its proposal and learns more from the public, tribes, and other agencies. Therefore, the 
final proposed action may be different from the original. The final decision on the proposed 
action will be made at the conclusion of the public comment period for the EA and the Draft 
2020–2021 Refuge-Specific Hunting and Sport Fishing Regulations. Refuge-specific regulations 
also would apply to all alternatives. These regulations are identified in Title 50 of the CFR, 
Section 32.32, and in the refuge hunting plan associated with this document. Refuge-specific 
topics include, but are not limited to, special use permit requirement, type of weapons allowed, 
season dates, and parking restrictions. 

1.2 Background 
National wildlife refuges are guided by the mission and goals of the National Wildlife Refuge 
System (Refuge System), the purposes of an individual refuge, Service policy, and laws and 
international treaties. Relevant guidance includes the National Wildlife Refuge System 
Administration Act of 1966 (NWRSAA), as amended by the National Wildlife Refuge System 
Improvement Act of 1997 (Improvement Act), Refuge Recreation Act of 1962, and selected 
portions of the Code of Federal Regulations and Fish and Wildlife Service Manual.  
The refuge was established pursuant to the Migratory Bird Conservation Act (MBCA) by the 
Migratory Bird Conservation Commission. The refuge was established in 1959, primarily 
because of its potential attraction to breeding waterfowl, under the MBCA with the stated 
purpose “. . . for use as an inviolate sanctuary, or for any other management purpose, for 
migratory birds” (16 U.S. Code 715d). 
The mission of the refuge, as outlined by the NWRSAA, as amended by the Improvement Act 
(16 U.S. Code 668dd et seq.), is to: 
“. . . to administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, management 
and, where appropriate, restoration of the fish, wildlife, and plant resources and their habitats 
within the United States for the benefit of present and future generations of Americans.”  
The NWRSAA mandates the Secretary of the Interior in administering the System to (16 U.S. 
Code 668dd[a][4]): 

• provide for the conservation of fish, wildlife, and plants, and their habitats within the 
Refuge System; 

• ensure that the biological integrity, diversity, and environmental health of the Refuge 
System are maintained for the benefit of present and future generations of Americans; 

• ensure that the mission of the Refuge System described at 16 U.S. Code 668dd(a)(2) and 
the purposes of each refuge are carried out; 

• ensure effective coordination, interaction, and cooperation with owners of land adjoining 
refuges and the fish and wildlife agency of the states in which the units of the Refuge 
System are located; 

• assist in the maintenance of adequate water quantity and water quality to fulfill the 
mission of the Refuge System and the purposes of each refuge; 

• recognize compatible wildlife-dependent recreational uses as the priority general public 
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uses of the Refuge System through which the American public can develop an 
appreciation for fish and wildlife; 

• ensure that opportunities are provided within the Refuge System for compatible wildlife-
dependent recreational uses; and 

• monitor the status and trends of fish, wildlife, and plants in each refuge. 
Therefore, it is a priority of the Service to provide for wildlife-dependent recreation 
opportunities, including hunting and fishing, when those opportunities are compatible with the 
purposes for which the refuge was established and the mission of the Refuge System. 
Waterfowl hunting is currently permitted within designated areas of the refuge under federal and 
state regulations. There are two special hunting areas with permanent hunting blinds and parking 
in the Avocet Unit. Priority availability of one of these special hunting areas is provided to 
disabled hunters, and the other is available to all hunters through day-use registration. 
Since 2008, the refuge has averaged 643 waterfowl hunter visits per year. All hunting activities 
are planned and operated to compliment the guiding principles with the refuge’s primary goals 
and objectives. The refuge is proposing public hunting on previously closed areas and revising 
regulations to be consistent with Utah State seasons and regulations by allowing hunting of 
mourning dove, snipe, chukar partridge, cottontail rabbit (desert and mountain), mule deer, and 
pronghorn. 

1.3 Purpose and Need for the Proposed Action 
The purpose of this proposed action is to provide compatible hunting opportunities on Fish 
Springs NWR. The need of the proposed action is to meet the Service’s priorities and mandates 
as outlined by the NWRSAA to “recognize compatible wildlife-dependent recreational uses as 
the priority general uses of the NWRS” and “ensure that opportunities are provided within the 
Refuge System for compatible wildlife-dependent recreational uses” (16 U.S. Code 668dd[a][4]). 
The need for the proposed action is to best align hunting regulations with surrounding lands and 
waters to the extent legally practicable and meet additional requirements outlined in Secretarial 
Order 3356. The need for the proposed action is to meet demand for recreational opportunities 
related to hunting and in doing so meets the requirements of Secretarial Order 3366. By 
increasing these hunting opportunities on the refuge, there is more consistent alignment with 
similarly managed Utah waterfowl management areas. 

2.0 Alternatives 

2.1 Alternatives Considered 

Alternative A – Open Hunting to Upland Game, Big Game, and Migratory Birds – 
Proposed Action Alternative 
The refuge has prepared a hunting plan, which is presented in this document as the Proposed 
Action Alternative. Under the Proposed Action Alternative, 12,692 acres of refuge land would be 
opened to upland game, 6,253 acres for big game hunting, and 6,439 acres would be retained for 
current authorized waterfowl species and opened for migratory bird hunting of mourning dove 
and snipe.  
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Hunting season dates are set by the State of Utah regulations for each species. On the refuge, 
hunting of chukar partridge and desert and mountain cottontail rabbit would end earlier than the 
state season to coincide with the last day of waterfowl hunting. This would limit disturbance to 
overwintering waterfowl and other migratory birds. Big game hunting of mule deer and 
pronghorn would be restricted to the state general archery deer and pronghorn seasons. The 
refuge would not be open to the extended archery season, and big game hunting on the refuge 
would end prior to the Youth Waterfowl Hunt. The hunting period for mourning dove would 
begin with the state season and end 15 days thereafter, prior to the Youth Waterfowl Hunt. All 
variations in big game, upland game, and migratory bird hunting season dates would align with 
similarly managed state waterfowl management areas. 
The following is a list of proposed changes to the refuge hunting program. A more detailed 
description can be found in the hunting plan. 
Areas to Be Opened 
Create Chukar Unit (6,253 acres) and open to all permitted species except migratory birds. 
Species to Be Taken – Migratory birds 
Mourning dove to be hunted in areas open to migratory bird hunting (6,439 acres) with shotgun 
and nontoxic shot only for a 15-day season starting with the state season and in concurrence with 
state regulations. Mourning dove hunting on the refuge would end prior to the Youth Waterfowl 
Hunt. 
Wilson’s snipe to be hunted in areas open to migratory bird hunting (6,439 acres) with shotgun 
and nontoxic shot only in concurrence with state seasons and regulations. 
Species to be Taken – Upland Game 
Chukar partridge to be hunted in open areas of the refuge (12,692 acres) with shotgun, nontoxic 
shot, and archery equipment only in concurrence with state regulations and with an adjusted 
season closure that conforms with the last day of the regular waterfowl season. 
Cottontail rabbit (desert and mountain) to be hunted in open areas of the refuge (12,692 acres) 
with shotgun, nontoxic shot, and archery equipment only in concurrence with state regulations 
and with an adjusted season closure that conforms with the last day of the regular waterfowl 
season. 
Species to be Taken – Big Game 
Mule deer to be hunted in open areas of the refuge (6,253 acres) in concurrence with state 
general archery season and regulations. Mule deer hunting on the refuge would end prior to the 
Youth Waterfowl Hunt. 
Pronghorn to be hunted in open areas of the refuge (6,253 acres) in concurrence with state 
general archery season and regulations. Pronghorn hunting on the refuge would end prior to the 
Youth Waterfowl Hunt. 
Proposed Regulation Changes 
These refuge-specific regulations would be published in the Federal Register as part of the 2020–
2021 refuge regulations:  
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(b) Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge— 

(1) Migratory game bird hunting. We allow hunting of duck, coot, goose, snipe, and 
mourning dove on designated areas of the refuge subject to the following conditions: 

(i) We allow the use of small boats (15 feet or less) when hunting. We prohibit the 
use of gasoline motors and airboats. 

(ii) You may enter the refuge two hours prior to legal sunrise and must exit the 
refuge by one and a half hours after legal sunset.  

(iii) Migratory bird hunting is restricted to legal shotgun only. Crossbow, 
archery, and falconry hunting is prohibited. 

(iv) You may possess only approved nontoxic shot while in the field.  

(v) The refuge mourning dove hunting period will begin with the state season and 
end 15 days thereafter. 

(2) Upland game hunting. We allow hunting of chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit 
(desert and mountain) in designated areas of the refuge subject to the following 
conditions: 

(i) You may possess only approved nontoxic shot while in the field. 

(ii) Upland game hunting is restricted to legal shotgun and archery equipment 
only. Crossbow, falconry, and handgun hunting is prohibited.  

(3) Big Game Hunting. We allow hunting of mule deer and pronghorn on designated 
areas of the refuge subject to the following conditions: 

(i) We are only open for the mule deer and pronghorn general archery season.  

(ii) We are closed for the state any-legal weapon, muzzleloader, and extended 
archery seasons. 

Mitigation Measures to Avoid Conflicts 
Migratory bird hunting would be expanded to include mourning dove and snipe, but additional 
acres would not be open to this opportunity because doing so would not be compatible with the 
provisions of the MBCA. Increasing access to additional areas would exceed the 40 percent 
threshold of the inviolate sanctuary provisions for migratory birds (16 U.S. Code 
668dd[d][1][A]). Waterfowl species would follow the UDWR regular state hunting season and 
not the extended light goose season. Hunting season for mourning dove would begin with state 
season and end 15-days thereafter. The mourning dove hunt period would end prior to the Youth 
Waterfowl Hunt in order to prevent conflicts with waterfowl hunters. This is in alignment with 
similarly managed state waterfowl management areas. 
Upland game hunting of chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit (desert and mountain) would end 
on the last day of the UDWR regular waterfowl hunting season, which is earlier than the state 
season for these species. This is in alignment with similarly managed state waterfowl 
management areas. The purpose of the early end to these seasons is to limit disturbance to 
overwintering waterfowl and migratory birds.  
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Big game hunting of mule deer and pronghorn would be for the general archery season only and 
end prior to the start of the Youth Waterfowl Hunt. This is in alignment with similarly managed 
state waterfowl management areas. There are legitimate safety concerns associated with the use 
of long-range weapons during big game seasons that run concurrently with the waterfowl season. 
The terrain of the refuge is flat with no available backstops. There is also potential for conflict 
between big game and waterfowl hunters who use the same hunting areas at the same time. Both 
hunter groups tend to be well camouflaged in dense vegetation. As waterfowl hunters are 
generally shooting at a high angle into the air, big game hunters would be shooting along the 
ground, which could result in the severe injury or death of a nearby waterfowl hunter. Allowing 
long-range weapons would pose a safety concern for refuge employees who live and work in 
close proximity to the hunting units, as well as other public users of the refuge. 
This alternative offers increased opportunities for public hunting and fulfills the Service’s 
mandate under the Improvement Act. The Service has determined that the hunting plan would be 
compatible with the purposes of the refuge and the mission of the Refuge System. 
Biological Conflicts 
The refuge reduces conflict related to biological resources by adopting a “wildlife first” principle 
explicitly stated in the Improvement Act. The staff would monitor species population trends to 
ensure that target species can be hunted on the refuge without adversely affecting the species. 
These monitoring activities include direct observation of populations, consultation with state and 
Service species specialists, and review of current species survey information and research.  
The refuge limits or excludes hunting activities where there are biological concerns. This is the 
case for several units that are closed to hunting specifically to provide a sanctuary for migratory 
birds in an area otherwise hunted for migratory birds. These areas are off limits to all hunting and 
public access. Although not proposed in this current plan, the refuge, in the future, could limit or 
exclude hunting activities on additional portions of the refuge to avoid conflicts related to 
biological resources, such as threatened or endangered species. Special hunts could also be used 
to manage hunting pressure, provide increased opportunities, and manage overall take at 
appropriate levels. 
An Endangered Species Act Section 7 Intra-Service consultation (Appendix D) was conducted, 
and it was determined that the proposed alternative is not likely conflict with recovery or 
protection of two species. A determination of “No Effect” was made for the yellow-billed 
cuckoo, because the proposed project would not directly or indirectly affect (neither negatively 
nor beneficially) individuals of listed, proposed, or candidate species or designated or proposed 
critical habitat of such species. Given the change to the hunting unit boundary (reduction to the 
Chukar Unit), the proposed action would likely have no effect on Ute ladies’-tresses. This re-
assessment was made due to the lack of suitable habitat located in the reduced hunting area of 
the refuge. The Chukar Unit is most shrubland, intermittent playas, and bare soil. Section 7 of the 
Endangered Species Act requires federal agencies to evaluate potential impacts on threatened 
and endangered species and their habitats and an EA under NEPA specifically for the hunting 
program and addresses each of these species. A list of scientific names and categorization of 
species referred to in this document can be found in Appendix B.  
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Public Use Conflicts 
In an effort to reduce conflicts with priority nonhunting recreational uses outlined in the 
Improvement Act, and for public safety, the refuge designates areas open to hunting and enforces 
refuge-specific regulations. The boundaries of all lands owned or managed by the Service are 
posted with refuge boundary signs. Areas administratively closed to hunting are clearly marked 
with “No Hunting Zone” or “Area beyond This Sign Closed” signs. Overall, hunting impacts on 
visitor services/recreation opportunities are considered short-term, minor, and local. Past 
conflicts have been minimal, and we anticipate future conflicts to be about the same.  
Administrative Use Conflicts 
The most potential for conflict with management activities occurs in areas where habitat 
treatments are conducted. Habitat treatments such as invasive species treatment may generate a 
temporary closure of an area. Notice or information about any of these closures may be posted 
and available at the refuge office to mitigate conflicts.  

Alternative B – Maintain Current Hunting Opportunities – No Action Alternative 
Under this alternative, current refuge hunting opportunities for waterfowl migratory game birds 
would continue and remain the same throughout current open areas of the refuge. The refuge 
would continue to serve as habitat for fish and wildlife as well as provide outdoor recreational 
opportunities for all six priority wildlife-dependent public uses—hunting, fishing, wildlife 
observation, photography, environmental education, and interpretation. 
This alternative would continue to exclude hunting of upland game species (chukar partridge and 
cottontail rabbit [desert and mountain]) and big game species (mule deer and pronghorn). This 
alternative would not open 12,692 acres to upland game and big game species. This alternative 
would continue to exclude hunting of mourning dove and snipe as migratory game birds on the 
6,439 acres that is currently open to waterfowl hunting.  
All other public uses on the refuge would not change and would continue to be managed as 
described in current plans, which are as follows: 

• open to waterfowl hunting only on 6,439 acres; 

• closed to waterfowl hunting and all public access on 11,553 acres; 

• open to public use along 21 mile auto tour route from August 15 to April 15; 

• partial closure of auto tour route from April 15 through August 15 to limit disturbance to 
breeding birds. 

2.2 Alternative(s) Considered, But Dismissed from Further Consideration 

• Hunting of mule deer and pronghorn with all legal weapons per state regulations was 
considered but dismissed from further consideration. 

• Opening additional areas to upland and big game hunting was considered, but areas with 
heavy public use, refuge staff quarters and work sites, and areas with sensitive cultural 
resources were determined not to be compatible for opening. 
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3.0 Affected Environment and Environmental Consequences 

3.1 Affected Environment 
The primary affected environment is the refuge, which encompasses 17,992 acres in Juab 
County, Utah, and the surrounding area. Refuge lands comprise many habitat types, such as 
marsh and open water (23 percent) (52 acres permanently flooded, 1,166 acres semi-permanently 
flooded, and 2,898 acres seasonally flooded); saturated or intermittently flooded wet meadow (20 
percent); saturated or intermittently flooded playa (10 percent), wet shrubland (45 percent), dry-
mesic shrubland (1.8 percent), and barren rockface (0.3 percent). 
The refuge consists of nine major impoundments units that are controlled and maintained by a 
system of constructed ditches, earthen dams, and water control structures that allow manipulation 
of water levels in any one unit at any given time, based upon management objectives and the 
time of year.  
The spring water flows for the refuge are part of the Great Salt Lake Desert regional ground 
water flow system, discharging along a fault line on the east side of the Fish Springs Mountain 
Range. The spring water is clear, warm (~74° F), brackish (3,000 to 5,000 μS/cm), and flows 
consistently at approximately 30 cubic-feet-second (cfs). As one of the more substantial and 
isolated wetlands in an otherwise arid environment, the refuge plays a regionally important role 
for migratory birds by providing stopover habitat in fall and spring, breeding habitat in summer, 
or as an overwintering area. Open water habitats maintained by thermal waters within spring 
basins and managed sites within the impoundments provide habitat for birds that overwinter on 
the refuge. 
The proposed action would create the 6,253-acre Chukar Unit, composed mostly of wet 
shrubland and playa to increase hunting area for upland and big game species. (See map of the 
general area and proposed project site on the refuge in the hunting plan.)  
Tables 1 through 6 provides additional, brief descriptions of each resource affected by the 
proposed action.  
For more information regarding the affected environment, please see Chapter 3 of the refuge’s 
CCP (https://ecos.fws.gov/ServCat/DownloadFile/1400). 

3.2 Environmental Consequences of the Action 
This section analyzes the environmental consequences of the action on each affected resource, 
including direct and indirect effects. This EA only includes the written analyses of the 
environmental consequences on a resource when the impacts on that resource could be more than 
negligible and therefore considered an “affected resource.” Any resources that would not be 
more than negligibly impacted by the action have been dismissed from further analyses. 
Tables 1 through 5 provide: 

• a brief description of the affected resources in the proposed action area; and 

• effects of the proposed action and any alternatives on those resources, including direct 
and indirect effects. 

Table 6 provides a brief description of the cumulative impacts of the proposed action and any 
alternatives.  
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Impact Types: 

• Direct effects are those that are caused by the action and occur at the same time and 
place. 

• Indirect effects are those that are caused by the action and are later in time or farther 
removed in distance but are still reasonably foreseeable. 

• Cumulative impacts result from the incremental impact of the action when added to other 
past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future actions regardless of what agency 
(federal or nonfederal) or person undertakes such other actions.
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Table 1. Affected Natural Resources and Anticipated Direct and Indirect Impacts of the Proposed Action and Any 
Alternatives. 

Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Chukar Partridge  

The chukar partridge, Alectoris chukar, is also known 
as the chukar and the Indian chukar. The chukar is 
native of the Middle East and Southern Asia. Efforts 
to establish this species in Utah began in 1951. This 
is a popular game bird species in Utah because it is 
known for being highly palatable. Global breeding 
population is estimated to be at 7.8 million with 
390,000 in North America (Partners in Flight 2019). 
Chukars occur in dry high-elevation shrublands 
throughout Utah on steep, rocky hillsides with a 
mixture of brush, grasses, and forbs.  

Estimated Hunter Numbers: 4 
Estimated Take: 4 
During the breeding season, chukars require a nearby water 
source, which attracts them to the refuge. Chukars on the refuge 
breed and stay near a water source during the summer months and 
then move to higher elevations in the Fish Springs Mountain 
Range (range) west of the refuge in the fall and winter. More 
chukars are known to occur in the canyons of the Fish Springs 
Range, which is mostly on BLM property. The UDWR maintains 
guzzlers in these areas that are utilized by chukars. Chukar 
hunting on BLM property is currently open. The areas opened to 
chukar hunting on the refuge would be limited to areas that would 
not affect public and refuge staff safety. This would be a marginal 
area expansion for chukar hunting because there is more area 
available to hunt on BLM property. In 2018–19, chukar harvest 
statistics for Juab County indicated that1.0 chukars bagged per 
hunter-day (Utah Upland Game Annual Report 2018–19). 

There would be neutral effects on this 
species because no chukar partridges 
would be taken under this alternative. 
There is little opportunity for hunting 
chukar on the refuge outside of areas that 
have safety concerns, wildlife 
disturbance concerns, or areas of 
significant cultural resource concerns. 
There are relatively small numbers of 
chukars on the refuge during hunting 
season; therefore, there would be a 
negligible loss of a hunting opportunity.  

13 



Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Desert and Mountain Cottontail Rabbit  

There are two cottontail rabbit species in Utah, the 
desert cottontail, Sylvilagus audubonii, and the 
mountain cottontail, Sylvilagus nuttalli. These 
species are widely distributed across Utah, from the 
desert areas up to the lower slopes of the mountains. 
Generally, desert cottontails occupy areas below 
6,000 feet in elevation and mountain cottontails 
above 6,000 feet. It is unlikely that desert cottontail 
would occur on the refuge. 

Estimated Hunter Numbers: 10 
Estimated Take: 8 
The highest density of desert cottontail rabbits (rabbit) on the 
refuge is in the vicinity of the headquarters, housing area, and 
Thomas Ranch Watchable Wildlife Area, which is likely 
attributed to the manicured grass lawns, open space for foraging 
with nearby cover, and lower predator densities (for example, 
coyote). The headquarters, housing, and other public use areas 
would be closed to hunting in order to provide for the safety of the 
public and staff. In the proposed areas open to hunting, rabbit 
populations are at a much lower density. It is therefore likely that 
most hunting of rabbits would be opportunistic; that is, a hunter 
would be engaged in some other activity and then harvest a rabbit 
if it happened to be observed. Predation pressure on the refuge is 
likely higher than the surrounding habitat on BLM property 
because of higher densities of coyotes on the refuge. Therefore, a 
hunt of rabbits would likely be more successful on surrounding 
BLM property than on the refuge open hunting areas. For this 
reason, the number of hunters and animals taken is considered to 
be relatively small and would have no population-level impacts. 
The elevation of the hunting area is under 6,000 feet; therefore, 
the take of mountain cottontail rabbits would be extremely 
unlikely. Hunting of mountain cottontail rabbit is permitted in 
order to simplify law enforcement actions. In 2018–19, cottontail 
rabbit harvest statistics for Juab County indicated 0.8 rabbits 
harvested per hunter-day (Utah Upland Game Annual Report 
2018–19). 

There would be neutral effects on this 
species because no desert and mountain 
cottontail would be taken under this 
alternative. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Mourning Dove  

Mourning dove, Zenaida macroura, is one of the 
most abundant bird species in North America and 
occurs throughout Utah. At this time the 
responsibility to manage this species has been 
delegated to the Department of the Interior. The 
primary management goal of the Service is to 
maintain dove populations at a healthy and 
productive state. (Seamans 2018). The Service 
estimates approximately 709,000 dove hunters 
harvested 11,561,100 ± 3 percent mourning doves in 
2017 at a national level. In Utah, there were 29,600 ± 
55 percent doves harvested by 6,800 ± 32 percent 
hunters. Utah represents only 0.3 percent of the total 
doves harvested at a national level and only 1 percent 
of the total dove hunters nationally (Raftovich et al. 
2018). 

Estimated Hunter Numbers: 5 
Estimated Take: 5 
The opportunity for mourning dove (dove) hunting on the refuge 
is limited by the distribution and number of birds. The highest 
density of doves is in the vicinity of the headquarters, housing 
area, and the Thomas Ranch Watchable Wildlife Area, which is 
likely attributed to the presence of the non-native Fremont 
cottonwood (Populus fremontii) for perching habitat. The 
headquarters, housing, and the other public use areas would be 
closed to hunting in order to provide for the safety of the public 
and staff. There is limited perching habitat in the proposed 
hunting area, and therefore mourning dove density is assumed to 
be considerably lower. Since 1971, counts (n = 62) during the 
proposed hunting season have averaged 27 ± 11.5 doves. 
Although the specific location of these counts is not known, a 
conservative estimate would be that at least half were in the 
proposed closed area. At the higher value of the mean, this would 
indicate a density of approximately three doves per acre in the 
area open to migratory bird hunting. With a density this low, it is 
likely that most hunting of doves would be opportunistic; that is, a 
hunter would be engaged in some other activity and then hunt a 
dove if it happened to be observed. For this reason, the number of 
hunters and animals taken is considered to be relatively small and 
would have no population level impacts. 

There would be neutral effects on this 
species because no mourning dove would 
be taken under this alternative. The 
opportunity for mourning dove hunting 
on the refuge is limited by the 
distribution and number of birds; 
therefore, there would be little to no loss 
of a hunting opportunity. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Wilson’s Snipe  

Wilson’s snipe (Gallinago delicata), commonly 
referred to as snipe, can be found in all types of wet, 
marshy settings state wide and occurs throughout the 
year in northern Utah (which is on the southern edge 
of the species’ breeding range), and during the winter 
in southern Utah. Numbers on the refuge are small. 
Global breeding population is estimated to be at 2 
million (Partners in Flight 2019). The Service 
estimates approximately 22,500 snipe hunters 
harvested 42,400 ± 57 percent snipe in 2017 at a 
national level. In Utah, there were 400 ± 138 percent 
snipe harvested by 300 ± 153 percent hunters. Utah 
represents only 0.1 percent of the total snipe 
harvested at a national level and only 1.3 percent of 
the total snipe hunters nationally (Raftovich et al. 
2018). 

Estimated Hunter Numbers: 0 
Estimated Take: 0 
The opportunity for snipe hunting on the refuge is limited by the 
distribution and number of birds. Since 1981, mid-winter counts 
(n=35) averaged 2 ± 0.7 snipe. The maximum number of snipe 
counted on the refuge was 10 in 2003. However, since 2003 the 
maximum count has been 4 (n = 13). Given that so few birds are 
present on the refuge, it is likely that most hunting of snipe would 
be opportunistic; that is, a hunter would be engaged in waterfowl 
hunting and then hunt a snipe if it happened to be observed. For 
this reason, the number of hunters and animals harvested is 
considered to be zero. A law enforcement concern may be that a 
hunter could misidentify a shorebird, such as dowitcher or 
yellowlegs species, for a snipe. However, given the small number 
of these shorebirds that are present during the hunting season and 
the low number of hunters that would be actively hunting snipe, 
the potential for accidental take to have an impact is also 
considered to be negligible. 

There would be neutral effects on this 
species because no Wilson’s snipe 
(snipe) would be taken under this 
alternative. The refuge contains small 
populations of snipe; thus, there would 
be little to no lost hunting opportunity for 
this species. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Mule Deer  

The mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus) is indigenous 
to western North America and is only found on the 
western Great Plains, in the Rocky Mountains, in the 
United States Southwest, and on the West Coast of 
North America. In 2018, the Utah population 
estimate for mule deer was 372,500 deer (Utah Mule 
Deer Statewide Management Plan 2019). 

Estimated Hunter Numbers: 2 
Estimated Take: 1 
Mule deer may provide a hunting opportunity with the half-dozen 
deer that currently use the refuge. The average population of deer 
on the refuge and their use of the adjacent Fish Springs Range 
typically does not exceed 8–12 adult deer with 2–3 bucks (Banta, 
personal communication, 2019). It is likely that deer in the 
surrounding population use the refuge during the summer dry 
season. However, only a few seasonal/transient deer occupy 
nearby ranges in low densities. 
The nearby Fish Springs Range provides complete visibility of 
almost the entire refuge. A hunter would have the ability to 
pattern deer behavioral activity from this vantage point. However, 
given the Chukar Unit location on the eastern and southern side of 
the refuge, success would be challenging if deer do not move from 
the closed areas (e.g., near headquarters and Thomas Ranch site). 
In 2017, the total winter population estimate of the West Desert 
subunit was 9,500 (Utah Big Game Annual Report 2017). The 
refuge deer population represents approximately 0.13 percent of 
the regional deer population. Under the assumption that there is 
no new migration from the outside, if deer on the refuge are 
successfully harvested, they may no longer use refuge lands or 
usage may be restricted to the closed areas due to the increase in 
hunting pressure and small number of deer that are present. Over 
time, this would reduce the number of animals to harvest, which 
would reduce the number of hunter visits on an annual basis. It is 
likely a self-limiting hunting opportunity; that is, the number and 
success rate of hunters is limited by the number of deer present on 
the refuge. 

There would be neutral effects on this 
species because no mule deer would be 
taken under this alternative. Under this 
alternative, there would be the lost 
opportunity to hunt the mule deer that are 
present.  
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

For this reason, the number of hunters and animals harvested is 
considered to be negligible to the regional deer population. With 
deer hunting limited to the Chukar Unit, disturbance to deer in the 
closed areas likely would be minimal, increasing the chance deer 
would remain on the refuge. Depending on the pressure in the 
Chukar Unit, some disturbance may occur.  

 Pronghorn  

The pronghorn (Antilocapra americana) is a species 
of artiodactyl (even-toed, hoofed) mammal 
indigenous to interior western and central North 
America. It is estimated that approximately 800,000 
pronghorn occur across their entire range. (Vore 
2016). In Utah, a 2017 population estimate indicated 
15,695 animals statewide, with only 350 in the West 
Desert, Snake Valley management unit in which the 
refuge resides (Utah Pronghorn Statewide 
Management Plan 2017). 

Estimated Hunter Numbers: 0 
Estimated Take: 0 
Pronghorn are rarely observed on the refuge during the late 
summer general archery season. It is far more likely for a hunter 
to encounter a pronghorn among the tens of thousands of acres of 
open BLM tracts while in transit to the refuge than to happen 
upon an animal using the open areas on the refuge. In 2017 there 
were only four limited-entry buck pronghorn permit holders that 
harvested three animals (Utah Big Game Annual Report 2017). 
Given the short season (14 days), few hunters, and the low chance 
of harvesting an animal on the refuge, no take of pronghorn would 
be expected to be any take of pronghorn on the refuge in the 
Chukar Unit. 

There would be neutral effects on this 
species because no pronghorn would be 
taken under this alternative. Pronghorn 
are observed on the refuge only 
sporadically and do not normally use the 
refuge during the hunting season. 
Because the refuge contains small 
populations of pronghorn, there would be 
no lost hunting opportunity for this 
species. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Waterfowl (Duck, Geese, American Coot)  

In the Migratory Bird Hunting Activity and Harvest 
During the 2017–18 Hunting Seasons report (August 
2018), the Service estimates that 225,700±16 percent 
ducks, 27,000±28 percent geese, 3,300 ± 76 percent 
(coot) were harvested in Utah by 16,300±23 percent 
(duck), 9,200±19 percent (goose), 1,200 ± 64 percent 
(coot) hunters. Each duck and goose hunter harvested 
an average of 15.6±10 percent and 5.8±17 percent, 
respectively. Total ducks harvested at the Pacific 
Flyway level 2,720,200±10 percent (Raftovich et al. 
2018). 

Estimated Additional Hunter Numbers: 0 
Estimated Additional Take: 0 
The refuge is currently well known for its waterfowl hunting 
opportunities. Due to the relatively small increase in hunting 
opportunities there is not expected to be an increase in waterfowl 
hunters due to this proposed expansion to new species and areas. 
The hunting plan is designed to reduce conflicts between hunters 
which should prevent a decline of waterfowl hunters using the 
refuge. 

Harvest numbers and the number of 
hunters would stay the same as previous 
years because no additional lands would 
be open for hunting waterfowl. In 2017 
and 2018, there were 547 and 755 
waterfowl hunting visits, respectively, on 
the refuge and it is estimated that there 
would be 600 waterfowl hunting visits in 
2020. There is not expected to cause any 
population level effects on waterfowl 
species. 

 Other Wildlife and Aquatic Species  

Since 1960, a comprehensive list of wildlife species 
has been compiled for the refuge, documenting the 
occurrence of 12 species of reptiles, 2 species of 
amphibians, 4 species of fish, 44 species of 
mammals, and 291 species of birds. Of these, at least 
24 species of mammals and 72 species of birds breed 
on the refuge (USFWS 2004a). Numerous 
invertebrate species have also been recorded.  

Increased hunting may result in additional short-term disturbance 
to wildlife over a larger area, because additional units would be 
open to hunting as well as additional opportunities for hunting of 
new species. Because the number of expected hunters is relatively 
low, the increase in disturbance to other wildlife and aquatic 
species is expected to be a small. Therefore, hunting impacts on 
other wildlife and their habitats and impacts on the biological 
diversity of the refuge, would not be significant. 

Waterfowl hunting activities on the 
refuge do result in short-term disturbance 
to wildlife and aquatic species in the area 
where hunting is permitted. This 
disturbance includes temporary 
displacement of migratory and resident 
wildlife from vehicle and foot traffic 
moving through the area. Under this 
alternative, there would be no additional 
effect on wildlife and aquatic species 
because no additional hunting or access 
would be permitted. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

Birds 
The refuge was established because of the diversity 
and large number of waterfowl attracted to the 
wetland habitat surrounded by an arid landscape. 
During fall migration, up to 30,000 ducks—
predominantly mallard, pintail, American wigeon, 
and green-winged teal—have been recorded. The 
refuge attracts hundreds of wetland dependent 
species during migration, and there are 
approximately 72 breeding species. Open-water 
habitats maintained by thermal waters within spring 
basins and managed sites within the impoundment 
system provide for more than 40 species of birds that 
overwinter on the refuge. A number of shorebird 
species, such as snowy plover, are present during 
summer months. Great blue herons and black-
crowned night herons are year-round marsh residents. 
Mammals 
An inventory of mammalian species of the refuge 
was first completed in the summer of 1958 (Hansen 
1958) and the refuge’s inventory list has since been 
periodically updated. The majority of species include 
small rodents and bats. Coyotes, rabbits, and 
introduced muskrats are commonly observed. A 
small mule deer population uses the refuge, primarily 
in late summer and fall. Pronghorn are occasionally 
observed. 

Direct impacts on nonhunted migratory 
birds such as raptors and songbirds are 
considered negligible. Indirect impacts 
on migratory birds are also minimal and 
do not appreciably reduce their numbers 
at the population level. There would be 
negligible impacts to shorebirds and 
wading birds by hunting since, in most 
cases, they have already migrated 
through the area prior to the fall hunting 
season. Disturbance by hunting to non-
hunted migratory birds would not have 
substantial negative indirect impacts 
because the majority of hunting does not 
coincide with the nesting season. 
Flushing disturbance to migratory birds 
by hunters would be short-term and have 
no impact on individuals or populations. 
As a way to mitigate this the refuge has 
permitted only the use of nontoxic 
ammunition. The active breeding season 
for most birds (with the exception of 
winter breeding raptors) is April–July. 
Hunting would not occur within this 
period; therefore, no conflict is expected. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

Reptiles and Amphibians 
There have been no recent monitoring or research 
studies completed on the refuge for reptile or 
amphibian species. The last report on file of an 
investigation on the refuge was completed by McKell 
et al. (1999) on the status of non-native bullfrogs and 
northern leopard frogs. Bullfrogs are most often 
observed in and near the refuge’s thermal springs, 
and northern leopard frogs are most often observed 
downstream from the springs in marsh areas well 
distant from the springs. Numbers of both species 
appears abundant and stable.  
Fish 
The Utah chub (Gila atraria) and speckled dace 
(Rhinichthys osculus) are currently present and native 
to Fish Springs; Western mosquitofish (Gambusia 
affinis) are non-native and currently distributed 
widely across the refuge. The name “Fish Springs” is 
believed to have originated from the numerous 
presences of Utah Chub in the waters of the springs.  
Least chub formerly existed across the Bonneville 
Basin and was believed to have historically inhabited 
the refuge but is now limited to 10 isolated springs in 
other areas of central Utah (Oliver and Tuhy 2010). 
The nearest wild populations to Fish Springs include 
three populations within Snake Valley in Utah’s 
West Desert, including the Leland Harris Spring 
Complex, Gandy Marsh, and Bishop Spring Complex 
(USFWS 2014). 

Meso-mammals, such as coyote and kit 
fox, may be disturbed; however, the 
impact would likely be infrequent and of 
short duration when they did occur. 
Bobcat is a nocturnal species that is not 
likely to interact with hunters. Small 
mammals such as voles, rats, and mice 
are generally nocturnal or secretive. Both 
of these qualities make hunter 
interactions with small mammals very 
rare. Hibernation, or torpor, of cold-
blooded reptiles and amphibians also 
limits their activity during most of the 
hunting season when temperatures are 
low. Hunters would rarely encounter 
reptiles and amphibians during most of 
the hunting season. 
Some species of butterflies and moths are 
migratory and would not be present for 
most of the refuge hunting season. 
Resident invertebrates are not active 
during cold weather and would have few 
interactions with hunters during the 
hunting season. Impacts on these species 
due to habitat disturbance related to 
hunting are negligible at the local and 
flyway levels. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

Aquatic Invertebrates 
Aquatic invertebrates are an important food resource 
for breeding and migratory birds. Approximately 38 
families of aquatic invertebrates have been identified 
on the refuge. 

 Threatened and Endangered Species and Other Special Status 
Species 

 

Yellow-Billed Cuckoo 
The yellow-billed cuckoo (Coccyzus americanus) is a 
neotropical migratory bird. The decline of the 
western population of the yellow-billed cuckoo due 
to loss of riparian habitat has been reported 
consistently (Tate and Tate 1982; Finch 1992). 
Ute Ladies’-Tresses 
The Ute ladies’-tresses (Spiranthes diluvialis) is an 
orchid that occurs at elevations below 6,500 feet in 
moist to wet alluvial meadows, flood plains of 
perennial streams, and around springs and lakes 
(USFWS 1992). Once thought to be fairly common 
in low elevation riparian areas in Colorado, Utah, and 
Nevada, the orchid is currently rare in all three states. 

The refuge does not contain the habitat requirements of the 
yellow-billed cuckoo, and there is no breeding activity known to 
occur. Therefore, the yellow-billed cuckoo is not expected to be 
affected by hunting because they would more than likely not be 
found on the refuge during hunting season, and if they are the 
effect would be limited to short-term disturbance. 
No surveys have been conducted on the refuge to determine the 
potential occurrence of the Ute ladies’-tresses. The blooming 
period is generally from late July through August. There is an 
overlap of the blooming period with the mid-August start of the 
hunting season of mule deer and pronghorn; however, the Chukar 
Unit does not contain suitable habitat for Ute ladies’-tresses. The 
early-September start of the hunting season of mourning dove and 
cottontail rabbit could occur in the wetland units. Hunting 
activities could result in the foot trampling of blooming plants. 
The chance of this occurring is fairly small because the plant is 
typically found in relatively open areas and hunters prefer dense 
vegetative cover for camouflage. The presence of this species on 
the refuge is currently unknown, but it is assumed to be sparse. 
The hunting season of other migratory birds and upland game 
would occur outside of the blooming period and would have no 
effect to this species. 

Same as the Proposed Action 
Alternative. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Vegetation  

Vegetation of the refuge can broadly be divided into 
marsh and open-water (composed of submergent and 
emergent plants), wet meadow, wet shrubland, playa, 
and dry-mesic shrubland. Different plant community 
types are delineated based on water regime, dominant 
species, soil composition, and elevation (USFWS 
2016).  
The open-water and submerged aquatic plants are 
intermixed with heavily vegetated aquatic to flood 
tolerant grass-dominated marshlands.  
Wet meadow consists of heavily vegetated, 
seasonally saturated to intermittently flooded, 
grasslands. Wet shrubland is sparsely to moderately 
vegetated shrubland.  
Playa consists of saturated to intermittently flooded 
non-vegetated alkali mudflat. 
Dry-mesic shrubland occurs as alluvial fans along the 
piedmont borders of the Fish Springs Range and is 
characterized by rocky-sandy soils. 

Areas of the refuge currently open to waterfowl hunting would 
experience relatively small additional foot traffic due to the 
limited number of hunters that are expected to be added. The new 
Chukar Unit that is proposed to be opened would experience 
additional foot traffic, but the effects on the dominant vegetation 
types (wet shrubland and playa) is expected to be negligible.  
The spread of invasive species, both terrestrial and aquatic, would 
be possible via hunter activity; however, it is not expected to be 
significant. 

There would be neutral effects on the 
plant community under this alternative. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Geology and Soils  

The Fish Springs Flat is a down-faulted, sediment-
filled basin formed between two tilted blocks of 
Paleozoic and Tertiary rock (USFWS 2016). One 
block forms the Thomas and Dugway ranges to the 
east of the refuge, the other forming the Fish Springs 
Range to the west (Oviatt 1991). Paleozoic strata in 
both ranges generally dip to the west or northwest. 
Surface deposits comprise late Pleistocene and 
Holocene alluvium. Playa covers the flat floor along 
northern portions of the flat. 
Marsh soils are generally sandy-clay and about 1.8 
meters deep. These soils occur on top of an 
impervious hardpan layer. Peat deposits 1.2 meters 
deep or less occur in the drainage areas downstream 
from the major springs. These soils are mildly 
alkaline, having a pH of about 8.0. According to 
samples analyzed by McKnight and Low (1969), 
soils within Fish Springs marsh contain low levels of 
organic matter, between 1.6 percent and 10.8 percent. 

Under this alternative there is expected to be some trampling of 
soil. Although it is not permitted for any vehicle to engage in 
activities off of the established roads, it is possible there may be 
an increase in illegal off-road vehicle activity attracted by the new 
species and areas proposed to be opened. However, because of the 
low number of hunters that are expected, these impacts on the soil 
and geology are expected to be negligible. 

There would be neutral effects on the 
geology and soils this under this 
alternative. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Water Resources  

The spring water flows for the refuge are part of the 
Great Salt Lake Desert regional ground water flow 
system, discharging along a fault line on the east side 
of the Fish Springs Range (USFWS 2016). The 
Service has exclusive water rights to the spring water 
flow for 43.88 cfs (permit 33136; October 15, 1968) 
(USFWS 1968b). Spring and summer rains have little 
influence on impoundment water elevations because 
natural-occurring dunes and protective levees and 
dikes limit basin runoff from entering the 
impoundment system. The spring water is clear, 
warm (~74° F), and brackish (3,000 to 5,000 μS/cm). 
The springs provide a consistent flow of water, 
nearly 30 cfs year round, unaffected by localized 
drought. Over the 9.3-kilometer north/south distance 
of the impoundment system, an approximately 6-
meter gradual elevation drop (as much as 12 meters 
from the springs) allows flow of water to be directed 
and pooled by gravity forces through a series of 
constructed channels, water control structures, and 
dammed impoundments. 

No effects on water resources related to water quality or quantity 
are expected as a direct or indirect result of increasing hunting 
opportunities and opening access to new areas. 

Same as the Proposed Action Alternative 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres to big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

Wetlands 
The refuge encompasses the largest spring complex 
in the Great Basin Province (greater than 73 
kilometers squared; Ayala et al. 2007). As one of the 
more substantial and isolated wetlands in an 
otherwise arid environment, the refuge plays a 
regionally important role for migratory birds by 
providing stopover habitat in fall and spring, 
breeding habitat in summer, or as an overwintering 
area. Open water habitats maintained by thermal 
waters within spring basins and managed sites within 
the impoundments provide for more than 40 species 
of birds that overwinter on the refuge. 

Negligible impacts on wetlands are expected to occur under both 
alternatives. Impacts would be associated with use of wetland 
habitat for hunting. As stated in the vegetation analysis, this is not 
expected to have positive or negative impacts on the wetland 
ecosystem. Harvest of species associated with wetlands would 
result in negligible impacts because hunting take limits are 
monitored and set for long-term viability of a species, which 
includes consideration of the impact on habitat.  

Same as the Proposed Action 
Alternative. 

Key: BLM = Bureau of Land Management; UDWR = Utah Division of Wildlife Resources  
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Table 2. Affected Visitor Use and Experience and Anticipated Direct and Indirect Impacts of the Proposed Action and Any 
Alternatives. 

Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 
acres to upland game (chukar partridge and 
cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres for big game 
(mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to 
currently authorized waterfowl hunting 
opportunities on 6,439 acres, and open 
migratory bird hunting to include mourning 
dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would continue 
and remain the same throughout current open 
areas of the refuge. 

The refuge is open to waterfowl hunting, wildlife observation, 
and photography, and there is some interpretation through the 
use of panels and direct communication. Since 2015 the refuge 
has averaged 1,347 visitors annually (Refuge Annual 
Performance Plan data). In 2018 the refuge had 1,403 visitors: 
hunting brought 755 visitors; wildlife observation brought 498 
visitors; photography brought 70 visitors; and 80 visitors 
reported environmental education and interpretation related to 
cultural and historical resources as their primary purpose to visit. 
Visitor use is not evenly distributed throughout the year. 
Waterfowl hunting visits are from October through January, and 
most wildlife observation visits occur during spring and fall bird 
migration seasons. 
Although there are designated parking areas throughout the 
refuge, there is ample parking along the side of dike roads for all 
refuge visitors. 
In an effort to reduce conflicts with priority nonhunting 
recreational uses outlined in the Improvement Act and for public 
safety, the refuge designates areas open to hunting and enforces 
refuge-specific regulations.  
The boundaries of all lands owned or managed by the Service 
are posted with refuge boundary signs. Areas administratively 
closed to hunting are clearly marked with “No Hunting Zone” or 
“Area Beyond This Sign Close” signs. 

Under this alternative, the refuge would be open 
to hunting earlier than it would be under the No 
Action Alternative. This may result in some 
conflict between wildlife observation visitors 
and hunters during the late summer and early 
fall season. The primary conflict would be the 
exposure of gunfire-related noise to other users, 
which may negatively affect the natural 
experience to which the nonhunting public is 
accustomed. However, due to the low number of 
new hunting visits expected, the impact of this 
conflict is expected to be minimal. Closed areas 
around high public-use areas would be 
maintained and adequately signed in order to 
reduce any direct conflicts. 

Under this alternative, because current refuge 
hunting opportunities for waterfowl would 
continue in current open areas of the refuge, 
waterfowl hunting visits would not be affected. 
The number of visitors would likely remain the 
same. Because the refuge is already known for 
waterfowl hunting and wildlife observation, 
there would be no additional impact on these 
uses.  
Under this alternative, based on the number of 
hunters estimated annually for the new species 
being proposed, 21 hunting visits would be lost 
(4 chukar partridge hunters, 10 cottontail rabbit 
hunters, 5 mourning dove hunters, 2 mule deer 
hunters) However, this number is likely a 
maximum, because a portion of the chukar 
partridge and cottontail rabbit hunters are also 
likely to be waterfowl hunters. Therefore, the 
loss of connecting with certain segments of the 
public would be negligible.  
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Table 3. Affected Cultural Resources and Anticipated Direct and Indirect Impacts of the Proposed Action and Any 
Alternatives. 

Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 
acres to upland game (chukar partridge and 
cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres for big game 
(mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to 
currently authorized waterfowl hunting 
opportunities on 6,439 acres, and open 
migratory bird hunting to include mourning 
dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities 
for waterfowl migratory game birds 
would continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

Most archaeologists believe that between 2,500 and 1,500 years ago existing 
groups of hunter-gatherers on the eastern Great Basin gradually developed 
into what is referred to as the Fremont people. Evidence suggests that the 
Fremont people lived in and around Fish Springs as early as 5,000 years ago 
(Madsen 1979). The Goshute tribe, an ethnographic branch of the Western 
Shoshonean culture, occupied this area from the 1400s to the 1900s. 
The water resources of Fish Springs were of historic importance in support 
of exploration, transportation, communications, and settlement of the West 
throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The first 
documented Euro-American occupation was in 1859, when a station was 
established on a mail route between Salt Lake City and Sacramento, 
California (USFWS 1962, 2004b, 2011). 
The Pony Express route ran through the present day refuge and riders came 
and went from the Fish Springs station. The Pony Express operated for about 
18 months before its demise came with the completion of the 
Transcontinental Telegraph. The route through Fish Springs, however, 
proved to be a superior stage route for transporting passengers, and some 
form of stage service was maintained through the area until the 1920s. 
In 1913, the Lincoln Highway, the nation’s first transcontinental automobile 
road, was built across the refuge. After 1927, the Lincoln Highway was 
abandoned in the local area in favor of a more direct route. By 1925 most of 
the surrounding land was owned by the Fish Springs Livestock and Fur 
Company. This property remained in their possession until 1959 when it was 
purchased fee-title by the Service for inclusion in the refuge. 

Hunters that would be accessing the new 
Chukar Unit may encounter scattered areas of 
cultural significance. Potential disturbance to 
these sites may occur but it is considered to be 
limited because of the low number of hunters 
that are expected in this area. 
All proposed installation or development of 
infrastructure (such as signage and parking 
improvements) undertaken in the future in 
association with, or as a result of, 
implementation of this alternative would be 
subject to further review and consideration on 
an individual basis under Section 106 of the 
National Historic Preservation Act. 

Under this alternative, the refuge 
would remain open to waterfowl 
hunting only. Hunters that gain 
access to open areas of the refuge 
may encounter artifacts of cultural 
significance and collect these items. 
However, these impacts are 
considered to be limited because the 
areas currently open to hunting have 
already been significantly disturbed, 
and the quantity of remaining 
artifacts in these areas is considered 
to be low. 
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Table 4. Affected Refuge Management and Operations and Anticipated Direct and Indirect Impacts of the Proposed Action 
and Any Alternatives. 

Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres for big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Land Use  

The refuge provides habitat for migratory birds as 
well as certain species of resident mammals, birds, 
reptiles, and fish. 
Primary private land use in the surrounding areas is 
mining and sheep and cattle grazing. The means of 
automobile access to the refuge and a transit route for 
the surrounding area is the Pony Express Road. This 
road is used by local grazers and farmers, delivery 
vehicles, and outdoor recreationists. Sheep grazers 
move livestock along this route on a semiannual 
basis. 
The BLM owns and manages most land to the east, 
south, and west of the refuge. There are many public 
outdoor recreation uses for this land, such as hunting, 
camping, off-highway vehicle riding, biking, hiking, 
target shooting, and amateur geology (rock 
collecting). 
The area to the north of the refuge is owned and 
managed by the U.S. Army Garrison Dugway 
Proving Ground, which is a military training, testing, 
and evaluation facility. It is closed to all public 
access.  

The refuge would continue to engage in habitat management 
activities during the hunting season to ensure that the refuge meets 
its other management objectives. Impacts would be reduced by 
ensuring that hunters, cooperators, and partners are aware of each 
other’s activities and timed to reduce conflict, when possible. No 
impacts are anticipated to habitat, buildings, infrastructure, traffic, 
or roadways. A negligible increase to traffic on local or adjacent 
roadways is anticipated, with no increased cost or impacts on 
infrastructure. 

Same as the Proposed Action 
Alternative. 
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Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), 6,253 acres for big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently 
authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and 
open migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting opportunities for 
waterfowl migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas of the 
refuge. 

 Administration  

The refuge has historically, and currently, manages a 
waterfowl hunting program. The costs associated 
with staffing and maintaining the infrastructure 
needed to support the hunting program comes out of 
the refuge’s annual budget. Expenses include 
program management, staff resources, boundary 
posting, signage, brochures, parking lot maintenance, 
facility maintenance, gate installation, and other 
hunting specific activities. 
The refuge is administrated as a refuge complex with 
Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge, located 135 miles 
to the northwest in Brigham City, Utah. Fish Springs 
NWR is currently staffed with two full-time 
employees, a station manager and a 
maintenance/equipment operator. The station 
manager is required to live on site in refuge quarters. 
Public amenities include potable water, an indoor 
restroom, an outdoor vault toilet, trash receptacles, 
and a telephone.  
Law enforcement staff is supported by two federal 
wildlife officers (FWO) based in Bear River 
Migratory Bird Refuge. An FWO would schedule 
patrol activities to occur at expected peak hunting 
periods (for example, opening weekend, mid-season, 
and late season). Over the past 10 years, FWO visits 
has averaged between 5 and 10 days per year. 

The refuge would open approximately 6,253 acres that were 
previously closed to hunting. This would account for 
approximately 21 miles of new hunting boundaries. The opening 
to new species would extend the hunting season to approximately 
160 days.  
The annual cost associated with administering this alternative is 
expected to be approximately $20,000. 
The initial startup costs associated with administering this 
alternative, such as procuring and installing new signs, updating 
refuge brochures, maps, entry kiosk, website, and installing a new 
information kiosk, are estimated to be between $15,000 and 
$25,000.  

Under this alternative, the refuge would 
continue to operate a waterfowl hunting 
program on 6,439 acres (106 days in 
2018, including a single day youth hunt). 
No additional costs beyond those 
currently being expended for the 
waterfowl hunting program would be 
incurred. The annual cost associated with 
administrating this alternative is $16,000. 
Included in this estimate are costs 
associated with salary, equipment, 
signage, road and parking maintenance, 
law enforcement (three visits during 
waterfowl hunting season to check 
hunters), and brochures.  

Key: BLM = Bureau of Land Management; FWO = federal wildlife officer 
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Table 5. Affected Socioeconomics and Anticipated Direct and Indirect Impacts of the Proposed Action and Any Alternatives. 

Affected Resources 

Alternative A (Proposed Action) 
The refuge would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland 
game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), big game (mule 
deer and pronghorn), in addition to currently authorized 
waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and open 
migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 

Alternative B (No Action) 
Current refuge hunting 
opportunities for waterfowl 
migratory game birds would 
continue and remain the same 
throughout current open areas 
of the refuge. 

 Local and Regional Economics  

The refuge is considered one of the most remote and isolated 
refuges in the continental United States, and thus contribution 
to the local economy is quite small. There are six farming and 
ranching communities that have a total population of less than 
500 within a 50 mile radius, and none offer any goods or 
services to the general public. Delta, Utah, is about 68 driving 
miles from the refuge, has a population of 3,500, and offers the 
nearest goods and services. The Wasatch Front, part of the 
greater Salt Lake City metropolitan area, is a 3–4 hour drive to 
the refuge and has a population of approximately 2.6 million. 
Most visitors to the refuge come from the Wasatch Front area.  
Visitors, including hunters, usually buy a wide range of goods 
and services that contribute to the regional economy. Major 
expenditure categories include lodging, food, supplies, and 
gasoline. 

Under this alternative, based on the number of hunters estimated 
annually for the new species being proposed, 21 hunting visits 
would be gained (4 chukar partridge hunters; 10 cottontail rabbit 
hunters; 5 mourning dove hunters; 2 mule deer hunters) 
However, this number is likely a maximum as a portion of, or all 
of, chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit hunters are also likely 
to be waterfowl hunters. The low number of additional hunters 
would have no economic impact on the local community and 
likely have a negligible impact on the regional economy. It is 
possible that a segment of the nonhunting public would avoid the 
refuge based on the disturbance as a result of hunting activity. 
Changes in expenditures are unknown but expected to be 
minimal. 

Current visitation to the refuge 
would be expected to remain the 
same. Most users are likely 
from the Wasatch Front area. 

 Environmental Justice  

Executive Order 12898, Federal Actions to Address 
Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-
Income Populations, requires all federal agencies to incorporate 
environmental justice into their missions by identifying and 
addressing disproportionately high or adverse human health or 
environmental effects of their programs and policies on 
minorities and low-income populations and communities.  

The Service has not identified any potential high and adverse 
environmental or human health impacts from this proposed 
action or any of the alternatives. The Service has identified no 
minority or low- income communities within the impact area. 
Minority or low-income communities would not be 
disproportionately affected by any impacts of this proposed 
action or any of the alternatives. 

Same as the Proposed Action 
Alternative. 
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3.3 Cumulative Impact Analysis 
Cumulative impacts are defined as “the impact on the environment which results from the 
incremental impact of the action when added to other past, present, and reasonably foreseeable future 
actions regardless of what agency (federal or nonfederal) or person undertakes such other actions” 
(40 CFR 1508.7). The implementation of this alternative would have no significant cumulative 
impacts on the wildlife populations, either hunted or nonhunted species, the natural environment, 
cultural resources, social and economic resources, or recreational opportunities. This 
determination is based on an analysis of potential environmental impacts of hunting on the 
refuge together with other projects and actions. 
Table 6. Anticipated Cumulative Impacts of the Proposed Action and Any Alternatives. 

Other Past, Present, and Reasonably 
Foreseeable Activity Impacting 

Affected Environment 
Descriptions of Anticipated Cumulative Impacts 

Hunting in General  

Waterfowl hunting has been found 
compatible with refuge purposes and 
permitted on the refuge since the early years 
of refuge establishment. Hunting and fishing 
occur throughout the entire state of Utah and 
across the U.S. because every citizen has the 
opportunity, under law, to hunt and fish. 
Nationally, the number of hunters decreased 
16 percent from 2011 to 2016 (DOI et al. 
2016). Migratory bird hunters numbered 2.4 
million people within the United States in 
2016 while in that same year 595 people 
hunted on the refuge (0.02 percent of all 
hunters in the U.S. that year). 

Alternative A 
The proposed action would have minor impacts on the 
environment of other hunting opportunities locally, regionally, or 
at the national level. The Service does not believe that increasing 
hunting opportunities on our land would decrease hunting 
opportunities on other lands near the refuge. Cumulative impacts 
of hunting on the refuge are likely negligible. Cumulative 
impacts on species hunted are discussed separately. 
Alternative B 
The proposed action would have no new impacts on the 
environment of other hunting opportunities locally, regionally, or 
nationally because there is no increased opportunity under this 
alternative. 

Upland Game Species (Chukar 
Partridge and Cottontail Rabbit) 

 

Alternative A 
Regional chukar surveys in 2018 indicated a 76 percent decrease 
in the population compared to a long-term average (Utah Upland 
Game Annual Report 2018–19). There were 45 hunters reported 
in Juab County and 299 within the region. Although four new 
hunters are estimated on the refuge, it is likely that they would be 
existing hunters to the county. The addition of new hunters is not 
expected because more chukars are known to occur on BLM 
property in the canyons of the refuge range than on refuge land. 
Chukar hunting on BLM property is currently open. The four 
chukars that are estimated to be taken on the refuge per year is 
0.13 percent of the chukars harvested in Juab County (2,993) in 
2018–19 and only 0.01 percent of the long-term average for 
annual chukar harvests (36,124) for the state. There is expected 
to be a negligible increase in hunting and estimated take on 
refuge lands; thus, the cumulative impacts on the chukar 
population are considered insignificant. 
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Other Past, Present, and Reasonably 
Foreseeable Activity Impacting 

Affected Environment 
Descriptions of Anticipated Cumulative Impacts 

Statewide cottontail rabbit surveys in 2018 indicated a 6 percent 
decrease in the population compared to a long-term average 
(Utah Upland Game Annual Report 2018–19). There were 35 
hunters reported in Juab County and 268 within the region. 
Although 10 hunters are estimated on the refuge, it is likely that 
they would be existing hunters to the county. The addition of 
new hunters is not expected since the proposed areas open to 
hunting are at a lower density compared to surrounding BLM 
property. It is therefore likely that most hunting of rabbits would 
be opportunistic. Rabbit hunting on neighboring BLM property 
is currently open. The eight rabbits that are estimated to be taken 
on the refuge per year is 0.69 percent of the rabbits harvested in 
Juab County (1,162) in 2018–19 and 0.008 percent of the long-
term average for annual rabbit harvests (106,580) for the state. 
There is expected to be a negligible increase in hunting and 
estimated take on refuge lands; thus, the cumulative impacts on 
the rabbit population is considered insignificant. 
Alternative B 
The proposed action would have no new impacts on upland game 
species locally, regionally or nationally because there is no 
increased opportunity under this alternative. 

Migratory Game Birds (Duck, Goose, 
Coot, Mourning Dove, and Snipe) 

 

Alternative A 
The proposed action would have no new cumulative impacts on 
duck, goose, or coot because there is no increased opportunity 
under this alternative. 
There were 44 dove hunters reported in Juab County and 297 
within the region (Utah Upland Game Annual Report 2018–19). 
Although five hunters are estimated on the refuge, it is likely that 
they would be existing hunters to the county. The addition of 
new hunters is not expected because the proposed areas open to 
hunting are at a lower density compared to other areas within the 
county. It is therefore likely that most hunting of doves would be 
opportunistic. The five doves that are estimated to be taken on 
the refuge per year is 0.15 percent of the doves harvested in Juab 
County (3,262) in 2018–19 and 0.003 percent of the long-term 
average for annual dove harvests (174,423) for the state. There is 
expected to be a negligible increase in hunting and estimated 
take on refuge lands; thus, the cumulative impacts to the dove 
population is considered insignificant. 
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Other Past, Present, and Reasonably 
Foreseeable Activity Impacting 

Affected Environment 
Descriptions of Anticipated Cumulative Impacts 

No snipe hunters or harvest of snipe on the refuge are expected 
because of the small number of individual animals that are 
present. It is likely that most hunting of snipe would be 
opportunistic; that is, a hunter would be engaged in waterfowl 
hunting and then harvest a snipe if it happened to be observed. 
For this reason, the number of hunters and animals taken is 
considered to be negligible and would not contribute to any 
cumulative impacts. 
Alternative B 
The proposed action would have no new impacts on migratory 
game birds locally, regionally, or nationally because there would 
be no increased opportunity under this alternative. 

Big Game Species (Mule Deer and 
Pronghorn) 

 

 Alternative A 
It is estimated that one deer would be taken on an annual basis 
due to the new proposed hunting opportunity on the refuge. From 
2008–2017, the average number of buck deer harvested per year 
in the West Desert subunit was 111 (Utah Big Game Annual 
Report 2017). In 2017, the general-season archery deer harvest 
was six deer at a success rate per hunter of 11.1 percent. In 2017, 
the total winter population estimate of the West Desert subunit 
was 9,500. The refuge deer population represents approximately 
0.13 percent of the regional deer population. Given that the 
Chukar Unit is the only area to hunt deer and pronghorn, we 
expect very few animals to be harvested. Under the assumption 
that there is no new migration from the outside and no deer use 
the closed area, following several years of successful harvests, 
deer may be extirpated from refuge lands due to the increase in 
hunting pressure and small number of deer that are present. This 
would result in no animals to harvest, which would reduce the 
number of hunter visits on an annual basis. It would likely be a 
self-limiting hunting opportunity; that is, the number and success 
rate of hunters would be limited by the number of deer present 
on the refuge. For this reason, the number of hunters and animals 
harvested is considered to be negligible to the regional deer 
population and would not contribute to any cumulative impacts. 
Once hunting pressure is applied, it is possible that deer would 
no longer be observed during the late summer and fall. However, 
other deer may migrate through from the surrounding area, 
which would replace those harvested individuals, and continue to 
provide opportunities for hunting, wildlife observation, and 
photography. However, given the reduction in area to be hunted, 
disturbance to deer remaining in the closed areas would be less 
and viewing opportunities would likely remain into the summer 
and fall. 
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Other Past, Present, and Reasonably 
Foreseeable Activity Impacting 

Affected Environment 
Descriptions of Anticipated Cumulative Impacts 

In 2017, there were 288 pronghorn surveyed in the Snake Valley 
subunit (Utah Big Game Annual Report 2017). Pronghorn are 
rarely observed on the refuge during the late summer general 
archery season. There is a far higher likelihood of a hunter’s 
encountering a pronghorn among the tens of thousands of acres 
of open BLM tracts while in transit to the refuge than happening 
upon an animal using the open areas on the refuge. In 2017 there 
were only four limited-entry buck pronghorn permit holders that 
harvested 3 animals (Utah Big Game Annual Report 2017). 
Given the short season (14 days), few hunters, and the low 
chance of harvesting an animal on the refuge, there is not 
expected to be any harvest of pronghorn on the refuge and thus 
no cumulative impacts. 
Alternative B 
The proposed action would have no new impacts on big game 
locally, regionally, or nationally because there is no increased 
opportunity under this alternative. 

Resident Wildlife  

Alternative A 
The only direct and indirect impact on resident wildlife is short-
term disturbance at the time of the action when hunting occurs 
on the refuge. In a single season, resident wildlife may be 
disturbed multiple times; however, because there are enough 
resources for them to relocate on the refuge and respond, there 
are no negative impacts. Long-term impacts of short-term 
disturbance are not likely to occur, and cumulative impacts are 
negligible on resident wildlife. The refuge would continue to 
support substantial resident wildlife populations that would be at, 
or above, the habitat’s carrying capacity under both alternatives. 
So, even at the local level, the refuge only would add slightly to 
cumulative impacts on the resident wildlife, and a negligible 
amount to regional and statewide populations. 
Alternative B 
The proposed action would have no new impacts on resident 
wildlife locally, regionally or nationally because there is no 
increased opportunity under this alternative. 

Other Wildlife-Dependent Recreation  

To support wildlife dependent recreation, 
the refuge has maintained roads and trails 
in conjunction with maintenance of the 
impoundment system. No network of roads 
or trails is causing cumulative impacts on 
the area that is being developed solely to 
support wildlife-dependent recreation 
opportunities. However, some wildlife-
dependent recreation is reliant upon 
existing county roads and trails for access. 

Alternatives A and B 
Wildlife-dependent recreation in either alternative is a 
socioeconomic driver locally, regionally, or at the state level. 
Future development of trails or access to support all wildlife-
dependent recreational opportunities on the refuge are not 
expected to have a cumulative impact on the environment. As 
projects are proposed, they would go through additional 
environmental review. 
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Other Past, Present, and Reasonably 
Foreseeable Activity Impacting 

Affected Environment 
Descriptions of Anticipated Cumulative Impacts 

Climate Change  

Ecological stressors, whether they result 
from anthropogenic or natural sources, are 
expected to affect a variety of natural 
processes and associated resources. 
Precipitation availability may have a large 
impact on the availability of wetlands and 
grasslands across the primary breeding 
grounds in the U.S. and Canada. However, 
the complexity of ecological systems 
means that there is a tremendous amount of 
uncertainty about climate change effects. If 
major habitat changes are realized in the 
future, it may reduce the amount and 
quality of both grassland and wetland for 
migratory birds that are hunted. As a result, 
wildlife would be displaced into other areas 
of available habitat. 

Alternatives A and B 
Although the impacts of climate change on refuge wildlife and 
habitats are not certain, allowing hunting on the refuge would not 
add to the cumulative impacts of climate change. The refuge uses 
an adaptive management approach for its hunting program, 
annually monitoring and reviewing, and if necessary, revising it 
(through direct feedback from state and local user groups). The 
Service would adjust the hunting program, as necessary, to 
ensure that it would not contribute to the cumulative impacts of 
climate change on resident wildlife and migratory birds. 

Key: BLM = Bureau of Land Management; U.S. = United States 

3.4 Mitigation Measures and Conditions 
All mitigation measures have been discussed, because they are included in the proposed action 
and alternatives.  

3.5 Monitoring 
Due to its small staff, only limited monitoring activities take place at the refuge. Annual 
biological monitoring of some resident and migratory wildlife and their habitats is conducted on 
the refuge in cooperation with partners, including state and nongovernmental organizations and 
researchers at local universities. The station would continue communication with the U.S. Army 
Garrison Dugway Proving Ground, UDWR, and BLM to ensure that hunting of these new 
species is not having any unforeseen adverse effects on the regional populations or surrounding 
habitat. 

3.6 Summary of Analysis 
The purpose of this EA is to briefly provide sufficient evidence and analysis for determining 
whether to prepare an environmental impact statement or a finding of no significant impact. 

Alternative A – Proposed Action Alternative 
The proposed action alternative would open approximately 12,692 acres to upland game (chukar 
partridge and cottontail rabbit), and 6,253 acres to big game (mule deer and pronghorn), in 
addition to currently authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities on 6,439 acres, and open 
migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe. 
At this time, we believe hunting use would not conflict with other visitor uses, and in the future 
if there is, the impact would be mitigated. There is not likely to be an adverse effect on any 
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endangered or threatened species. Effects on wildlife and habitat would be negligible. It is 
possible that there may be additional conflicts between user groups on the refuge. However, all 
foreseeable conflicts would be mitigated and adaptively managed.  
This alternative would help meet the purpose and needs of the Service as described above, 
because it would provide additional hunting opportunities on the refuge, thus meeting the 
Service’s priorities and mandates. The Service has determined that the proposed action is 
compatible with the purposes of the refuge and the mission of the Refuge System. The final 
compatibility determination is located at https://www.fws.gov/mountain-prairie/huntfish.php#. 

Alternative B – No Action Alternative 
As described above, this alternative would continue to offer hunting of waterfowl species on the 
refuge; however, it would not provide more alignment with state regulations because hunting of 
upland game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit) and big game (mule deer and pronghorn), 
and the expansion of migratory bird (mourning dove and snipe) hunting would not be allowed. 
Hunting opportunities would be limited to those interested only in hunting species currently 
allowed for hunting on the refuge. Effects on wildlife and habitat would be negligible because 
there likely would be the same amount of use by hunters.  
This alternative also meets the purpose and needs of the Service as described above, because it 
would provide wildlife-dependent recreation opportunities for youth and people with disabilities. 
The refuge would not increase its impact on the economy and would not provide hunting access 
opportunities. Although this alternative has the least direct impacts of physical and biological 
resources, it would not support our mandates under the NWRSAA and Secretarial Order 3356.  

3.7 List of Sources, Agencies and Persons Consulted 

• UDWR: Jason Robinson 

• BLM: Fillmore Field Office  

• USFWS Personnel: Brian Allen, Erin Holmes, Michael Dunphy, Lisa Mullin, Greg 
Mullin, Zachary Arnold, 

• USFWS Retired Personnel: Jay Banta 

3.8 List of Preparers 

Name Position Work Unit 

Erin Holmes  Project Leader Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge Complex 
(Brigham City, UT) 

Jonathan Shore Former Refuge 
Manager 

Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge 
(Dugway, UT) 

Mike Artmann Wildlife Biologist Mountain-Prairie Regional Office 
(Lakewood, CO) 
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3.9 State Coordination 
The refuge reviewed the operations and regulations for similarly managed state wildlife 
management areas (i.e., Clear Lake Waterfowl Management Area) and had several meetings and 
conversations with UDWR personnel, including Jason Robinson (District Biologist) and Blair 
Stringham (Migratory Game Bird Program Coordinator), to discuss proposed hunting changes. 
The UDWR reviewed the draft EA, hunting plan, and compatibility determination during the 30-
day comment period. Additional follow-up with UDWR personnel did occur regarding the 
reduction in the proposed big game hunting area. We would continue to consult and coordinate 
on specific aspects of the hunting plan with the UDWR to ensure safe and enjoyable recreational 
hunting opportunities.  

3.10 Tribal Consultation 
The Service mailed an invitation for comments to all tribes potentially affected by initiating an 
EA to open the refuge to additional hunting opportunities. The Service extended an invitation to 
engage in government-to-government consultation in accordance with Executive Order 13175. 
We did not receive a response from any of the tribes we contacted. 

3.11 Public Outreach 
The public was encouraged to comment on the proposed expansion of hunting opportunities, 
both for new species and new areas, at Fish Springs NWR from April 1–30, 2020. In addition, 
public comments on the entire national hunting and fishing rule were accepted through June 8, 
2020. The refuge made the public aware of the availability of the final EA and hunting plan via 
public notices on the refuge’s website and in the refuge headquarters office.  
We received a number of letters and emails both in support and in opposition to the proposed 
action. Comments opposing the expansion at Fish Springs NWR generally fell into several broad 
categories including general opposition to hunting on national wildlife refuges, concern over 
small population sizes of certain game species, and concern regarding adequate staffing levels 
required to protect wildlife and cultural sites. We address these comments below. 
Comment (1): We received several comments that the Service should not allow, let alone expand, 
hunting on Fish Springs NWR. They also stated that there are plenty of places to hunt in Utah, 
and thus, this action is unnecessary. 
Response: We appreciate the diversity of opinions regarding hunting opportunities on refuges. 
While we agree that sportsmen have many opportunities in Utah to pursue hunting, the 
NWRSAA, as amended, stipulates that hunting (along with fishing, wildlife observation and 
photography, and environmental education and interpretation), if found to be compatible, is a 
legitimate and priority general public use of a refuge and should be facilitated. The Service has 
adopted policies and regulations implementing the requirements of the NWRSAA that refuge 
managers comply with when considering hunting programs. 
We allow hunting of resident wildlife only if such activity has been determined compatible with 
the established purpose(s) of the refuge and the mission of the Refuge System as required by the 
NWRSAA. Hunting of resident wildlife on refuges generally occurs consistent with state 
regulations, including seasons and bag limits. Refuge-specific hunting regulations can be more 
restrictive (but not more liberal) than state regulations and often are more restrictive in order to 
help meet specific refuge objectives. These objectives could include resident wildlife population 
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and habitat objectives, minimizing disturbance impacts on wildlife, maintaining high-quality 
opportunities for hunting and other wildlife-dependent recreation, eliminating or minimizing 
conflicts with other public uses and/or refuge management activities, and protecting public 
safety. In the case of the Fish Springs NWR, several refuge specific regulations have been 
provided to minimize disturbance impacts on wildlife and minimize conflicts with other public 
uses such as wildlife observation. We have determined through a compatibility determination, 
which also went through the public review process, that hunting is compatible with the refuge 
purpose and mission of the Refuge System, and can be administered safely to both the hunting 
and non-hunting public.  
We did not make any changes as a result of this comment. 
Comment (2): Several commenters expressed concern about the low numbers of mourning dove 
and chukar on the refuge as a reason not to allow this new hunting opportunity. In addition, these 
commenters also questioned the need to open the refuge to chukar hunting given the surrounding 
BLM lands, which they contend are more suitable habitat.  
Response: As we stated in the draft environmental assessment (EA), Fish Springs NWR tends to 
have relatively few mourning doves that spend varying degrees of time on the refuge during fall 
migration. The timing and duration of mourning doves at the refuge are primarily dependent 
upon factors related to changing weather patterns, particularly cold weather events. Roost 
cottonwood trees surrounding the refuge headquarters and the Thomas Ranch Watchable 
Wildlife Area are currently closed and would remain closed to all hunting activity for safety 
reasons. However, we disagree that mourning doves would not occur in other refuge habitats 
including shrublands, playas, and bare areas, especially since doves spend nearly all of their 
foraging time on the ground. In addition, mourning doves would seek out water at the ponds and 
springs, many of which are located in the open areas. Mourning doves are one of the most 
abundant bird species in North America and their population numbers remain robust. They are 
also common throughout much of Utah. Information disseminated to the public via refuge 
websites and hunting brochures would note that mourning dove numbers can be low and their 
presence may be adversely affected by changing weather conditions. 
As for chukar partridge, there is ample evidence that these resident game birds occur with 
regularity both on the refuge and in the surrounding landscape, especially in the Fish Spring 
Range west of the refuge. They can occur in good numbers when annual production conditions 
are favorable. As stated in the draft EA, we do not expect many chukar partridge to be harvested 
annually; however, we do not believe there is a biological reason to exclude this opportunity.  
We did not make any changes as a result of this comment.  
Comment (3): We received similar comments regarding concerns over opening the refuge to 
mule deer and pronghorn hunting. Several commenters, as former refuge employees, provided 
historical accounts including local population estimates and behavioral observations of these 
animals. A primary concern expressed was that the population of both species was too low to be 
hunted sustainably. There was also concern expressed that these species, in particular, provide a 
unique and important wildlife viewing opportunity that could be negatively affected by hunting.  
Response: As stated above, we would allow hunting of resident wildlife only if such activity has 
been determined compatible with the established purpose(s) of the refuge and the mission of the 
Refuge System, as required by the NWRSAA. Likewise, Congress, through the NWRSAA, as 
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amended, envisioned that hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photography, and 
environmental education and interpretation would all be treated as priority public uses of the 
Refuge System. Thus, the Service facilitates all of these uses on refuges as long as they are found 
compatible. In addition, the Service’s Biological Integrity, Diversity, and Environmental Health 
policy (601 Fish and Wildlife Service Manual [FW] 3) guides decision-making with respect to 
management of activities on refuges, including hunting. The presence of mule deer and 
pronghorn is a valuable contribution to the biological diversity of Fish Springs and the 
surrounding landscape.  
We appreciate the information and perspectives provided by past refuge employees. The Service 
believes that some immigration of deer likely occurs between the ranges surrounding the refuge 
(e.g., Fish Springs, House, Dugway, and Thomas Ranges), a conclusion shared by big game 
biologists with the UDWR (Jason Robinson, pers. communication May 19, 2020). While the 
deer population utilizing the refuge is relatively low, it is consistent with the greater landscape on 
which the refuge sits (i.e., the West Desert West subunit), which is described by state biologists 
to potential hunters seeking tags as a unit that has a “low deer population and is very remote with 
extreme topography” (UDWR 2019). We disagree that an archery-only deer hunt following state 
regulations (e.g., limited license tag required and bucks-only) would diminish the deer herd to an 
unsustainable level.  
In addition to the population estimates, commenters provided accounts of observed behavioral 
patterns of deer. Mule deer reportedly frequent the areas near refuge headquarters, Thomas 
Ranch Watchable Wildlife area, and the Mallard, Avocet, and South Spring units. Not 
surprisingly, these are also the areas where the majority of wildlife observation occurs because 
they are the areas where public facilities are located. As mentioned above, Congress intended 
that wildlife observation and photography, when compatible, should be facilitated as a priority 
public use of refuges. Therefore, based on the information provided in these comments and in an 
attempt to balance priority public uses, the Service has decided to adjust the area to be open to 
archery-only deer hunting to the Chukar Unit, which totals approximately 6,253 acres. This 
change would help ensure that a popular wildlife viewing opportunity remains intact, while 
providing a new opportunity for a remote, archery deer hunt. Using the same rationale, we have 
made the same change with regard to pronghorn hunting. The Service would evaluate potential 
conflicts between priority public uses and would consider expansions in the future. 
Accordingly, we have adjusted the final hunting plan and compatibility determination to reflect 
these changes.  
Comment (4): Several commenters stated that refuge budgets and staff have declined for some 
time and that adequate staff, including law enforcement officers, are not available to support 
expanded hunting opportunities and protect cultural resources at Fish Springs NWR.  
Response: The Service has analyzed the resources needed to safely implement expanded 
migratory bird (snipe and mourning dove), upland game (rabbits and chukar partridge), and big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn) hunting opportunities on the refuge and found it to be 
compatible with the refuge purpose and mission of the Refuge System. The expansion of hunting 
opportunities can be successfully implemented with resources available at the station. In 
addition, cultural resources sites can be protected. Fish Springs NWR is part of the Bear River 
Migratory Bird Refuge Complex and shares law enforcement staff within the complex. The 
refuge would continue to coordinate with the UDWR game wardens, personnel at Army Garrison 
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Dugway Proving Grounds, the BLM, and other local law enforcement personnel, as appropriate, 
to ensure a safe hunting experience for all users of the refuge.  
We did not make any changes as a result of these comments. 

3.12 Determination 
This section will be filled out upon completion of any public comment period and at the time of 
finalization of the EA. 

☒ The Service’s action will not result in a significant impact on the quality of the human 
environment. See the attached “Finding of No Significant Impact.”  

☐ The Service’s action may significantly affect the quality of the human environment and 
the Service will prepare an Environmental Impact Statement. 

Preparer Signature: __________________________________________Date: _____________ 

Name/Title/Organization: Erin Holmes, Project Leader, Bear River Migratory Bird Refuge 
Complex  

Reviewer Signature: _________________________________________Date: _____________ 

Name/Title: Noreen Walsh, Regional Director, Interior Regions 5 and 7, Lakewood, CO  
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APPENDIX A OTHER APPLICABLE STATUTES, EXECUTIVE ORDERS, AND 
REGULATIONS 

Statutes, Executive Orders, and Regulations  
Cultural Resources  

American Indian Religious Freedom Act, as amended, 42 
U.S.C. 1996 – 1996a; 43 CFR Part 7 
Antiquities Act of 1906, 16 U.S.C. 431-433; 43 CFR Part 3 
Archaeological Resources Protection Act of 1979, 16 U.S.C. 
470aa – 470mm; 18 CFR Part 1312; 32 CFR Part 229; 36 
CFR Part 296; 43 CFR Part 7  
National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended, 16 
U.S.C. 470-470x-6; 36 CFR Parts 60, 63, 78, 79, 800, 801, 
and 810 
Paleontological Resources Protection Act, 16 U.S.C. 470aaa 
– 470aaa-11 
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act, 25 
U.S.C. 3001-3013; 43 CFR Part 10 
Executive Order 11593 – Protection and Enhancement of the 
Cultural Environment, 36 Fed. Reg. 8921 (1971) 
Executive Order 13007 – Indian Sacred Sites, 61 Fed. Reg. 
26771 (1996) 

This alternative would have no impacts on 
cultural resources. Hunting is not expected to 
cause significant ground disturbance. Any 
activity that might have an effect on a historic 
property would be subject to a case-by-case 
Section 106 review. 

Fish and Wildlife  

Bald and Golden Eagle Protection Act, as amended, 16 
U.S.C. 668-668c, 50 CFR 22 
Endangered Species Act of 1973, as amended, 16 U.S.C. 
1531–1544; 36 CFR Part 13; 50 CFR Parts 10, 17, 23, 81, 
217, 222, 225, 402, and 450 
Fish and Wildlife Act of 1956, 16 U.S.C. 742 a-m 
Lacey Act, as amended, 16 U.S.C. 3371 et seq.; 15 CFR 
Parts 10, 11, 12, 14, 300, and 904   
Migratory Bird Treaty Act, as amended, 16 U.S.C. 703-712; 
50 CFR Parts 10, 12, 20, and 21 
Executive Order 13186 – Responsibilities of Federal 
Agencies to Protect Migratory Birds, 66 Fed. Reg. 3853 
(2001) 

A consultation pursuant to Section 7 of the 
Endangered Species Act was conducted as 
part of this EA and the updated hunting plan. 
A determination of “No Effect” was made for 
the yellow-billed cuckoo and Ute ladies’-
tresses, because the proposed project would 
not directly or indirectly affect (either 
negatively or beneficially) individuals of 
listed/proposed/candidate species or 
designated/proposed critical habitat of such 
species.  
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Statutes, Executive Orders, and Regulations  
Natural Resources  

Clean Air Act, as amended, 42 U.S.C. 7401-7671q; 40 CFR 
Parts 23, 50, 51, 52, 58, 60, 61, 82, and 93; 48 CFR Part 23 
Wilderness Act, 16 U.S.C. 1131 et seq. 
Wild and Scenic Rivers Act, 16 U.S.C. 1271 et seq. 
Executive Order 13112 – Invasive Species, 64 Fed. Reg. 
6183 (1999) 

No additional steps were required to comply 
with these laws. 

Water Resources  

Coastal Zone Management Act of 1972, 16 U.S.C. 
1451 et seq.; 15 CFR Parts 923, 930, 933 
Federal Water Pollution Control Act of 1972 (commonly 
referred to as Clean Water Act), 33 U.S.C. 1251 et seq.; 33 
CFR Parts 320-330; 40 CFR Parts 110, 112, 116, 117, 230-
232, 323, and 328 
Rivers and Harbors Act of 1899, as amended, 33 U.S.C. 401 
et seq.; 33 CFR Parts 114, 115, 116, 321, 322, and 333 
Safe Drinking Water Act of 1974, 42 U.S.C. 300f et seq.; 40 
CFR Parts 141-148 
Executive Order 11988 – Floodplain Management, 42 Fed. 
Reg. 26951 (1977)  
Executive Order 11990 – Protection of Wetlands, 42 Fed. 
Reg. 26961 (1977) 

No additional steps were required to comply 
with these laws. 

Key: CFR = Code of Federal Regulations; EA = Environmental Assessment; U.S.C. = United Stated Code  
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APPENDIX B SCIENTIFIC NAME SPECIES LIST AND SPECIES 
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APPENDIX C FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT 

FINDING OF NO SIGNIFICANT IMPACT 
AND DECISION TO OPEN FOR CHUKAR PARTRIDGE, COTTONTAIL RABBIT, 

MULE DEER, PRONGHORN, MOURNING DOVE AND SNIPE AND EXPAND 
HUNTING OPPORTUNITIES OF UPLAND GAME AND BIG GAME 

FISH SPRINGS NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE 
Juab County, Utah 

The United States (U.S.) Fish and Wildlife Service (Service) is proposing to open hunting 
opportunities for upland game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit) and big game (mule deer 
and pronghorn), and expand migratory bird hunting opportunities to include mourning dove and 
snipe on the Fish Springs National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) in accordance with the Fish Springs 
National Wildlife Refuge Migratory Game Bird, Upland Game, and Big Game Hunting Plan 
(USFWS 2020a). 

Selected Action 

Alternative A – Proposed Action Alternative: As described in the hunting plan, in addition to 
current authorized waterfowl hunting opportunities, we, the Service, would open portions of the 
refuge to hunting of upland game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit) and big game (mule 
deer and pronghorn), and expand migratory bird hunting to include mourning dove and snipe, 
and open additional lands to hunting. While the proposed action regarding the species listed 
above remains the same, we have modified the proposed action specific to the hunting area for 
mule deer and pronghorn based on public comments received. Rather than the entire 12,692 
acres initially proposed, the hunting area has been reduced to the newly established Chukar Unit 
only (6,253 acres). This reduction in scope from the proposed action strikes an important balance 
between providing hunting opportunity and protecting a popular wildlife viewing opportunity, all 
while ensuring the long-term stability of the deer and pronghorn herds that frequent the refuge. 
More details on the rationale for this change are in the response to comments section.  
Hunting season dates are set by Utah state regulations for each species. On the refuge, hunting of 
chukar partridge and desert and mountain cottontail rabbit would end earlier than the state season 
to coincide with the last day of waterfowl hunting. This would limit disturbance to over-
wintering waterfowl and other migratory birds. Big game hunting of mule deer and pronghorn 
would be restricted to the state general archery deer and pronghorn seasons. The refuge would 
not be open to the extended archery season, and big game hunting on the refuge would end prior 
to the Youth Waterfowl hunt. The hunting period for mourning dove would begin with the state 
season and end 15 days thereafter. All variations in big game, upland game, and migratory bird 
hunting season dates would align with similarly managed state waterfowl management areas. 
This alternative was selected over the No Action Alternative because: 
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• The Proposed Action Alternative would allow the public to harvest a renewable resource, 
promote a wildlife-oriented recreational opportunity, and increase awareness of Fish 
Springs NWR and the National Wildlife Refuge System (Refuge System). 

• The Proposed Action Alternative best aligns hunting regulations with surrounding lands 
and waters to the extent legally practicable and meets additional requirements outlined in 
Secretarial Order 3356. 

• The Proposed Action Alternative best increases access for recreational opportunities 
related to hunting and in doing so meets the requirements of Secretarial Order 3366. 

• The Proposed Action Alternative is compatible with Service policy regarding the 
establishment of hunting on national wildlife refuges. 

• The Proposed Action Alternative is compatible with the purpose for which the refuge was 
established. 

• This proposal does not initiate widespread controversy or litigation. 

• There are no conflicts with local, state, regional, or federal plans or policies. 
This alternative is the Service’s proposed action because it offers the best opportunity for public 
hunting that would result in a minimal impact on physical and biological resources, while 
meeting the Service’s mandates under the National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act 
of 1966 (NWRSAA) and Secretarial Order 3356. 

Other Alternatives Considered and Analyzed 

Alternative B – No Action Alternative: Maintain current hunting opportunities for waterfowl on 
refuge lands. New hunting opportunities for species identified in the hunting plan would remain 
closed to hunting. All other existing public uses would remain unchanged. 
Under this alternative, current refuge hunting opportunities for migratory bird species would 
continue and remain the same across those portions of the refuge. The refuge would continue to 
serve as habitat for fish and wildlife as well as provide outdoor recreational opportunities for all 
six priority wildlife dependent public uses—hunting, fishing, wildlife observation, photography, 
and environmental education and interpretation. 
This alternative was not selected, because opportunities to create additional outdoor recreation 
experiences by adding additional species and open new acres would be lost. In addition, the 
refuge's ability to connect with certain segments of the public would potentially be diminished 
since hunting for some popular game species would not be permitted. Hunters would pursue 
these species off-refuge and thus the refuge's ability to reach those members of the public and 
promote natural resources conservation, environmental education and natural resources 
stewardship may be more limited. 
Conversely, the refuge would continue to provide waterfowl hunting opportunities for the public, 
offering reasonable opportunities for the refuge to promote natural resources conservation, 
environmental education and natural resources stewardship. Under this alternative, the public 
would have less access to hunt certain species on public lands in the general area. Because no 
changes would occur, previous waterfowl hunting program would still be implemented. The 
species that would remain open for hunting include duck, goose, and coot. All other public uses 
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on the refuge would not change and would continue to be managed as described in current plans. 

Summary of Effects of the Selected Action 

An environmental assessment (EA) was prepared in compliance with the National 
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) to provide decision-making framework that (1) explored a 
reasonable range of alternatives to meet project objectives, (2) evaluated potential issues and 
impacts on the refuge, resources, and values, and (3) identified mitigation measures to lessen the 
degree or extent of these impacts. The draft EA evaluated the effects associated with opening 
hunting opportunities for upland game (chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit), big game (mule 
deer and pronghorn), on 12,692 acres and expand migratory bird hunting opportunities to include 
dove and snipe on the Fish Springs NWR. It is incorporated as part of this finding. As noted 
above, the hunting area to be opened for mule deer and pronghorn has been reduced from that 
analyzed in the draft EA, from the 12,692 acres to 6,253 acres.  
Implementation of the agency’s decision would be expected to result in the following 
environmental, social, and economic effects:  

• This alternative would open existing refuge lands to hunting chukar partridge, cottontail 
rabbit, mule deer, pronghorn, mourning dove, and snipe. 

• The refuge currently owns 17,992 acres in fee title. Additional opportunities created from 
this decision may attract more hunters, potentially impacting and leading to conflicts with 
other users. At this time, we believe hunting use would not conflict with other visitor 
uses, and in the future, if conflicts were to arise, they would be mitigated. There are not 
likely to be any adverse effects on endangered or threatened species. Effects on wildlife 
and habitat would be negligible.  

• This alternative would help meet the purpose and needs of the Service as described 
above, because it would provide additional wildlife-dependent recreational opportunities 
on the refuge, meeting the Service’s priorities and mandates. This alternative also would 
help align Service regulations with state regulations in an effort to make hunting more 
accessible and understandable to the American public.  

• We anticipate a slight increase in visitation and expenditure under this alternative, 
although impacts on the local economy and regional economy are likely to have a 
negligible impact.  

Measures to mitigate and/or minimize adverse effects have been incorporated into the selected 
action. These measures include the following:  

• Adopting a “wildlife first” principle explicitly stated in the National Wildlife Refuge 
System Improvement Act of 1997 (Improvement Act). Staff monitors species population 
trends to ensure that target species can be hunted on the refuge without adversely 
affecting the species. These monitoring activities include direct observation of 
populations, consultation with state and Service species specialists, and review of current 
species survey information and research. 

• The refuge limits or excludes hunting activities where there are biological concerns. This 
is the case for several units that are closed (e.g., to hunting specifically to provide 
sanctuary for migratory birds. These areas are off-limits to all forms of public access. 
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Although not proposed in this current plan, the refuge, in the future, could further limit or 
exclude hunting activities on additional portions of the refuge to avoid conflicts related to 
biological resources. Special hunts could also be used to manage hunting pressure, 
provide increased opportunities, and manage overall take at appropriate levels. 

An Intra-Service Endangered Species Act Section 7 consultation was conducted, and it was 
determined that the proposed alternative would not conflict with recovery and/or protection of 
two species. A determination of “No Effect” was made for the yellow-billed cuckoo and Ute 
ladies’-tresses, as the proposed action would not directly or indirectly affect (neither negatively 
nor beneficially) individuals of listed/proposed/candidate species or designated/proposed critical 
habitat of such species.  
Public Use Conflicts 
In an effort to minimize conflicts with priority non-hunting recreational uses outlined in the 
Improvement Act, and for public safety, the refuge designates areas open to hunting and enforces 
refuge-specific regulations. The boundaries of all lands owned or managed by the Service are 
posted with refuge boundary signs. Areas administratively closed to hunting are clearly marked 
with “No Hunting Zone” or “Area beyond This Sign Closed” signs. Overall, hunting impacts on 
visitor services/recreation opportunities are considered short-term, minor, and local. Past 
conflicts have been minimal, and we anticipate future conflicts to be about the same as expected; 
new hunter visits would likely be low. The decision to reduce the scope of the big game hunting 
area is consistent with the intent to minimize conflict between priority user groups at Fish 
Springs NWR.  
Administrative Use Conflicts 
The most potential for conflict with management activities occurs in areas where habitat 
treatments are conducted. Habitat treatments such as invasive species treatment may generate a 
temporary closure of an area. Notice or information about any of these closures may be posted 
and available at the refuge office to mitigate conflicts.  
While refuges, by their nature, are unique areas protected for conservation of fish, wildlife, and 
habitat, the proposed action would not have a significant impact on refuge resources and uses for 
several reasons:  

• The Service works closely with the state to ensure that additional species harvested on a 
refuge are within the limits set by the state to ensure healthy populations of the species 
for present and future generations of Americans.  

• The action would result in more wildlife-dependent recreational opportunities and 
socioeconomics of the local economy, with only negligible adverse impacts on the human 
environment, as discussed above.  

• The adverse direct and indirect effects of the proposed action on air, water, soil, habitat, 
wildlife, aesthetic/visual resources, and wilderness values are expected to be minor and 
short-term.  

• The Refuge System uses an adaptive management approach to all wildlife management 
on refuges, monitoring and re-evaluating the hunting opportunities on the refuge on an 
annual basis. This helps ensure that hunting programs continue to contribute to the 
biodiversity and ecosystem health of the refuge and these opportunities do not contribute 
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to any cumulative impacts on habitat or wildlife from climate change, population growth 
and development, or local, state, or regional wildlife management. 

• The action, along with proposed mitigation measures, would ensure that there is low 
danger to the health and safety of refuge staff, visitors, and hunters themselves. 

• The action would not impact any threatened or endangered species; or any federally 
designated critical habitat. 

• There is no scientific controversy over the impacts of this action and the impacts of the 
proposed action are relatively certain.  

• The proposal is not expected to have any significant adverse effects on wetlands and 
floodplains, pursuant to Executive Orders 11990 and 11988. 

The analysis above demonstrates that the addition of chukar partridge and cottontail rabbit 
(12,692 acres), mule deer and pronghorn (6,253 acres) and mourning dove and snipe would not 
have significant impact on local and regional wildlife populations. The estimated harvested on 
the Refuge for the species listed would be a tiny fraction of the estimated regional populations. 
In addition, overall populations would continue to be monitored in collaboration with the Utah 
Division of Wildlife Resources (UDWR) biologists to determine if harvest levels should be 
adjusted.  
Additional hunting would not add more than slightly to the cumulative impacts on resident 
wildlife stemming from all hunting at the local or regional scale. This would result in negligible 
impacts on their regional populations. 

Public Review 

The public was encouraged to comment on the proposed expansion of hunting opportunities, 
both new species and new areas, at Fish Springs NWR from April 1–30, 2020. In addition, public 
comments on the entire national hunting and fishing rule were accepted through June 8, 2020. 
We received a number of letters and emails both in support and in opposition to the proposed 
action. Comments opposing the expansion at Fish Springs NWR generally fell into several broad 
categories, including general opposition to hunting on national wildlife refuges, concern over 
small population sizes of certain game species, and concern regarding adequate staffing levels 
required to protect wildlife and cultural sites. We address these comments below. 
Comment (1): We received several comments that the Service should not allow, let alone expand, 
hunting on Fish Springs NWR. They also stated that there are plenty of places to hunt in Utah, 
and thus, this action is unnecessary. 
Response: We appreciate the diversity of opinions regarding hunting opportunities on refuges. 
While we agree that sportsmen have many opportunities in Utah to pursue hunting, the National 
Wildlife Refuge Administration Act, as amended, stipulates that hunting (along with fishing, 
wildlife observation and photography, and environmental education and interpretation), if found 
to be compatible, is a legitimate and priority general public use of a refuge and should be 
facilitated. The Service has adopted policies and regulations implementing the requirements of 
the Administration Act that refuge managers comply with when considering hunting programs. 
We allow hunting of resident wildlife only if such activity has been determined compatible with 
the established purpose(s) of the refuge and the mission of the Refuge System as required by the 
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NWRSAA. Hunting of resident wildlife on refuges generally occurs consistent with State 
regulations, including seasons and bag limits. Refuge-specific hunting regulations can be more 
restrictive (but not more liberal) than state regulations and often are more restrictive in order to 
help meet specific refuge objectives. These objectives could include resident wildlife population 
and habitat objectives, minimizing disturbance impacts on wildlife, maintaining high-quality 
opportunities for hunting and other wildlife-dependent recreation, eliminating or minimizing 
conflicts with other public uses and/or refuge management activities, and protecting public 
safety. In the case of the Fish Springs NWR, several refuge specific regulations have been 
provided to minimize disturbance impacts on wildlife and minimize conflicts with other public 
uses such as wildlife observation. We have determined through a compatibility determination, 
which also went through the public review process, that hunting is compatible with the refuge 
purpose and mission of the Refuge System, and can be administered safely to both the hunting 
and non-hunting public.  
We did not make any changes as a result of this comment. 
Comment (2): Several commenters expressed concern about the low numbers of mourning dove 
and chukar on the refuge as a reason not to allow this new hunting opportunity. In addition, these 
commenters also questioned the need to open the refuge to chukar hunting given the surrounding 
Bureau of Land Management lands, which they contend are more suitable habitat.  
Response: As we stated in the draft environmental assessment (EA), Fish Springs NWR tends to 
have relatively few mourning doves that spend varying degrees of time on the refuge during fall 
migration. The timing and duration of mourning doves at the refuge are primarily dependent 
upon factors related to changing weather patterns, particularly cold weather events. Roost 
cottonwood trees surrounding the refuge headquarters and the Thomas Ranch Watchable 
Wildlife Area, are currently closed and would remain closed to all hunting activity for safety 
reasons. However, we disagree that mourning doves would not occur in other refuge habitats, 
including shrublands, playas, and bare areas, especially since doves spend nearly all of their 
foraging time on the ground. In addition, mourning doves would seek out water at the ponds and 
springs, many of which are located in the open areas. Mourning doves are one of the most 
abundant bird species in North America and their population numbers remain robust. They are 
also common throughout much of Utah. Information disseminated to the public via refuge 
websites and hunting brochures would note that mourning dove numbers can be low and their 
presence may be adversely affected by changing weather conditions. 
As for chukar partridge, there is ample evidence that these resident game birds occur with 
regularity, both on the refuge and in the surrounding landscape, and especially in the Fish Spring 
Range west of the refuge. They can occur in good numbers when annual production conditions 
are favorable. As stated in the EA, we do not expect many chukar partridge to be harvested 
annually; however, we do not believe there is a biological reason to exclude this opportunity.  
We did not make any changes as a result of this comment.  
Comment (3): We received similar comments regarding concerns over opening the refuge to 
mule deer and pronghorn hunting. Several commenters, as former refuge employees, provided 
historical accounts including local population estimates and behavioral observations of these 
animals. A primary concern expressed was that the population of both species was too low to be 
hunted sustainably. There was also concern expressed that these species, in particular, provide a 
unique and important wildlife viewing opportunity that could be negatively affected by hunting.  
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Response: As stated above, we would allow hunting of resident wildlife only if such activity has 
been determined compatible with the established purpose(s) of the refuge and the mission of the 
Refuge System, as required by the NWRSAA. Likewise, Congress, through the NWRSAA, as 
amended, envisioned that hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photography, and 
environmental education and interpretation would all be treated as priority public uses of the 
Refuge System. Thus, the Service would facilitate all of these uses on refuges as long as they 
were found compatible. In addition, the Service’s Biological Integrity, Diversity, and 
Environmental Health policy (601 Fish and Wildlife Service Manual [FW] 3) guides decision-
making with respect to management of activities on refuges, including hunting. The presence of 
mule deer and pronghorn is a valuable contribution to the biological diversity of Fish Springs 
and the surrounding landscape.  
We appreciate the information and perspectives provided by past refuge employees. The Service 
believes that some immigration of deer likely occurs between the ranges surrounding the refuge 
(e.g., Fish Springs, House, Dugway, and Thomas Ranges), a conclusion shared by big game 
biologists with the UDWR (Jason Robinson, pers. communication May 19, 2020). While the 
deer population utilizing the refuge is relatively low, it is consistent with the greater landscape on 
which the refuge sits (i.e., the West Desert West subunit), which is described by state biologists 
to potential hunters as one that has a “low deer population and is very remote with extreme 
topography (UDWR 2019).” We disagree that an archery-only deer hunt following state 
regulations (e.g., limited license tag required and bucks-only) would diminish the deer herd to an 
unsustainable level.  
In addition to the population estimates, commenters provided accounts of observed behavioral 
patterns of deer. Mule deer reportedly frequent the areas near refuge headquarters, Thomas 
Ranch Watchable Wildlife Area, and the Mallard, Avocet, and South Spring Units. Not 
surprisingly, these are also the areas where the majority of wildlife observation occurs, because 
they are the areas where public facilities are located. As mentioned above, Congress intended 
that wildlife observation and photography, when compatible, should be facilitated as a priority 
public use of refuges. Therefore, based on the information provided in these comments and in an 
attempt to balance priority public uses, the Service has decided to adjust the area to be open to 
archery-only deer hunting to the Chukar Unit, which totals approximately 6,253 acres. This 
change would help ensure that a popular wildlife viewing opportunity remains intact, while 
providing a new opportunity for a remote, archery deer hunt. Using the same rationale, we have 
made the same change with regard to pronghorn hunting. The Service would evaluate potential 
conflicts between priority public uses and would consider expansions in the future. 
Accordingly, we have adjusted the final hunting plan and compatibility determination to reflect 
these changes.  
Comment (4): Several commenters stated that refuge budgets and staff have declined for some 
time and that adequate staff, including law enforcement officers, are not available to support 
expanded hunting opportunities and protect cultural resources at Fish Springs NWR.  
Response: The Service has analyzed the resources needed to safely implement expanded 
migratory bird (snipe and mourning dove), upland game (rabbits and chukar partridge), and big 
game (mule deer and pronghorn) hunting opportunities on the refuge and found it to be 
compatible with the refuge purpose and mission of the refuge system. The expansion of hunting 
opportunities can be successfully implemented with resources available at the station. In 
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addition, cultural resources sites can be protected. Fish Springs NWR is part of the Bear River 
Migratory Bird Refuge Complex and shares law enforcement staff within the complex. The 
refuge would continue to coordinate with the UDWR game wardens, personnel at Army Dugway 
Proving Grounds, the Bureau of Land Management, and other local law enforcement personnel, 
as appropriate, to ensure a safe hunting experience for all users of the refuge.  
We did not make any changes as a result of these comments.  

Finding of No Significant Impact 

Based upon a review and evaluation of the information contained in the EA as well as other 
documents and actions of record affiliated with this proposal, the Service has determined that the 
proposal to allow expanded hunting opportunities for chukar partridge, cottontail rabbit, mule 
deer, and pronghorn, expand migratory bird hunting opportunities to include mourning dove and 
snipe in accordance with the laws of the State of Utah, and open additional lands for hunting on 
the Fish Springs NWR does not constitute a major federal action significantly affecting the 
quality of the human environment under the meaning of Section 102 (2) (c) of NEPA. As such, 
an environmental impact statement is not required.  

Decision 

The Service has decided to open hunting opportunities for upland game (chukar partridge and 
cottontail rabbit) on 12,692 acres, open big game (mule deer and pronghorn) on 6,253 acres, and 
expand migratory bird hunting opportunities to include mourning dove and snipe on 6,439 acres. 
This action is compatible with the purpose of the refuge and the mission of the Refuge System 
(see final compatibility determination; USFWS 2020b).  
The action is consistent with applicable laws and policies regarding the establishment of hunting 
on national wildlife refuges. Refuge-specific regulations promulgated in conjunction with this 
action are in the process of being finalized (see 85 FR 20030). This action will not be 
implemented until the date of public inspection by the Federal Register and regulations are 
finalized. 

__________________________________  ___________ 
Noreen Walsh      Date  
Regional Director, Interior Regions 5 and 7 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
Lakewood, Colorado  
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