
II.  Affected Enviroment
See Chapter II, Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan for Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge.

III.  Alternatives
FORMULATION OF ALTERNATIVES

Alternatives are different approaches or combinations of management objectives and strategies designed
to achieve the Refuge’s purpose and vision, and the goals identified in the CCP; the priorities and goals
of the Lower Mississippi Valley Ecosystem Team; the goals of the Refuge System; and the mission on the
Fish and Wildlife Service.  Alternatives are formulated to address the significant issues, concerns, and
problems identified by the Service and the public during public scoping.

The four alternatives identified and evaluated represent different approaches to provide permanent pro-
tection, restoration and management of the Refuge’s fish, wildlife, plants, habitats and other resources.
A major consideration in the formulation of the alternatives is the ability to obtain sufficient proprietary
interest in lands to facilitate a physical and biological connection of bottomland hardwood forests, and to
restore the functions and values of wetlands. 

Refuge managers assessed the biological conditions and analyzed the external relationships affecting the
Refuge. This information contributed to the development of goals and objectives and, in turn, helped to
formulate the alternatives.  As a result, each alternative presents different sets of objectives for reaching
Refuge goals.  Each alternative was evaluated based on how much progress it would make and how it
would address the identified issues related to fish and wildlife populations, habitats, land protection and
conservation, education and visitor services, and Refuge administration.

DESCRIPTION OF ALTERNATIVES

Serving as a basis for each alternative, goals and sets of objectives were developed by managers to
achieve the Refuge’s purpose and the mission of the Refuge System.  Objectives are desired conditions
or outcomes that are grouped into sets and, for this planning effort, consolidated into four alternatives.
These alternatives, overall, represent a range of different management treatments or approaches for
managing the Refuge over a 15-year time frame.  The four preliminary alternatives are summarized
below.  Following the summary descriptions is Table 3-1, which depicts the goals and objectives formulat-
ed for each alternative.

ALTERNATIVE 1 - NO ACTION

This alternative represents the status quo, i.e., no change from current management of the Refuge.
Under this alternative, 17,525 acres of Refuge lands would be protected, maintained, restored, and
enhanced for resident wildlife, waterfowl, migratory nongame birds, and threatened and endangered
species (Figure 3-1).  Refuge management programs would continue to be developed and implemented
with little baseline biological information.  All Refuge management actions would be directed toward
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Figure 3-1.  Alternative 1: No Action conditions on Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge.
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achieving the Refuge’s primary purposes (preserving wintering habitat for mallards, pintails, and wood
ducks; providing production habitat for wood ducks; and helping to meet the habitat conservation goals
of the North American Waterfowl Management Plan), while contributing to other national, regional, and
State goals to protect and restore shorebird, Neotropical migratory bird, woodcock, and Louisiana black
bear populations.  Active habitat management would be implemented through water level manipulations,
moist-soil and cropland management, and reforestation designed to provide a diverse complex of habitats
that meets the foraging, resting, and breeding requirements for a variety of species.  The current system
of levees, 28 water control structures, and one irrigation well would be used to provide approximately
1,500 acres of seasonally flooded habitats for a variety of wetland-dependent species.  Flooding would be
largely dependent on rainfall.  Depending on available funding, up to 50 acres of flooded habitat would be
provided for early migrants.

Cooperative farming would continue to be used to manage and maintain approximately 3,678 acres of
cropland and moist-soil habitats.  The Refuge would receive 20 percent of crop shares left in the field,
while the cooperative farmer would harvest 80 percent.  No active forest management (other than refor-
estation of previously planted, but failed, sites) would occur.

The current level of wildlife-dependent recreation activities (hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and
photography, and environmental education and interpretation) would be maintained.  No improvements
would be made to exterior or interior access roads to provide all-weather vehicular access to a broad seg-
ment of the public.  Hiking and ATV trails would continue to be provided in support of wildlife-dependent
recreation to the extent that these opportunities do not interfere significantly with or detract from the
achievement of wildlife conservation.  No wildlife observation sites/platforms, interpretive kiosks, or
restrooms would be provided.   Quality hunting and fishing programs would be continued when these are
consistent with sound biological principles.  Fishing would be permitted in Lake Ophelia, Duck Lake, and
Westcut Lake.  Environmental education and outreach programs would be conducted on a reactive basis
(i.e., only on request) and would not be promoted.

Under this alternative, the Refuge would continue to seek acquisition of all willing seller properties with-
in the present acquisition boundary (Figure 3-2).  Lands acquired as part 
of the Refuge would be made available for compatible public wildlife-dependent recreation.  Purchases
from willing sellers would be the preferred option to expand conservation efforts in the acquisition area.
Other important options include outreach and partnerships with adjacent landowners, hunt clubs, and
the U.S. Department of Agriculture Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) through conserva-
tion easements, cooperative agreements, and Federal programs such as the Wetlands Reserve Program
(WRP).  These land conservation options would promote the linkage of bottomland hardwood forest
tracts and contribute to overall natural resource conservation within the acquisition area.

ALTERNATIVE 2 - PROPOSED ACTION

The primary focus under this alternative would be to add more staff, equipment, and facilities in order to
manage and restore the Refuge’s forest, wetland, moist-soil habitats, and hydrology in support of migra-
tory birds and other wildlife, especially waterfowl, Neotropical migratory birds, and Louisiana black
bear.  Under this alternative, 17,525 acres of Refuge lands would be protected, maintained, restored, and
enhanced for resident wildlife, waterfowl, migratory nongame birds, and threatened and endangered
species (Figure 3-3).  Extensive wildlife and plant censuses and inventory activities would be initiated to
obtain the biological information needed to implement management programs on the Refuge.  All Refuge
management actions would be directed toward achieving the Refuge’s primary purposes (preserving win-
tering habitat for mallards, pintails, and wood ducks; providing production habitat for wood ducks; and
helping to meet the habitat conservation goals of the North American Waterfowl Management Plan),
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Figure 3-2.  Approved acquisition area at Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge.
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Figure 3-3.  Alternative #2. Proposed action conditions on Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge



while contributing to other national, regional, and State goals to protect and restore shorebird,
Neotropical migratory bird, woodcock, and Louisiana black bear populations.  Active habitat manage-
ment would be implemented through water level manipulations, moist-soil and cropland management,
reforestation, and forest management designed to provide a diverse complex of habitats that meets the
foraging, resting, and breeding requirements for a variety of species.  An extensive system of levees, 34
water control structures, and three irrigation wells with underground pipes would be developed and
maintained in an effort to mimic historic flooding regimes and provide approximately 1,500 acres of sea-
sonally flooded habitats for a variety of wetland-dependent species.  Six new water control structures
and two irrigation wells with underground pipes would be installed to provide complete water manage-
ment capability on over 700 acres of moist-soil/cropland habitat.

Cooperative farming would be used to manage and maintain approximately 3,678 acres of existing
Refuge cropland and moist-soil habitats.  The Refuge would receive 20 percent of crop shares left in the
field, while the cooperative farmers would harvest 80 percent of the crop.  Cooperative farm acreage
would be reduced (2,500) acres as the Figure 3-3.  Alternative 2: Proposed action conditions on Lake
Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge.

Refuge obtains the necessary infrastructure to support waterfowl objectives on 1,155 acres.  During the
15-year life of this plan, reducing the cooperative farming program could result in the reforestation of
1,178 acres of cooperative farmland that would not be needed to meet wildlife habitat objectives.  A for-
est management plan, designed to address this alternative’s forest management goals of creating spatial-
ly and specifically diverse woodlands (with little negative effect to waterfowl objectives), would be devel-
oped and implemented.

High quality wildlife-dependent recreation activities (hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photogra-
phy, and environmental education and interpretation) opportunities would be provided.  Improvements
would be made to the Refuge’s exterior and interior access roads to provide all-weather vehicular access
to a broad segment of the public.  Hiking and ATV trails would be provided to support wildlife-dependent
recreation to the extent that these opportunities do not significantly interfere with or detract from the
achievement of wildlife conservation.  Wildlife observation sites/platforms; interpretive trails, boardwalks
and kiosks; and restrooms would be provided at specific sites to allow fully accessible interpretation and
environmental education programs.  Quality hunting and fishing programs would be provided, consistent
with sound biological principles.  Fishing would be permitted in Lake Ophelia, Duck Lake, Westcut Lake,
Possum Bayou, and Frazier-Whitehorse Lake.  The Lake Ophelia Fishery would be restored.  An envi-
ronmental education plan, incorporating aggressive and proactive promotion of on- and off-site pro-
grams, would be developed and implemented.

Under this alternative the Refuge would continue to pursue acquisition from willing sellers within the
current acquisition boundary.  Equally important options to be used either within the approved acquisi-
tion boundary or outside of it include outreach and partnerships with adjacent landowners, hunt clubs,
and the NRCS to use conservation easements, as well as cooperative agreements and Federal programs,
such as the WRP, to link bottomland hardwood forest tracts.  Under this alternative, the Refuge would
continue to seek acquisition of inholdings from all willing sellers within the present acquisition boundary.
Lands acquired as part of the Refuge would be made available for compatible wildlife-dependent public
opportunities.  Lands within the Three Rivers SPOA would be prioritized for their value in contributing
to forested linkages with the State of Louisiana’s Spring Bayou and Grassy Lake Wildlife Management
Areas (See CCP Figure 4-1). 

In order to link areas most effectively, the Refuge will work with partners to focus efforts on priority
conservation areas.  The primary purpose of this effort would be to work with partners to provide a bot-
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tomland forest system of sufficient size and carrying capacity to reach regional objectives associated with
area-sensitive Neotropical migratory birds, Louisiana black bear, forest-associated waterfowl, woodcock,
and wetland forest landscapes (See CCP Figure 4-1).

ALTERNATIVE 3

The primary focus under this alternative would be to add more staff, equipment and facilities in order to
maximize bottomland hardwood forest restoration in support of migratory birds and other wildlife.
Under this alternative, 17,525 acres of Refuge lands would be protected, maintained, restored, and
enhanced for resident wildlife, waterfowl, migratory nongame birds, and threatened and endangered
species (Figure 3-4).  The current refuge acquisition boundary of 38,000 acres would be expanded to
77,000 acres (Figure 3-4).  Extensive wildlife and plant censuses and inventory activities would be initiat-
ed to obtain the biological information needed to implement management programs on the Refuge.  Most
Refuge management actions would be directed toward creating and managing the largest possible
amount of interior and corridor forest habitat (for Louisiana black bear, Neotropical migratory birds, and
other interior forest wildlife) and reducing forest fragmentation, while supporting the Refuge’s primary
purposes (to preserve wintering habitat for mallards, pintails, and wood ducks; to provide production
habitat for wood ducks; and help meet the habitat conservation goals of the North American Waterfowl
Management Plan) with the smallest possible commitment in land resources.  Other national, regional,
and State goals to protect and restore shorebird and woodcock populations would be supported secondar-
ily.  These habitat goals would be achieved through reforestation, intensive forest management, water
level manipulations, and moist-soil and cropland management.  An extensive system of levees, 28 water
control structures, and one irrigation well would be utilized and maintained to provide seasonal flooding
on approximately 240 acres of cropland/moist-soil habitat and 1,500 acres of bottomland hardwood forest.
Flooding would be largely dependent on rainfall, with up to 50 acres pumped up to provide habitat for
early migrants.

Cooperative farming would be eliminated.  Agricultural acreage would be reduced to 240 acres; all farm-
ing would be conducted by Refuge staff.  Eliminating cooperative farming would maximize the amount of
forest, interior forest, and forested corridor habitats and minimize forest fragmentation.  A forest man-
agement plan, designed to address this alternative’s primary goals by creating spatially and specifically
diverse woodlands, would be developed and implemented.

High quality wildlife-dependent recreational activities (hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photog-
raphy, and environmental education and interpretation) opportunities would be provided.  Improvements
would be made to exterior and interior access roads to provide all-weather vehicular access to a broad
segment of the public.  Hiking and ATV trails would be provided to support wildlife-dependent recre-
ation to the extent that these opportunities do not significantly interfere with or detract from the
achievement of wildlife conservation.  Wildlife observation sites/platforms; interpretive trails, boardwalks
and kiosks; and restrooms would be provided at specific sites to allow fully accessible interpretation and
environmental education programs.  Quality hunting and fishing programs would be provided, consistent
with sound biological principles.  Fishing would be permitted in Lake Ophelia, Duck Lake, Westcut Lake,
Possum Bayou, and Frazier-Whitehorse Lake.  An environmental education plan, incorporating aggres-
sive and proactive promotion of on- and off-site programs, would be developed and implemented.

Under this alternative the Refuge would continue to seek acquisition of inholdings from all willing sellers
within the present acquisition boundary.  Additionally, the 38,000 acre acquisition boundary would be
expanded to 77,000 acres to create forested linkages with the State of Louisiana’s Spring Bayou and
Grassy Lake Wildlife Management Areas.  The primary purpose for this expansion would be to provide a
bottomland forest system of sufficient size and carrying capacity to reach regional objectives associated
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Figure 3-4.  Alternative 3 conditions on Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge.



with area-sensitive Neotropical migratory birds, Louisiana black bear, forest-associated waterfowl, wood-
cock, and wetland forest landscapes.  Lands acquired as part of the Refuge would be made available for
compatible wildlife-dependent public recreation opportunities.  Acquisition from willing sellers would be
one option used to expand conservation efforts in the expansion area.  Equally important options to be
used would include outreach and partnerships with adjacent landowners, hunt clubs, and the NRCS to
utilize conservation easements, cooperative agreements and Federal programs such as the WRP to link
bottomland hardwood forest tracts and contribute to overall wildlife, soil, and water conservation bene-
fits within the acquisition area.

ALTERNATIVE 4

The primary focus under this alternative would be to add more staff, equipment and facilities in order to
restore the Refuge’s wetland hydrology in support of migratory birds, particularly waterfowl and shore-
birds.  Under this alternative, 17,525 acres of Refuge lands would be protected, maintained, restored,
and enhanced for resident wildlife, waterfowl, migratory nongame birds, and threatened and endangered
species (Figure 3-5).  Extensive wildlife and plant censuses and inventory activities would be initiated to
obtain the biological information needed to implement management programs on the Refuge.  All Refuge
management actions would be directed toward achieving the Refuge’s primary purposes (preserving win-
tering habitat for mallards, pintails, and wood ducks; providing production habitat for wood ducks; and
helping to meet the habitat conservation goals of the North American Waterfowl Management Plan),
while contributing to other national, regional, and State goals to protect and restore shorebird,
Neotropical migratory bird, woodcock, and Louisiana black bear populations.  Active habitat manage-
ment would be implemented through water level manipulations, moist-soil and cropland management,
reforestation, and forest management designed to provide a diverse complex of habitats that meets the
foraging, resting, and breeding requirements for a variety of species.  An extensive system of levees, 40
water control structures, and four irrigation wells with underground pipes would be maintained in an
effort to mimic historic flooding regimes and provide approximately 1,500 acres of seasonally flooded
habitats for a variety of wetland-dependent species.  Twelve new water control structures and three irri-
gation wells with underground pipes would be added to the Refuge’s current water management infra-
structure in order to develop complete water management on approximately 1,500 acres of moist-soil,
cropland, and forested wetland habitat. 

Cooperative farming would be used to manage and maintain approximately 3,678 acres of existing Refuge
cropland and moist-soil habitats.  The Refuge would receive 20 percent of crop shares left in the field, while
the cooperative farmers would harvest 80 percent of the crop.  A forest management plan, designed to
address this alternative’s forest management goals of creating spatially and specifically diverse woodlands
(with no negative effect to waterfowl obligations), would be developed and implemented.

High quality wildlife-dependent recreation activities (hunting, fishing, wildlife observation and photogra-
phy, and environmental education and interpretation) opportunities would be provided.  Improvements
would be made to exterior and interior access roads to provide all-weather vehicular access to a broad
segment of the public.  Hiking and ATV trails would be provided to support wildlife-dependent recre-
ation to the extent that these opportunities do not significantly interfere with or detract from the
achievement of wildlife conservation.  Wildlife observation sites/platforms; interpretive trails, boardwalks
and kiosks; and restrooms would be provided at specific sites to allow fully accessible interpretation and
environmental education programs.  Quality hunting and fishing programs would be provided, consistent
with sound biological principles.  Fishing would be permitted in Lake Ophelia, Duck Lake, Westcut Lake,
Possum Bayou, and Frazier-Whitehorse Lake.  An environmental education plan, incorporating aggres-
sive and proactive promotion of on- and off-site programs, would be developed and implemented.
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Figure 3-5.  Alternative 4 conditions on Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge.



Under this alternative, the Refuge would continue to seek acquisition of all willing seller properties with-
in the present acquisition boundary.  Lands acquired as part of the Refuge would be made available for
compatible wildlife-dependent public recreation and opportunities.  Purchases from willing sellers would
be the preferred option to expand conservation efforts in the acquisition area.  Other important options
would include outreach and partnerships with adjacent landowners, hunt clubs, and the NRCS through
conservation easements, cooperative agreements, and Federal programs such as the WRP.  These alter-
natives would promote the linkage of bottomland hardwood forest tracts and contribute to overall natural
resource conservation within the acquisition area.

MANAGEMENT COMMON TO ALL ALTERNATIVES

COMPATIBLE USES

The National Wildlife Refuge System Administration Act of 1966, as amended by the National Wildlife
Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997, states that national wildlife refuges must be protected from
incompatible or harmful human activities to ensure that Americans can enjoy Refuge System lands and
waters.  Before activities or uses are allowed on a national wildlife refuge, the uses must be found to be
compatible.  A compatible use “...will not materially interfere with or detract from the fulfillment of the
mission of the Refuge System or the purposes of the Refuge.”  “Wildlife-dependent recreational uses
may be authorized on a Refuge when they are compatible and not inconsistent with public safety.”

An interim compatibility determination is a document that assesses the compatibility of an activity from
the time the Service first acquires a parcel of land to the time a formal, long-term management plan for
that parcel is prepared and adopted.  The Service has completed an interim compatibility determination
for Lake Ophelia NWR for the six priority general public uses of the Refuge System, as listed in the
National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act.  These uses are hunting, fishing, wildlife observation
and photography, and environmental education and interpretation.

OTHER MANAGEMENT

All management activities that could affect natural resources, including subsurface mineral reservations,
soil, water and air, and historical and archaeological resources, or that could affect utility lines and ease-
ments, would be managed to comply with all laws and regulations.  The Service has a legal responsibility
to consider the effects of its actions on cultural resources.  Under all alternatives, the Service would
manage these resources in accordance with public law and agency policy.  Individual projects would
require additional consultation with the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation and the State of
Louisiana’s Historic Preservation Office.  Additional consultation, surveys, and clearance would be
required where project development is conducted on the Refuge or when activities would affect proper-
ties that are listed or eligible for listing on the National Register of Historic Places.

LAND ACQUISITION

The acquisition and reforestation of marginal agricultural tracts adjacent to Service-owned lands within
the Refuge acquisition boundary would be given the highest priority. All land acquisitions are subject to
contaminant surveys.

Funding for land acquisition would come from the Land and Water Conservation Fund, the Migratory
Bird Conservation Fund, or donations from conservation organizations.  Conservation easements and
leases can be used to obtain minimum interests necessary to satisfy Refuge objectives if the Refuge staff
can adequately manage uses of the areas for the benefit of wildlife.  The Service can negotiate manage-
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ment agreements with local, State, and Federal agencies, and accept conservation easements.  Some
tracts within the proposed Refuge acquisition boundary may be owned by other public or private conser-
vation organizations.  The Service would work with interested organizations to identify additional areas
needing protection and provide technical assistance if needed.  The acquisition of private lands is entirely
contingent on the landowners and their willingness to participate.

REFUGE REVENUE SHARING

Annual Refuge revenue-sharing payments to Avoyelles Parish would continue at similar rates under each
alternative.  If lands are acquired and added to the Refuge, the payments would increase accordingly.

EDUCATION AND VISITOR SERVICES

As the Refuge’s visitor services program is developed, the staff would continue to assess the program
and its potential impact on Refuge resources.  Changes in the program would be implemented as
needed to address any impacts identified and to respond to anticipated wildlife population increases.
To ensure a quality wildlife-dependent recreation experience while achieving the “wildlife first” man-
date, the number of users and conflicts among users may be limited by the following: (1) permitting
uses, all year or at certain times of the year; and (2) designating roads, trails, and sites for specific
kinds of wildlife-dependent recreational use

There are a number of situations where future Refuge closures or restrictions on access may be warrant-
ed.  Examples of these situations include, but are not limited to, restrictions of activity to protect endan-
gered species or nesting birds or bear den sites; to achieve specific wildlife population objectives; or to
minimize conflicts with other Refuge management programs.  Restrictions may also be necessitated by
inadequate funds or staff to administer use.

REFUGE ADMINISTRATION

The maintenance and operation of the Refuge’s administrative facilities would continue, regardless of the
alternative selected.  Periodic updating of facilities is necessary for safety and accessibility and to sup-
port staff and management needs.  Funding needs have been identified for several projects, including
providing additional facilities and equipment to support Refuge operation and maintenance.

COMPARISON OF ALTERNATIVES

Each alternative, if implemented, will accomplish the Refuge vision while addressing the issues and con-
cerns identified by the planning and scoping teams and the general public.  However, each does so in a
different way (Table 3-1).  These dissimilarities cause varying responses to the issues and concerns
(Table 3-2).
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Table 3-1: A comparison of how each of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental
Assessment alternatives will address management objectives.
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Table 3-1: A comparison of how each of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental
Assessment alternatives will address management objectives.  (Continued)
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Table 3-1: A comparison of how each of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental
Assessment alternatives will address management objectives.  (Continued)
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Table 3-1: A comparison of how each of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental
Assessment alternatives will address management objectives.  (Continued)
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Table 3-1: A comparison of how each of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental
Assessment alternatives will address management objectives.  (Continued)
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Table 3-1: A comparison of how each of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental
Assessment alternatives will address management objectives.  (Continued)
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Table 3-1: A comparison of how each of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental
Assessment alternatives will address management objectives.  (Continued)
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Table 3-1: A comparison of how each of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental
Assessment alternatives will address management objectives.  (Continued)
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Table 3-1: A comparison of how each of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental
Assessment alternatives will address management objectives.  (Continued)
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Table 3-2: The responses of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental Assessment alterna-
tives to the issues and concerns identified by the planning and scoping teams and the general public
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Table 3-2: The responses of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental Assessment alterna-
tives to the issues and concerns identified by the planning and scoping teams and the general public (Continued)
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Table 3-2: The responses of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental Assessment alterna-
tives to the issues and concerns identified by the planning and scoping teams and the general public (Continued)
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Table 3-2: The responses of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental Assessment alterna-
tives to the issues and concerns identified by the planning and scoping teams and the general public (Continued)
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Table 3-2: The responses of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental Assessment alterna-
tives to the issues and concerns identified by the planning and scoping teams and the general public (Continued)
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Table 3-2: The responses of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental Assessment alterna-
tives to the issues and concerns identified by the planning and scoping teams and the general public (Continued)
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Table 3-2: The responses of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental Assessment alterna-
tives to the issues and concerns identified by the planning and scoping teams and the general public (Continued)
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Table 3-2: The responses of the four Lake Ophelia National Wildlife Refuge Environmental Assessment alterna-
tives to the issues and concerns identified by the planning and scoping teams and the general public (Continued)
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