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|. Background

This Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan and Environmental Assessment (Draft CCP/EA) was
prepared to guide management actions and direction for Clarks River National Wildlife Refuge (NWR)
in Marshall, McCracken, and Graves Counties, Kentucky (Figure 1). Fish and wildlife conservation
will receive first priority in refuge management; wildlife-dependent recreation will be allowed and
encouraged as long as it is compatible with, and does not detract from, the mission of the refuge or
the purposes for which it was established.

A planning team developed a range of alternatives that best met the goals and objectives of the refuge
and that could be implemented within the 15-year planning period. This Draft CCP/EA describes the
proposed plan developed by the Fish and Wildlife Service (Service), as well as other alternatives
considered and their effects on the environment. The Draft CCP/EA will be made available to state and
federal government agencies, conservation partners, and the general public for review and comment.
Comments from each entity will be considered in the development of the Final CCP.

PURPOSE AND NEED FOR THE PLAN

The purpose of the plan is to develop a proposed action that best achieves the refuge purpose;
attains the vision and goals developed for the refuge; contributes to the mission of the National
Wildlife Refuge System (Refuge System); addresses key problems, issues and relevant mandates;
and is consistent with sound principles of fish and wildlife management.

Specifically, the plan is needed to:

Provide a clear statement of refuge management direction;

e Provide refuge neighbors, visitors, and government officials with an understanding of
Service management actions on and around the refuge;

e Ensure that Service management actions, including land protection and
recreation/education programs, are consistent with the mandates of the Refuge
System; and

e Provide a basis for the development of budget requests for operations, maintenance,
and capital improvement needs.

FISH AND WILDLIFE SERVICE

The Service traces its roots to 1871 and the establishment of the Commission of Fisheries involved with
research and fish culture. The once independent commission was renamed the Bureau of Fisheries and
placed under the Department of Commerce and Labor in 1903.

The Service also traces its roots to 1886 and the establishment of a Division of Economic Ornithology
and Mammalogy in the Department of Agriculture. Research on the relationship of birds and animals
to agriculture shifted to delineation of the range of plants and animals so the name was changed to
the Division of the Biological Survey in 1896.

Draft Comprehensive Conservation Plan 1



Figure 1. Location of Clarks River NWR acquisition boundary
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The Department of Commerce, Bureau of Fisheries, was combined with the Department of
Agriculture, Bureau of Biological Survey, on June 30, 1940, and transferred to the Department of the
Interior as the Fish and Wildlife Service. The name was changed to the Bureau of Sport Fisheries
and Wildlife in 1956 and finally to the Fish and Wildlife Service in 1974.

The Fish and Wildlife Service, working with others, is responsible for conserving, protecting, and
enhancing fish and wildlife and their habitats for the continuing benefit of the American people
through Federal programs relating to migratory birds, endangered species, interjurisdictional fish and
marine mammals, and inland sport fisheries (142 DM 1.1).

As part of its mission, the Service manages more than 551 national wildlife refuges covering over 150
million acres. These areas comprise the National Wildlife Refuge System, the world’s largest
collection of lands set aside specifically for fish and wildlife. The majority of these lands, 77 million
acres, is in Alaska. The remaining acres are spread across the other 49 states and several United
States territories. In addition to refuges, the Service manages thousands of small wetlands, 70
national fish hatcheries, 65 fishery resource offices, and 86 ecological services field stations. The
Service enforces federal wildlife laws, administers the Endangered Species Act, manages migratory
bird populations, restores nationally significant fisheries, conserves and restores wildlife habitat, and
helps foreign governments with their conservation efforts. It also oversees the Federal Aid program
that distributes hundreds of millions of dollars in excise taxes on fishing and hunting equipment to
state fish and wildlife agencies.

NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE SYSTEM

The mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System, as defined by the National Wildlife Refuge
System Improvement Act of 1997 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.”

The National Wildlife Refuge System Improvement Act of 1997 (Improvement Act) established, for the
first time, a clear legislative mission of wildlife conservation for the Refuge System. Actions were
initiated in 1997 to comply with the direction of this new legislation, including an effort to complete
comprehensive conservation plans for all refuges. These plans, which are completed with full public
involvement, help guide the future management of refuges by establishing natural resources and
recreation/education programs. Consistent with the Improvement Act, approved plans will serve as
the guidelines for refuge management for 15 years. The Improvement Act states that each refuge
shall be managed to:

Fulfill the mission of the Refuge System;

Fulfill the individual purposes of each refuge;

Consider the needs of wildlife first;

Fulfill requirements of comprehensive conservation plans that are prepared for each
unit of the Refuge System;

e Maintain the biological integrity, diversity, and environmental health of the Refuge System;
and
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e Recognize that wildlife-dependent recreation activities including hunting, fishing,
wildlife observation, wildlife photography, and environmental education and
interpretation are legitimate and priority public uses and allow refuge managers
authority to determine compatible public uses.

The following are just a few examples of the national network of conservation lands. Pelican Island
NWR, the first refuge, was established in 1903 for the protection of colonial nesting birds in Florida,
such as the snowy egret and the brown pelican. Western refuges were established for American bison
(1906), elk (1912), prong-horned antelope (1931), and desert bighorn sheep (1936) after over-hunting,
competition with cattle, and natural disasters decreased once-abundant herds. The drought conditions
of the 1930s Dust Bowl severely depleted breeding populations of ducks and geese. Refuges
established during the Great Depression focused on waterfow! production areas (i.e., protection of
prairie wetlands in America’s heartland). The emphasis on waterfowl continues today but also includes
protection of wintering habitat in response to a dramatic loss of bottomland hardwoods. By 1973, the
Service had begun to focus on establishing refuges for endangered species.

Over 40 million people visited national wildlife refuges in 2009, most to observe wildlife in their natural
habitats (DOI 2009). National wildlife refuges connect visitors to their natural resource heritage and
provide them with an opportunity to increase knowledge and appreciation of fish and wildlife ecology
to help them understand their role in the environment. Wildlife-dependent recreation on refuges also
generates economic benefits to local communities. According to the report, Banking on Nature 2006:
The Economic Benefits to Local Communities of National Wildlife Refuge Visitation, and the
Economic Impact of the Department of the Interior's Programs and Activities Preliminary Report (DOI
2009) over 40 million people visited national wildlife refuges in Fiscal Year 2009 and in 2006
generated almost $1.7 billion in total economic activity and creating almost 27,000 private sector jobs
producing about $542.8 million in employment income (Carver and Caudill 2007). Additionally,
recreational spending on refuges generated nearly $185.3 million in tax revenue at the local, county,
state, and federal levels (Carver and Caudill 2007). As the number of visitors grows, significant
economic benefits are realized by local communities. In 2006, nearly 71 million people, 16 years and
older, fished, hunted, or observed wildlife, spending $45.7 billion and generating $122.6 billion
(Leonard 2008).

Volunteers continue to be a major contributor to the success of the Refuge System. In 2005,
approximately 38,000 refuge volunteers donated more than 1.4 million hours. The value of their
service was more than $25 million.

The wildlife and habitat vision for national wildlife refuges stresses that wildlife comes first; that
ecosystems, biodiversity, and wilderness are vital concepts in refuge management; that refuges must
be healthy and growth must be strategic; and that the Refuge System must serve as a model for
habitat management with broad participation from others.

All lands of the Refuge System will be managed in accordance with an approved comprehensive
conservation plan that will guide management decisions and set forth strategies for achieving refuge
unit purposes. The plan will be consistent with sound resource management principles, practices,
and legal mandates, including Service compatibility standards and other Service policies, guidelines,
and planning documents (602 FW 1.1).

4 Clarks River National Wildlife Refuge



LEGAL AND POLICY CONTEXT
Legal Mandates, Administrative and Policy Guidelines, and Other Special Considerations

Administration of national wildlife refuges is guided by the mission and goals of the Refuge System,
congressional legislation, presidential executive orders, and international treaties. Policies for
management options of refuges are further refined by administrative guidelines established by the
Secretary of the Interior and by policy guidelines established by the Director of the Fish and Wildlife
Service. Select legal summaries of treaties and laws relevant to administration of the Refuge System and
management of the Clarks River NWR are provided in Appendix C.

Treaties, laws, administrative guidelines, and policy guidelines assist the refuge manager in making
decisions pertaining to soil, water, air, flora, fauna, and other natural resources; historical and cultural
resources; research and recreation on refuge lands; and provide a framework for cooperation
between Clarks River NWR and other partners, such as the Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife
Resources (KDFWR), Kentucky Department for Natural Resources, Land Between the Lakes-U.S.
Forest Service, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, private landowners, etc.

Lands within the Refuge System are closed to public use unless specifically and legally opened. No
refuge use may be allowed unless it is determined to be compatible. A compatible use is one that, in
the sound professional judgment of the refuge manager, will not materially interfere with or detract
from the fulfillment of the mission of the Refuge System or the purposes of the refuge. All programs
and uses must be evaluated based on mandates set forth in the Improvement Act. Those mandates
are to:

Contribute to ecosystem goals, as well as refuge purposes and goals;

Conserve, manage, and restore: fish, wildlife, and plant resources and their habitats;
Monitor the trends of fish, wildlife, and plants;

Manage and ensure appropriate visitor uses, as those uses benefit the conservation of
fish and wildlife resources and contribute to the enjoyment of the public; and

e Ensure that visitor activities are compatible with refuge purposes.

The Improvement Act further identifies six priority wildlife-dependent recreational uses. These uses
are: hunting, fishing, wildlife observation, wildlife photography, and environmental education and
interpretation. As priority public uses of the Refuge System, these uses receive priority consideration
over other public uses in planning and management.

Biological Integrity, Diversity, and Environmental Health Policy

The Improvement Act directs the Service to ensure that biological integrity, diversity, and
environmental health of the Refuge System are maintained for the benefit of present and future
generations of Americans. The policy is an additional directive for refuge managers to follow while
achieving refuge purpose(s) and the Refuge System mission. It provides for the consideration and
protection of the broad spectrum of fish, wildlife, and habitat resources found on refuges and
associated ecosystems. When evaluating the appropriate management direction for refuges, refuge
managers will use sound professional judgment to determine their refuge’s contribution to biological
integrity, diversity, and environmental health at multiple landscape scales. Sound professional
judgment incorporates field experience, knowledge of refuge resources, understanding of the refuge
role within an ecosystem, applicable laws, and best available science, including consultation with
others both inside and outside the Service.
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NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL CONSERVATION PLANS AND INITIATIVES

Multiple partnerships have been developed among government and private entities to address the
environmental problems affecting regions. There is a large amount of conservation and protection
information that defines the role of the refuge at the local, national, international, and ecosystem
levels. Conservation initiatives include broad-scale planning and cooperation between affected
parties to address declining trends of natural, physical, social, and economic environments. The
conservation guidance described below, along with issues, problems and trends, was reviewed and
integrated where appropriate into this Draft CCP/EA.

This Draft CCP/EA supports, among others, the Partners in Flight Plan, the North American
Waterfowl Management Plan, the Western Hemisphere Shorebird Reserve Network, and the National
Wetlands Priority Conservation Plan.

North American Bird Conservation Initiative. Started in 1999, the North American Bird
Conservation Initiative (NABCI) is a coalition of government agencies, private organizations,
academic institutions, and private industry leaders in the United States, Canada, and Mexico working
to ensure the long-term health of North America's native bird populations by fostering an integrated
approach to bird conservation to benefit all birds in all habitats. The international and national bird
initiatives include the North American Waterfowl Management Plan, Partners in Flight, Waterbird
Conservation for the Americas, and the U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan.

North American Waterfowl Management Plan. The North American Waterfowl Management Plan is
an international action plan to conserve migratory birds throughout the continent. The plan's goal is to
return waterfowl populations to their 1970s level by conserving wetland and upland habitats. Canada
and the United States signed the Plan in 1986 in reaction to critically low numbers of waterfowl. Mexico
joined in 1994 making it a truly continental effort. The plan is a partnership of federal, provincial/state
and municipal governments, non-governmental organizations, private companies, and many
individuals, all working towards achieving better wetland habitat for the benefit of migratory birds, other
wetland-associated species, and people. Plan projects are international in scope, but implemented at
regional levels. These projects contribute to the protection of habitat and wildlife species across the
North American landscape.

Partners in Flight Bird Conservation Plan. Managed as part of the Partners in Flight Plan, the East
Gulf Coastal Plain and Central Hardwoods physiographic area represents a scientifically based land bird
conservation planning effort that ensures long-term maintenance of healthy populations of native land
birds, primarily nongame land birds. Nongame land birds have been vastly under-represented in
conservation efforts, and many are exhibiting significant declines in population. The plan is voluntary and
nonregulatory, and focuses on relatively common species in areas where conservation actions can be
most effective, as opposed to the frequent local emphasis on rare and peripheral populations.

U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan. The U.S. Shorebird Conservation Plan is a partnership effort
throughout the United States to ensure that stable and self-sustaining populations of shorebird
species are restored and protected. The plan was developed by a wide range of agencies,
organizations, and shorebird experts for separate regions of the country, and identifies conservation
goals, critical habitat conservation needs, key research needs, and proposed education and outreach
programs to increase awareness of shorebirds and the threats they face.
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Northern American Waterbird Conservation Plan. This plan provides a framework for the
conservation and management of 210 species of waterbirds in 29 nations. Threats to waterbird
populations include destruction of inland and coastal wetlands, introduced predators and invasive
species, pollutants, mortality from fisheries and industries, disturbances, and conflicts arising from
abundant species. Particularly important habitats of the southeast region include pelagic areas,
marshes, forested wetlands, and barrier and sea island complexes. Fifteen species of waterbirds are
federally listed, including breeding populations of wood storks, Mississippi sandhill cranes, whooping
cranes, interior least terns, and gulf coast populations of brown pelicans. A key objective of this plan
is the standardization of data collection efforts to better recommend effective conservation measures.

RELATIONSHIP TO STATE WILDLIFE AGENCY

The Kentucky Comprehensive Wildlife Conservation Strategy (KCWCS) was developed in order to
identify and conserve Kentucky’s Species of Greatest Conservation Need and to comply with the
requirements of the congressionally authorized State and Tribal Wildlife Grants (STWG) Program.
The KCWCS represents a proactive plan for sustaining the diversity of species and habitats found in
Kentucky. The KDFWR acted as the lead agency in this effort but many partners provided crucial
input. The general public was also invited to participate and provide input.
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ll. Refuge Overview

INTRODUCTION

Clarks River NWR is located in western Kentucky, an area also known as the Jackson Purchase.
The refuge averages 2 to 3 miles in width, extends about 20 miles from near Paducah, Kentucky,
to just south of Benton, Kentucky, and is in Graves, Marshall and McCracken Counties. The
refuge acquisition boundary includes approximately 40 river miles due to the meandering nature
of the Clarks River.

Clarks River NWR was established in 1997. The acquisition boundary approved by Congress is
approximately 19,605 acres, of which, 8,634 acres have been purchased (Figure 2). The lands are
distributed among counties as follows; Graves County (56 acres), Marshall County (5,970 acres), and
McCracken County (2,608 acres). Lands are purchased on a willing-seller basis only. The majority
of the refuge, about two-thirds, is in Marshall County, with about one-third in McCracken County and
a small fraction in the northeast corner of Graves County.

Approximately 74 percent of the land associated with the Clarks River NWR is forested, 23 percent is
agricultural land, 3 percent is open water/swamp, and 1 percent native warm-season grasses.
Disturbed lands (roads, utility corridors, etc.) comprise 4 percent of the refuge. Refuge lands are
managed for all plants and animals that occur in the area of western Kentucky, with a primary
emphasis on migratory songbirds and waterfowl, game species, and listed species. Refuge goals
and objectives are achieved through forest management, cooperative farming, habitat restoration,
water management, and prescribed fire.

CLARKS RIVER NWR HISTORY AND PURPOSE

The Service, as part of its Bottomland Hardwood Preservation Program, evaluated the Clarks River
as a candidate site for protection in 1975, because it was the only major river in western Kentucky
that had not been dammed or dredged and because it was comprised of one of the largest remaining
bottomland hardwood forests in the region. The final list of candidate sites publ