DRAFT COMPATIBILITY DETERMINATION

USE: Special Events non-refuge sponsored
REFUGE NAME: Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge
ESTABLISHING AND ACQUISITION AUTHORITY(IES):
Established in 1961 under the authority of the Migratory Bird Conservation Act (16 U.S.C. 715d).  

REFUGE PURPOSE(S):
"....for use as an inviolate sanctuary, or for any other management purpose, for migratory birds." 16 U.S.C. 715d (Migratory Bird Conservation Act).
 
as follows:
 
“….the Refuge Complex shall be managed--
(1) to strengthen and complement existing resource management, conservation, and education programs and activities at the Refuge Complex in a manner consistent with the primary purposes of the Refuge Complex--
(A) to provide major resting, feeding, and wintering habitats for migratory birds and other wildlife; and
         	(B) to enhance national resource conservation and management in the western basin;
 
(2) in partnership with nongovernmental and private organizations and private individuals dedicated to habitat enhancement, to conserve, enhance, and restore the native aquatic and terrestrial community characteristics of the western basin (including associated fish, wildlife, and plant species);
 
(3) to facilitate partnerships among the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, Canadian national and provincial authorities, State and local governments, local communities in the United States and Canada, conservation organizations, and other non-Federal entities to promote public awareness of the resources of the western basin; and
 
(4) to advance the collective goals and priorities that--
(A) were established in the report entitled ``Great Lakes Strategy 2002--A Plan for the New Millennium'', developed by the United States Policy Committee, comprised of Federal agencies (including the United States Fish and Wildlife Service, the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the United States Geological Survey, the Forest Service, and the Great Lakes Fishery Commission) and State governments and tribal governments in the Great Lakes basin; and
(B) Include the goals of cooperating to protect and restore the chemical, physical, and biological integrity of the Great Lakes basin ecosystem.” (Public Law 108-23, Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge Complex Expansion and Detroit River International Wildlife Refuge Expansion Act).

NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE SYSTEM MISSION: “...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.”
Accordance issuance

DESCRIPTION OF USE:
What is the use?
Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge will receive periodic requests to host special events sponsored by charitable and other non-profit groups such as the Friends of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge. This is a new use that will support the refuge’s wildlife dependent outreach and conservation education programs. This use is not explicitly one of six priority wildlife-dependent public uses of the National Wildlife Refuge System , however these events could support those uses through their theme or through activities. These events may include a bicycle/cycling event, run/walk, car show, river/road clean up activity, or other similar group special events.  Events will be held no more than ten times, annually, and occur at different times throughout the year.  

Event organizers will be issued a special use permit that will outline roles, responsibilities and administrative procedures to ensure compatibility. These special events will be administered by outside groups and permitted through the refuge Special Use Permit. However, refuge staff would be involved with planning and coordination and be present at the event to ensure compatibility stipulations are followed.  Event organizers will be required to meet strict health and safety guidelines which will be outlined in the permit. Event participation will be limited by the refuge and depend on the facilities (i.e, parking) and other resources (e.g., law enforcement) needed to host the event safely and with minimal impact to refuge resources.  Generally, the refuge will limit group participants to 300 individuals; however, on the rare occasion when all mitigation measures are met including health, safety and wildlife disturbance impacts, the refuge may authorize a special event permit for a group of more than 300 participants. Each event must provide some measurable benefit to the refuge purposes in order for it to be compatible. 

Where is the use conducted?
Special events will be authorized in open public use areas where compatible. These special events can occur anytime during the year; however, compatibility will depend on reducing wildlife disturbance and refuge infrastructure impacts during high wildlife use periods. Special events could be held in areas of the refuge that have stable surfaces, controlled access and sufficient facilities/resources to manage the use and minimize wildlife disturbance. With the addition of these special events, visitors can be greeted with a variety of interpretive displays and signs as they traverse the trails, wildlife drive and observation platforms or explore the Visitor Center while participating in these special activities. The refuge also maintains a website and social media accounts such as a Facebook page that provides event and interpretive information. Specific fish, wildlife and plant species that are in the vicinity of where the special event will be held can be reviewed in the Ottawa Refuge Habitat Management Plan.

When is the use conducted?
These events could take place throughout the year, but will most likely occur during the spring, summer or fall time periods. Special events typically last anywhere from two hours to all day, and may include multiple days. Special event activities typically include, but are not limited to, guided nature walks; evening programs; indoor and outdoor temporary exhibits; self-guided tours/walks; hands-on educational activities; live animal shows; workshops; nature-related music (generally in the plaza area of the visitor/education centers); awards ceremonies for nature photography contests; concessions; and keynote speakers.

Public access is typically open sunrise to sunset, but may be open at different hours due to refuge specific events. Events held at the refuge will be planned accordingly to avoid disturbance and displacement of migratory birds and other wildlife. Eagle nesting may also impact how the use will be conducted. Access to and around eagle nests will be restricted from February 1 to July 1 time frame.

How is the use conducted?
These special events will be administered by outside groups and permitted through the refuge Special Use Permit. However, refuge staff would be involved with planning and coordination and be present at the event to ensure compatibility stipulations are followed. Generally, the refuge will limit group participants to 300 individuals; however, on the rare occasion when all mitigation measures are met including health, safety, and wildlife disturbance impacts, the refuge may authorize a special event permit for a group exceeding 300 participants. Care will be taken so these events do not conflict with priority public uses or other priority station activities, such as during hunting seasons. Safety of both hunters and event participants must be evaluated to avoid conflicts.

Why is the use being proposed? 
Ottawa NWR is located within the Lake Erie Marsh Region which provides critical habitat for migratory birds and other wildlife. Coastal freshwater marshes, remnant Great Black Swamp forest, grasslands, and shrubland communities dominate the landscape of the refuge, attracting both wildlife and wildlife watchers. The Visitor Center has an interpretation and environmental education area. Ottawa had approximately 4,700 interpretation participants and 5,529 environmental education participants in 2018. With this use the refuge can provide more opportunities for education and interpretation outreach and promote an understanding, appreciation and support for the Refuge System mission for visitors that do not have a background in wildlife conservation. Special events organized by partners may help the refuge inspire stewardship through quality interpretation, education and recreation experiences.  They may also help expand refuge staff capacity to meet mission goals and to raise public awareness of wildlife habitat and resource conservation. Special events coordinated by others will also build, maintain and deepen refuge partnerships.

AVAILABILITY OF RESOURCES:
Staff, equipment, and facilities are available to administer this use through the refuge’s annual budget allocations. A full-time law enforcement officer is available for resource protection and enforcement of state and federal laws. Two visitor services staff are available to ensure compatibility and to administer public use. Maintenance staff will ensure roads and trails receive the needed mowing, grading and other annual maintenance. Interns and volunteers are trained annually to conduct programs with minimal staff oversight.

Safety of all visitors and staff is paramount. A complete event plan that includes activity location(s), traffic flow, and defined visitor experiences is needed. Such a plan must include maps in order to clearly plan for and facilitate safe use by visitors.  The event sponsor must provide information to the refuge in advance for alternative activities or actions (including potential cancellation time frames) due to inclement weather or other potential incidences in a safety plan. The refuge will provide information to the sponsor regarding facilities requested such as: fire code capacities, tornado shelters, evacuation routes, locations of AEDs and first aid kits, etc.
 
Depending upon the size of the event, event parking may be an issue that negatively impacts visitor experience, as refuge parking space is a limiting factor at the Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge Visitor Center. Traffic control and/or alternative transportation/parking may be required if participation is anticipated to exceed available refuge parking and is the responsibility of the permittee.
 
Depending upon the length and location of the event, food, water and restroom availability may pose a safety and/or waste disposal issue. Three male and female restroom facilities (two accessible) are available at the Visitor Center.
 
Tables, chairs, pop-up shade tents, event signage, food vendors, portable public address systems and other equipment is to be provided by the requestor if deemed necessary.
 
Events involving dispersed use may require extra trash removal practice that minimize impacts on refuge resources. Education and reinforcement of these principles is required by partners as part of such events.

This use in not intended to increase annual maintenance of trails, roads and visitor use facilities above those costs already incurred to ensure visitor health and safety.  Current informational and interpretive signs throughout the refuge will be sufficient to communicate the Service’s mission and refuge purposes.  New visitor service facilities including parking areas and sign improvements and upgrades needed to support this use will be provided by current refuge budget appropriations. Based on a review of the refuge budget allocation for this use, there is currently enough funding to ensure compatibility and to administer and manage the use with minor improvements to public use facilities.  In summary:
· Special equipment, facilities, or improvements necessary to support the use: funded through regular management activities, no additional funding is needed.
· Maintenance costs: funded through regular management activities, no additional funding is needed.
· Monitoring costs: Volunteers and staff monitor usage of the refuge through current funding capacity, no additional funding is needed. 
· Offsetting revenues: none

ANTICIPATED IMPACTS OF THE USE:
Short and Long-term Impacts:
A positive long-term impact of the use would be a better appreciation and understanding of the refuge’s wildlife and habitats. Pedestrian travel has the potential of causing a short-term disturbance for shorebirds, waterfowl and other migratory birds feeding and resting near trails, along the wildlife drive and within adjacent wetland pools/impoundments. Human disturbance to migratory birds and other wildlife has been documented in many studies. The presence of humans will disturb some wildlife causing temporary displacement without long-term effects. Some species may avoid areas with frequent activities by people, while other species will be unaffected by human presence.  However, the overall effect of the use on wildlife will not be a population level impact, because most of the refuge will experience minimal to no public use on a daily basis.  In addition, the refuge will impose participant limits, seasonal and other use restrictions to ensure the use does not negatively impact trust resources. Most events occur on established trails and roads or at areas that already support a moderate level of human disturbance with transient public use. Any alteration of behavior would be temporary and localized with wildlife quickly resuming normal activities after the event. Wildlife habitat impacts will be evaluated for each request. The refuge will have areas closed to public use with little to no disturbance serving as an “inviolate sanctuary” for migratory birds.

The refuge has ten active bald eagles nests. These nests are spread out over the entire complex. There are nests within high visitation areas, such as hiking trails. Exclusion areas around active bald eagle nests will be established to protect them from human disturbance. Signs and barricades will close off areas from event organizers and participants during the eagle nesting period.

There are other potential short term impacts of the use such as litter, unauthorized collecting of flora and fauna and trampling of wildlife habitats. Refuge law enforcement and education outreach will help to minimize these impacts. Regular law enforcement patrols and enforcement of litter and collecting regulations will help to deter the negative behaviors associated with these impacts. In addition, the special event permit will outline stipulations that organizers must follow to manage litter, trampling and other short-term impacts.  The refuge will limit participant numbers to ensure the event size does not negatively impact refuge resources. These potential minor impacts will be offset by the added benefits (e.g., increased understanding, appreciation and awareness of the refuge and Service) that these special events will generate for the refuge through community engagement and support.

Indirect and Cumulative Impacts:
People can be vectors for invasive species by moving seeds or other propagules from one area to another. The threat of invasive species will always be an issue requiring annual monitoring and treatment. Refuge staff will work to monitor for early detection of invasive species and will educate the visiting public on the environmental damage and conservation challenges they present.

With an increase of public use, we can expect an increase in generation of trash and recycling, and presence of litter.  Event coordinators will be required to clean the area when the event is complete.
 
Cumulatively, an increase in demand for special events is anticipated with the success and increased exposure of the public to the refuge. Such an increase could strain already limited staffing available to respond to requests, determine compatible use, issue permits, and to manage such events without a strong Visitor Services strategic plan in place.

Impacts may be considered not significant when analyzed alone, but may be considered important when they are evaluated cumulatively. The refuge’s primarily concern is repeated disturbance of resting, foraging or nesting birds by visitors. It will be important for refuge staff to monitor refuge usage and if necessary, respond with management actions to conserve wildlife resources being adversely impacted.  By limiting the number of special events each year and the participants, the refuge can reduce the cumulative impacts of all compatible uses. Refuge staff, volunteers and researchers will monitor (both observationally and empirically) and evaluate the effects of these compatible uses to discern and respond to any adverse effects. Based on the best knowledge of managers and with the added use restrictions, these uses are not expected to have any adverse effects. Monitoring at the refuge will not be modified unless refuge staff believe there is a necessity for increased monitoring.  

PUBLIC REVIEW AND COMMENT:
The draft compatibility determination will be available for public review and comment for 15
days from June 18, 2019 to July 3, 2019 A press release will be sent to local media outlets in Ottawa and Lucas counties notifying the public of the comment period. An announcement of availability will also be posted online at https://www.fws.gov/refuge/ottawa/ and on the Ottawa Facebook page. Please submit your written comments to Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge Complex, 14000 W. State Route 2, Oak Harbor, OH 43449 or email to Ottawa@fws.gov. A physical copy of the compatibility determination will be posted at the Visitor Center. Concerns expressed during the public comment period will be addressed in the final draft.

DETERMINATION
☐Use is not compatible
☒Use is compatible with the following stipulations

STIPULATIONS NECESSARY TO ENSURE COMPATIBILITY:
1. Events must include a Service and/or refuge message that helps further the understanding of the purposes of the refuge and the mission of the Refuge System. Private parties, weddings, and other non-mission oriented events will not be permitted.
2. Staff engaged in event facilitation must also be able to maintain their previously assigned duties. The refuge does not provide overtime for staff engaged in special events as described in this proposed use as it is not a refuge priority use.
3. The number of special events will be limited to no more than ten each year.
4. Events will be scheduled only in areas already open to public use and at appropriate times of the year to avoid wildlife disturbance. Events will be scheduled on a first-come, first-served basis, with no more than one special event in the same area and time. All activities will be limited to designated routes on established roads, trails and public use facilities.
5. Food service provided by local vendors would encourage longer refuge visits and thus, greater opportunities to explore and interpret the resources at the refuge.  Types of concessions would be limited to mobile food trucks, or licensed caterers. 
6. Event sponsors will be required to provide all personnel, safety items, materials, and supplies necessary to run the event. This requirement includes but is not limited to: tables, chairs, displays, directional or informational signs, traffic aids, law enforcement, EMTs, additional litter receptacles, portable toilets, etc.
7. Event sponsors will not alter or disturb refuge  interior or exterior signage or displays, and are responsible for  restoring spaces to pre-event condition.
8. All refuge use rules and regulations applicable to the general public must be obeyed by the permit holder and event attendees.
9. The Special Use Permit will outline the actions event organizers must follow to ensure compatibility.  
10. Refuge staff will monitor the biological impacts of the uses observationally, and as necessary, empirically to ensure special events do not adversely impact trust resources.
11. Exclusion areas around active bald eagle nests and other sensitive wildlife disturbance areas will be established by refuge staff to protect these resources from human disturbance.

JUSTIFICATION:
This use will not materially interfere with the purposes of the refuge. This use will have limited localized impacts when conducted within the stipulations above. This use will not diminish the primary purposes of Ottawa National Wildlife Refuge. These special use events can further the mission of the Service and help accomplish the purposes of the refuge through expanding visitor experience of nature and the refuge. Use of the Special Use Permit system provides a process to codify dialogue regarding responsibilities of each party involved in what can be a complex affair.  The Special Use Permit process also provides accountability to ensure the refuge is not simply an attractive backdrop for a gathering, but partnering in a reciprocal relationship with event sponsors to offer a high-quality visitor experience of their public lands while also protecting, enhancing and restoring wildlife habitat for future generations.

The refuge trail and wildlife drive system, observation platforms, informational kiosks, educational programs and informational tours provide an experience that allows visitors to connect with nature and the natural ecosystem.  Special events provide opportunities to broaden the public use of the refuge, provide a public service and promote the mission and purposes of the refuge and the Service.  Most areas of the refuge will be closed to the public to provide an ‘inviolate sanctuary’ for migratory birds. Wildlife disturbance is a concern and seasonal restrictions, special event permit stipulations, and adjacent closed areas will help to minimize any adverse impacts to refuge wildlife and habitats during these special events. Refuge staff will monitor impacts on refuge federal trust resources to determine if there are biological implications of the use and additional mitigation measures imposed to ensure compatibility.






Signature:		Refuge Manager:		__________________________




Concurrence:		Regional Chief:		__________________________



Mandatory 10 or 15-year Re-evaluation Date:      ____________2029______________	


