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2. The Planning Process

Deer in the fog. USFWS

2.1  Description of the Planning Process

This CCP complies with the requirements of the Improvement Act and NEPA. Refuge planning
policy also guided the process and development of the CCP, as outlined in Part 602, Chapters 1,
3, and 4 of the Service Manual. Service policy, the Improvement Act, and NEPA provide specific
guidance for the planning process, such as seeking public involvement in the preparation of the
EA. The development and analysis of “reasonable” management alternatives within the EA
include a “no action” alternative that reflects current conditions and management strategies on
the refuge. Figure 2-1 outlines the steps in the CCP planning process.
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Figure 2-1. The Planning Process

2.1.1

Preplanning

The Service completed the following preplanning tasks prior to formally initiating the
development of this CCP in order to support planning activities:

Established an interdisciplinary interagency planning team.

Identified refuge purpose, history, and establishing authority.

Identified all relevant laws, regulations, and policies that would have to be considered
during the development of the CCP.

Identified purpose and need for the CCP to make sure all issues are adequately
addressed.

Identified planning area and resource data needs.

2-2
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2.1.2 Initiate Public Involvement and Scoping

The formal planning process begins with the scoping period, which involves soliciting public
involvement and results in a thorough assessment of issues, concerns, opinions, thoughts,
ideas, concepts, and visions for the refuge. Formal scoping began with publication of a notice
of intent to prepare an Environmental Assessment (A), which was published in the Federal
Register on August 10, 2007 (Volume 72, Number 154, pp. 45059-45060).

Three public open house meetings were held in 2009 (Table 2-1).
Table 2-1. Location, Attendance, and Dates of Public Meetings

Community Attendance Meeting Date

Liberty, TX 18 November 30, 2009
Beaumont, TX 5 December 1, 2009
Houston, TX 14 December 2, 2009

When the notice of intent was published, the team distributed a Planning Update requesting
public feedback and informing community members of upcoming public scoping meetings. Notices
of these meetings were also published in the local newspaper and announced on local radio.

The first meeting was held in Liberty, Texas, on November 30, 2009, at the Jean and Price
Daniel House; the second meeting was held in Beaumont, on December 1, 2009, at the Rogers
Park Center; and the third meeting was held in Houston on December 2, 2009, at the United
Way of greater Houston. The refuge, with regional office representatives, provided
presentation on both the CCP’s process as well as the existing condition of the refuge in an
attempt to inform the public and to solicit input into the planning process. These presentations
were also designed to solicit input on refuge-specific issues that the public felt should be
addressed in the CCP.

In addition to three open house public meetings, the refuge hosted a government-to-
government meeting and invited regional representatives from both State and Federal
government agencies on February 4, 2010. The meeting was held at the Liberty/Dayton Area
Chamber of Commerce in Trinity, Texas, with representatives from the refuge, U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service Ecological Services Field Office in Houston, the National Park Service, and
the Texas Parks and Wildlife Department.

In addition to these public and interagency meetings, a representative from the refuge
attended an Ecoregional Meeting at the Texas Mid-coast National Wildlife Refuge Complex
where land management agencies in the Gulf Coast Prairies and Marshes met to discuss
ecoregional concerns. The meeting was intended to discuss the refuge’s role in addressing
issues affecting fish, wildlife, and their habitats within the larger landscape. Seventeen people
attended this meeting representing a variety of land management groups and agencies. Table
2-2 lists agencies and organizations that attended the ecoregion coordination meeting.
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Table 2-2. Agencies and Organizations Attending the Gulf Coast Prairies and Marshes Ecoregional Coordination
Meeting

Agencies Organizations

Trinity River NWR US Fish and Wildlife Service
Texas Mid-coast NWR Complex US Fish and Wildlife Service
Gulf Coast Joint Venture Gulf Coast Prairies and Marshes Ecoregion
The Nature Conservancy Gulf Coast Prairies and Marshes Ecoregion
FWS Ecological Services US Fish and Wildlife Service

Texas Parks and Wildlife Department | State of Texas

Texas Chenier Plains NWR Complex | US Fish and Wildlife Service
Bosque del Apache NWR US Fish and Wildlife Service
Attwater Prairie Chicken NWR US Fish and Wildlife Service

The feedback received at the conclusion of the public involvement period indentified numerous
concerns for a variety of stakeholders. Table 2-3 thru 2-5 list these concerns and specifies
which stakeholder group voiced them.

Table 2-3. Concerns Regarding Habitat

Concern General State of Federal USFWS
Public Texas Agencies

Threatened and Endangered X X X
Species
Land Acquisition X X
Instream Flows X
Invasive Flora/Fauna X X X X
Management
Native Flora/Fauna X X
Conservation
Wetland Management X X
Climate Change X X X
Oil and Gas Development X X
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Table 2-4. Concerns Regarding Public Use Opportunities

Concern General State of Federal USFWS
Public Texas Agencies
Interpretation X X
Environmental Education X X X
Hunting X X X
Fishing X
Wildlife Observation X
Wildlife Photography X
Law Enforcement X X X X
Land Acquisition X X
Table 2-5. Concerns Regarding Facilities
Concern General State of Federal USFWS
Public Texas Agencies
Public Use Access X X X X
Visitor Office/ Environmental X X
Center
Other Visitor Facilities X
Cultural Resources X
Climate Change X X X X

2.1.3 Determine Issues

To determine the planning issues to be addressed in the CCP, the planning team reviewed the
concerns identified by the public along with management concerns identified by refuge staff
and those submitted by other Federal agencies and the State of Texas. Planning issues are
those issues for which multiple approaches to resolving the issue will be evaluated as part of
the planning process. Section 2.2 provides more detail on the process used to identify the
issues, as well as what those issues are.

2.1.4 Develop and Analyze Alternatives

The practice of developing management alternatives as a part of the planning process is derived
from the NEPA. This act requires Federal agencies to consider the impacts of proposed actions
and to develop a reasonable range of alternatives to those actions. Alternatives are “different
sets of objectives and strategies or means of achieving refuge purposes and goals, helping to
fulfill the Refuge System mission, and resolving issues” (602 FW 1 of the Service Manual). The
planning team developed a range of alternatives that respond to the significant planning issues
and eliminated alternatives that did not meet refuge purposes or that were outside the Service’s
ability to implement. The environmental effects of the alternatives were analyzed, and the
results are presented in Chapter 4 of the EA found in Appendix C.
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2.1.5 Prepare Draft Plan and EA

The draft CCP and EA were concurrently prepared. The draft CCP and EA were submitted
and revised by both refuge and Regional Office staff, then submitted to TPWD for review. The
Notice of Availability for the Draft CCP and EA was published in the federal register on
March 28, 2012, Volume 77, Number 60, pp. 18853-18856. The comment period for the Draft
CCP and EA closed on May 4, 2012.

2.1.6 Prepare and Adopt Final Plan

During the full public review period, only the Houston Sierra Club and the Defenders of
Wildlife submitted comments to the Draft. A summary of comments and the Service’s
response is in Appendix J.

The Final CCP will replace current management direction after the decision document singed
(See “Decision to be Made” in Appendix C, Environmental Assessment).

2.1.7 Implement Plan, Monitor, and Evaluate

This CCP will guide management of the refuge over the coming 15-year period. It will guide
the development of more detailed step-down management plans for specific resource areas
and will be the basis for the annual budgeting process for refuge operations and maintenance
(Chapter 5). Most importantly, it lays out the general approach to managing habitat, wildlife,
and people at the refuge that will direct day-to-day decision-making and actions.

A critical component of management is monitoring and measuring resources and social
conditions to make sure that progress is being made toward meeting goals. Monitoring also
detects new problems, issues, or opportunities that should be addressed. The refuge is using
an adaptive management approach, which means that information gained from monitoring is
used to evaluate and, as needed, to modify refuge objectives.

2.1.8 Review and Revise Plan

Agency policy directs that the CCP be reviewed annually to assess the need for changes. The
CCP will be revised when significant new information becomes available, ecological conditions
change, or the need to do so is identified during the annual review. If major changes are
proposed, public meetings may be held, or new environmental assessments and environmental
impact statements may be necessary. Consultation with appropriate State agencies would
occur at least every 15 years.

2.2 Issues

Refuge planning policy defines an issue as any unsettled matter that requires a management
decision: an initiative, opportunity, resource management problem, threat to refuge resources,
conflict in uses, public concern, or presence of an undesirable resource condition (602 FW
1.6I). Public responses obtained through newsletters and public open house meetings, in
addition to management concerns identified by refuge staff and State and Federal natural
resource agencies, were used to identify issues addressed in the CCP/EA.

Three planning issues were identified for consideration during the development of this CCP.
These issues reflect problems, opportunities, or points of discussion that the CCP addresses in
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a variety of ways. The EA (Appendix C) displays the potential consequences of implementing
the alternatives on refuge resources.

The complete set of written comments received is available from the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service Southwest Regional Office in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

2.2.1 Issue 1: How will the refuge address wildlife and habitat management
issues to ensure the conservation, diversity, and enhancement of the
bottomland hardwood forests?

2.2.1.1 Summary of Comments

Members of the public, representatives at the Ecoregional Meeting, and the planning team
were concerned about the conservation of the bottomland hardwood forests. Restoration of
previously drained wetlands is needed in this area. Invasive species control, both plants and
animals, is critical to protect native plants and animals. The public also raised concerns about
habitat loss and opportunities to acquire additional lands. The public would also like to see
continued habitat restoration efforts on the refuge and management of threatened and
endangered species. There is also concern about how the refuge will address climate change.

Members of the general public, TPWD, other Federal agencies, the general public, and the
planning team expressed concern on how the refuge will manage to ensure the conservation,
diversity, and enhancement of the bottomland hardwood forests, native flora/fauna
conservation, invasive flora/fauna management, wetland management, land acquisition,
climate change, and resource protection.

Conservation/Enhancement of Bottomland Hardwood Forests

The majority of comments received on habitat and wildlife management issues were based on
an aggressive acquisition program to expand the refuge with continuous units of land from
willing sellers and land donors. Comments from all stakeholder groups on habitat
management were based on preservation and reversing the trends of fragmentation and
development. Many groups, including the refuge, had concerns over the increased spread of
invasive and non-native flora throughout the refuge, as well as preserving existing units to
allow them to develop and mature into old growth forests.

Native Flora/Fauna Conservation

Members of the public commented on numerous concerns, including the priority for managing
wildlife first and then initiating management actions for public use opportunities. Concerns
were expressed on restoring native flora, as well as impacts of invasive species and damage
initiated from feral hog rooting activities.

Invasive Flora/Fauna Management

Invasive, exotic, and nuisance species issues were raised by the public, State, and the refuge. All
comments indicated that the refuge needs to continue to treat invasive flora. The refuge also
identified concerns of the red imported fire ant and the potential impacts to native wildlife.

Trinity River NWR Comprehensive Conservation Plan and Environmental Assessment 2-7



Chapter 2. The Planning Process

Wetland Management

The refuge identified issues with existing water control structures and the need to maintain
and improve existing levees, as well as developing a consistent program to conduct water
sampling and fish surveys as indicators of quality wetlands.

Land Acquisition

Acquisition efforts are focused on the floodplain of the Trinity River with special emphasis on
bottomland hardwood forests. The bottomland forests of the ecosystem have high wildlife and
wetland values and provide quality habitat for a large variety of wildlife species. Many
stakeholders identified acquisition efforts as the desired direction to offset the impacts of
fragmentation.

Climate Change

Many concerns were bought up during our ecoregional planning meeting held for the Prairies
and Marshes Ecoregional meeting on Brazoria National Wildlife Refuge in 2009. Many
concerns were focused on the concerns of global climate change and the impacts warmer
temperatures would have on the entire ecoregion. Issues included climate change and its
potential for alterations to habitat components and wildlife migrations, and habitat
fragmentation from the development of sprawling communities or other land use
developments. As habitats change, the wildlife species that inhabit those habitats will also
change. There is little the refuge can do to affect this issue, but it can realize that is occurring,
document these changes through data collection, and adapt management as hydrology and
plant communities change. Concerns regarding climate change were focused on initiating
baseline data to develop a better understanding of the immediate impacts of climate change
and the long-term trends in habitat and wildlife species shifts.

Resource Protection

Many concerns were bought up by the public and the refuge on the increased need for law
enforcement patrols to better protect refuge resources.

2.2.2 Issues 2: How will the refuge provide public use opportunities while
ensuring the conservation, diversity, and enhancement of the bottomland
hardwood forests?

2.2.2.1 Summary of Comments

The refuge receives over 22,000 visitors annually and provides opportunities for the public to
hunt waterfowl, big game, and upland game; fish; and observe, photograph, and learn about
bottomland hardwood forests. The refuge provides public use opportunities that are
appropriate and consistent with other national wildlife refuges of the same size and staffing
levels. Members of the general public, the State of Texas, and the planning team expressed a
desire for the refuge to increase and enhance its public use programs and quality wildlife-
dependent recreation activities. Comments were received indicating that additional wildlife-
dependent recreational opportunities are needed on the refuge. Some members of the public
would like to see hunting and fishing continued on the refuge. There were concerns of
vandalism and littering on the refuge. Some members of the public would like to see more
education and interpretation opportunities on the refuge. Some individuals would like to see
more opportunities for photography, viewing areas with information about refuge habitats,
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and/or additional access points for canoes and kayaks. Other major concerns call for
expanding the refuge boundaries. Overall, public comments reflected care in growing the
refuge, increasing conservation efforts, and building upon the unique wildlife viewing and
extraordinary recreational opportunities.

2.2.3 lIssue 3: How will the refuge manage facilities while ensuring the
conservation, diversity, and enhancement of the bottomland hardwood
forests?

The Trinity River NWR has not only been aggressive in acquisition of additional acreage from
willing sellers but has also recently constructed an office facility on refuge land and would like
to incorporate a visitor center and additional facilities to support a greater wildlife-dependent
public use program. The office for the refuge consists of a single field station administrative
headquarters office as well as a storage/maintenance building. The office is approximately
3,200 square feet and includes eight offices, storage space, conference room, kitchenette, and
visitor and staff parking areas. The storage/maintenance building encompasses 2,250 square
feet and is adjacent to the headquarters.

2.2.3.1 Summary of Comments

Members of the general public and the planning team commented on the need for improved
facilities to support refuge operations. The planning team reviewed comments on public use
facilities, administrative facilities, and refuge access issues. Members of the public commented
on issues such as increasing interpretive signs and kiosks, establishing a visitor center, and
creating and improving on “green” infrastructure.

Public Use Access

Members of the public would like to see additional areas of the refuge open for wildlife-
dependent recreational opportunities. Some constituents commented on additional maps or
web information indicating which areas of the refuge contain public access and the types of
activities allowed on certain units.

Public Use Facilities

Members of the general public expressed concern about having additional public use facilities
throughout the refuge. Many members of the public requested a new visitor center for the refuge.

Cultural Resources

Cultural resources include archaeological and historic sites and other artifacts. Some
comments were received during the public meetings requesting interpretive materials on
cultural resources be provided throughout the refuge.

0Oil and Gas Operations

Many members of the public would like to see no petroleum development on the refuge, and
many would like to see special mitigations incorporated to minimize negative impacts to wildlife.
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