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James River National Wildlife Refuge 
Comprehensive Conservation Plan 

 
In October 2014, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (Service, we, our) published the James River 
National Wildlife Refuge (NWR) draft comprehensive conservation plan and environmental 
assessment (CCP and EA), which is hereby incorporated by reference. Under the authority of the 
Endangered Species Act of 1973, James River NWR was established in 1991 is “...to conserve (A) 
fish or wildlife which are listed as endangered species or threatened species…or (B) plants” 
(ESA, 16 U.S.C. § 1534). It was the fourth refuge established specifically for the protection of bald 
eagles, which was a federally endangered species in 1991. The first tract acquired in March 1991 
was 3,516 acres of a former pine plantation. With acquisition of additional tracts, the refuge has 
grown to 4,324 acres of pine-dominated, moist hardwood, and floodplain forests; freshwater marsh 
and shrub swamp; aquatic habitats; erosional bluffs; and non-forested upland. James River NWR 
is one of the four refuges that make up the Eastern Virginia Rivers NWR Complex. 

The James River NWR draft CCP and EA details the three alternatives evaluated as potential 
management direction for the refuge over the next 15 years. It carefully considers impacts of each 
alternative on the environment and potential contribution to the mission of the National Wildlife 
Refuge System (Refuge System). The draft CCP and EA restates the refuge’s purposes, creates a 
vision for the next 15 years, and proposes five goals to be achieved through plan implementation. 
Chapter 2 of the draft CCP and EA characterizes the environment affected by the plan; chapter 3 
details the respective goals, objectives, and strategies for each of three alternatives; and chapter 4 
describes the consequences of implementing each alternative. The draft CCP includes appendixes 
that provide additional information in support of the environmental assessment and specific 
elements of alternative B, the Service-preferred alternative.  

Alternative A. Current Management 
This alternative satisfies the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requirement of a “no 
action” alternative, which we define as “continuing current management.” It describes our 
existing management priorities and activities, and serves as a baseline for comparing and 
contrasting alternatives B and C.  

It would maintain our present levels of approved refuge staffing and the biological and visitor 
programs now in place. We would continue to manage for and maintain the integrity of refuge 
forests, swamp, aquatic habitats, erosional bluff, and non-forested upland. We would continue 
to maintain the 2,653 acres of pine-dominated forest on the refuge using a regime of logging 
and prescribed fire to selectively reduce forest density, while still protecting large trees. The 
management focus would remain on protecting this habitat for nesting and roosting bald 
eagles, as well as other species that use this habitat, such as wild turkey, cavity-nesting bird 
species, various hawk species, and native mammals. The refuge would continue to provide an 
active visitor use program that supports public deer hunting and refuge-sponsored wildlife 
observation, photography, environmental education, and interpretation activities. 

Alternative B. Manage Forest Health with Pine-dominated Component; New, Enhanced, and 
Focused Public Use Opportunities (Service-preferred Alternative) 

This alternative is the Service-preferred alternative because it combines the actions we believe 
would most effectively achieve the refuge’s purposes, vision, and goals, and respond to the 
issues raised during the scoping period. 
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It emphasizes the management of specific refuge habitats to protect, enhance, and restore the 
ecological integrity of inner coastal plain forest and non-forest ecosystems of the lower James 
River in support of native wildlife and plant communities, including species of conservation 
concern, and to ensure those ecosystems are resilient in anticipation of climate change. In 
particular, it emphasizes continued habitat protection for the bald eagle while also promoting 
the transition of the existing pine-dominated forest to a mature pine savanna habitat with an 
open midstory and understory. Our management of this habitat would promote the growth of 
larger and healthier pine trees, and help establish and maintain this habitat at a high quality 
for the benefit of priority refuge species, such as the brown-headed nuthatch and Chuck-will’s-
widow.  

We would continue to protect the biological integrity, diversity, and environmental health of 
the other refuge habitats at their current acreages and protect cultural resources throughout 
the refuge. Gradually, wildlife-dependent recreational opportunities on the refuge would 
expand and new opportunities would be offered. We would expand the existing public deer 
hunt and open the refuge to new hunting opportunities for adults and youth. We would 
designate a public use area for recreational fishing, wildlife observation, photography, 
environmental education, interpretation opportunities with an emphasis on urban population 
outreach and continued development of partnerships for resource management and public use. 

Alternative C. Manage Forest Health with Hardwood Conversion Component; New and 
Expanded Public Use Opportunities 

This alternative also emphasizes the protection, enhancement, and restoration of the 
ecological integrity of inner coastal plain forest and non-forest ecosystems of the lower James 
River. However, this alternative emphasizes promoting the transition of the existing pine-
dominated forest towards an oak/hickory/pine forest using selective cut forestry and best 
management practices while still protecting select trees for bald eagle use. We would reduce 
the density of trees in the pine-dominated forest using selective cut forestry and associated 
best management practices to promote forest conversion using an incremental, gradual, and 
phased approach. Prescribed burning would promote dry hardwood species, and help establish 
and maintain this habitat at a high quality for the benefit of priority refuge species, such as 
black-and-white warblers and ovenbirds. 

We would continue to protect the biological integrity, diversity, and environmental health of 
the other refuge habitats at their current acreages and protect of cultural resources 
throughout the refuge. As under alternative B, we would gradually expand the number and 
diversity of public use opportunities on the refuge to a broad range of audiences, and in some 
cases expand them further than under alternative B. 

Selection of Management Alternative for the Final CCP 
On October 22, 2014, the Federal Register published our notice of availability of the draft CCP and 
EA for a public review and comment period (79 FR 63161) and we distributed notification of its 
availability and public meetings via email and hardcopy newsletter to all parties on our mailing 
list, including media outlets. Our 39-day public comment period closed on November 30, 2014, but 
we accepted late comment submissions received through December 7, 2014. We received 48 
correspondences, representing 126 individual comments. A total of 23 people attended two public 
meetings held on November 12, 2014. Appendix F in the final CCP includes a summary of those 
comments and our responses to them. 
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After reviewing the proposed management actions, and considering all substantive public 
comments and our responses to them, we have determined that the analysis in the EA is sufficient 
to support our findings. We are selecting alternative B, as presented in the draft CCP and EA 
with the following changes recommended by the planning team, to implement as the final CCP. 
We made only non-substantive changes in the final CCP, which are: 

 Minor corrections of fact that do not alter the conclusions drawn from their analysis. 

 Minor updates of information to improve readability or clarity. 

 Minor formatting and typographical errors that were brought to our attention. 

We conclude that alternative B, with the above changes, will: 

1. Best fulfill the mission of the Refuge System; 
2. Best achieve the refuge’s purpose, vision, and goals; 
3. Best maintain and, where appropriate, restore the refuge’s ecological integrity; 
4. Best address the major issues identified during the planning process; and 
5. Be most consistent with the principles of sound fish and wildlife management. 

Specifically, in comparison to the other two alternatives, alternative B provides the biggest 
increase in the diversity, integrity, and health of high-quality habitats through enhanced habitat 
management. It also provides the most reasonable and effective improvements to existing public 
use programs that are in demand, with minimal impacts to wildlife and habitats. It is reasonable, 
is feasible, and will result in the most efficient management of the refuge to best serve the 
American public. 

We have reviewed the predicted beneficial and adverse impacts with alternative B that are 
presented in chapter 4 of the draft CCP and EA, and compared them to the other alternatives. We 
specifically reviewed the context and intensity of those predicted impacts over the short- and long-
term, and considered the cumulative effects. Our assessment of the NEPA factors indicative of 
significant environmental effects (40 C.F.R. 1508.27) is summarized below. 

Beneficial and adverse effects: Prior to this CCP, the refuge had clear management direction 
to protect and enhance habitat for bald eagles and few other forest species. In this CCP, we 
determined that we could support bald eagles in the long-term, as well as improve the habitat 
quality to support other native species of conservation concern. We will reduce the density of 
trees in the refuge’s pine-dominated forest to promote growth of larger and healthier pine 
trees for the benefit of various priority refuge species such as the bald eagle, brown-headed 
nuthatch, and Chuck-will’s-widow. Our protection of the biological integrity, diversity, and 
environmental health of the all refuge habitats will moderately benefit native plant and wildlife 
communities. Since our habitat and wildlife management actions would not result in 
widespread changes in abundance, distribution, or composition of local or regional populations 
or habitats to the extent that any species of conservation concern would be jeopardized or 
recovered, we do not anticipate any significant beneficial or adverse effect on the natural 
environment. We also would conduct additional planning and NEPA review as needed to 
avoid, minimize, or mitigate adverse effects on the natural or human environments. 

Public health and safety: We expect the refuge’s good safety record to continue under the final 
CCP. Public health and safety is a paramount consideration in designing and implementing all 



Finding of No Significant Impact 
   

G-4  James River National Wildlife Refuge Comprehensive Conservation Plan 

activities on the refuge, whether those activities support habitat or visitor services programs. 
Adherence to spill prevention plans, pesticide use plans, best management practices, and the 
protective actions provided in the stipulations of the compatibility determinations for 
authorized public uses on the refuge, will be a priority. Given these considerations, there 
should be no significant impact on public health and safety from the implementation of the 
final CCP. 

Unique characteristics of the area: We expect the unique and regionally significant character 
of the refuge to be maintained under implementation of the final CCP. The unique 
characteristics of the refuge include: 

 The refuge is located within and adjacent to coastal counties with special preservation 
provisions to protect water quality in accordance with the Chesapeake Bay Preservation 
Act. 

 The refuge is located within an Anadromous Fish Use Area. 

 The refuge is a located along a segment of the James River that is one of the best places in 
the Chesapeake Bay Estuary to find the federally endangered Atlantic sturgeon. 

 The refuge is located within the summer and winter concentration areas for bald eagles 
along the James River watershed. 

 It is located within the Lower James River Important Bird Area. 

 It has a high potential for preserved significant archaeological resources that date from 
the Early Archaic period (8000 B.C. to 6500 B.C.) through the 20th century and could 
enhance our understanding of Virginia’s human history. 

We expect that the management actions outlined in the final CCP will continue to protect 
these unique characteristics. These actions include the following: 

 Maintain and promote ecological integrity, diversity, and environmental health of refuge 
habitats for the benefit of priority refuge species. 

 Allowing public access to designated public use areas. 

 Work with partners to inventory, monitor, and protect habitats and species. 

 Work with partners to protect, research, and interpret cultural resources and values. 

Given these considerations, there should be no significant impact on the unique characteristics 
of the area due to implementation of the final CCP. 

Highly controversial effects: We do not predict that any highly controversial effects would 
occur from implementing the final CCP. We have extensive experience protecting rare, 
threatened, and endangered species; conducting forest habitat management; controlling 
invasive plants and pests; controlling deer populations through hunting; and other activities to 
support wildlife-dependent recreational uses. The effects of these actions are widely known 
from our past management and monitoring. There is no scientific controversy over what these 
effects will be. Given these considerations, there is little risk of any unexpected, highly 
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controversial effects on the quality of the human environment. 

Highly uncertain effects or unknown risks: We do not predict any highly uncertain effects or 
unknown risks with implementing the CCP. The management actions in the CCP are mostly 
refinements of existing management that we have used since the refuge was established. 
However, there is some uncertainty with regard to how climate change will impact refuge 
resources. 

There are many predictions of climate change impacts, but all have a degree of uncertainty. 
Generally, on a broad scale, it is predicted that the greatest effects of climate change will be on 
regional air and water temperatures, precipitation patterns, storm intensity, and sea levels, 
although the degree to which those changes will occur varies among climate change models. 
Those broad-scale changes are anticipated to influence natural disturbance patterns and result 
in a decrease in freeze periods, decreased snow cover, increased storm intensities and 
frequencies, increased intensity and frequency of summer droughts, damaging ozone, and an 
increase in the spread of invasive species and disease. The resulting effects on wildlife and 
habitats are expected to be variable and species-specific. There are no site-specific models for 
the refuge. 

We feel the final CCP adheres to the main guiding principal of the Service’s climate change 
adaptation planning which is to establish baseline conditions and monitor changes to those 
conditions, through the inventory and monitoring strategies we have identified, and by 
maintaining or increasing the resiliency of the refuge’s habitats and ecological processes 
through forest, aquatic, and shoreline restoration activities. We are also safeguarding against 
the uncertainty and unpredictability of future climate change effects by using an adaptive 
management approach.  

Precedent for future actions with significant effects: The purpose of the CCP is to establish 
the precedent for managing the refuge for up to 15 years. The effects of that management are 
designed as gradual improvements over the existing conditions, not global changes. For 
example, strategies such as expanding environmental education and forest will be completed 
over several years. Therefore, we do not expect this precedent to cause any significant impact 
on the environment. 

Despite the potential for some small amount of uncertainty from climate change impacts, we 
do not find a high degree of uncertainty or unknown risk that the final CCP will cause any 
significant direct, indirect, or cumulative impact on the environment. This conclusion is based 
on available data about the impacts of our current management actions, and our use of 
education, monitoring, expert consultations, outreach, and enforcement to help identify and 
address any unplanned effects. 

Cumulatively significant impacts: We developed actions and strategies to support the purpose 
of the CCP, which is to develop a strategic management plan to best meet the refuge’s 
purposes and goals, and the Refuge System mission for up to 15 years. The effects of 
management are designed as gradual improvements over the existing conditions, not global or 
expansive changes. For example, our invasive plant control efforts and continued work with 
partners to improve pine-dominated forest quality will contribute a relatively unnoticeable 
benefit toward improvement of the region’s forest health. Given these considerations, we do 
not expect the actions in the final CCP to set a precedent for future actions that may cause any 
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