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Abstract

Draft Environmental Impact Statement and Land Protection Plan
Niobrara Confluence and Ponca Bluffs Conservation Area, Nebraska and South Dakota

Type of Action: Administrative

Lead Agencies: U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and National Park Service
Responsible Officials: Noreen Walsh, Regional Director, Region 6, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service;
Michael Reynolds, Regional Director, Midwest Region, National Park Service

This draft environmental impact statement and
land protection plan identifies the purpose and need
for a joint conservation effort along the Missouri
River in northeast Nebraska and southeast South
Dakota and describes and evaluates four alternative
plans for managing wildlife, habitat, recreational
access, and protection of historic sites. This process
has involved the development of a vision, goals, objec-
tives, and strategies that meet the legal directives of
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS) and
National Park Service (NPS) and has considered the
input of interested groups and the publiec.

Under the no-action alternative (alternative A),
the proposed conservation areas would not be estab-
lished and FWS and NPS would continue to operate
as under current conditions—that is, continuing to
manage the Missouri River and portions of the Nio-
brara River and Verdigre Creek as the Missouri
National Recreational River. FWS would continue to
work with private landowners on restoration efforts
with no option for conservation easements or fee-title
acquisition.

Alternatives B-D evaluate a range of conserva-
tion goals that include a mix of 80 percent conserva-
tion easements and 20 percent fee-title acquisition.
Conservation easements are the preferred method of

conservation action because they keep the land in
private ownership and on local tax bases. The pro-
posed action (alternative C) for the Niobrara Conflu-
ence Conservation Area sets forth a conservation
goal of 80,000 acres, with 64,000 acres of that goal
being acquired through easements. For the Ponca
Bluffs Conservation Area, the proposed action sets
forth a goal of 60,000 acres, with 48,000 acres being
conserved through conservation easements.

The alternatives considered were developed using
a prioritization matrix that included:

m important habitats for Federal trust species
(bald eagles, least terns, piping plovers, and
pallid sturgeon);

m areas that are important for overall river
health and functionality (confluences, histor-

ical floodplain, and large islands);

m areas in which to improve or maintain rec-
reational access sites to the Missouri River;

m historically significant sites;

m areas with high-quality scenic attributes.

Commenting: Comments are due 60 days after the notice of availability of this document is published in the Federal Register. Com-
ments should be mailed to U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, Attention: Nick Kaczor, Division of Refuge Planning, 134 Union Boulevard,
Suite 300, Lakewood, CO 80228. Comments can also be submitted online at http://parkplanning.nps.gov/niob-ponca or by email to
niobrara_ponca@fws.gov. All comments received from the public and interested groups will be placed in the administrative record for
this planning process. Comments will be made available for inspection by the public, and copies may also be provided to the public. For

further information, contact Nick Kaczor at 303 /236 4387.

Cooperating Agencies: Nebraska Natural Resources Conservation Service; South Dakota Natural Resource Conservation Service;
National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration; U.S. Army Corps of Engineers; U.S. Environmental Protection Agency; Nebraska
Game and Parks Commission; South Dakota Department of Game, Fish and Parks.
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Summary

The Bow Creek Recreation Area, located along Bow Creek and the Missouri River, is a rich riparian community

supporting a diverse group of species.

We, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and the
National Park Service, have developed this draft
environmental impact statement and land protection
plan for the proposed Niobrara Confluence and Ponca
Bluffs Conservation Areas. These conservation areas
would build on existing conservation efforts along the
Missouri River in northeast Nebraska and southeast
South Dakota. In creating these areas, we would
work with willing private landowners, local commu-
nities, and other conservation entities to conserve
important wildlife habitats, increase quality recre-
ational opportunities, preserve sensitive cultural
sites, and maintain sustainable farming and ranching
operations in the region.

Proposed Conservation Areas

The proposed Niobrara Confluence and Ponca
Bluffs Conservation Areas lie within the Missouri
River system. The Missouri River is one of the major
arteries of America’s heartland, coursing its way
2,341 miles from its headwaters to its confluence with
the Mississippi River at St. Louis, Missouri. Along
the way it runs through the scenic landscapes of the
Great Plains to the sprawling deciduous forests of the
eastern United States. Its watershed, encompassing
more than 500,000 square miles, drains one-sixth of
the United States and is home to thousands of fish,
wildlife, and plant species. The river and its environs
provide seemingly unlimited recreational opportuni-

ties for visitors and support traditional historical,
tribal, and rural lifestyles critical to the local
communities.

Niobrara Confluence Conservation
Area

The proposed Niobrara Confluence Conservation
Area lies between Fort Randall Dam and Lewis and
Clark Lake and includes reaches of the Missouri and
Niobrara Rivers. This area contains one of the last
segments of the middle Missouri River that remains
unchannelized, undeveloped, and relatively free-
flowing. The surrounding old, wide river valley con-
tains important habitat for at least 60 native and 26
sport fishes. In addition, the area’s riparian wood-
lands and island complexes are important for approx-
imately 25 resident bird species and 115 migratory
bird species including piping plovers, least terns, and
bald eagles.

Ponca Bluffs Conservation Area

The proposed Ponca Bluffs Conservation Area lies
between Gavins Point Dam and Sioux City. This area
is a diverse, relatively unaltered, riverine—floodplain
ecosystem characterized by a main channel, braided
channels, wooded riparian corridor, pools, chutes,
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sloughs, islands, sandbars, backwater areas, wet-
lands, natural floodplain and upland forest communi-
ties, pastureland, and croplands. The area also
supports a wide variety of wildlife and fisheries
resources.

We would work with willing landowners, commu-
nities, tribes, and other agencies to conserve valuable
natural, recreational, scenic, and cultural resources
in the proposed Niobrara Confluence and Ponca
Bluffs Conservation Areas. Specifically, we aim to
enhance conservation; enhance recreation; increase
tourism; contribute to local economies; improve qual-
ity of life through healthy air, water, and ecosystems;
and increase the appreciation and awareness of the
area’s natural resources.

For acquiring conservation lands from willing
landowners, we would use fee-title acquisition wher-
ever public access or extensive rehabilitation is
needed to improve the ecological function and natural
meander of the river. In other cases, we would pur-
chase conservation easements from willing
landowners.

Conservation easements are remarkable tools
that allow the concurrent preservation of habitat
along with working landscapes like farmlands and
rangelands—an approach that can be both cost effec-
tive and socially and politically acceptable. Further-
more, conservation easements allow lands to remain
privately owned and on local tax rolls while still pro-
viding lifelong conservation value to the public.
Landowners would be compensated for perpetually
conserving the biological, ecological, and cultural
values on their properties by promoting the growth
of native grasses, shrubs, and trees; eliminating or
reducing invasive species; and protecting culturally
significant sites. In return, these landowners would
be compensated for their contribution to regional
conservation goals, and the money would eventually
enter the local economy.

Collaboration is key to this undertaking. By com-
bining agency resources and funds, we can stream-
line and improve the delivery of actions outlined in
the land protection plan. Furthermore, by partnering
with willing landowners, communities, tribes, and
other entities, we can often achieve a level of conser-
vation that helps not only fish and wildlife but also
the surrounding human communities.

Alternatives

With input from other agencies and the public, we
developed four alternatives for management of the
proposed conservation areas:

m “Alternative A—No Action”

m “Alternative B—Minimal Conservation
Action”

m “Alternative C—Moderate Conservation
Action” (preferred alternative)

m “Alternative D—High Conservation Action”

The action alternatives, alternatives B-D, call for
80 percent of acquisitions to be through easements
and 20 percent through fee-title acquisition. All ease-
ment conditions would be mutually agreed upon by
the landowner and us.

In developing the alternatives, we focused on the
overall ecological function of the Missouri River and
identified areas that are important for native fish and
wildlife species like bald eagles and pallid sturgeon.
In addition, we prioritized areas that offer opportuni-
ties to increase access to the river, conserve scenic
areas like chalkstone bluffs, and maintain culturally
significant sites.

As part of the environmental review process, we
will be requesting your comments on the draft envi-
ronmental impact statement and land protection
plan. After issuing a notice of availability in the Fed-
eral Register and releasing the draft environmental
impact statement and land protection plan, we will
hold public meetings in the project area (expected in
April 2013).

Following the 60-day public comment period, we
will incorporate any substantive changes and issue a
final environmental impact statement and record of
our decision. The record of decision will:

m determine whether we should establish the
proposed conservation areas;

m if yes, determine whether to approve the
land protection plan, which details the pre-
ferred management approach identified in
the environmental impact statement.
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Abbreviations

National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act of 1966
before present

best management practice

comprehensive conservation plan
environmental impact statement

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency
Federal Endangered Species Act of 1973
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service

Geographic Information System

General Schedule (pay)

National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997
Department of the Interior

Landscape Conservation Cooperative

land protection plan

Missouri National Recreational River
Missouri River Ecosystem Restoration Plan
Missouri River Recovery Program

not available

Niobrara Confluence Conservation Area
National Environmental Policy Act of 1969
National Fish Habitat Partnership
Nebraska Game and Parks Commission
National Park Service

Natural Resources Conservation Service
National Register of Historic Places
Outstandingly Remarkable Value

Ponca Bluffs Conservation Area

Payment in Lieu of Taxes

Prairie Pothole Joint Venture
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