Template - Making the Most of the Refuge System Improvement Act

	Broad Program/Activity:
	Wildlife and Habitat

	Key Subcomponent:
	Migratory Bird Conservation


	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.
	Protect, restore, and enhance lands and waters of the National Wildlife Refuge System to improve the status of native migratory bird populations for the continuing benefits they provide to the American people.
Refuges should be guided by science-based decision support tools that allow the refuge manager to make habitat management decisions that contribute significantly to range-wide population objectives of priority migratory birds.  



	1.2
	Which specific component(s) of the Refuge System Improvement Act does this activity contribute to?
	Section 5(a)(4), 

Part (A):  “…provide to the conservation of fish, wildlife, and plants, and their habitats within the System;”

Part (B):  “…ensure that the biological integrity, diversity, and environmental health of the System are maintained for the benefit of present and future generations of Americans; 
Part (E):  “…ensure effective coordination interaction, and cooperation with owners of land adjoining refuges and the fish and wildlife agency of the States in which the unites of the System are located;

Part (M):  “…ensure timely and effective cooperation and collaboration with Federal agencies and State fish and wildlife agencies during the course of acquiring and managing refuges; and 
Part (N):  “…monitor the status and trends of fish, wildlife, and plants in each refuge.”


	1.3
	Specifically how does this activity fulfill those components?
	    Part A:  Conserves wildlife and their habitats;

 Part B:  Ensures biological diversity
 Part E:  Ensures coordination, interaction, and cooperation with other landowners and the states

 Part M:  Ensures cooperation and collaboration in management with other agencies

 Part N:  Requires monitoring of wildlife trends



	1.4
	What strengths does this activity bring to achievement of the NWRS mission? 
	Federal law and international treaty entrusts leadership in migratory bird conservation to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and by extension, the National Wildlife Refuge System.  Furthermore, migratory birds are the most frequently observed and economically important group of wildlife species in the country.   Migratory bird conservation is the reason most refuges were established, and it lies at the heart of the System mission.  Embracing migratory bird conservation will strengthen existing local, national, and international partnerships, and foster new partnerships.
Embracing migratory bird conservation in an integrated fashion will also facilitate coordination among multiple programs and functions within the FWS.



	1.5
	What weaknesses does this activity bring to achievement of the NWRS mission?
	While the National Wildlife Refuge System can contribute significantly to habitat conservation in critical areas, in many cases, no one landowner can effect range-wide population objectives.
If migratory bird conservation efforts on Refuges are not coordinated with other FWS programs and outside partners, national objectives will not be achieved.


	1.6
	What opportunities does this activity bring to achievement of the NWRS mission?
	In conserving migratory birds with partners, the System will demonstrate methods of developing and using a science based approached to make sound local decisions that have landscape level implications at regional, national, and international scales.  This approach will further the credibility of the System with the public and contribute to healthy bird populations on refuges for the continuing benefit of the American people.



	1.7
	What threats occur to achievement of the NWRS mission if this activity is not carried out correctly?
	The loss of habitat and local extinctions of many bird species would erode public trust in the fulfillment of the NWRS mission.  
Declines of migratory bird populations on and adjacent to refuges would diminish high priority recreational opportunities such as hunting and wildlife observation.


	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?
	Over 700 migratory bird species occur in the U.S., 131 of which are on the USFWS Birds of Conservation Concern national list and segregated specifically by Bird Conservation Region (BCR).  Birds serve as sentinels of environmental health and are critical links in the food web.  They are a rich component of our national heritage, serving as a food source for Native Americans and early settlers, and continuing as an important part of our hunting tradition.  Bird watching (including bird feeding) is a multi-billion dollar industry and an increasingly popular recreational activity.   If we are to maintain these societal values, we must conserve migratory birds across all their habitats, especially where we have the most influence, our NWRS.


	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? 
	Very high.  Migratory birds are central to our wildlife conservation mission due to their prominence in our Federal responsibilities and in international treaties.  They also provide significant opportunities to engage in five of the six, priority, compatible, wildlife-dependent recreational uses of the System.



	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.
	In partnership with states, joint ventures, and others, all refuges are fully engaged in protecting, restoring, and/or enhancing habitats to maximize their contribution toward achieving national migratory bird conservation objectives.


	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 percentage of the Service’s migratory bird species of conservation concern, based on national/regional objectives, whose habitat needs are being met on refuges.
Assumptions:  Each region, in collaboration with partners, has developed species of concern lists, and national/regional objectives (habitat and or/population) for those birds have also been developed, again in collaboration with partners.


	2.3
	Describe criteria for the standard 5 categories that will be used to conduct condition assessments. 
	1. Optimal – Individual refuges, having determined which migratory bird species of conservation concern will benefit most from their actions, are providing healthy, productive, habitats for 100% of those species. 

2. Adequate – Individual refuges, having determined which migratory bird species of conservation concern will benefit most from their actions, are providing healthy, productive, habitats for 75% of those species.

3. Inadequate – Individual refuges, having determined which migratory bird species of conservation concern will benefit most from their actions, are providing healthy, productive, habitats for 50% of those species.

4. Critical – Individual refuges, having determined which migratory bird species of conservation concern will benefit most from their actions, are providing healthy, productive, habitats for 25% of those species.

5. Unknown -


	2.4
	Provide any additional clarification or guidance that will contribute to more effective condition assessments.
	The assessments are made under the assumptions that national migratory bird objectives have been set, that regional species of concern lists have been generated, and that refuges have determined which species they can contribute to in a meaningful way toward achieving national and/or objectives.
Additional coordination within the Service, and with conservation partners, will be necessary before refuges are in a position to fully realize their contributions to migratory bird conservation, as described in Section 2.3.  Possible actions could include coordination with joint ventures in BCR “all-bird” planning efforts, working with the Division of Migratory Birds to refine regional species of concern lists using existing information from Partners in Flight, and the National Audubon Society’s Watch List, and becoming involved with state comprehensive conservation plans 


	2.5
	What is the sense for how well the Refuge System is currently achieving this outcome? 
	It is very likely that all refuges are contributing to important migratory bird resources.  However, it is difficult to assess whether or not refuges are making their best or most important contributions.  Refuges do not always have the necessary information, tools, or staff to assess what their best contribution is, or could be.


	2.6
	What is the sense for what is a realistic but ambitious and achievable goal over the next 15 years?
	It is realistic that between 75 and 100% of refuges could be fully engaged in providing habitat for the most important migratory bird resources in their regions in the next 15 years.


	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)?
	As stated in the FWS Draft Strategic Plan for migratory birds, we need to “work with partners nationwide to establish appropriate habitat conservation objectives for all migratory birds through existing bird conservation planning efforts.” This can be achieved in cooperation with NABCI partners with only a modest shift in existing priorities.  Existing efforts include: NAWMP, PIF, U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan, North American Waterbird Conservation Plan, National Audubon Society’s Important Bird Area Program, state comprehensive conservation plans, and migratory game bird plans developed by the Flyway Councils.

Synergy was lost when the division of migratory birds was organizationally separated from the refuge system – We can either add the division of migratory birds back to the refuge system, or make a concerted effort to strengthen the organizational ties between these two inextricably linked functions.

Refuges need tools and information to clarify how they can best contribute to international, national, and regional migratory bird objectives – More resources, in the form of additional inventories and data analysis, and the development of decision trees, would help define the most important roles refuges can play in migratory bird conservation.
The issue of under-representation of important bird habitats within the System must be addressed in concert with the issue of strategic growth of the System.  If the System is to achieve the goal of being a cornerstone of diversity, additional habitats must be incorporated into the System that encompass the full range of migratory bird habitats found across country.
In addition to monitoring, more effort toward management-based research should be conducted on refuges, including multiple-refuge studies.  This could be best accomplished by restoring a research capability within the Fish and Wildlife Service, or by ensuring that research conducted by USGS answers specific refuge management needs.
Comprehensive Conservation Plans should ensure that this issue is detected and resolved for each refuge.




	Section 3. Synergy Through Partnerships

	Ques.

No.
	Question
	Explanation

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


	Partnerships can be formed and enhanced with other Federal agencies, state agencies, non-profit conservation organizations, and businesses.
Partnerships are essential to obtaining funds and other support through existing programs such as Farm Bill programs (CRP, CREP, WRP, WHIP), the Service’s Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program, the North American Wetlands Conservation Act and the Neotropical Migratory Bird Conservation Act.


	3.2
	Who are the likely Refuge System partners for this specific activity?
	Canadian and Mexican governments, other Interior agencies, joint ventures, USDA agencies, EPA, DoD, state wildlife agencies, state heritage divisions, state parks, national non-profits such as Ducks Unlimited, National Audubon Society and the American Bird Conservancy, national, regional and local conservation groups (especially bird hunting and bird watching groups), bird seed producers, binocular and other optical viewing manufacturers, and many more.


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


	In collaboration with our partners, through TV, newspapers, magazines, newsletters, email, personal contact with agency and non-profit partners at all levels, personal contact with members of Congress, through development of birding festivals, trails and other facilities, incorporation into refuge brochures and other public outreach documents.


	3.4
	What options are available to build additional support?
	Stress the economic and recreational benefits of bird watching and bird hunting.  This may bring additional support from traditional partners and non-traditional partners in industry, farming and ranching.



