Water Resources Survey Gets Underway
The first comprehensive national inventorying of the National Wildlife Refuge System’s lakes, rivers, wetlands and streams begins its first full year in 2011, as population growth and climate change increase competition for water resources.

The inventory of water resources is expected to take at least five years. By mid-2011, the Natural Resources Program Center hopes to start entering data on water quantity, quality, legal rights and infrastructure into a new national database. Survey data will also identify water-related needs, trends and threats for each of the 553 refuges.

“We will look at the quantity and quality of water available to wildlife habitats and species through the System,” says Mike Higgins, national water resources coordinator based at the new Natural Resources Program Center in Fort Collins, CO. “That will help us prioritize our efforts in a strategic way, so that if it looks like a refuge is not going to have enough water in 10 years to meets its conservation needs, we can explore what we can do to assure that refuge gets additional resources.”

Among the first refuges to provide data to the Water Resource Inventory and Assessment was Hamden Slough National Wildlife Refuge in Minnesota, which completed its inventory and draft report last November.   The refuge, about 3,000 acres of prairie wetland used by migratory and nesting birds, lies within the Red River Basin, which has experienced increased flooding in recent decades. Wetland restorations completed by refuge staff for wildlife benefits are also reducing flood damage for people living nearby. At “full pool,” the refuge’s nine actively managed wetlands hold more than 800 acre feet of water, the new report shows. Acquiring the remaining 3,000 acres within the refuge boundary would permit additional restorations to benefit wildlife and further relieve downstream flooding.

Great Lakes/Big Rivers Regional hydrologist Josh Eash calls the inventory “extremely useful” both in culling available information and in highlighting data gaps. “Almost everything we do is tied to water.  Without understanding what we know -- and what we don’t know -- about our water resources, as well as specific threats and needs, it’s often difficult to meet biological objectives.” 

Quivira Refuge in Kansas, Shiawassee Refuge in Michigan, Alamosa Refuge in Colorado, Aransas Refuge in Texas and Cahaba River Refuge in Alabama are among the next in line for water inventories based on regional prioritization.

One challenge will be the immense scale of the project, Higgins says. “There’s no way we can inventory every small stream and wetland in Alaska’s millions of acres of refuge lands; we’ve accepted that,” he says. Seasonal variations present another challenge. Some wetlands, for example, hold water only three months of the year; others have been dried up for years by drought.

“How do we capture threats imposed by climate change,” asks Higgins. “One way we’ve chosen is to look at long-term trends, long-term data for stream flow, for example. Is it decreasing or increasing? Are water temperatures decreasing or increasing? In addition, where we have appropriate data from climate change models, we’ll incorporate those into our assessments.

“There’s a huge data gap there that needs to be filled,” he says.

