LCCs and I&M:  Parallel Missions

Landscape Conservation Cooperatives – self-directed partnerships that link science and conservation delivery – have moved from concepts to functioning entities since they were first proposed more than a year ago.  Many have formed steering committees, named coordinators and identified priority species and habitats. Already, projects are being launched that will inform conservation actions on the ground. 
Nine LCCs are being established in 2010; several have projects already underway. As of May, the Plains and Prairie Potholes LCC is supporting three activities: examining the effects of climate change on grassland and wetland bird distribution and abundance; producing digital maps of wetlands throughout the LCC; and assessing the status of all priority aquatic habitats in the region.  The Pacific Islands Climate Change Cooperative will be estimating future rainfall changes over the Hawaiian Islands from 2046–2100. The Arctic LCC will begin long-term monitoring of the impacts of climate change on glaciers and rivers in the Arctic National Wildlife Refuge. 

The North Atlantic LCC will be developing maps and computer models to predict how habitat conditions will be affected by such stressors as urban growth and changing climate. The LCC will develop user-friendly tools to help make decisions regarding such stream fish as Eastern brook trout. Such tools include maps of stream fish habitat and a Web-based program that refuge managers can use to evaluate different management actions in streams as small as 30 feet or river basins that run hundreds of miles.
As interim coordinator for the Gulf Coastal Plains and Ozarks LCC, Bill Uihlein is excited about the potential of LCCs to address problems that no single agency can solve. He is working to ensure that the LCC is “adding value to the conservation community without risking partnership fatigue.” The Gulf Coastal Plains and Ozarks LCC is itself a combination of three existing landscape-level joint ventures that support migratory birds and the Southeast Aquatic Resources Partnership. Twenty-four agencies, including the Service, belong to one or more of the joint ventures. 

Collaboration is the engine that drives LCCs. “It takes time to nurture successful partnerships, says Uihlein, “yet LCCs must also demonstrate success in using shared resources wisely.” 
To that end, the Gulf Coastal Plains and Ozarks LCC is initiating development of an aquatic resource database that will be linked with water resources data being collected in the Plains and Prairie Potholes LCC. “We need to stitch all the LCCs together across the Mississippi River watershed,” explains Uihlein. “For example, with this particular project, we are trying to help the Service and the conservation community identify ‘how much,’ ‘how much more’ and ‘where’ in terms of water resources. What are the limiting factors? What are the parameters we need to target conservation action?”
Integrating Multiple Initiatives

The LCCs will function across regions and also as a national network of science capacity responding to broad-scale issues ranging from development to endangered species. They will use climate change data from eight new Department of the Interior Climate Science Centers as well as data gathered through the Refuge System inventory and monitoring (I&M)  program being developed at the new Natural Resource Program Center in Fort Collins, CO.  Center Chief Mark Chase says, “We are going to collect, store and make available information about resources in the Refuge System that is credible, scientifically rigorous and reliable.” He sees the LCCs as one of the center’s customers.
“We expect that LCCs will use the information we provide to generate predictive models about habitat and relationships of species and habitat,” says Chase. “In return for that, our decision makers on the ground will get support tools that will help them make management decisions and set land acquisition priorities. If, for example, you are interested in duck production, it will be helpful to know that a particular 200 acres of land is better than a different 200 acres, based on predictive models.”
The Refuge System I&M program and the LCCs are developing on parallel tracks; Chase expects patterns of cooperation to emerge over time. Already, staff resources are intertwined. The Service is co-locating staff hired through the I&M program with some LCCs. New I&M biologists will be stationed at the Fergus Falls Wetland Management District Office and Glacial Ridge National Wildlife Refuge, both in Minnesota and part of the Plains and Prairie Potholes LCC.  Four new biological positions, including a hydrologist, aquatic/marine specialist, terrestrial species specialist and a forester/botanist, will be added at Alligator River (NC); Cape Romain (SC); Okefenokee (GA); and Savannah (SC) National Wildlife Refuges. Their work will focus on Refuge System I&M priorities and feed into the South Atlantic LCCs. 

LCCs will not make conservation management decisions for any partner or refuge. Rather, they will provide the high-quality science on which such decisions should be based. “LCCs develop a blueprint for landscape sustainability,” says Uihlein, “and it’s up to managers to decide how and where to implement particular practices based on that information.”
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New inventory and monitoring biologists will be stationed at Glacial Ridge National Wildlife Refuge, which is part of the Plains and Prairie Potholes Landscape Conservation Cooperative. (USFWS)
