
Draft Compatibility Determination
Title
Draft Compatibility Determination for Cooperative Farming, Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuge. 
[bookmark: Refuge_Use_Category]Refuge Use Category
Agriculture, Aquaculture, and Silviculture
Refuge Use Type(s)
Farming (Cooperative)  
[bookmark: Refuge]Refuge
Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuge

[bookmark: Establishing_and_Acquisition_Authority(i]Refuge Purpose(s) and Establishing and Acquisition Authority(ies) 
[bookmark: National_Wildlife_Refuge_System_Mission]The Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuge (Refuge) was established in 1952 as the first National Wildlife Refuge in Colorado, and its approved acreage is approximately 14,834 acres. It was established under the authority of the 1929 Migratory Bird Conservation Act (45 Stat. 122; 16 U.S.C. §715d) “…for use as inviolate sanctuaries, or for any other management purposes, for migratory birds.” Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) is managed by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service). 

National Wildlife Refuge System Mission
The mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System, otherwise known as Refuge System, is to administer a national network of lands and waters for the conservation, management, and where appropriate, restoration of the fish, wildlife, and plant resources and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of present and future generations of Americans (Pub. L. 105-57; 111 Stat. 1252).



Description of Use
Is this an existing use?
[bookmark: What_is_the_use?]Yes, this compatibility determination (CD) reviews and replaces the CD for farming activities on Monte Vista National Wildlife Refuge included as part of the San Luis Valley National Wildlife Refuge Comprehensive Conservation Plan (CCP) and Environmental Assessment, approved October 21, 2015. 
What is the use?
Farming (Cooperative) – The practice of agriculture, especially mechanically disturbing the soil and artificially introducing seeds or other plant parts periodically to produce stands of plants, for use primarily as food by wildlife, domestic animals, or humans. This includes water delivery, irrigation, and drainage.
[bookmark: Is_the_use_a_priority_public_use?]Is the use a priority public use?
No
Where would the use be conducted?
Farming will be conducted on five irrigated fields divided into eight farm units (13 North, 13 South, 20 East, 20 West, 22 East, 22 West, 23, and Parma) managed under pivot system irrigation. All fields are made up of a combination of alfalfa and small grains (barley). Approximately 630 total acres of the 14,834 acres within the Refuge will be permitted under a Cooperative Agriculture Agreement (CAA) and Commercial Special Use Permit (SUP). Retirement and restoration of a portion of the farmed area may be considered in the future and if it is feasible, the total farmed acres will be reduced. 
[bookmark: When_would_the_use_be_conducted?]When would the use be conducted?
The timing of farming will occur from April through October under most circumstances, depending on the objectives. Generally, farming will not occur from November through March due to winter conditions and fall and spring bird migration. Certain farming practices that will be allowed from November through March include activities such as ground preparation, seed drilling, or overseeding for native plant restoration.
How would the use be conducted?
Cooperative Agriculture is only permissible when determined that “such agreements are in aid of or benefit to the wildlife management of the area” (50 CFR 29.2). Farming will be administered under a CAA and Commercial SUP (620 FW 2). This allows a person or entity to use agricultural practices on National Wildlife Refuge System lands in support of refuge wildlife management objectives.  

The Commercial SUP and a Plan of Operations included in the CAA detail operation requirements including approved crop(s), location and amount of acreage to be planted on specified years, and cooperator responsibilities. The associated CAA will be for up to five-years. When substantial involvement between the Service and the agricultural cooperator is anticipated, the CAA will necessitate communication on a regular basis and annual reviews.  

The Service proposes to continue farming on approximately 630 acres of the Refuge and produce approximately 200 acres of small grain (primarily barley) annually to provide food for the spring-migrating Rocky Mountain population of sandhill cranes. The remaining 430 acres will be alfalfa that will be harvested by the cooperator. The crop share will not be less than 25% small grains to the Refuge, and the remaining 75% alfalfa to the cooperator. Farm fields will be irrigated by center pivot sprinklers. This irrigation technique is preferred due to the dramatically reduced cost (primarily for labor) and greater water efficiency compared with the flood irrigation practices that were used before 1990. Crops may be rotated among the eight farm units periodically to improve soil health and growing conditions.

Under the CAA, the cooperator will be responsible for all production activities and costs associated with farming operations, including equipment, fuel, fertilizer, chemicals and labor. Seed will be procured from a vendor by either the cooperator or the Refuge as specified in the CAA. The cooperator will use privately owned tractors and other implements necessary for soil preparation, planting, weed control, fertilization, and other necessary farm operations on all farmed acres as well as the harvest of their share of the crop(s). The cooperator will conduct all irrigation activities and pay all well pumping (electricity) and horsepower charge costs associated with the farm units during the growing season. 

The Refuge is responsible for maintaining the associated water rights and for major maintenance to the sprinkler systems and wells. At the end of the growing season, the small grain crops are not harvested and are left standing by the cooperator. Just prior to and during spring sandhill crane migration, the Refuge will be responsible for mowing these standing crops which scatters them to the ground and makes them available for the migrating cranes.
[bookmark: Why_is_this_use_being_proposed?]Why is this use being proposed or reevaluated?
Reevaluation is due per policy 603 FW 2.11 H(2). Except for uses specifically authorized for a period longer than 10 years (such as rights-of-way), we will reevaluate CDs for all existing uses other than wildlife dependent recreational uses when conditions under which the use is permitted change significantly, or if there is significant new information regarding the effects of the use, or at least every 10 years, whichever is earlier. A refuge manager may reevaluate the compatibility of a use at any time.  

Cooperative agricultural practices for wildlife and restoration of habitat on refuge lands include farming. When prescribed in a plan, these resource management activities are used to meet refuge goals and objectives; typically benefiting grassland health and the restoration of high-quality habitat for migratory birds, pollinators, and other wildlife. Cooperative agriculture is an indispensable management tool utilized to restore the ecological diversity and habitat quality of refuge lands. 

The CCP describes native communities, focal species, and ecological objectives largely based on species life requirements and considerations of ecosystem management. Agricultural activities are used in combination with other management strategies to increase the potential of accomplishing Refuge objectives.

The Refuge continues to investigate and consider retiring some, but not all farm fields and restoring those areas back to native vegetation.  The restoration will help conserve water usage as the areas are transitioned from small grains and alfalfa to native vegetation.

[bookmark: Availability_of_Resources]Availability of Resources
Due to the low costs associated with the cooperative farming approach, adequate funding exists to administer this farming program. Refuge responsibilities include maintenance of the associated water rights records and fees, large repair needs of irrigation equipment, soliciting and negotiating new CAAs, communicating frequently with the cooperating farmer, and enforcing conditions within the CAA and Commercial SUP. Water rights maintenance includes the ability to demonstrate beneficial use of the water and compliance with ground water rules and regulations pertaining to groundwater augmentation rules set by the state of Colorado.

Some of the systems irrigating these fields are supplemented by surface water when available. In these instances, Refuge responsibilities include membership in the mutual ditch company and maintenance of the water distribution system. Maintenance of these water rights is required whether the water is used for farming, wetland irrigation, or other wildlife habitat objectives. Maintenance of the actual irrigation equipment is typically met within annual budgets. Exceptions include infrequent catastrophic pump, sprinkler, or even well failures. Under such circumstances, Refuge System policy allows for adjustment of the annual agreement with the cooperator to cover these repairs.

[bookmark: Anticipated_Impacts_of_the_Use]Anticipated Impacts of the Use
[bookmark: Potential_impacts_of_a_proposed_use_on_t]Potential impacts of a proposed use on the refuge's purpose(s) and the Refuge System mission
The Refuge recognizes that the benefits of its farming program come with tradeoffs. The benefits of the program include: (1) assurance that the Rocky Mountain population of greater sandhill cranes arrive on breeding grounds in good physical condition, increasing the likelihood of a successful nesting effort, and (2) providing a remarkable and popular wildlife viewing opportunity on the Refuge. The Monte Vista Crane Festival has been conducted on the Monte Vista Refuge for over 40 years and is the largest wildlife viewing event in Colorado. Large numbers of cranes feeding on one or more of these fields provides unparalleled viewing opportunities for thousands of visitors each spring. The Monte Vista Crane Festival supports the National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 by ensuring the public's ability to enjoy wildlife-dependent recreation such as wildlife observation, photography, environmental education, and interpretation during this annual festival.  The festival is attended by a few thousand visitors over the course of the three-day event, but visitation to the refuge increases several weeks before, and after the festival. The CCP concludes, "Although the precise economic impact of the crane festival to the region is not clear, it is one of the largest wildlife festivals in the State and provides a substantial economic boost to the community (CCP, 2015)."

For centuries, the San Luis Valley has been an important migratory staging area for the Rocky Mountain population of greater sandhill cranes. During spring migration, an estimated 18,000–20,000 greater sandhill cranes and approximately 5,000–6,000 lesser and Canadian sandhill cranes inhabit the valley between late February and early April. During this period, they build up necessary energy reserves to finish migration to their nesting grounds (Tacha et al. 1987). These energy reserves also greatly influence breeding success. However, the loss of natural shallow-water wetlands, due to land use modifications and alterations to hydrology, has reduced the overall amount of potential foraging areas throughout the valley. Furthermore, it is believed that sandhill cranes did not migrate through the valley until later in the spring when natural wetlands would have been largely free of ice and more invertebrates and other natural food sources would have been available. With the advent of agricultural production of small grains in the valley over the last century, sandhill cranes began arriving as early as mid-February to take advantage of the waste grain left in agricultural fields after harvest. Sandhill cranes have likely altered the timing of their migration to take advantage of this readily available food source. They now arrive in the valley in late winter when most wetland areas are still frozen and natural food sources are largely unavailable in sufficient amounts to provide the energy required to build fat reserves. As a result, they have become dependent on small grain production in the valley. Waterbirds and sandhill cranes migrating thousands of miles rely on critical wetland stopover sites to rest and build energy reserves. Some localized stopover landscapes are prioritized by birds where agriculture food resources and wetland habitat are found adjacent to each other, minimizing daily movement (Donnelly et al. 2021).

[bookmark: Short-term_impacts]Short-term impacts
Habitat and Species– In preparations for farming, a unit is usually treated with a combination of the following practices: haying or burning to remove current standing vegetation, herbicide broadcast application to suppress and kill live vegetation, and mechanical tillage to overturn soil, expose root systems and kill vegetation. Many species of wildlife, especially insects, species with a life process that includes a shallow underground or near-ground component, amphibians, and slow-moving species, may be terminated during one of these processes. Mobile wildlife such as deer, elk, coyotes, jackrabbits, and birds would be displaced to surrounding areas.  
Initial farming preparations typically take place in the fall or early spring. Field prep, planting, weed control and harvesting will generally only cover a few days per month from April through October, but will completely disturb all areas of the farm units. Throughout the remainder of the growing period disturbance will be minimal. After harvest, steps can be taken to improve winter habitat and soil health. Leaving residue standing instead of tilling it or using cover crops can provide food and cover for overwintering wildlife including soil micro-organisms, which promotes soil health and ensures important nutrient cycling continues year-round. It is Service policy that the long-term productivity of the soil will not be jeopardized to meet wildlife objectives (601 FW3, 569 FW1).
The use of herbicides is a common conventional farming practice. Herbicides can be used to remove undesired species from the area. Herbicides can also have negative impacts on non-targeted plants and wildlife species on the farmed area or in nearby lands. To decrease the likelihood of negative effects, only EPA registered pesticides that are approved through the Service’s Pesticide Use Proposal (PUP) System would be applied when necessary. All pesticides must be used and applied according to the label, EPA guidelines, and following best management practices. Application of pesticides must follow the Department of Interior’s Pesticide Use Policy (517 DM 1) and the Service’s Integrated Pest Management Policy (569 FW 1). 
Wildlife observation opportunities will decrease initially when the area is prepped for farming. Depending on the crop planted, observation and use by mammals and birds may increase if the crop is used for feed or cover during the growing season. Waterbird use in small grain fields is likely during fall and spring migrations as stopover habitat or feeding areas. Insect, amphibian, and small bird species could be reduced throughout the duration of farming due to the monoculture of cropped fields. Cover cropping, when possible, will boost use by other species. Certain shorebird species may increase use of the open temporary wetlands during migration.  
Soils - Lands will be more susceptible to wind and water erosion during the farming agreement. Units will receive a determination from the Natural Resource Conservation Service about whether the unit is classified as highly erodible or not highly erodible. Cropping systems and farming practices that can be used to reduce erosion would be considered, where appropriate, especially in highly erodible soils and landscapes. 
[bookmark: Long-term_impacts]Long-term impacts
Habitat and Species– Depending on the condition of a unit prior to farming and overall goals for the unit, this practice could run from 3-7 years or longer, with the issuance of a new CAA after five years. During this time, the area will not be ideal nesting habitat for grassland birds, however it will provide stopover and feeding areas for many resident and migrating ungulates and birds as well as still providing habitat for insects and pollinators. Ungulates, sandhill cranes, geese and other migrating birds will take advantage of waste grain left in the field, so use by some of these species may increase during the post-harvest period while farming is ongoing. Avian populations in some flyways have adapted to altered landscapes by taking advantage of agricultural food resources to meet energy demands during migration (Elphick and Oring 203, Gauthier et al. 2005, Fox et al. 2017).
Although pesticide use will be closely regulated during farming activities, local wildlife could be negatively affected. Plants and invertebrates that are a food source for many species and that contribute to important ecological processes, such as pollination, could be reduced, and communities will shift geographically. There is potential for some local populations of species to have long-term population reductions and slow recoveries. However, the proper use of herbicides combined with the practice of buffer zones and or localized spot treatments can facilitate rebuilding of resident animal and invertebrate populations. The appropriate use of herbicides can also reduce or eliminate most weed species, allowing native species to have a better chance of survival when planted due to decreased nonnative competition.  
Soils- Mechanical tillage practices will break up and compact the soil and negatively impact the micro-organisms in the soil. These mycorrhizal associations will take time to rebuild. Important nutrient cycling activity will slow down. Decomposition rates will slow, and subsequent building of soil organic matter will be negatively affected.  Leaving residue standing (no-till) over-winter when consistent with the plan of operations or incorporating cover crops into the plan will provide food and cover for migrating and wintering wildlife and soil micro-organisms.  
Nearly all farming practices use either synthetic or natural fertilizers. The addition of these fertilizers can change the ratio of soil available nutrients to favor the growth of undesirable plants during prairie species planting. High nitrogen (N) availability may be particularly problematic in the restoration of native plant communities, where prolific weed growth can delay or even preclude the reestablishment of native species (NRC 1992, Packard and Mutel 1997). Controlling the availability of N and phosphorus (P) prior to reconstruction planting can reduce the likelihood of invasion (Funk and Vitousek 2007, Rowe 2008). Soil sample analysis for nutrient levels prior to native species seeding would give managers insight into the potential for weedy invasion and can help direct the planning process for seeding (Dixon 2017). There is ongoing research into mitigating high N and P levels including soil carbon addition (Blumenthal 2003) and seeding of certain native species (Levang-Brilz and Biondini 2002). Fertilizer runoff and deposition in wetlands is another possibility on farmed units. Like ratios in soil, the effects of high N and P in wetlands can change plant communities, favoring non-native cattails or monoculture stands of cattail over other diverse emergent plant communities. Buffers around wetland areas and appropriate application procedures can mitigate this outcome. 
[bookmark: Public_Review_and_Comment]Public Review and Comment
The draft CD will be available for public review and comment for 14 days from March 31 – April 15, 2025.  The public will be made aware of this comment opportunity as a hard copy of this document will be posted at the San Luis Valley National Wildlife Refuge Complex Headquarters and Visitor Center, 7824 El Rancho Lane, Alamosa, 81101, at the Rio Grande Water Conservation District office, and at the Monte Vista City Hall. It will also be made available electronically on the Refuge website at: https://www.fws.gov/refuge/monte-vista   
Please let us know if you need the documents in an alternative format. Concerns expressed during the public comment period will be addressed in the final.

[bookmark: Determination]Determination
Is the use compatible? 
Yes
 Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility
[bookmark: Justification]
1. CAAs and SUPs will be written consistent with 620 FW 2 Cooperative Agriculture Use Policy and Region 6 Cooperative Agricultural Program Guidance (2022). 
2. All activities will be conducted in accordance with the CAAs.
3. The criteria for evaluating the need for habitat management, including all uses described in this CD, will be determined during annual planning activities.  
4. Activities must meet specific and articulated habitat and related wildlife objectives and contribute to the achievement of the purposes for which the Refuge units were established. These objectives may be outlined in a Comprehensive Conservation Plan, a Habitat Management Plan, an Annual Work Plan, or in the Special Use Permit.  
5. No genetically modified organism (GMO) seed used in farming operations.
6. No neonicotinoid treated seed or insecticide applied to Refuge lands.
7. All operations will be carried out in accordance with the BMPs and soil conservation practices.  
8. Pesticide use will be restricted by type and economic threshold limitation. Annually, all proposed pesticides must be submitted to and approved by the refuge manager or the Regional or National Integrated Pest Management (IPM) Coordinator. Pesticide use must be necessary and consistent with goals and objectives for habitat unit and needs to be approved by the refuge manager before application.  
9. Activities are restricted to previously farmed acres. No new areas will be farmed.  
10. Prescribed plans, crop rotations, and the restoration of farm fields to native vegetation will be adaptable to changing environmental conditions and operational constraints to minimize or alleviate potential adverse impacts. 
11. For consistency with management objectives, we will require general and specific conditions for CAAs and SUPs.   
12. Permitted activities will consider strategies to avoid or limit adverse effects on migration, nesting birds, species of conservation concern, and other wildlife. The refuge manager decision-making will consider constraints on the area, timing, and methods associated with farming to be incorporated into the CAA or SUP. For example, farming will mostly occur between April and October to avoid migratory bird disturbance on the management unit, unless the refuge manager deems it necessary for control of invasive plants, native plant restoration, or if conditions discouraged use of the area (e.g., previous treatment, such as herbicide application). The cooperative farmer will not begin harvesting alfalfa in the spring until after most ground-nesting bird activity is complete, as determined by the refuge manager. 
13. Refuge staff will assess environmental conditions in context of landscape and native community goals and objectives. 
Justification
The Refuge Improvement Act of 1997 states that the mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System is “to administer a national network of lands for the conservation, management and, where appropriate, restoration of fish, wildlife, and plant resources, and their habitats within the United States for the benefit of present and future generations of Americans.” Conservation and management means to sustain and, where appropriate, restore and enhance, healthy populations of fish, wildlife, and plants utilizing, in accordance with applicable Federal and State laws, methods and procedures associated with modern scientific resource programs. 
It thus follows, that if an economic use of a natural resource is shown to be conservation and management as defined in the Act, it contributes to the mission by the very definition of terms used. If a use contributes to the mission, it thus meets the standard or threshold established in 50 CFR 29.1. In accordance with 50 CFR 29.1, cooperative grazing, haying, and seed collection, as described in this CD, significantly contributes to the mission, purposes, goals, and objectives of the Refuge. 
Continuation of the farming program comes largely at the cost of using land and water for grain and alfalfa production instead of maintaining native wildlife habitat. For this reason, serious consideration will be given to retire a portion of the farming areas and restore to native vegetation provided the change does not interfere with the purpose of the Refuge and Mission of the Refuge System.

Cooperative farming on Monte Vista NWR is being reevaluated because of the value the farmed areas provide as important wildlife food and cover sources, in addition to the management of weed species in areas that were farmed before acquisition. The stipulations outlined above will help ensure that the use is compatible. Cooperative Farming, as outlined in this compatibility determination, will not conflict with the national policy to maintain the biological diversity, integrity, and environmental health of the Refuge. Based on available science and best professional judgement, the Service has determined that the use, in accordance with the stipulations provided here, will not materially interfere with or detract from the fulfillment of the National Wildlife Refuge System mission or the purpose of Monte Vista NWR. Rather, the continued use of cooperative farming, will benefit the Refuge, and promote public appreciation for wildlife and wild lands.

Habitat conditions on Monte Vista NWR will deteriorate without the use of a full range of management tools. Farming is a tool that helps the Refuge manage areas that have previously been farmed to continue to provide high quality areas for stopover, resting and feeding areas for resident and migrating wildlife. Farming is also used to aid in seedbed preparation to re-establish native vegetation in areas where farming infrastructure has deteriorated to the point that it will be too costly to continue farming. In areas where native vegetation is re-established, permanent native vegetation will be available for nesting and hiding cover and will offset short term negative effects of farming.  

Sandhill cranes and other waterbird species have adapted to landscapes dominated by agricultural practices, specifically farming and waste grain (e.g., barley, corn, oats, and wheat), to supplement their dietary needs (Austin, 2012). Sandhill cranes forage for small grains in the farm fields on the Monte Vista Refuge and on private agricultural fields. In recent years, fall tillage and flood irrigation of privately owned small grain fields has become increasingly widespread in the valley. Farmers implement these practices to encourage the growth and then subsequent freezing of waste seeds to get a clean field for spring planting. In addition, since the late 1990s, the number of acres in small grain production in the valley has been dramatically reduced because many farmers have switched to alfalfa, which is a more profitable crop. These changes in farming practices have resulted in a dramatic reduction in waste grain availability for sandhill cranes during spring and have prompted concern over whether current or future food resources are adequate to meet spring demands for migrating cranes. 

The Refuge will continue agricultural production of small grains (primarily barley) until the Service determines it is feasible to retire and restore a portion of the farm area to native vegetation. The number of small grains retired on the Refuge will be compensated by the equivalent planted on adjacent private farms to ensure that this critical food resource is made available for spring staging cranes.   


[bookmark: Signature_of_Determination]Signature of Determination
Refuge Manager Signature and Date
[bookmark: Signature_of_Concurrence]Signature of Concurrence
Assistant Regional Director Signature and Date
[bookmark: Mandatory_10-_or_15-Year_Reevaluation_Da]Mandatory Reevaluation Date
Mandatory 10-year reevaluation date: 2035 
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