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Summary

What is this document? This is the
comprehensive conservation plan and
environmental assessment for the North
Dakota Limited-interest National Wildlife
Refuges Program. This comprehensive
conservation plan is based on the best available
science (see “Appendix E, References”) and
will guide the management of these 39 limited-
interest refuges for the next 15 years.

What is a limited-interest refuge? The
Service has limited capabilities on these
refuges (see section 2.3). Most agreements
include the right to manage water uses,
hunting, and trapping on the refuges.

Who completed this plan? The U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service and the North Dakota Game
and Fish Department, under the guidance of
the Region 6, Mountain-Prairie Region,
Division of Refuge Planning. This
interdisciplinary team (see appendix A) spent
over a year and a half planning and meeting
and listening to the public’s ideas and concerns
prior to preparing this document.

Why did the Service complete this
comprehensive conservation plan and
environmental assessment? In 1997, Congress
passed the National Wildlife Refuge System
Improvement Act legislation, which provides
clear guidance for the management of the
National Wildlife Refuge System. The act
included a new statutory mission statement
(see section 1.2) and directed the Service to
manage the refuge system as a national system
of lands and waters devoted to conserving
wildlife and maintaining biological integrity of
ecosystems.

In order to support and fulfill this mission, this
act also required that by 2012, the U.S. Fish
and Wildlife Service will have developed a
comprehensive conservation plan for each
national wildlife refuge in the System at the
time of the act. This includes these 39 refuges
in this comprehensive conservation plan.

Why did you address 39 refuges in one plan?
These refuges are unique among all other
national wildlife refuges. Even though the
North Dakota Limited-interest Refuge

Program began almost 70 years ago, today 99
percent of the lands within the approved
acquisition boundaries remain in private
ownership. The Service has limited capabilities
on these refuges (see section 2.3) and the
habitat is similar amongst these refuges. In
particular, most have a water feature, such as a
lake, river, or impoundment, which was a major
focus of the limited-interest refuge agreement
and designated boundaries. No approved
guidelines have been established for managing
this program. Given these facts, the planning
team felt it was more effective to address the
issues and future of these refuges as a program
through a programmatic comprehensive
conservation plan rather than as individual
plans.

Where are these refuges located? All but two
(Lake Patricia and Pretty Rock NWRs) of the
39 refuges are located east of the Missouri
River from the Canadian to South Dakota
Borders (see figure 2).

How large are these refuges? They range in
size from 160 acres (Half Way Lake) to 5,500
acres (Rock Lake). There are 47,296 acres of
limited-interest refuge acres within the 54,140-
acre approved acquisition boundaries. The
approved acquisition boundaries were
established by executive order or other
legislation in the 1930s and 1940s. Not all acres
within this approved acquisition boundary are
covered by a Service limited-interest refuge.

What is the history and purpose of the North
Dakota Limited-interest Refuge Program?
The North Dakota Limited-interest Refuge
Program began in the 1930s, in response to the
many crises of the “Dust Bowl Era.” Working
with states and private landowners, Roosevelt
established the North Dakota Limited-interest
Refuge Program for purpose of “drought relief,
water conservation, and for migratory bird and
wildlife conservation.” Hundreds of landowners
agreed to place their lands under this program,
most perpetual, for these conservation
purposes. Dozens of easement agreements
were signed by landowners in North Dakota.

The economic crisis of this era was also
addressed through this program. Local
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communities were put back to work through
the Works Progress/Project Administration
and Civilian Conservation Corps, federal job
programs used to build structures to impound
and control water on these limited-interest
refuge lands. This water provided landowners
with critical stock water while migrating
waterfowl and other waterbirds benefited from
this reliable water source and sanctuary.

Although most were perpetually protected, a
new status was given to these lands in the late
1930s and ‘40s. Refuge lands in close proximity
were combined and designated as Migratory
Bird Sanctuaries (later changed to national
wildlife refuges) under the authorities of
executive orders and conservation laws.

What is the vision for the North
DakotaLimited-interest Refuge Program?
Since our Nation’s beginning, great flocks of
wildfowl—ducks, geese and waterbirds—
provided sights and sounds, food and feather.
These wings of migration not only inspired
hunters but some of our greatest artists,
photographers, and poets. In the 1930s, much of
the United States, including North Dakota, was
gripped by a devastating drought and
depression. Hot winds that dried crops also
dried wetlands. Wildfowl numbers plummeted,
and the skies grew quiet.

Americans took this crisis and saw opportunity
and a great partnership was formed.
Conservation leaders, the State of North
Dakota, the federal government, and private
landowners laid the foundation for what would
become the North Dakota Limited-interest
Refuge Program. This Program addressed both
wildlife conservation and economic needs. The
Works Progress/Program Administration and
Civilian Conservation Corps brought jobs to
the communities building dams and other
structures to create water areas that now
provide habitat and sanctuary for waterfowl
and other migratory birds.

Through cooperation with the current refuge
landowners and other conservation partners,
the Program will realize its full potential. It
will become a premier example of private land
partnerships promoting fish and wildlife
conservation, supporting other conservation
programs while continuing to serve as
sanctuaries for international migratory birds.

What goals does the Service hope to
accomplish to achieve this vision?

Goal 1. Wetland Habitat: Maintain and
manage natural and created wetlands within
the approved acquisition boundary to provide
habitat for international populations of
waterfowl and other migratory birds along
with other wetland-dependent wildlife.

Goal 2. Upland Habitat: Establish a land
protection program within the approved
acquisition boundary to maintain, restore, and
enhance uplands to provide habitat for
international populations of waterfowl, other
migratory birds, and other wildlife.

Goal 3. Partnerships: Foster beneficial
landowner, community, and regional
partnerships to assist in achieving the Program
vision while ensuring 100 percent of all
partners gain a greater understanding of the
management and resources of the limited-
interest refuges.

Goals 4. Visitor Services: Where compatible,
and in cooperation with willing landowners,
allow public fishing, hunting, trapping, and
other high quality wildlife-dependent
recreation opportunities that foster an
appreciation and understanding of the
management and resources of the North
Dakota Limited-interest Refuge Program and
the National Wildlife Refuge System.

Goal 5. Administration: Secure and
effectively utilize funding, staffing, and
partnerships to ensure the Program meets its
full potential of habitat protection and visitor
use.

Will any of the actions proposed in this plan
be completed without landowner
concurrence? No action outside the authority
of the limited-interest refuge agreement as
outlined in section 2.3 of this document will be
conducted without full coordination and
cooperation of willing landowners. If a
landowner does not wish to participate in a
program outside the authority of the limited-
interest refuge agreement, the landowner may
do so without retribution and may, at any time,
contact the Service should the landowner
change his or her mind.

What alternatives did the Service evaluate?
The no-action alternative (current
management) and the preferred alternative



(enhance the program). Because there have
never been any approved guidelines for this
program and these refuges, the only viable
action that could be considered in this
programmatic CCP is some form of
enhancement, as outlined below and in
chapter 6.

What are some of the key actions outlined in
the preferred alternative?

m Divestiture of six refuges due to
significant loss of biodiversity and
ownership patterns (i.e., lands owned
and/or managed for wildlife by another
federal or state agency). These refuges
include:

¢ Bone Hill NWR—significant loss of
biodiversity and development

e Camp Lake NWR—significant loss
of biodiversity and development

e Cottonwood Lake NWR—
significant loss of biodiversity and
development

¢ Lake Patricia—majority of lands
owned/managed by the state

e Sheyenne Lake NWR—
owned/managed by Bureau of
Reclamation

e School Section Lake NWR—
majority of lands owned/managed
by the state

m Each managing station will actively
share information and engage
landowners in the management of these
refuges and the implementation of the
final comprehensive conservation plan.

m Evaluate all existing structures and
determine the maintenance and
replacement needs necessary to
properly manage water levels on refuge
impoundments.

m Each managing station will evaluate and
prioritize its limited-interest refuges to
ensure the most critical wetland and
upland habitats are protected.

e Highest priority will be given to
those refuges with native prairie
habitat

m  Work with willing landowners to
provide additional compensation for
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added habitat protections through
various programs including
conservation partner programs,
compensated easement programs, and
fee-title acquisitions.

e Develop partnerships with other
state, federal, and conservation
organizations to achieve common
goals that enhance and support the
North Dakota Limited-interest
Refuge Program.

m Continue existing visitor services
programs, where appropriate, and work
with willing landowners and the North
Dakota Game and Fish Department to
determine if there are additional
opportunities to accommodate the six
priority public uses.

m Recruit one state coordinator for the
North Dakota Limited-interest Refuge
Program to work with landowners and
oversee the implementation this
comprehensive conservation plan.

Which alternative did the Service choose for
the final CCP?

Alternative B (enhance the program) was
selected by the regional director because it
best meets the purposes for which these
refuges were established and is preferable to
the no-action alternative in light of physical,
biological, economic, and social factors. (See
“Appendix C, Decision Documents.”)

What happens next?

The Service will now begin to implement the
plan and continue to do so over the next 15
years, when it will be revised. It is important to
note that some of the objectives and strategies
(see chapter 6) require a substantial increase in
current funding. The Service will pursue these
additional resources but there is no guarantee
of funding increases and therefore no
guarantee that all actions identified will be
completed within the life of this plan. However,
for the first time in 70 years, the issues that
have impeded these limited-interest refuges
have been elevated to all levels in the Service
while giving managers the first long-term
guidance for management decisions and setting
priorities on these refuges.
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