Compatibility Determination

Use:  Wildlife Observation and Still Photography (Including the means of access such as hiking, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, and canoeing)

Refuge Name: Windom Wetland Management District

Establishing and Acquisition Authorities: 
Waterfowl Production Areas - The Migratory Bird Hunting and Conservation Stamp Act, March 16, 1934, (16 U.S.C. Sec. 718-718h, 48 Stat. 452) as amended August 1, 1958, (P.L. 85-585; 72 Stat. 486) for acquisition of “Waterfowl Production Areas”; the Wetlands Loan Act, October 4, 1961, as amended (16 U.S.C. 715k-3 - 715k-5, Stat. 813), funds appropriated under the Wetlands Loan Act are merged with duck stamp receipts in the fund and appropriated to the Secretary for the acquisition of migratory bird refuges under provisions of the Migratory Bird Conservation Act, February 18, 1929, (16 U.S.C. Sec. 715, 715d - 715r, as amended. 

FmHA fee title transfer properties - Consolidated Farm and Rural Development Act 7 U.S.C. 2002. 

Fish and Wildlife Act of 1956 (16 U.S.C. § 742(a)(4)) and (16 U.S.C. § 742(b)(1))
Emergency Wetlands Resources Act of 1986 (16 U.S.C. § 3901(b), 100 Stat. 3583)

Refuge Purposes: 
Waterfowl Production Areas ‑ "...as Waterfowl Production Areas" subject to "...all of the provisions of such Act [Migratory Bird Conservation Act]....except the inviolate sanctuary provisions..." and "...for any other management purpose, for migratory birds."
FmHA fee title transfer properties ‑ "for conservation purposes..."
National Wildlife Refuge System Mission: 
The mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System (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.

Description of Use:
Allow general public access during anytime of the year to Waterfowl Production Areas (WPAs) for the observation and photographing of associated flora and fauna. All WPAs will be open to the public for the observation and photography of wildlife and their habitats unless specifically closed by the manager. Allowable forms of access to WPAs include hiking, snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, canoes, and non-motorized boats. Limited access by bicycle, horses, and motorized vehicles will be allowed on designated driving routes only. Motorized boats, including those with electric motors, will not be allowed within WPAs. Entry on all or portions of individual areas may be temporarily suspended by posting upon occasions of unusual or critical conditions affecting land, water, vegetation, wildlife populations, or public safety.  

Access for wildlife observation and photography will allow public access and enjoyment of scenic views and an array of wildlife including waterfowl, other migratory birds, tallgrass prairie plants, and resident wildlife. WPAs provide opportunities for wildlife enjoyment not usually available on adjacent private land. 
Waterfowl Production Areas will be open 24 hours per day although overnight camping will not be allowed.

Is the use a proposed new use or an existing use?
Wildlife observation and photography are existing uses.

Is the use a priority public use?
Wildlife observation and photography are priority wildlife-dependent public use of the National Wildlife Refuge System, as defined by the Refuge Improvement Act (1997).

Where would the use be conducted?
Wildlife observation and photography could occur in all habitat types (grasslands, aquatic, and forests) that occur on Districts and at any location that is open to the public for general access.

When would the use be conducted?
Wildlife observation and photography could potentially occur on any day of the year.

How would the use be conducted?
Wildlife observation and photography will be open to the public in accordance with relevant regulations within the National Wildlife Refuge Act 50CFR 25 – 32), 43 CFR part 5 subpart A, and each District’s special regulations as defined within 50 CFR 32.42 or otherwise posted in accordance with 50 CFR 26.22 (“Any person entering or using any national wildlife refuge will comply with … the provisions of any special regulation and any other official notification …”).  

Why is this use being proposed?
Wildlife observation and photography are priority public uses on National Wildlife Refuges Systems lands.  Experiencing nature through these uses allows the public to build a connection to the district through personal outdoor experiences that engage the senses and foster an appreciation of the outdoors. 

Availability of Resources:  

What resources are needed to properly and safely administer use?
Wildlife observation and photography require minimal resources. These lands have been open to public use since they were acquired. Thus, access trails, parking lots, signs, and other facilities as well as staff to enforce regulations and maintain these facilities have been provided by the Service. 


Are existing District resources adequate to properly and safely administer the use?
Some public use facilities are sub-standard. The WMD Comprehensive Conservation Plan recognizes these problems and recommends solutions to improve public access opportunities. Some enhanced wildlife observation and photography opportunities will only be provided upon implementation of the Comprehensive Conservation Plan.

Anticipated Impacts of the Use:  

How does the use affect District purposes, the Refuge System mission, and District goals and/or objectives?
Wildlife observation and photography pose minimal impacts on the purposes for which Waterfowl Production Areas were established. Access is typically by individuals or small groups on foot or using snowshoes or skies. Damage to habitat by walking is minimal and temporary. There is some temporary disturbance to wildlife due to human activity on the land. The most likely impact to WPA purposes would be during spring and early summer nesting and brood rearing but the expected sporadic and limited use by the public should not create unreasonable impacts. Winter activities pose no impacts to nesting waterfowl and little to impact to vegetation. The winter disturbance to resident wildlife is temporary and minor. Large groups typically use established foot trails with little impact on vegetation. Disturbance to wildlife, such as flushing a nesting bird, is inherent to these activities; however, the disturbance is temporary and generally not malicious. Any unreasonable harassment would be grounds for the manager to close the area to these uses or restrict the uses to minimize harm. 
Access by motorized vehicles, bicycles, and horses is limited to established trails, public roads and parking lots. Parking lots and access trails have minimal impacts because they are relatively small in size, generally have established cover on them, and typically are mowed after the nesting season is complete. They also allow for safe use of these public lands. 
Use of most WPAs for the purpose of wildlife observation and photography is minimal. The established wildlife viewing trails on a handful of WPAs are more heavily used for wildlife observation and photography but they have been designed to minimize harmful impacts.

Public Review and Comment: 
This compatibility determination is part of the 10-year review for Compatibility Determinations in Minnesota’s WMDs Comprehensive Conservation Plan.  Public notification and review will include a 30-day comment period from 25 June 2014 through 16 July 2014.  Comments received and agency responses will be included in the final version of this Compatibility Determination.

Determination: 

           Use is Not Compatible

    X     Use is Compatible with the Following Stipulations


Stipulations Necessary to Ensure Compatibility: 

1. Certain modes of access such as motorized vehicle, bicycles, and horses will be limited to designated trails, public roads, and parking lots.
1. Camping, overnight use, and fires are prohibited.
1. No models, sets, props, photography equipment, recording devices, or viewing blinds may be left over night.
1. Harassment of wildlife or excessive damage to vegetation is prohibited.
1. Observing or photographing flora or fauna does not provide an individual the right to enter closed areas. 
1. Any photography, filming, recording, or wildlife observation that an individual would like to do, outside of the described stipulations must first obtain a permit.
Justification: 

This use has been determined compatible because wildlife viewing and photography will not materially interfere with or detract from unit purposes, including waterfowl production. The level of use for wildlife observation and photography is moderate on most WPAs. The associated disturbance to wildlife is temporary and minor. Wildlife observation and photography are priority public uses and inculcate visitors with the joys of abundant wildlife and wild lands. These uses also help fulfill the mission of the National Wildlife Refuge System. Those WPAs with increased activities generally have facilities present to accommodate the public use with minor impacts to the habitat.
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[bookmark: _GoBack](Signature and Date)

Mandatory 10- or 15-year Re-Evaluation Date: 	2029   	

