Making the Most of the Refuge System Improvement Act

	Broad Program/Activity:
	Wildlife and Habitat

	Key Subcomponent:
	Conserve and Improve Marine and Estuarine Resources 


	Section 1. Contributions to Fulfillment of the Refuge System Improvement Act.

	Ques.

No.
	Question
	Explanation

	1.1
	Briefly describe the specific nature and function of this activity.
	Conservation/restoration of NWRS marine and estuarine resources will result in healthy MPA’s to benefit present/future generations of Americans.   [Management may include, restoring submerged aquatic vegetation, restoring declining species, conserving coral reef ecosystems, reducing anthropogenic impacts, expanding education and outreach programs, improving water quality, and conducting inventories or assessments.]
   Ensuring marine and estuarine resources health will benefit fish and wildlife, and enhance/expand NWRS recreational opportunities. 

	1.2
	Which specific component(s) of the Refuge System Improvement Act does this activity contribute to?
	5(a)(2).  Mission of the System – “network of lands and waters for conservation, management, and restoration…” 5(a)(4) Administration of the System – (A) provide for conservation (B) ensure biological integrity, diversity, & environmental health are maintained (D) carry out mission (E) ensure coordination, interaction, & cooperation, (F) maintenance of water quantity/quality, (G) water rights, (H) “wildlife dependent recreational uses”, (I) “ensure opportunities”, (K)  “provide increase opportunities for families” (N) monitor status / trends fish, wildlife, plants 

	1.3
	Specifically how does this activity fulfill those components?
	This activity focuses emphasis on biological diversity and environmental health of marine and estuarine resources in our refuge MPA’s and links coastal waters to system health.  Managing marine and estuarine resources to conserve and/or restore aquatic species and habitats (A, B, D) contributes directly to increasing recreational opportunities including fishing, hunting, nature observation, birding, snorkeling, etc (H, I and K), improving water quality and quantity (F), requires coordination/cooperation enhancing and developing partnerships, friends groups, and outreach programs (E), and is supported by monitoring of status and trends of species and habitats (N).

	1.4
	What strengths does this activity bring to achievement of the NWRS mission? 
	This activity ensures healthy, diverse, and ecologically stable marine and estuarine resources to benefit the NWRS. Healthy systems recover quickly from floods, wildfires, hurricanes, global climate change, droughts, coral bleaching, tsunamis, and are more resilient to human use and impacts.  This diversity benefits all species within the aquatic and terrestrial landscape.  Recreation activities on NWR’s will benefit, and many can increase without adverse effect on aquatic resources (e.g. wildlife observation, hiking, orienteering, birding).  Economic benefits will accrue from increased compatible recreational activities.  

	1.5
	What weaknesses does this activity bring to achievement of the NWRS mission?
	While some NWR's have instituted components of marine and estuarine resource conservation and restoration, it has not been consistent or uniform.  Correcting and standardizing will require a significant effort, as there are over 2.8 million acres of open water in reef refuges alone.  Attention to aquatic systems requires significant Service resources to achieve the desired outcome.  Efforts to increase recreation, to improve water quality/quantity, and to restore fish, wildlife and plants must focus where the Service can show definitive success. Much can be done to accomplish the NWRS mission at the local level.  

	1.6
	What opportunities does this activity bring to achievement of the NWRS mission?
	Conservation and restoration of marine and estuarine resources will provide the NWRS, the Fisheries program, and others, partnership opportunities and provide awareness of the NWRS across a broad spectrum of groups and individuals.  It will forge a stronger co-management relationship with states, who often have management authority over the submerged lands and marine resources adjacent to refuge marine protected areas.

	1.7
	What threats occur to achievement of the NWRS mission if this activity is not carried out correctly?
	Declining aquatic resources (e.g. extinction of seals, sea turtles, crabs, giant clams, oysters, seabirds, shorebirds, wading birds, vegetation, depletion of fish, declining corals and other reef building organisms, increased incidence of disease, toxicity from contaminants, and invasive species infestations), and loss of recreational opportunities, and degraded water quantity/quality.  Loss of ecosystem function processes includes destabilized shorelines and loss of property, loss of contaminant filtration, loss of life history stages of many species, loss of productivity and disruption of prey base and food webs.  

	1.8
	How does this effort fit within the larger nationwide context of conserving our Nation’s natural heritage of fish, wildlife, and plants for future generations?
	The health of marine and estuarine resources directly affects our nation’s fish and wildlife.  We live on a water planet and are wholly dependent upon healthy aquatic systems for sustaining the national heritage. Healthy marine and estuarine systems contribute to healthy watersheds; so the impact of this effort has substantial implications at a landscape level to benefit affect our Nation’s fish, wildlife, and plants. 

	1.9
	What is the relative priority of the outcome of this activity within the context of other outcomes to be achieved as directed in the Refuge System Improvement Act? 
	This is a high priority activity for achieving the outcomes of the NWRSIA, because it relates to most of the activities directed in the Improvement Act.  The NWRS requires healthy marine and estuarine resources, including well-managed MPA’s to achieve the Improvement Act. These habitats provide important functions and values, including tourism, protection of property, fish and wildlife conservation, recreation, and cultural values.   Without conserving marine and estuarine resources other outcomes directed in the Improvement Act will not be achieved. 



	Section 2. Describing and Measuring Success

	Ques.

No.
	Question
	Explanation

	2.1
	Provide a one-sentence statement of the outcome or condition that would occur if this activity is successfully carried out.
	Healthy marine and estuarine resources will contribute to sustaining the nation’s ecosystems and provide the catalyst to achieving Improvement Act outcomes and success.

	2.2
	What single factor (or if necessary a combination of factors) should be measured over the next 15 years to gauge whether the desired outcome or condition is being achieved?
	The single factor that should be measured is the diversity (including abundance and distribution) of trophically representative indicator aquatic species in NWRS marine and estuarine areas.



	2.3
	Describe criteria for the standard 5 categories that will be used to conduct condition assessments. 
	1. Optimal – Indicator species of fish, wildlife and plants that represent multiple trophic levels are present at historic levels of abundance, distribution and relative health and recover quickly from natural and/or anthropogenic stress.  Water quality parameters are at historic baseline levels.  Invasive species are not present.  

2. Adequate – Abundance, distribution and relative health of indicator species of fish, wildlife and plants that represent multiple trophic levels are stable or increasing and recover from natural stress and/or anthropogenic stress.  Water quality parameters are improving.   Invasive species infestations are decreasing. 

3. Inadequate – Abundance, distribution and relative health of indicator species of fish, wildlife and plants that represent multiple trophic levels are declining.   No measurable recovery from natural stress and/or anthropogenic stress.  Water quality parameters are stable or declining.   Invasive species infestations are increasing.

 4. Critical – Abundance, distribution and relative health of indicator species of fish, wildlife and plants that represent multiple trophic levels are declining with threatened or endangered species present and some extinctions.   Water quality parameters are declining.   Invasive species infestations are displacing native species. 

5. Unknown - Insufficient data exists to determine criterion.

	2.4
	Provide any additional clarification or guidance that will contribute to more effective condition assessments.
	Management of marine and estuarine resources often involves multiple governments/agencies.  Condition assessments require review to ensure that jurisdictional requirements are addressed.  Condition assessments must have scientific validity. Boundaries and management regimes are adequate or properly modified to protect the critical life stages of fish and wildlife species specifically targeted for conservation. 



	2.5
	What is the sense for how well the Refuge System is currently achieving this outcome? 
	 Marine and estuarine resources, included in refuge MPA’s are likely  “inadequate”, “critical” or “unknown”, given the documented collapse of ocean fisheries, increased algal blooms, loss of coral reef ecosystems, degraded water quality, increased invasive species, and overall lack of available scientific data.  Refuges are often threatened by inadequate surveillance and enforcement, and lack of reliable access to monitor, restore, and protect marine and estuarine resources from poaching, invasive species, marine debris, ship groundings, residual contaminants, and unauthorized access.

	2.6
	What is the sense for what is a realistic but ambitious and achievable goal over the next 15 years?
	It is a realistic goal to have marine and estuarine resource objectives identified and integrated into in CCPs.  Specific management objectives should be completed for marine and estuarine resources, including MPA’s, even though many CCP’s will have begun implementation.  NWR’s will need to have baseline aquatic resource inventories, identified critical resources and implement Long Term Monitoring Systems.  It is also realistic to have marine and estuarine resources; including MPA’s incorporated into NWRS strategic growth plans and policies. 

	2.7
	What is needed to improve the likelihood of success (i.e. new legislation, policies, priorities, action items - identify all the limiting factors or obstacles and suggest how to resolve them)?
	Some NWR’s may have initiated marine and estuarine resource programs, as legislation and policy is adequate.  Most will need additional resources and diverse scientific expertise.  Remote NWR’s in the Pacific, Caribbean and Alaska require significant resources to access and adequately manage their marine systems.  Policy must identify management of marine and estuarine resources as a priority to standardize the effort System-wide.  Boundary descriptions must be reviewed and conclusive determinations made on jurisdictional lines of submerged lands and refuge MPAs. Issues extend beyond Service lands and waters; will require involvement on watershed and landscape scales. For example, unless nitrogen runoff is reduced, improvement of water quality is unlikely in estuarine habitats.  Legislation to fund sewage plants (EPA) and to fund nitrogen reduction from farmlands (USDA-NRCS) is desirable.




	Section 3. Synergy Through Partnerships

	Ques.

No.
	Question
	Explanation

	3.1
	What types of partnerships can effectively be employed to achieve common goals?


	Numerous.  Opportunities include partnerships with states, other government agencies, conservation groups, private users, and research institutions, museums, non-government organizations, media, educational organizations and local communities. Provide awareness of the NWRS across a broad spectrum of groups and individuals.  These activities will provide opportunities for the NWRS and the Fisheries program to bring their resources and partners together to achieve common goals.

	3.2
	Who are the likely Refuge System partners for this specific activity?
	Likely partners are endless and may include International entities; Federal and State agencies (e.g. NPS, USGS, EPA, DOS, DOD, NOAA, NMFS, USDA etc), U.S. territorial governments; county and local governments; local, national and international private conservation groups (e.g. UNESCO World Heritage Centre, Ocean Futures Society, National Geographic, Birdlife International, etc.); universities; libraries and museums; recreational use groups and individuals (e.g. anglers, hunters, divers); commercial interests/groups (outfitters, equipment manufacturers, etc); and private corporations.

	
	
	

	3.3
	How are the needs and benefits of the Refuge System for this particular activity going to be communicated?


	The CCP and step-down management plans will provide documentation and communicate the needs and benefits of refuge MPAs to partners and potential partners through meetings, news articles, personal communication, web sites, peer-reviewed scientific publications, workshops, symposia, posters, and other normal communication methods.  NWR’s will integrate marine and estuarine protection into press releases, public use materials and educational programs.

	3.4
	What options are available to build additional support?
	Additional support options will follow with the development of plans and activities including a larger scope and/or geographic area.  Additional partners and support will follow.  Since many marine resources, like migratory birds, are international in scope; international partnerships and activities are a logical continuum.  


�If too long, the bits between brackets can be removed.
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